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  Chapter 1: Prologue


  At home, after 11 p.m.


  I busily moved my hands in tmy room, still burdened with unfinished work.


  [~Congratulations on Spark’s 7th anniversary, the unextinguishable flame~]


  Fortunately, I almost finished the pink banner file.


  I could sleep once I finished this.


  No more nagging calls from Manager Nam, no more piles of reference materials cluttering my inbox every day.


  I could enjoy the Chuseok holiday one day earlier than everyone else.


  Just try canceling my annual leave again this time. I’ll make sure you become an ambassador to the Ministry of Employment and Labor’s interrogation room.


  Because of someone, my annual leave was now in September and I had 17 days left.


  I couldn’t give in this time. I would absolutely protect my vacation.


  I focused on typing while muttering words transferred from a certain community.


  How many times had I repeated looking at the calendar and focused on the photo flat?


  “…Done. I really won’t touch it anymore.”


  After a long struggle, the name of the file created with persistence was finally changed to ‘Spark_7th Anniversary_Commemorative Cafe (Banner)’.


  Now all I had to do was send an e-mail. I quickly opened the Internet window.


  Then, the dazzling faces I had grown tired of seeing on banners greeted me.


  This was because I had set the entertainment news as the main page since I was asked to always check for updates about Spark.


  These rotten people were the thieves who stole the heart of our company manager’s daughter, and they were the main culprits who were keeping me up at this hour… But.


  “What?”


  There I saw it.


  The subject of the banner who had made me change colors about 28,000 times until now, agonizing over which one would look prettier.


  A one-line article title with that damn Spark’s name in it.


  『Spark, unable to last for more than 7 years… Currently in the process of dismantling.』


  “Fuck…”


  My memory was blurry after that.


  I didn’t know if I was so upset that I fell back, or if I fell asleep with my head pressed against the keyboard due to extreme lack of sleep.


  I couldn’t believe I didn’t pass out while working overtime, but passed out while fangirling on behalf of my boss’ daughter.


  And since I didn’t collapse in the office, it wouldn’t be treated as an industrial accident.


  From start to finish, it was utterly absurd. The blackened vision looked like my future.


  

  Warm sunlight. A quiet, peaceful morning.


  My body was so refreshed that I didn’t know how many hours I had slept.


  Needless to say, it was the best condition I had been in a while. Everything was perfect.


  …Except for the wooden plank that I could see right in front of me.


  Was the ceiling always this close?


  Somehow, the ceiling seemed to be right in front of my eyes.


  For things to seem much closer than they actually were. I must be half-asleep.


  After going to work 7 days a week, I had to work overtime until Monday, it was no wonder I lost my senses.


  In addition, I heard the shocking news that the banner I had been working on for two weeks had become useless.


  I might be tired. I didn’t even remember when I came to bed and laid down.


  As I reached next to my head to grab my phone to check the time, a conversation my teammates once had in passing flashed through my mind.


  When you oversleep, doesn’t the air itself feel different?


  Right. Strangely, your body feels refreshed and the sunlight is warm.


  It gets quiet around you. That’s when you start breaking into a cold sweat.


  Calm air, check.


  Refreshed body, check.


  Quiet atmosphere… perfect check.


  Fuck.


  I raised my upper body like a metal spring. Then I almost hit my head against the strangely low ceiling.


  It wasn’t an optical illusion, the ceiling was actually low.


  Did the house collapse while I was sleeping?


  I turned my head, wondering if I could write ‘the ceiling of my house collapsed’ as my reason for being late.


  An even more shocking scene unfolded next to me.


  On the bed across from me, within arm’s reach, someone was sleeping with their back turned towards me.


  Unfamiliar luggage was scattered messily on the bed and floor.


  This was an impossible scenario in my home, which had been a single-person household since I became independent.


  First of all, it’s not my house. Definitely not.


  As my field of vision widened little by little, the number of mysteries increased by the minute.


  But I knew one thing. If they hadn’t broken into my house, I must have been taken captive at their house.


  I immediately grabbed a pillow. It was time to utilize the strength I had developed after working as a porter for several years in the company’s mountain climbing club.


  As I was carefully taking aim above the person’s head, a flash of light appeared before my eyes. Reflexively, I squeezed both my eyes shut.


  When I managed to open my eyes again, an incredible phenomenon lay before me.


  
    [SYSTEM] The reuse of Assistant Manager Kim Iwol’s (hereinafter referred to as subordinate) life has been approved.

  


  …? What is this?


  Letters appeared in the air.


  And that too, with content that I didn’t understand at all.


  I pursued an environmentally friendly life, but I had no intention of reusing my life.


  Or was this the sleep paralysis that Assistant Manager Hwang was said to be suffering from?


  However, among the symptoms that Assistant Manager Hwang mentioned, he never said anything like ‘An approval window keeps flickering in front of my eye’.


  If he had, Assistant Manager Hwang shouldn’t have come to work—he should have quit the company instead.


  “…”


  This was the first time I overslept, after boasting perfect attendance until now.


  A stranger was sleeping soundly, even covering themselves with a blanket, even though it was my first time meeting him.


  And a typing display was floating in mid-air in front of me in this place I was suddenly brought to.


  I knew exactly what this entire situation was called.


  It’s a dream.


  When I realized that I wasn’t late, I instantly felt at ease. I covered myself with the blanket again and lay down on the bed.


  At that moment. Once again, my vision lit up white.


  Just as I was about to request that the light be turned off, a message that I couldn’t ignore appeared.


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from your ‘superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ Assistant Manager Kim, you should debut with this new batch of trainees as an idol group. This is truly a great opportunity, you know? There will definitely come a day when you’ll thank me for this. Don’t ever forget that the higher-ups have expectations of you.


    [SYSTEM] The KPI ‘Debut as a 6-member Boy Group’ has been assigned to ‘subordinate’.

  


  Indeed, it sounded just like a superior.


  There were only three things I hated: one was my immediate family, the other was my boss, Manager Nam, and the last one was responsibility. I was just better suited to be at the bottom rung.


  The tone of the system sounded like Manager Nam himself. I thought Manager Nam had come back to life.


  Oh, by the way, I still needed to set this thing straight.


  Even if this was a dream, sending a message impersonating my boss first thing in the morning was unforgivable.


  No matter how unethical this industry was, there should be at least basic human respect. I’d report it as a voice phishing scam.


  And what? Debut as a boy band?


  Nonsense.


  It was a dreadful nightmare. I even thought it would be better to bang my head against the ceiling and find enlightenment.


  

  My bad relationship with idols started when I was a new employee.


  A week after joining the company, the first question that (former) Team Leader Nam, before he got promoted to manager, asked was this.


  Kim Iwol, do you know how to handle flat photos?


  Unaware of the truth that sometimes you had to pretend not to know things, I ended up making the foolish statement, ‘I have a certificate’.


  Since then, my life went astray. From that day on, I was selected as Manager Nam’s official chore machine.


  The chores ordered by Manager Nam were not limited to company work.


  Starting with transcribing recordings whenever the boy group ‘Spark’, which Manager Nam’s daughter’s favorite member belonged to, appeared on the radio.


  When their live broadcasts started, I had to capture motion clips and post them on some cafe called a ‘birthday cafe’, even designing and ordering cup holders for them.


  As soon as Spark’s activities began, I had to handle tasks I had never done before in my life.


  It was the beginning of an idol fan-like career that my life was not intended for.


  I don’t understand why they pay someone else to do stuff like this. Looking at what Employee Kim is doing, it looks like I could just learn the method and do it at home.


  Haha, it actually takes more time than you’d think, Team Leader.


  I told people at home that they don’t know how to save money. And my kid wants the banner you made yesterday revised.


  Yes?


  Instead of just Emperor Choi Jeho, it needs to say Center Emperor Choi Jeho. Send it to my email by 1 pm.


  So, for six months, I became the GIF expert for the center, also known as ‘Center Emperor Choi Jeho’, who was apparently my boss’ favorite member of Spark.


  Manager Nam’s daughter grew from a solo stan of Center Emperor Choi Jeho to a fan of all Spark members.


  You said Center Emperor Choi Jeho was the only one for you.


  You said you could only see Jeho.


  I felt like my world was falling apart.


  As the number of GIF clips I had to make increased fivefold, my energy was quickly exhausted as I was suddenly reduced to a human GIF maker.


  Of course, I didn’t just sit still and obey what I was told.


  Wondering if an office worker really had to do this, I sought advice from others around me.


  After being told that I didn’t have to do all that, I tried a hundred different ways to say things like, ‘I’m sorry, but I think doing any more than this would be difficult,’ but after that, I got nitpicked a lot.


  Iwol, what does this mean? Why can’t I understand anything you wrote?


  Did you upload this after getting reviewed by Manager Cho? Tell Manager Cho to come.


  Those days, I asked for confirmation four times a day, cursed inwardly eight times, and bowed my head six times.


  After stubbornly refusing the fan-related tasks to the bitter end, I finally waved the white flag on the day Team Leader Nam, who had been squeezing his subordinates dry, got promoted to the manager position.


  And that was when those vile Spark jerks who put me through hell suddenly announced their disbandment.


  They did it right before my very eyes, as I was being forced to prepare for their 7th anniversary support.


  It was as if dealing with idols wasn’t already enough to bring me to tears of blood. These unethical bastards.


  I didn’t look in the mirror, but I was sure my eyes were bloodshot. I could feel my intraocular pressure rising in real-time.


  To pull myself together, I reviewed my ‘Things to Do After Resigning’ list from the start, one by one.


  “Hm…”


  I was trying hard to calm my mind, but the guy sleeping in the bed across from me started tossing and turning.


  Could it be he was one of the kids from the current batch mentioned by the system?


  What kind of sin did he commit in his past life to be punished by becoming an idol with an old guy like me? That young man must have a pretty unlucky fate too.


  Even though it was just a dream, I felt a bit of sympathy toward him but then his sleeping face turned towards me.


  Surprisingly, it was a familiar face.


  Strong, well-defined features with thick eyebrows.


  A sharp facial line and a long, slender neck.


  It was a face I couldn’t fail to recognize, since it was imprinted on my corneas.


  It was exactly like the younger face of the Center Emperor Choi Jeho, my boss’s daughter’s bias, who had kept me staying up late for over three years.


  Spark appeared here?


  Why him of all people?


  The face that had once made me return to the office after I had already gone home, just because I missed one photo edit, was right in front of my eyes? You couldn’t blame me if my eyeballs were about to pop out here.


  My whole body was burning hot, as if lying on an electric blanket. It was definitely an anger-induced sickness.


  But I had to be patient. This was just a dream.


  Even if I grabbed the sleeping person’s collar and shouted, ‘Were you out of your mind when you deleted your feed when I was meticulously archiving your Insta?’ nothing would change.


  Anyway, unless you were a subordinate who was threatened by your boss and scraped other people’s posts until 9 p.m., you wouldn’t understand that pain.


  But I couldn’t do anything about my seething anger. The rage seemed etched into my spine.


  Could it be that the other four are also from Spark…?


  Adding me to the five-member group Spark made it exactly six members, just as the system had designated. Everything fit together perfectly.


  Right now, if I could contact Manager Nam’s daughter, I wanted to ask her.


  She once said that 5 minus 1 equals 0.


  I am sorry, but what happens if it’s 5 plus 1?


  I deeply regretted not closing my eyes before seeing that absurd message.


  And I strongly denied the current situation.


  If it was Spark, I refused.


  If it was the Center Emperor Choi Jeho, I absolutely would refuse even if they locked me up in a hotel and made me work with room service only.


  Debut with the guys who only smiled three times during a two-hour live broadcast, even though I had to capture 50 smiling faces per member?


  Yeah, absolutely never.


  Perhaps it could hear the sound of my heart closing.


  The letters that had been floating disappeared, and new sentences appeared.


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from your ‘superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ I heard young people only work as much as they’re paid these days. But can you really live like that in a company? Still, I’m not too harsh in my evaluations. Let’s make sure our Assistant Manager Kim gets what he deserves for the work he’s done. Sounds fair?


    [SYSTEM] ‘Personnel Disadvantage’ has been assigned to ‘subordinate’ due to failure to meet final KPIs.


    [SYSTEM] ‘Performance Reward’ has been assigned to ‘Subordinate’ for meeting final KPIs.

  


  From start to finish, it was filled with infuriating phrases.


  Do you really think that I’d fall for that?


  I wouldn’t deny that my life was so far gone that the system thought it could look down on me.


  I accepted all of Manager Nam’s absurd demands, so I was practically digging my own grave.


  But even in my dream, I didn’t want to be branded as a complete pushover.


  I’d rather poke my own eyes rather than continue watching this crap, but just as I was about to do that, my vision lit up again.


  What happened next was truly shocking.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Personnel Disadvantage’ will be notified.


    ▷ Restrictions on job transfer will be imposed upon forced re-employment and resignation of Hanpyeong Industry


    ▷ Permanently deprived of the opportunity to receive the final performance reward

  


  It was a notice forcing me to rejoin my old company, which I hadn’t even properly quit.


  Re-join that hellhole Hanpyeong Industry?


  It forced me against my will to join a company that would tell you to wait for mart discount periods when the toilet paper ran out!


  It even stated that if I quit, it would restrict my chance to move to another job.


  It seemed dead set on pouring ash all over my career prospects.


  I had to work at that damned company until retirement?


  No way. My greatest regret in life was submitting my resume to Hanpyeong Industries.


  No, screw that. I regretted getting on that job search site on that very day and time.


  It took me a while to understand the explanation that followed. My mind wasn’t functioning well because I was so enraged by the thought of rejoining the Hanpyeong Industry.


  Final performance reward?


  The final reward didn’t matter. I already hated the idea of rejoining so much I could die.


  I had no doubt that there couldn’t be a worse situation than this.


  That was until I read the next explanation.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Final Performance Reward’ will be notified.


    ▷ Annulment of the death of your sister (biological sibling) and the opportunity to reunite

  


  The chance to meet my sister, who died two years ago, was being offered under the mere term ‘reward’.


  Annul her death?


  I felt like I was hit hard by bad luck. Either that, or I was facing backlash for wishing Manager Nam would go to hell every night.


  Really, instead of a dream world, I felt like I had fallen into hell.


  *Note: KPI: Key Performance Indicator.


  Chapter 2: Boomer System (1)


  My parents were very indifferent to both of their children.


  They were generally irresponsible and sometimes violent.


  The environment I grew up in could be described with this one sentence, ‘It wasn’t until elementary school that I realized that people eat three meals a day on average.’


  My sister and I, who had no luck with guardians, spent our childhood under neglect, abandonment, and dictatorial attitudes.


  My sister’s childhood likely wouldn’t have been much different from my own.


  However, despite growing up in the same environment, my sister felt concerned for me, her sibling who was much younger than her, and supported me in every way until I became an adult.


  Even when I was considering giving up on college because I couldn’t find a way to pay the tuition, or when I was flipping through part-time job listings, trying to hold out at home until I could save up for a deposit.


  My sister, who tenaciously saved up money, eventually took me out of the house around the time I graduated high school, since I was incapable of looking after myself.


  And she enrolled me in college.


  I am not just giving this money to you. I’ll collect it all back from you later.


  …I’ll pay you back as quickly as possible.


  Yeah, I should get some filial piety from my younger brother in my old years.


  Would 15 million won be enough to sustain your old years?


  I’ll get compound interest on it, so it’ll be fine.


  As expected, members of society are not easy to deal with.


  Anyway, with 15 million won in my hands and no repayment period, I was able to completely separate myself from home.


  From then on I only had to take responsibility for myself.


  A college friend, who heard about my hardship at Hanpyeong Industry, once seriously asked me.


  If there are so many weird people at your company, wouldn’t it be better to quit early?


  Sitting across from him mechanically editing a ‘Hyung Line Cuddly Compilation.zip’ video, my reply was ‘I wish I could too’.


  Who would want to keep working at a company that paid you so little and worked you like a dog?


  I even had to put fruit stickers on the faces of boys my age who I barely cared about.


  But I couldn’t quit. Because I wanted to repay my debt to my sister as quickly as possible.


  Especially once I became old enough to reach an age where I clearly knew the level of money that someone just starting out in society could save.


  I couldn’t afford to waste time on changing jobs, so I persevered through sheer determination. My account balance inching closer to my target goal was my only solace.


  On the day I could finally fully repay my sister’s loan with the money I scraped together by sacrificing my health. We vowed to do whatever we wanted at least once a year while living our lives.


  Though we couldn’t meet often due to being busy, we stayed in touch occasionally through messenger…


  Are you ready to buy me a bag at the duty-free shop?


  Are you ready to make me announce a missing person broadcast at the duty-free shop?


  Try me.


  …We had conversations like that.


  And then, the very next winter, my sister died in an accident.


  It happened less than 30 minutes after we parted ways in front of a café near my house.


  Our last conversation was so ordinary that I couldn’t even remember it.


  That moment was the last time I met my only family member.


  Was there anyone who hadn’t imagined their deceased family member coming back to life at least once?


  But the dead did not return. Death was like that; it was the end.


  My confused mind cooled down. Instead, anger that had nowhere to go filled my head.


  How do I wake up from this dream?


  For the first time in my life, I desperately wished the morning alarm would go off, even just one second sooner.


  So that this terrible sleep would end, and I wouldn’t have to recall the emotions of the past two years.


  But the alarm did not go off. I felt utterly alone in a silence with no end in sight.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Subordinate’ will now undergo ‘Handover’

  


  In front of my eyes, another new message flashed.


  Say whatever sh*t you want.


  I pulled the blanket over my head and lay down. If I didn’t, I might end up banging my head against the wall.


  But there was one thing I overlooked.


  In a situation where letters appeared in midair, there was no guarantee that any bizarre phenomenon wouldn’t occur.


  The information about ‘Handover’ flowed one-sidedly into my head as if I were reading a book or document.


  
    [SYSTEM] Handover Progress


    ▷ Notification of Work Period: February XX, 20XX (Synchronized and cannot be changed)


    ▷ Check manual


    ▷ Check processes

  


  As I was about to bang my head a couple of times, I noticed something strange amidst the unfamiliar information.


  The year that stated the work period was nine years ago based on this year.


  The season was also way off. Yesterday it was early autumn, but the proceeding period pointed to February.


  It’s not like I’ve gone back in time.


  I turned my gaze to the window, where there should still be plenty of greenery. But through the window, I saw a few bare branches.


  …!


  What I saw outside the window was the cool winter itself.


  The sun was out, but the window was fogged up, and I could clearly see the branches without leaves swaying in the wind.


  Where is my cell phone?


  I reflexively looked for my phone. It was placed right next to the pillow as usual.


  But the model was different from mine. To be exact, it was different from what I ‘currently’ had.


  What I had in front of me was the 2G phone I had used nearly ten years ago.


  I had bought it when everyone else was using smartphones because I wanted to focus on my studies and the cost of the device was too much.


  A brick phone capable of restricting caller ID showed up in a society where 90% of adults used smartphones.


  So many things were strange.


  The face of Center Emperor Choi Jeho, who was much younger than I last remembered, and the phone, which I had clearly thrown away a long time ago because it would not turn on—they all pointed to only one possibility.


  I entered my old password on the lock screen as if possessed. Miraculously, the password was unlocked.


  What was even more incredible was the date floating on the phone.


  …Nine years ago.


  It was the exact same date as the work period notified in the system, and it was the time when I had looked up English words with this cell phone.


  The year when Center Emperor Choi Jeho, who was my age, was 20 years old, and Spark was running toward their debut goal.


  I felt like all the blood was draining from my body.


  I ran my hands over my dry, no, my rejuvenated face, now about 3,400 days younger than yesterday.


  Noona…


  I am fucked…


  

  A sunny winter morning.


  A room so quiet that it was peaceful thanks to the other person sleeping soundly.


  Sitting there, I opened my eyes and suddenly found myself 9 years younger.


  But now, my older sister and future were being held hostage and I was being forced to become an idol (29 years old/office worker).


  I checked my face dimly reflected on the screen of my cell phone that had been turned off.


  Even on the black screen, I could see that my complexion had noticeably improved and the dark circles had decreased significantly. It was exactly the face I had when I had just graduated from high school.


  I really have become younger.


  Maybe the reason I felt so refreshed when I woke up was because I had actually gotten younger? If that was the case, I felt like I should feel a little sad.


  If I was the only one getting younger, it would have been a different case, but since the time had been reversed, it would be more accurate to say that I’d gone back to the past.


  If I could use the internet, I could verify this more clearly. But that was out of the question with this brick phone.


  I suddenly had an ominous premonition.


  I couldn’t have died and come to the afterlife or something, right?


  I knew it sounded crazy, but if this was the afterlife, it might explain why letters were appearing before me.


  However, the likelihood of a 29-year-old man dying in his room while making a banner for an idol announcing their disbandment was as improbable as the current situation.


  Something had definitely gone very wrong, but it didn’t seem like I had suddenly died while living a perfectly normal life.


  In addition, a person who died like that had to debut as an idol in the afterlife?


  That was insane.


  It was more reasonable to think that time had actually been reversed.


  Wait.


  If time itself had gone backward, wouldn’t it mean that I didn’t need to debut as an idol to save my sister?


  I could just meet her right now, convince her to listen to me, and ensure she lives a long life.


  I quickly searched for my sister’s number in my contacts. But the phone book was completely empty.


  My phone, which used to be full of numbers for company CEOs, now had an unsettling emptiness it shouldn’t have.


  Fortunately, I had my sister’s number memorized. I quickly dialed it and called.


  —The number you are calling now is not available.


  But the response I got was an unexpected automatic message.


  I checked the number again and it was definitely the right number. Something was off.


  Noona has never changed her number.


  It didn’t matter. If I couldn’t contact her, I could just go visit her.


  I grabbed my phone and got out of bed.


  But my momentum did not last long.


  Where was noona’s house?


  I couldn’t remember the name of the neighborhood or building where my sister lived. Other memories were vivid, but it was as if I only remembered that part of it.


  When my thoughts went crazy at this point, an additional long writing appeared.


  This time, it was more like a document than a message.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Subordinate’ is being notified of the ‘Life Reuse Manual’.


    ▷ Life is considered reused when you wake up at a point in the past based on your previous life.


    ▷ Once the reused life begins, returning to the previous life is not allowed.


    ▷ Memories and knowledge acquired in the previous life can only be used within the permitted scope. If violated, sanctions will be imposed.


    ▷ If it is determined that memories and knowledge from the previous life hinder the tasks in the reused life, the use of these memories can be restricted without the consent of ‘subordinate’.


    ▷ To make life reuse go smoothly, additional tools (resumes, schedulers, etc.) will be provided.

  


  I didn’t fully understand what it meant, but one thing was clear.


  Something had gone very, very wrong.


  I simply woke up because my eyes opened, but my life had already been processed as reused.


  It felt like receiving a product that had been defective from the beginning and being told that opened items were non-refundable.


  There were times I wanted to change my lifestyle, but I didn’t mean changing my whole life.


  By the fourth point, I wanted to give up thinking altogether.


  Simply put, it seemed that if I tried to achieve the final reward of reuniting with my sister through any illicit means without fulfilling the KPIs, compulsory measures would be triggered.


  For example, by erasing memories that served as the link to meeting my sister.


  If I go to the place where the accident happened and vow to wait until noona arrives…


  I tried to remember my sister’s death anniversary and the location of the accident.


  And I failed. I couldn’t recall anything, as if there was a hole in the back of my mind.


  

  What were the odds of someone suddenly reversing the flow of time in their life?


  And not only that, what if you were forced to change careers to something you’d never considered, with your family and future held hostage?


  What were the chances that the assigned job was to become an idol who had to sparkle and shine?


  And if you refused, you would have to work at the company that made you work overtime for seven consecutive days a week for the rest of your life?


  I didn’t know for sure, but I could tell this was a case of being royally screwed.


  I went through stages of denial and anger and finally reached the state of resignation.


  As long as there was a condition that my sister could live, there was no option for me to refuse.


  Even when my sister was alive, I couldn’t repay her enough. How could I refuse it?


  I also didn’t want to get involved with the hellish Hanpyeong Industry anymore.


  So the only option left was to debut gloriously as part of a 6-member boy group…


  Debut… with Spark?


  It was chilling. I felt a cold blade piercing me, darkening my vision.


  Objectively speaking, Spark wasn’t a bad group.


  It was just that I personally held a grudge against them. Looking at each member’s individual abilities, they were so good that I should be begging them to accept me.


  K-pop idols in our country could largely be classified into:


  Idols with problems


  Idols without problems but get bashed for no reason


  Idols whose debut went unnoticed before disappearing without a sound


  When categorizing into three groups.


  Spark straddled both the problematic idol category and the bashed-for-no-reason idol category.


  All the members had clean public histories. They didn’t do drugs.


  But Spark was a group that established itself as a new issue maker in the entertainment world, frequently embroiled in all kinds of controversies starting with personality issues.


  ≫ If you want to learn noise marketing, look up and look at Sprk


  └ Sprk isn’t noise marketing, they’re just noise


  └ More like the marketing king, their recognition skyrocketed whenever an issue blew upㅋㅋ


  Let’s imagine that I joined this group.


  When an ordinary person like me joined a visually stunning group that was criticized for everything but their looks, you’d anticipate the following reactions:


  ≫ One rotten apple spoils the barrel. He single-handedly brings down the standard look of the group. That’s a talent in itself.


  └ There are five first-class members and one subpar member so of course the barrel is soiled, I don’t need to tell you which one’s the subpar one


  └ Is that really the standard of an idol’s looks? It’s disheartening


  Similarly, it was easy to predict their reactions when an ordinary person like me joined a gem of a group known for their exceptional talent.


  ≫ One rotten apple spoils the barrel. He single-handedly ruined the show. That’s a talent in itself.


  └ Watching him made me cringe, but he’s so brazen about it. At least his mental strength is top-tier.


  └ Having top-tier mental strength means no sh*t when the main part is subpar


  It seemed like my existence would just add fuel to the fire of this already controversial group. Just the thought of it was a nightmare.


  Why did it have to be me?


  Why did it have to Spark?


  I could think of at least 200 people who would want to debut with Spark more than I did.


  I stared at the still-floating message in the air, my eyes probably devoid of any light.


  Then, there was a part where I suddenly caught my eye.


  
    ▷ To make life reuse go smoothly, additional tools (resumes, schedulers, etc.) will be provided.

  


  Additional tools.


  Was it like a welcome kit? Hanpyeong Industry didn’t provide anything like that because they were jerks.


  I glared at the screen, pondering how I could get those so-called additional tools.


  Then, a new screen really did appear.


  In front of me was a familiar resume layout.


  It was none other than my own resume, Kim Iwol.


  Chapter 3: Boomer System (2)


  When you were preparing for a job, one of the things you ended up revising multiple times was your resume.


  At the same time, having worked in the HR team, it was a document I had seen countless times, and at one point, it was also a document that I revised every day while dreaming of changing jobs.


  However, the resume I was looking at now was something I had never seen before.


  
    [UA New Trainee] Kim Iwol


    Kim Iwol (20 years old/previously 29 years old)


    Career History


    – Joined UA through street casting


    External Activities


    – Assistant Manager at Hanpyeong Industries HR Team (5 years)


    Performance Evaluation (100)


    – Vocal proficiency: 4/20


    – Dance proficiency: 1/20


    – Self PR: 12/20


    – Attendance management: 18/20


    – Organizational Adaptability: 10/20


    Total exp: 0


    Total point: 0

  


  Of all things, it claimed to be my resume.


  The past at Hanpyeong Industry, which was as tough as the fiber of a poorly boiled sweet potato, was listed under external activities.


  It looked like my experience there had become worthless.


  More importantly, was my dance proficiency really 1? I was truly lucky for never getting picked for any talent shows at workshops.


  As I was staring blankly at the total exp and total point, wondering what they were, a new explanation appeared.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Exp-point system’ is being notified to ‘subordinate’.


    ▷ Completing ‘tasks’ will grant a certain amount of ‘exp’.


    ▷ When the exp reaches 100, it can be exchanged for 1 point.


    ▷ Points can be added to proficiency level.

  


  It was ridiculous.


  If you could get better at dancing by working a lot, executives would have already held extravagant talent shows for office workers worldwide.


  Other things that caught my eye were ‘new trainee’ and ‘street casting’.


  Joined through street casting?


  In February, 9 years ago, on the street, an idol casting.


  I felt like I could almost remember something.


  Right before entering university, someone had stopped me on my way home.


  I vaguely remembered getting a business card while talking to my sister.


  I was quite perplexed when they handed me a business card from UA, a company famous for housing ballad singers, saying they were forming an idol group.


  I remembered thinking they were scammers using someone else’s company name and completely ignoring it.


  It wasn’t even the first time I had received a business card related to idols, so I had completely forgotten about it.


  Now, it seemed like I was in a situation where I had accepted that offer back then and joined the company.


  The only male idol group that later debuted from UA was Spark.


  The place I ended up, after all the twists and turns, was Spark again. What were the odds?


  I had no idea what they saw in me to contact me, but as the pieces fit together, my mind started to clear up.


  You couldn’t get anything done when blood rushed to your head.


  I calmly tried to summarize what I had learned so far as simply as possible:


  I had gone back in time to nine years ago.


  I became a trainee under UA.


  I had to debut in a six-member boy group or I wouldn’t be able to save my sister.


  And I would have to join that damned Hanpyeong Industry again. With a lifetime contract.


  The situation was still a mess, but now I could accept the reality.


  Thinking of it as giving my sister 70 years’ worth of birthday presents that I almost couldn’t give her made me feel a bit better.


  This time around, I would receive compound interest on those birthday gifts.


  I would just have to grit my teeth and hold on.


  I forcibly pulled myself together.


  At that moment, an alarm went off above my head. More precisely, it came from the wooden ceiling above me.


  At the same time, the Center Emperor Choi Jeho, who had been sleeping next to me, opened his eyes.


  He had the same face as he did on the reality show before his debut, a nose bridge that hadn’t changed even after 9 years, and a slight frown every time he woke up due to poor eyesight.


  The moment I saw his too-familiar face that made me want to turn away in disgust, my composure completely evaporated.


  Instead, a deep-seated anger filled the void.


  Could I really do it?


  Could I?


  Happily debut with these bastards who made me upset just by looking at them?


  My stomach churned. It was definitely my acid reflux acting up.


  “Oh? You’re already up, too, hyung.”


  At that moment, a face popped out from the ceiling with a voice that was way too cheerful for the morning.


  Was it because of the lighting?


  Looking at the features that seemed to glow, I was momentarily at a loss for words.


  The visual was so unrealistically perfect that I thought he wasn’t human for a second.


  No way, Cutie Pretty Visual Lee Cheonghyeon?


  His looks were so great that my bitter grudge was briefly erased from my mind.


  After seeing that face, I could almost forgive UA for selling those full-body mini standees for 23,000 won each.


  Even so, that guy was a jerk who came back from his first long vacation with a sunburn, making photo retouching a nightmare.


  But still, to think such looks existed in this world.


  There was a mysterious aspect to Cutie Pretty Visual Lee Cheonghyeon’s face, with the round eyes, nose, and mouth coming together and giving off a cold aura.


  “Jeho-hyung is an early riser too. I really like our room’s living habits! The maknae approves!”


  That guy was way too cheerful in the morning.


  But it seemed the Center Emperor Choi Jeho wasn’t even listening.


  “Hyung! We eat breakfast in the practice room. Let’s get ready to go to the practice room first!”


  Cutie Pretty Visual Lee Cheonghyeon explained kindly as he came down from above.


  How many more days would I have to listen to these voices that made my ears shudder? The future looked bleak.


  

  An hour later, I found myself standing inside the UA building along with future Spark.


  The UA that had cast me was an agency that had long been known as a ballad powerhouse.


  Most of the singers affiliated with UA were also ballad singers, each with at least one hit song to their name.


  But then, out of the blue, UA suddenly announced that it would be entering the idol market.


  The underground practice room where I had arrived was a space hastily put together by UA to train trainees.


  Spark’s fans called this place the ‘UA Underground Prison.’


  ≫ A rookie who released only two songs has a hiatus of 1 year and 2 monthsㅋㅋㅋ Just say you don’t want to make moneyㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ The kids must think it sucks too, they debuted, but they’re mysteriously shelved.


  Spark’s hiatus was extraordinarily long.


  At one point, there were even rumors that their hiatus period kept getting extended every time an issue came up.


  For the record, this place wasn’t unfamiliar to me either. I’d seen it countless times while screenshotting their choreo videos to survey their group dance.


  I stood there, feeling a familiar sense of being sh*t on, and someone approached me and talked to me.


  “You haven’t been here long, so it must be overwhelming, right? Since you said it’s your first time being a trainee, let me briefly explain our practice routine.”


  It was Jeong Seongbin, the mental pillar who would become Spark’s leader in the future.


  To me, Mental Pillar Jeong Seongbin was like a filial son.


  He had the most gentle face among the ruffian-looking group Spark, so I quickly memorized his face.


  Mental Pillar Jeong Seongbin explained things like when the trainer teacher would arrive and UA’s various rules. His orientation skills were top-notch.


  He’d be perfect as the trainee education manager…


  As I was admiring his calm and clear pronunciation, Mental Pillar Jeong Seongbin suddenly asked me.


  “Do you have any other questions?”


  “No. Thank you for the explanation.”


  Worried that he’d realize I wasn’t paying attention, I answered quickly, but Mental Pillar Jeong Seongbin’s expression became strange.


  “Um, hyung. Weren’t you going to drop the formalities starting today?”


  There was that kind of setting?


  Seeing the more senior trainee Mental Pillar Jeong Seongbin speaking formally to me, it seemed the hierarchy here followed the order of age.


  I wasn’t fond of such a conservative organizational culture. As someone naturally more inclined to be at the bottom rung, it made me even more uncomfortable.


  “Maybe because it’s still awkward…Look. If it’s okay with you, just speak casually with me.”


  “Yes.”


  I hated dropping formalities right after meeting someone by using age as an excuse. But I decided to go along with the flow to avoid unnecessary trouble.


  Fortunately, Mental Pillar Jeong Seongbin didn’t press the issue further.


  “Then should we start with stretching?”


  With those dreadful words, Mental Pillar Jeong Seongbin got up.


  The time had come to sweat alongside my enemies from hell to achieve the same goal.


  I wanted to go home.


  I desperately wanted to go home.


  The words I had etched into my heart daily during my office worker days naturally came to mind.


  Then, my vision flashed white.


  Ah, I didn’t need any manuals or explanations anymore.


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from your ‘superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ You know how we give out points as a part of employee benefits? Starting today, if you do well, you’ll get points. Not many places are this generous. Anyway, you’re in luck, Assistant Manager Kim. Don’t waste them on frivolous things, use them only when absolutely necessary.

  


  But if it was a material reward, that was a different story.


  I was disappointed that it was points and not cash, but as the recipient, I had to take advantage of whatever I could get.


  Still, can’t you just change that way of speaking? Just reading that saps half my motivation.


  Still, I was in no position to be picky, so it was a beneficial proposition for me. Especially since my dance proficiency was abysmal.


  If I ask for work, will it give me one?


  The situation of requesting work was unfamiliar to me. Normally work poured in even if I just stayed still.


  For a moment, I wondered if I should kneel facing the direction where the text was visible, or bow my head instead.


  Fortunately, the catastrophe of having to beg for work on top of being forced to debut did not occur.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘New task’ has been assigned.


    ▷ Complete one basic move


    ▷ Reward: Exp

  


  I should be able to manage just one move, right?


  Surely, they gave me a task that I could achieve with my 1-point dance proficiency. I steeled myself.


  I had to say, this was undoubtedly the most foolish decision I had ever made.


  

  Do you know just how intense the practice regimen is for K-pop powerhouse Korean idol groups?


  Fuck, fuck…!


  I didn’t know. And now I felt like I was going to die.


  Ignorance was truly a sin. Nothing short of punishment could explain the hardship and adversity I was currently experiencing.


  “Kim Iwol, turn to the left.”


  “TIurning isn’t the problem here. Be honest. You can’t tell left from right, right?”


  Even so, I could at least distinguish between left and right.


  Didn’t I just turn left?


  “How can a person be this uncoordinated?”


  “It’s beyond clumsy; you’re creaking. If your limbs are this uncontrolled, your brain might go on strike tomorrow.”


  The group’s dance members, Center Emperor Choi Jeho and King of Cuteness Kang Kiyeon, were seriously discussing this situation with the utmost grave expressions.


  Watching these two being in charge of the group’s performance quality, I was reminded of a post I saw on a community board.


  ≫But don’t you think UA gathered an amazing group of members despite being a horse sh*t agency?ㅋㅋ There’s not a single one lacking in skill.


  They added an uncoordinated member to provide more amusement for the audience. My heart ached.


  The highly individualistic Center Emperor Choi Jeho seemed indifferent to this situation.


  On the other hand, King of Cuteness Kang Kiyeon, famous for his perfectionism since a long time ago, didn’t take his cold eyes off me until the end.


  For someone like me who got dizzy just looking at Spark’s photos for five seconds, this was the worst punishment.


  After I rampaged through the practice room like a broken runaway train, King of Cuteness Kiyeon’s eyes glinted with sharpness. His icy stare was as piercing as his words.


  I’d gotten good at reading Spark’s expressions.


  Sure enough, he spoke in a chilling voice.


  “Hyung.”


  “Yes.”


  “Don’t even think about going back to the dorm today.”


  It suddenly reminded me of what my junior at work who loved idols had said while blankly eating a triangle gimbap in the break room.


  She had asked if I knew the


  top three mayo


  [1]


  The Korean joke of the top three mayo goes like this: “Let me introduce the world’s top three mayos. 1. Tuna mayo 2. Chicken mayo 3. Don’t steal my heart mayo.” So basically the top two are the most popular tastes, and the number 3 is a wordplay ended with the word mayo.


  .


  That was when… our team was in the 3rd week of overtime, and an article came out about her favorite idol group canceling a fansign due to illness but they went to Gangwon Land instead.


  I forgot the third one besides ‘Tuna mayo’ and ‘Oppa, don’t just do whatever you want mayo’, but King of Cuteness Kiyeon’s version of ‘mayo’ was quite harsh too.


  How many times had I repeated these indecipherable moves?


  “Oh. Got it.”


  “Quick, do it once more before you forget.”


  As soon as the dry Center Emperor Choi Jeho and the relentless King of Cuteness Kang Kiyeon gave the okay signal, my vision flashed white.


  I thought it was a sign I was about to pass out but it was just the system. Persistent little thing.


  
    [SYSTEM] The ‘task’ is complete.


    ▷ Reward: Exp (20)


    ▷ Total exp: 20


    ▷ Total point: 0

  


  20? 20?


  After all that suffering?


  With my limbs trembling uncontrollably?


  It was absurd. I must have taken this abnormal phenomenon too lightly.


  1.


  The Korean joke of the top three mayo goes like this: “Let me introduce the world’s top three mayos. 1. Tuna mayo 2. Chicken mayo 3. Don’t steal my heart mayo.” So basically the top two are the most popular tastes, and the number 3 is a wordplay ended with the word mayo.


  Chapter 4: Boomer System (3)


  Getting repeatedly trampled by the Spark members was quite the harrowing experience.


  First up were Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon, who were like the incarnations of dance themselves.


  These guys seemed to see me as an interesting alien creature.


  They would demonstrate intricate dance moves to a beginner like me and then ask, “Do you get it?” with a shockingly nonchalant teaching style.


  I flailed around vigorously to let them know that kind of teaching method wasn’t enough for me. They both turned pale.


  But what could I do? I’d been an office worker all my life.


  My mind was so confused that I almost asked Choi Jeho in front of me, ‘Center Emperor Choi Jeho, am I moving correctly now?’


  After running a mental simulation of getting a disdainful look from him, I had been secretly practicing calling him without his nickname in my head.


  After the two blunt boys, Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo were the next to sink.


  Unlike the previous artists, these top-notch vocalists tried to pass on their knowledge in a more humane way to me, who was showcasing severely malfunctioning movements.


  Unfortunately, my stamina was better than theirs, so they collapsed first.


  Watching all these disasters, Lee Cheonghyeon met my gaze and gave me a thumbs-up.


  “Hyung, you’re really amazing! Fighting!”


  He even winked at me. His personality was optimized for being an idol.


  Why didn’t you wink more during your solo shots? If you had winked more, I could’ve finished making a compilation of your winks within a day.


  Thanks to Cheonghyeon’s sparkling support, I was able to straighten my arms out to the side while facing forward. It only took 4 hours.


  Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Kiyeon clapping with his lips tightly pressed together.


  It was the exact same expression I had when looking at the boss’ son who came to work part-time once. This second life was really tough.


  At this point, I couldn’t help but wonder.


  What on earth did the casting director see in me to cast me for UA?


  Surely, the Spark guys must be wondering the same thing.


  Wouldn’t it be suspicious if some guy who recently joined as a trainee couldn’t even control his left and right feet?


  They didn’t show it, but I could tell. One of my few talents was reading the room.


  Still, I couldn’t help it. It was unrealistic for an office worker whose whole life revolved around fiddling with web apps to learn to dance well in just one day.


  Especially when the exp rewarded were only 20 at a time.


  I had been in a similar situation before.


  Specifically… It was like when Manager Nam dumped 5 years’ worth of unsorted documents on me and told me to organize them by the end of the day.


  When the situation was unbelievable and there was no obvious way to improve.


  The only thing you could do was…


  Simple repetition.


  I felt my eyes getting moist. It was like the sweat I shed back then was syncing with my eyes now.


  But there was a definite improvement. At least there was no Manager Nam here.


  I should be grateful that there were people helping me.


  Even if they were my enemies from my first life.


  Since they put in the effort to teach me, it wouldn’t be right not to try to learn, I vigorously rolled around as they instructed, fueled by anger.


  If I thought of it as a 20% salary increase, it was actually a big percentage increase. As expected, mental victory was all about perspective.


  

  How long had I been moving in a trance?


  I heard rough breathing around me and saw the Spark members one by one collapsing into the corners of the practice room.


  Weaklings. With that level of physical strength, they wouldn’t even be able to climb Bugaksan Mountain carrying the executives’ thermos.


  Taking advantage of the lull in instruction, I grabbed a bottle of water and quenched my thirst too.


  It was then. The practice room door opened, and someone vaguely familiar entered.


  Simultaneously, the Spark members, who had been sprawled out like overworked office workers, sprang to their feet.


  Their disciplined figures were exactly like Spark in their debut era, making my stomach churn.


  “You all must be working hard practicing.”


  “We’re fine!”


  “Of course. I haven’t seen you since the casting, Iwol. Have you greeted everyone?”


  Clean business casual attire and a friendly tone that didn’t seem to belong to a trainer.


  And most of all, that remark confirmed my suspicion.


  It’s you, the one who drag me into this pit of hell.


  I wanted to grab this person and demand to know which part of me seemed like idol material. Was there really such a lack of talent in Hongdae that day?


  “Yes, everyone has been helping me a lot.”


  But I managed to hold myself back, thanks to my patience honed to the extreme.


  “Come on. We expect a lot from you, too, Iwol!”


  This person should have seen Spark members’ lifeless eyes just a moment ago.


  If he had, he wouldn’t have said that. Even I, who held nothing but animosity towards Spark, felt sorry for them.


  If my friend the system would allow it, I’d be willing to write a new resume and apply as Spark’s new manager right now.


  But there was no response from the system. It was always quiet at times like this.


  The sudden visitor took out his phone, saying he came to film Spark’s group dance video.


  “Since we have a new trainee, we need to rework the formations. Once you all know the choreography, we’ll film again with Iwol in it.”


  When you don’t know what to do, just nod your head.


  So I replied that I understood, even though I didn’t know if that day would ever come.


  While Spark prepared for the video shoot, I moved to the mirror opposite and stood next to the staff member.


  The scene that unfolded in front of my eyes soon after was quite spectacular.


  Even to my untrained eyes, the five trainees dancing in razor-sharp synchronization looked impressive.


  When I made cross-edits, I thought these guys my age were just limber in their joints.


  Seeing it up close, I could tell for sure.


  These guys at least had the power to do their job.


  It made sense why this group had lasted 7 years despite all the controversies outnumbering their agency’s employees—the public opinion about their looks and skills was right.


  For the first time, free from the obligation of video editing, I fully appreciated the trainees’ dazzling movements.


  I made sure not to look above their necks, though. Seeing their faces would just make me angry.


  By the way, the move I spent hours learning and earned 1 welfare point for passed by in an instant.


  It felt like… about 1.8 seconds?


  I guess it’ll take about two whole weeks of rolling around to complete one song.


  Whether just rolling around would give me that kind of power was another matter altogether.


  The filming, which seemed to be a simple monitoring video, ended in one take.


  “What do you think, Iwol?”


  “Yes?”


  “The kids. They’re good, right?”


  What a difficult question.


  The answer was obvious. The only thing I could say here was, ‘Yes, they’re awesome’.


  The problem was, no matter how much I praised them, it didn’t seem like it would be conveyed to Spark if I was the one saying it.


  “Yes, I think they’re great.”


  I answered with as much sincerity as I could muster, being careful not to sound sarcastic.


  It reminded me of when I had just started working at Hanpyeong Industry.


  Back then I tried to learn social life by pretending to enjoy it. Of course, I didn’t miss those days at all.


  Fortunately, my mundane answer seemed to leave no impression.


  It was thanks to my 29 years of experience in blending in, with the intention of never standing out even once in my life.


  However, there was one thing that bothered me. After a moment’s hesitation, I opened my mouth with difficulty.


  “But…”


  All eyes turned to me. Their look was asking ‘Is this clueless newbie really going to criticize this impressive dance?’


  I took a deep breath and opened my mouth.


  “Kiyeon, are you okay to be dancing?”


  “Yes?”


  “You looked a bit strained.”


  When a clumsy guy like me who couldn’t even control his own body was making comments, even Jeho Choi’s gaze was locked on me. It was the look I’d only seen in fancam videos.


  I didn’t want to say anything because I knew it would draw attention.


  If I had to make an excuse, it didn’t feel right to stay silent when someone looked like they were in pain.


  When Kiyeon was teaching me one-on-one, I wasn’t sure, but watching them dance together, it was hard to miss.


  Nobody else told him to rest, so I wondered if they just didn’t notice.


  It seemed I was right, as the gazes quickly shifted from me to Kang Kiyeon.


  “Kiyeon, are you sick?”


  “No, I’m not sick.”


  Kiyeon replied to the staff member with his usual expression.


  But he couldn’t fool my eyes.


  That guy was 100% lying.


  Even before I turned back time, Kang Kiyeon had said with that same expression, ‘We’ll continue to work hard’.


  You said that at the New Year’s concert, then disbanded within a year? Shameless bastards.


  “Kiyeon says he’s fine.”


  “I don’t think he’s fine. His left ankle.”


  Feeling irritated, I stood firm on the issue with a genuinely concerned expression.


  Then Kang Kiyeon’s expression became strange. It seemed I had hit the mark and struck a nerve.


  “Kiyeon, is your ankle hurting?”


  “Since when?”


  The staff member and Cheonghyeon shouted at the same time. Kiyeon looked flustered.


  “No, it’s not so bad that I need to go to the hospital…”


  “What are you talking about, Kiyeon? If you’re hurt, of course you should go to the hospital.”


  Now, even Jeong Seongbin chimed in. Unlike my despicable self, he genuinely seemed worried.


  Since I had brought it up openly, those around him would take care of it now.


  Having done my part, I turned away from Kang Kiyeon with a lighter heart.


  Then a scene suddenly flashed in my mind.


  Kang Kiyeon singing alone, seated on a chair, at the Imjingak outdoor stage.


  It was due to a chronic ankle injury from relentlessly practicing difficult choreography since his trainee days


  Just looking at his listless face through the low-quality public broadcast, you could tell that it was a grim period for Kiyeon.


  As someone who knew about the future, I felt I had an ethical obligation to help him out. So I endured talking to Kiyeon again and said:


  “Make sure you go to the hospital.”


  “Yes?”


  “I had a friend who had a hard time because he ignored an ankle injury. If it becomes chronic, it’s a real pain.”


  I felt guilty for trying to pass off that boy who was just in the same class as my friend.


  But seeing Kiyeon’s wavering gaze as if my words got through to him, I felt relieved that I could break his stubbornness.


  Considering I was doing this to get him to the hospital, my classmate would understand.


  Thank you, friend. You helped save a future dance genius.


  After that, it wrapped up nicely with the manager who showed up late taking Kiyeon to the hospital by taxi.


  As I saw Kang Kiyeon off to the hospital, a quiet realization hit me.


  Half of me wondered why I even worried about these guys. The other half thought that I couldn’t just ignore someone in pain.


  Next time something happened, I wouldn’t pay them any mind.


  Still, if I kept needling like this a few more times, I might see all five of them dancing together at Imjingak.


  That is, if I don’t die from frustration and rage before then.


  

  Despite the brief commotion, practice continued until 10 pm.


  Any memorable episodes from our trainee days?


  Let’s see…um…


  I think we just practiced all the time… Sorry, Sparklers, we were pretty boring, huh?


  When I used to transcribe live broadcasts, I thought, ‘Just say something so I can summarize 10 threads and get some sleep.’ But now I understood. When you practiced all day, there was nothing to talk about.


  All we did was eat, dance, and sing, so of course there weren’t many memorable episodes.


  Still, now we could probably share the story of Cheonghyeon trying to carry the injured Kiyeon and them both falling down together. A touching display of friendship.


  My first-ever practice was definitely demanding. But not to the point of collapsing.


  Besides, my debut would be in jeopardy if I just continued to flail around, so even though I was in tears, I decided to practice a little more.


  Fortunately, none of the members tried to stop me. My clumsy moves seemed to have shocked them quite a bit.


  These guys were set to become regulars on the list of top talented idols in Korea within three years of their debut.


  Which meant, as long as I did my part well in this group project, that would be enough.


  For the first time in a group project, I felt like I was the one in charge of just gathering data, not the leader.


  The feeling of freeloading… It filled me with guilt but it was also a refreshing experience.


  I was confident in mastering skills through repetition.


  My ancestors didn’t give me any special talents but endowed me with a stubborn tenacity that didn’t easily give up.


  Seeing that two hours flew by with just a few repetitions of basic movements, I realized again that people’s nature didn’t change easily.


  Are you not going to give me exp this time?


  I clicked my tongue in disappointment.


  Who knew? Maybe if I collected 1,000 points, they’d give me a free ice cream or something.


  As if reading my thoughts, the system reappeared again after half a day.


  But this time, the source of the experience points was a bit different.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Hidden Task (First Overtime)’ completed.


    ▷ Reward: Exp (20)


    ▷ Total exp: 40


    ▷ Total point: 0

  


  “Fuck…”


  Even if I didn’t want to curse, I had to.


  It was impossible not to curse in this situation.


  Chapter 5: Boomer System (4)


  My mood plummeted straight back to hell.


  I had traveled back 9 whole years, only to voluntarily board the overtime train again. How miserable.


  In exchange for losing my energy, happiness, and sense of achievement, I gained the basic step and 20 exp.


  “Fuck, what a fulfilling day.”


  I felt disillusioned with life.


  Still, instead of giving up everything, I began cleaning up. I had to vacate the practice room before the security guard left at midnight.


  No one should have to work overtime because of me. If that happened, I might die from the guilt.


  When I turned off all the lights in the practice room, the already deathly silent company building felt even more desolate. The familiar air of overtime engulfed me.


  Just as I was about to get melancholic, I sensed someone in the lobby. Soon, a tall shadow stretched into the hallway.


  The owner of the shadow was Choi Jeho.


  Choi Jeho looked very grim even though he was only standing at the desk.


  I was not just selectively seeing his negative traits because I disliked him. Really.


  As Jeho approached and our eyes met, he took out his earphones. I asked him in a doubtful tone.


  “You haven’t left yet?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Were you perhaps waiting for me?”


  “Yeah.”


  Choi Jeho consistently gave one-word dismissive answers, as if annoyed.


  “Why were you waiting for me?”


  “Do you think a guy who’s here for the first time could find his way back to the dorm?”


  “Are you being considerate?”


  “Jeong Seongbin said he wanted to stay, but it was too late for the kids to go out.”


  Meaning Choi Jeho didn’t stay because he wanted to, but what did it matter?


  Our future leader was eighteen years old. If Choi Jeho had any conscience, it should be him staying late instead of a minor.


  Still, knowing Jeho’s loner personality, I gave him a pat on the back with a strained smile, wordlessly praising his consideration.


  Choi Jeho looked deeply displeased.


  

  When we got back to the dorm Lee Cheonghyeon, who used the top bunk of our two-floor bed, was waiting for us instead of sleeping.


  “Why aren’t you asleep yet?”


  “I was waiting for you, hyung!”


  When I pointed to Choi Jeho, Lee Cheonghyeon confidently pointed to me.


  Did idols have hazing rituals for new members too?


  Like making the newbie buy 30 cups of coffee alone. Or washing everyone’s shoes in the dorm.


  When I looked at him with eyes that seemed to say, ‘I didn’t know you were that kind of guy…’, Lee Cheonghyeon looked flustered.


  “Why are you giving me such a fierce look?”


  “No, I was wondering if you’d start hazing me from now on.”


  The most vicious thing he could do at this hour would be something like making me buy lunch boxes from each convenience store brand, or packing pork bone hangover soup from a 24-hour hangover soup restaurant and having it delivered to the front door before it got cold.


  Having run cigarette errands from Gangnam to Gangbuk before, that was nothing to me.


  As I steeled myself and tried to recall the restaurants we passed on the way back, Cheonghyeon said.


  “No one’s going to haze you!”


  “You won’t?”


  “Of course not! Why would you say something so scary?”


  I was already running simulations in my head of asking the soup place owner to pack some radish kimchi too. Well, if he wasn’t going to haze me, then never mind.


  When Choi Jaeho, who had long since lost interest in us, went to shower, Lee Cheonghyeon sat on the floor beside my bed. I ended up sitting on the floor with him side-by-side.


  “Kang Kiyeon had inflammation in his ankle. I saw him wearing an ankle brace earlier.”


  It seemed Lee Cheonghyeon was waiting for me to talk about Kang Kiyeon’s ankle.


  He seemed the most panicked when I told them Kang Kiyeon was hurt, but now he seemed more composed.


  “Then he’ll have to take a break from practice for a while.”


  “Right. He’s really stubborn.”


  That seemed to be the case. I nodded in agreement with Lee Cheonghyeon.


  “How did you know, hyung?”


  “Know what? About Kiyeon’s ankle?”


  “Yes. None of us knew.”


  “Well, I didn’t notice up close either. But when I looked from a distance, I could tell.”


  If I said here…


  I came from the future, and thanks to proxy fan duties my boss made me do at the company, I learned about Kiyeon’s weak ankle, so I was confident I wasn’t wrong.


  …He probably wouldn’t believe me. I didn’t really want to explain in detail either.


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s eyes widened as if he genuinely believed my half-hearted answer.


  “You must have really good eyesight, hyung. It’s not easy to notice something like that with just a glance.”


  Normally, when someone who didn’t know much luckily guessed something right, wouldn’t people just chalk it up to a beginner’s luck?


  This kid seemed to have a tendency to value people positively.


  “I just got lucky. If you rewatch the footage, you’ll probably see it too.”


  “I watched the video with Seongbin-hyung when we got back to the dorm, but we didn’t notice anything. Your keen eye is no joke.”


  It wasn’t keen eyesight but the benefit of years of accumulated big data, but I kept that to myself.


  If it was about being recognized for improving through practice, I could still accept it, but I preferred not to stand out for odd reasons.


  Taking the chance when Choi Jeho returned from washing up, I got up, saying I needed to wash up too.


  Lee Cheonghyeon seemed a bit disappointed but obediently returned to his spot. He was quick to read the room.


  Once I finished my shower and lay on the bed, it finally sank in that the day was over.


  If possible, I’d like to get a better grasp of the system at times like these. Will it be difficult?


  There was nothing more troublesome than unexpected issues popping up while you were diligently working.


  I wanted to minimize such mishaps, and right at that moment, the system appeared before my eyes. It seemed it would show up if I wished for it earnestly.


  This time, it was the same text I had seen before.


  
    [SYSTEM] Hand Over Progress


    ▷ Notification of work period: February XX, 20XX (Synchronized and cannot be changed)


    ▷ Check manual


    ▷ Check processes

  


  But two of the points were crossed out. It seemed to indicate they were completed.


  The manual must be referring to the life reuse manual.


  Thinking about that manual only made me angry, so I decided to set it aside.


  The only thing left to do was to check the process.


  I imagined checking the process in my head. Then, naturally, articles related to the process appeared. The speed at which it connected with the brain was impressive.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Process’ is applied to ‘subordinate’.


    ▷ ‘Subordinate’ will receive ‘tasks’ or ‘KPIs’ irregularly.


    ▷ Welfare points will be awarded based on the task performance of ‘subordinate’.


    ▷ Awarded ‘welfare points’ can be added to ‘proficiency’.


    ▷ As the process is applied and the handover progresses, the difficulty of ‘tasks’ will increase. (Penalties occur for task failure)


    [SYSTEM] The job role of ‘subordinate’ is set to ‘Producing Member.’

  


  Fuck you, If you’re going to make me do something like producing, can’t you just appoint me as the new member of planning team instead of the group member?


  The fact that penalties could occur was also annoying.


  If I didn’t debut, I wouldn’t be able to save my sister, and I would have to re-enter the company. What more penalties would I need?


  I should have distanced myself from this crappy, old-fashioned system from the moment it started sounding exactly like Manager Nam.


  I almost tried to find an option to change it, like changing the navigation voice, but I held back. I didn’t want to look deeper into this system.


  Still, I liked the idea of using points to improve my abilities instead of buying ice cream.


  Part of me felt bad about so easily taking the fruits of others’ hard work and effort, but with my family’s life and a lifetime contract on the line, I had to use any means necessary, whether it was an underhanded method or not.


  At least it doesn’t say I have to stay active for 7 years.


  The condition for completing the tasks was clearly debuting.


  In other words, it could mean that as long as I made my debut, it didn’t matter if I left afterward.


  I could just take out a loan to pay the penalty fees and spend a lifetime paying it back.


  It would be better for the team if an incompetent person like me left early on.


  Technically, this was fraudulent employment anyway, so I had to contribute enough to cover the losses caused by my early departure.


  With a guilty conscience, I opened my pathetic hologram resume.


  
    Performance Evaluation (100)


    – Vocal proficiency: 4/20


    – Dance proficiency: 1/20


    – Self PR: 12/20


    – Attendance management: 18/20


    – Organizational adaptability: 10/20


    Total exp: 40


    Total point: 0

  


  There were the precious 40 exp I had earned through relentless dance practice and overtime.


  Wait a minute.


  So you’re telling me… even after dancing like a rabbit at a tiger’s birthday party and voluntarily doing overtime, I can’t raise my proficiency by even 1 point?


  This wasn’t even an underhanded trick anymore; it was the ultimate life speed-learning.


  I was looking for conscience in the wrong place. How naive I had been, not realizing my life was a sh*t storm.


  Anyway, my immediate task was clear: diligently accumulate exp to earn points.


  At the time, earning another 60 exp felt immensely far away.


  However, the very next day, I quickly maxed out the exp and earned points.


  

  The incident started with a new task notification flashing at me demandingly first thing in the morning.


  
    [SYSTEM] A ‘new task’ has been assigned.


    ▷ Attend your first dance class


    ▷ Reward: Exp (20)

  


  Since the system got caught only giving out 20 exp, it didn’t even bother to hide the amount of rewards anymore.


  Since it was the company’s first time forming an idol group, they were still in the process of creating a training program for trainees.


  Because of this, instead of having an in-house trainer, UA had vocal and dance trainers visit once a week each.


  Today was the day when the dance trainer came.


  It was also the day I would, for the first time in my life, perform something resembling a dance in front of an expert.


  I flailed around, giving my absolute best in front of the dance teacher, whom I had seen a few times on Spark’s reality show.


  Ultimately, it proved that I was nothing more than an empty barrel.


  The faces of the prospective Spark members were filled with shadows, not a hint of a smile.


  They seemed disheartened by my helpless display, despite having helped me so earnestly the previous day.


  Their lack of smile was the reason why even when I sent edited videos to Manager Nam, he still said, ‘Can you make our kid’s mouth curve up just a tiny bit? It’s nothing big, do it quick.’ Just thinking about it made me feel mad again.


  The teacher, seeing me floundering in a daze, hesitated before speaking.


  “Iwol…”


  “Yes.”


  I stood upright with my hands clasped politely.


  I could sense the teacher was carefully choosing their words.


  This pause, this tension.


  It was a perfect situation to crush me.


  The teacher who tried to choose their words even in such a situation was truly virtuous.


  “You need to practice a lot.”


  “Understood.”


  “Just practicing a lot isn’t enough. You need to practice more than anyone else, with utmost diligence.”


  “Yes, I will do my best.”


  I could say with the utmost sincerity that I would work hard more than anyone else. My sister’s life and my future depended on it.


  Moved by my sincerity, the teacher said no more. I was grateful for that.


  The problem was that the system had to pop up and open its mouth.


  Chapter 6: Boomer System (5)


  
    [SYSTEM] Task completed.


    ▷ Reward: Exp (20)


    ▷ Total exp: 60


    ▷ Total points: 0

  


  Up to this point, it was fine. I was gradually getting used to the stingy points system.


  What pissed me off was the message that followed.


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from ‘superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ New hires these days don’t seem to know how to do anything. Back in my day, even if our seniors didn’t teach us, we learned by observing over their shoulders. Working at a company has gotten too easy, huh? Assistant Manager Kim, you need to step it up. Be grateful that you have someone giving you this advice.


    ▷ Consolation prize: 40 exp


    ▷ Total exp: 100


    ▷ Total point: 1

  


  Consolation prize?


  Anyone could see it was just a way of saying cheer up after being publicly humiliated.


  This b*stard was definitely enjoying the situation.


  Still, I was the one at a disadvantage. With no choice, I invested the single welfare point I had painstakingly earned from that humiliating consolation reward into my dance proficiency.


  
    Performance Evaluation (100)


    – Vocal proficiency: 4/20


    – Dance proficiency: 2(▲)/20


    – Self PR: 12/20


    – Attendance management: 18/20


    – Organizational adaptability: 10/20


    Total exp: 0


    Total point: 0

  


  The effect of the increased proficiency was immediately apparent in the next individual practice session.


  I could follow the videos without getting the directions wrong.


  I used to flail around even when watching the mirror mode!


  Can’t you even remember which hand you use to eat?


  Why can you mimic what you see in a regular video but mess up when watching mirror mode?


  It was the moment Choi Jeho’s torrent of insults finally ended. I was overjoyed.


  Feeling the joy of growth, I was diligently watching the video the trainer had recorded when Park Joowoo approached me.


  “…Looks like you’re getting the hang of it?”


  Park Joowoo asked in his characteristically relaxed tone, then squatted next to me.


  “I’m not trying to be funny, really.”


  I could understand it in my head just fine. I could roughly figure out how each movement connected after watching it a few times.


  But whether I could actually output it with my body was another story.


  Just being able to see the moves didn’t mean I could perfectly imitate them.


  In the first place, if I had been able to do something like that, I wouldn’t have chosen to be Hanpyeong Industry’s punching bag.


  As I was bitterly reflecting on my career path, Park Joowoo said,


  “If there’s a part you’re struggling with… I can help teach you from there.”


  I felt moved by this guy’s silk-like patience toward the new trainee who had just suddenly barged in.


  However, I was not a foolish adult who would rob the precious time of a budding talent.


  Even if he was my enemy, there were rules that must be followed.


  Park Joowoo was not someone who should be wasting his time managing fleeting connections like Kim Iwol; he should be dedicating himself to practicing and honing his powerful high notes.


  So I politely turned down Park Joowoo’s offer, to which every second of his time was precious.


  Park Joowoo probably had no desire to teach a beginner who only felt resentful toward him either.


  “No, I already imposed on you yesterday.”


  “…Then just one section.”


  Then Park Joowoo fiddled with his phone to play the video.


  “Here, move your left foot, one, two… Yes, like that.”


  “Really? Is this how you do it?”


  “The movements… are correct.”


  The silence that followed the words ‘movements’ conveyed a complex feeling.


  No matter how positively I tried to think, Park Joowoo’s words could only mean that I still had a long way to go.


  To someone who couldn’t sing and dance well, my future must be looking grim since I couldn’t sing well and my dancing skill was even worse.


  However, this was a remarkable improvement. Clearly, until yesterday, it took me over 30 minutes just to move my feet twice.


  Though, Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon had to hold me from both sides and move me themselves. Thanks to them, I knew what it felt like to be a puppet.


  Is it possible for someone to improve this much from just a 1-point increase in proficiency?


  No matter how I looked at it, this system was truly a cheat code for life.


  I reflected on how I had been whining just a few hours ago about my life being the hardest.


  As I wobbled like a newborn giraffe and completed one step, Park Joowoo asked.


  “Aren’t you getting tired?”


  “You look more exhausted than me.”


  “Hyung, you really… have great stamina.”


  Park Joowoo smiled awkwardly, looking all drained.


  Perhaps because he was still young, he reminded me of a happy puppy one might find in a countryside house.


  But no amount of 1:1 training and a single smile could make up for him saying just five words on a 50-minute radio show.


  If I had the time and opportunity, I would definitely get my revenge by making him practice smiling for 30 hours.


  Nevertheless, the practice ended fairly smoothly. It was thanks to the fact that I showed noticeable improvement after greatly lowering my expectations.


  Like the day before, I practiced two more hours and wrapped up the long day’s work.


  There was no overtime reward this time, but it couldn’t be helped.


  Just because you can shift your feet a bit doesn’t mean you can easily debut.


  

  The only time I could deeply contemplate the system was at dawn.


  During the day, I was too busy rolling left and right to be able to firmly grasp my train of thought.


  At night, I had to stay behind in the practice room, dancing alone to the music playing from the device.


  “Huft.”


  So as soon as I showered, I collapsed onto my assigned bed. I needed time to organize my cluttered thoughts.


  The system said I was set as a producing member.


  If so, it was likely that this aspect was considered even during the street casting that led to me becoming an idol.


  In fact, Spark never had a producing member in the past.


  If there was any problem, it was that UA had no experience producing idols either.


  I still remembered the post that went up on the day UA suddenly dropped a surprise comeback promotion live broadcast.


  ≫ UA, you dumb fuck. You won’t let SPARK, a 5-year debut group, do a live broadcast without staff when all the other boy groups get individual lives? If this is how it’ll be, just announce a monthly live schedule instead of sticking [Surprise] on things and turning on broadcasts without warning.


  Even if the company posted a few pictures of Spark eating meals, they probably would have only gotten cursed at with things like ‘UA is so senseless, so emotionless’. It was truly an incompetent company.


  I didn’t know what they saw in me to give me this position, but if I wanted to debut safely, I had to steer towards the producing role as directed by the system.


  I racked my brain that I hadn’t used for a long time. It took a lot of effort to rev up the rusted gears of an office worker’s mind.


  The saving grace was that Lee Cheonghyeon would eventually be in charge of composing for the team.


  As unlikely as it might be, it was a great relief that I wouldn’t have to come up with ideas, write songs, and lyrics, and decide on concepts all by myself.


  Of course, I couldn’t guarantee that anything I wrote would actually be singable.


  The saying ‘Even if the sky falls, there is a hole to escape through’ fit perfectly.


  As I thought about Spark’s dizzying concepts that flashed through my mind, the system appeared again.


  But I no longer felt a surge of anger when the system popped up. It seemed I had reframed the system as just a welfare point notification.


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from ‘superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ I don’t care what Kim Assistant Manager used to do before. People who did sloppy internships elsewhere just pick up bad habits. Let’s put aside whatever you did before and start fresh. Refresh, got it?


    [SYSTEM] ‘New task’ has been assigned.


    ▷ Check your current personal information


    ▷ Consolation prize: Exp (60)

  


  Nope. It pissed the fuck out of me.


  It took a special talent to say something that obnoxious. Anger surged within me.


  But the most ominous thing was the 60 exp.


  And the attribute was ‘consolation prize’.


  My vision darkened as I thought that something worse than public humiliation in the dance class would happen.


  At this rate, by next month, I might end up shouting, ‘I love you, guys!’ from UA’s rooftop.


  Though, unless it gave me four consecutive weeks off from working seven days a week, there was no way I would say ‘I love you’ to Spark.


  What am I supposed to check in my personal information?


  The back of the ID card I had checked yesterday had a sticker with the address of Spark’s current dormitory. This meant the transfer of residence had been completed.


  My resident registration number was the same, and my name had been properly changed too.


  Name, resident registration number, address, education, military service, work history…


  As I went through the basic personal details one by one, my thoughts stopped at one particular point.


  Education.


  What day is it…?


  February nine years ago, more specifically the second week of February when I had just turned twenty.


  That was the week I got street-cast while on my way to meet my sister.


  It was the week I borrowed 15 million won from my sister.


  It was the week that I registered for college on regular admission.


  No way.


  My mind went blank.


  With trembling hands, I opened my phone, which showed the date as February 13.


  Unfortunately, if my memory was correct, this date was two days past the regular admission registration deadline.


  I looked up to all the gods I knew and borrowed a laptop from Lee Cheonghyeon.


  Then I accessed the regular admission confirmation page.


  After a few clicks, the same acceptance confirmation page from nine years ago appeared.


  My exam number on the screen had switched to ‘registration forfeited’ status.


  No matter how many times I refreshed or logged in and out, the situation didn’t change. The education that had at least allowed me to work at Hanpyeong Industry was gone.


  In addition, I learned something that I didn’t really want to know.


  The 15 million won I had borrowed from my sister was still intact in an account under my name.


  Three years of high school gone to waste.


  My head felt empty.


  If I didn’t debut as an idol, the penalty was rejoining Hanpyeong Industry.


  When I first saw that, I thought it was the worst possible outcome for my life.


  But as the saying went,


  there's an underground beneath the ocean floor


  [1]


  There’s an underground beneath the ocean floor = no matter how bad the situation is, it still can get worse.


  .


  At this rate, I wouldn’t even be able to get a job at Hanpyeong Industry if I wanted to. Because I wasn’t such a great talent.


  What company would hire a completely incompetent person like me who didn’t even have a meager degree?


  
    [SYSTEM] The ‘task’ is completed.


    ▷ Consolation price: Exp (60)


    ▷ Total exp: 60


    ▷ Total points: 0

  


  I raised my head as tears welled up in my eyes.


  The despair I felt was so deep that 60 experience points were nowhere near enough to console me.


  1.


  There’s an underground beneath the ocean floor = no matter how bad the situation is, it still can get worse.


  Chapter 7: Boomer System (6)


  They said that


  even if you chopped off the diploma’s head, dawn would still come


  [1]


  The original saying is ‘Even if you chop off the chicken’s head, the dawn will still come’. It means whether roosters cry in the morning or not, the dawn will still come.


  .


  I lost my family home and my degree, but the morning dawned. An incredibly bright morning.


  “It’s over.”


  “What is?”


  “Everything.”


  “Are you okay, hyung?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon, who had watched my dramatic emotional swings from the top bunk last night, asked.


  I wanted to say I was not okay at all. Because I really wasn’t okay.


  But I couldn’t. There was nothing worse than someone who disrupted the organization’s atmosphere with their personal emotions.


  Moreover, Lee Cheonghyeon had even lent me his laptop that he used for composing when I was in a fraught last night.


  If I were a proper adult, I should be able to distinguish who to get mad at and who not to.


  Forcing myself to say I was okay, I wiped my face, which felt moist. It seemed Lee Cheonghyeon had put a face mask on me last night.


  Fuck, this diligent and considerate guy. At this rate, he would only rank no. 1 in photocard trading prices.


  Still, after spending the night in torment and denying reality about 230,000 times, I managed to reach an epiphany.


  I would definitely debut no matter what.


  To wash away this humiliation.


  And to find a way to make a living.


  To do that, I would thoroughly learn the basic choreography from start to finish today.


  From now on, it was all about debuting.


  I resolved firmly.


  

  And sometime later.


  They said that a dog could recite a poem after being in the village school for three years and an idol could make a comeback in three months. I, too, was able to achieve remarkable results in just three days.


  About 30 hours of official practice, excluding breaks.


  Plus, an additional 4 hours of individual practice.


  In addition, intensive training from five private instructors.


  After a total of 34 hours, with a lot of help, I dedicated myself to memorizing the choreography. Although the form resembled the new millennium health gymnastics, I was able to perform the 4-minute choreography without a single mistake.


  With the fierce determination of my newbie days, there was nothing I couldn’t achieve.


  My eye sockets must be all hollowed out, though.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Task’ is completed.


    ▷ Reward: Exp (20)


    ▷ Total exp: 80


    ▷ Total points: 0

  


  Successfully mastering the choreography of one song earned me some points.


  Just you wait. I’ll collect one more point and reach dance proficiency level 3.


  After falling into hell once, only grit and determination remained in my heart.


  Humans naturally discovered hidden abilities in extreme situations.


  I also realized my potential when Manager Nam told me to write a report he’d forgotten about in 4 hours.


  I never thought past experiences would give me courage in a situation like this.


  Whatever comes next… I’ll think I’m dead and get it done no matter what.


  I resolutely steeled myself.


  But fuck, not only practicing dancing, I had to practice singing, too.


  Being a K-pop trainee was tough.


  

  Since ancient times, humans had been said to be creatures of adaptation.


  I was no different.


  Within just a few days, I reached the point where I could enjoy meals without batting an eye among the noble faces who had been praised for having flawless visuals since their debut.


  I was even savoring the slightly burnt flavor of the jjolmyeon noodles.


  Enjoying jjolmyeon among the dazzling faces from the morning. I had quite a strong heart.


  The sight of boys with messy hair sitting huddled on the practice room floor, eating snacks, reminded me of my school days.


  Except back then, there were no kids with these kinds of faces.


  If you categorized idols into approachable types and non-approachable types, Spark clearly belonged to the latter.


  Eighty percent of the reasons came from their faces.


  Recent idol groups tended to gather members with different types of looks and characteristic into one group.


  In this market where you needed to have at least one member that suited your taste, entertainment agencies aimed to create groups that made people say ‘How did they gather these kids in one place?’.


  However, UA was boldly ignorant.


  Cold, sharp-looking pretty boys? → Handsome.


  Lots of handsome members? → Good.


  Perhaps they oversimplified it like that. Or maybe they just preferred cold handsome boys.


  UA ended up making Spark a group with ‘lots of sharp-looking pretty boys, which is good.’


  In other words, the group consisted solely of guys exuding ultimate frostiness.


  First of all, there was Lee Cheonghyeon, the official visual representative of Spark, who looked like he was born at the moment heaven and earth were created.


  Cheonghyeon’s face was so flawless that you’d believe it if people said he only washed with water carried from the Heaven Lake on Baekdu Mountain.


  If Lee Cheonghyeon’s face was clear and cool like a fall morning sky, his friend Kang Kiyeon, of the same age, had a face where the cold wind blew fiercely.


  Amidst a blizzard, downing a bottle of tequila… No, that was an inappropriate analogy for someone who would enter high school next month.


  Kang Kiyeon, who looked like he could down a whole bottle of unsweetened hot ginger tea, had a visual that made it hard to believe he was the team’s maknae.


  The visual situation of the middle line members, one year older than Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon, was not much different.


  The main vocalist Park Joowoo’s nickname was ‘Human of Dawn Mountain Fog.’


  In the past, I thought this nickname didn’t really suit Park Joowoo, because about 80% of his expressions I saw during monitoring looked blank.


  However, after seeing Park Joowoo in person, I could immediately accept that nickname.


  Park Joowoo’s bare face, pale enough to be called ghostly white, was a look that wouldn’t be out of place if he appeared in the mountain wearing a traditional hanbok like a mountain spirit at dawn.


  Leader Jeong Seongbin was in a relatively better position.


  Unlike Lee Cheonghyeon, who was often described as looking cynical even when smiling, Jeong Seongbin’s smile was undeniably that of an idol.


  ≫ Honestly, isn’t Jeong Seongbin a gentle handsome guy?


  Look at that smile, how is he not a gentle guy?


  └ (Picture of Jeong Seongbin among gentle-looking guys)


  └ Yes, if my dear isn’t in the gentle handsome guy category, you must be blind


  Even Jeong Seongbin was called an unequivocal frosty guy when he went out, though.


  Fans’ efforts to push Jeong Seongbin as a gentle handsome guy, due to his slightly less intense eyebrows compared to other members, were tear-jerking even for an outsider like me.


  Of course, I didn’t actually shed tears. My eyes were just dry from staring at the monitor too much.


  Lastly, Choi Jeho, the center of Spark and the person who was guilty of captivating the heart of Manager Nam’s daughter.


  This guy… He looked like he’d been born in the North Pole.


  His features had ‘I’m not someone to be trifled with’ written in 13pt bold font—he looked like someone you wouldn’t want to encounter outside.


  Indeed, his presence was so empowering that it was only natural that he contributed to about 200 of my 800 visits to the Ministry of Employment and Labor’s complaint submission page.


  If it weren’t for him, my average monthly overtime would have been reduced by 20 hours.


  They were all extraordinarily impressive individuals.


  And here I was, among them.


  I recalled my reflection in the mirror this morning.


  No matter which way I looked, it was just the common face of someone in their 20s who hadn’t been too battered by society.


  Shouldn’t there be something like visual proficiency?


  I felt the system was missing what should be there and only had the useless extras.


  The system seemed to not know how important looks were for idols. I must be deadweight to be discarded once I debut.


  Maybe I was thinking too seriously about my existence, as Lee Cheonghyeon, who had been watching me, asked.


  “Hyung, do you not like the jjolmyeon? Should I get you something else?”


  “No. I was thinking about something.”


  “What were you thinking?”


  “Maybe I’m a lost cause… I thought something like that.”


  “What kind of talk is that while eating?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon then focused on eating again. It was a morning full of worries. No one would understand me, though.


  

  If the dance classes were somewhere between chaos, destruction, and despair, the vocal lessons were a bit better.


  There was no misfortune of having to demonstrate the wooden puppet dance of joy.


  Instead, I had to do my best to hide the hapless soul of an office worker who used to sing while sticking a spoon in a soju bottle.


  “Iwol, can you try to relax your body when you sing?”


  “Yes, I’ll keep that in mind.”


  “Don’t be tense, just sing. Your singing isn’t bad.”


  If I didn’t stay tense, I might start belting out Manager Nam’s favorite trot song medley. After all, I did have a knack for trot.


  Still, to meet the teacher’s expectations, I clenched my fists tightly and did my best to sing as instructed.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Task’ is completed.


    ▷ Reward: Exp (20)


    ▷ Total exp: 100


    ▷ Total point: 1

  


  Thanks to that, I also earned exp for completing the first vocal lesson.


  Unfortunately, I couldn’t raise my visual proficiency, so I invested the newly acquired 1 welfare point into dance proficiency. Being handsome must be something bestowed from heaven.


  
    Performance Evaluation (100)


    – Vocal proficiency: 4/20


    – Dance proficiency: 3(▲)/20


    – Self PR: 12/20


    – Attendance management: 18/20


    – Organizational adaptability: 10/20


    – Total exp: 0


    – Total point: 0

  


  Seeing my proficiency grow slowly but steadily didn’t make me proud, but it did give me a bit of reassurance.


  If things continued like this, I might be able to escape from this broken dance locomotive before our debut…


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from ‘superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ It wouldn’t be right for an employee with your rank to work like a new hire, right? Now, let’s start showing some performance improvements. You need to demonstrate some improvement so I can vouch for you up to the higher-ups.


    [SYSTEM] As the ‘Adaptation Period’ work has been completed, acquirable exp will be adjusted


    ▷ Before: Basic exp 20


    ▷ After: Basic exp 10

  


  Damn it.


  Why don’t you just ask me to pray to my ancestors and tell me to quit, huh?


  Might as well ask me to mix up the three-colored vegetables and serve it as ritual food, too.


  

  It didn’t take long to adjust to the situation in the practice room.


  It was thanks to the experience of surviving for about 1,400 days under Manager Nam’s watchful eyes.


  Oh, sometimes I made eye contact with Choi Jeho through the practice room mirror.


  Perhaps because I’d become so attuned to it, I could now hear Choi Jeho’s thoughts just by looking at his eyes.


  If you mess up again today, I’ll really leave you behind.


  That pains me, but it can’t be helped.


  Choi Jeho’s eyebrows burrowed like a dried filefish fillet. He must have picked up on my telepathic gaze.


  As the two of us were exchanging heated looks, someone came into the practice room. It was the person who had visited before, the one who had cast me at UA.


  His name was Min Jukyung from the Management Division.


  After his usual formal greeting, Min Jukyung said.


  “You all know there’s a monthly evaluation coming up, right? I am here to announce it again because I thought Iwol might not know.”


  I didn’t know the details, but I knew about the existence of the monthly evaluations. The only thing Spark mentioned when talking about their trainee stories was the monthly evaluation.


  Still, I was grateful for UA’s consideration in notifying me even though the evaluation was more than 10 days away.


  Compared to Manager Nam, who dumped me in an afternoon meeting and fled by taking half a day off, UA’s treatment was gentle.


  “The evaluation will proceed the same as last time. For detailed explanations, um… Seongbin, could you explain it to Iwol?”


  “Yes!”


  The kind-hearted Jeong Seongbin answered vigorously, even though he was tasked with it on the spot. He really did seem like the type to amazingly adapt to social life.


  If you’d already like that, people who’d sold their conscience would just take advantage of it.


  For example, by someone like me who wanted to flee after debuting.


  “The difference this time is that the CEO will also be present. You know what that means, right?”


  While I was worrying about Jeong Seongbin’s future, who would likely become Spark’s spokesperson in the future, Min Jukyung added,


  “We’re going to start forming the debut team soon. Let’s do well.”


  1.


  The original saying is ‘Even if you chop off the chicken’s head, the dawn will still come’. It means whether roosters cry in the morning or not, the dawn will still come.


  Chapter 8: Establishing KPIs (1)


  The company was proceeding to form the debut team.


  In other words, if I slipped up here, I would fail to achieve the goal of debuting with Spark.


  Since I knew almost nothing, I was in a position where I could only cry out, ‘Heaven, just grant me a little more time…’


  But for some reason, even the Spark guys, the most talented men of the century, had dark expressions on their faces.


  Seeing their expressions, Min Jukyung smiled sympathetically.


  “Everyone, relax. Okay? You’ve all worked hard so far, so think of this as the time to earn your reward and do your best, okay?”


  After Min Jukyung dropped this bombshell announcement and left, a moment of silence settled in the practice room.


  Park Joowoo was the first to go into the vocal room, and Choi Jeho followed after grabbing an empty water bottle and heading out. Only then did the others slowly return to their spots.


  For me, it was news, but these guys must have known that the evaluation period was approaching.


  Seeing them so downcast made me wonder, ‘Just how harsh is this evaluation…’.


  Failing the evaluation would be a huge problem.


  However, even if I painfully made it through by the skin of my teeth, it was important to consider whether the Spark members, whose skills were leagues apart from mine, would accept me. Aside from my discomfort with them.


  I was already getting ahead of myself when no one had even let me scrape through yet. I really did have a short-sighted way of thinking.


  I wiped my dry face a couple of times. I could feel the dryness and fatigue that came with getting closer to the end of work.


  When my confidence was so low, I needed a spell to cheer me up.


  You worked like that for just that meager salary, so what wouldn’t you be able to do…?


  Moreover, the current reward was something that couldn’t be converted to money.


  It was the opportunity to bring the dead back to life, so I shouldn’t complain. Besides, it was a chance to erase the hellish Hanpyeong Industry from my career.


  Some people couldn’t get such an opportunity even if they wanted to. My worries were a luxury.


  I wore a tight iron mask covering my face with a sense of responsibility.


  Let’s brazen it out and go for it.


  

  Jeong Seongbin, who was asked by Min Jukyung to help the new member, explained the evaluation process thoroughly and kindly from start to finish.


  Jeong Seongbin went over everything, starting from the evaluation date to the typical preparations for new trainees and the guidelines.


  “…That’s how you finish preparing for the evaluation.”


  “There’s quite a lot to prepare.”


  “Well, the rankings come out every time, after all.”


  With a calm face, Jeong Seongbin spoke like Assistant Manager Ahn from the marketing team.


  Assistant Manager Ahn always looked haggard from presenting metric reports every morning.


  Jeong Seongbin’s face reflected a similar worldly burden.


  I expressed my humble gratitude to Jeong Seongbin, who had even concluded the explanation by mixing in reassuring words


  “Thank you.”


  “Yes?”


  “You must have a lot to prepare too, but you’re always helping me.”


  Jeong Seongbin’s eyes widened as if he wasn’t used to hearing such words.


  It was definitely something you wouldn’t hear often within Spark. Most of them preferred to try to do things on their own.


  In fact, aside from Lee Cheonghyeon, all Spark members tended not to be very expressive.


  There was nothing to gain from withholding greetings and gratitude. It seemed I would have to make them say ‘I see’ at least once a day after the debut team was finalized.


  Since I was in a position to rely on others, I should contribute something too for the give-and-take.


  Jeong Seongbin’s warm words made my calculated thoughts seem trivial.


  “It’s not just me. Kiyeon said next time if you mix up left and right again, he’ll tie you to the mirror and show you.”


  “I’m so touched I’m tearing up.”


  From a distance, Kang Kiyeon shouted, ‘What were you guys saying about me?’


  “Uh, that you’re the best teacher.”


  Hearing what I said, Kiyeon made a face like he didn’t know what I was talking about.


  It seemed Kang Kiyeon needed an explanation, but I didn’t bother adding more.


  Complimenting them sincerely already exhausted my daily quota of positive energy for Spark.


  Up until that point, Kang Kiyeon and I had been at opposite ends of the practice room…


  When I came to my senses, only Kang Kiyeon and I remained in the practice room.


  UA’s practice schedule operated on a 9 to 10 system—it was a schedule that could get them reported to the Ministry of Employment and Labor at any moment.


  On top of that grueling schedule, I did additional practice every day to make up for my lack of skills.


  However, Kang Kiyeon, who was clearly on a different level than me, also didn’t seem to have any intention of going home today either.


  If he was sick, he shoud have gone home early to rest. It was obvious he was making up for the practice he had missed.


  It was mentally easier for me to remain alone in the practice room too. It was like how a student couldn’t study well with the teacher standing behind them during self-study periods.


  Having to spend all my time with Spark was torturous enough as it was.


  Because every time I saw their faces, I felt pressured.


  Freedom needed courage.


  I spoke to Kang Kiyeon cautiously, trying to secure the precious two hours of alone time I had each day.


  “Kiyeon, aren’t you going home?”


  “What about you, hyung?”


  “The teacher told me to practice more.”


  “You already practice for about half of the break times.”


  “You made an effort to help me, so I have to at least put in the basics.”


  Upon hearing what I said, Kang Kiyeon contemplated something for a moment and then answered.


  “Then remember the parts you’re struggling with and tell me tomorrow. I also have more practice to do today.”


  No, I’m telling you, go home. I want to be alone, you see?


  It also bothered me that the sick person kept wandering around.


  I still vividly remembered the scene where a manager from the accounting team collapsed due to a herniated disc.


  To my eyes, Kiyeon’s ankle was a hazard itself. I didn’t want to see someone collapsing again.


  “You injured your ankle. Shouldn’t you rest more?”


  “They said it’s fine as long as it’s not too strenuous.”


  His immediate response suggested he had asked about it thoroughly at the hospital. What a meticulous guy.


  Before I could ask if it was okay for a minor to stay late, Kang Kiyeon moved to the opposite corner of the practice room.


  Seeing that reminded me of a Spark magazine interview.


  『Q. I heard there was a story about you being in charge of turning off the lights in the practice room?


  Seongbin: It’s not just me. All our members did that. It seemed like someone was always doing extra practice. Everyone was diligent and wanted to improve. Most importantly, we really wanted to debut. (laughs)』


  I remembered the reviews of Hanpyeong Industries I had read before returning to the past


  To sum it up in one line…


  It was said to be like a lighthouse where the lights never go out.


  At the very least, Hanpyeong Industry seemed to never have its lights off when viewed from the outside.


  But this damn practice room was underground, so no matter how much the young trainees sang songs or danced all night, nothing could be seen from the outside.


  Even after debuting from such grueling practice, Spark hadn’t managed to hit number one in over three years. It was hard to believe, but that was the reality.


  The idol world Spark debuted into was a path of thorns, to the point that comparing it to an impromptu company dinner on a Monday evening would be rude.


  If they fought that hard to debut, they should have been more intense with their promotions.


  For me, who had to cover the monitoring duties, I was just grateful Spark didn’t promote too passionately.


  But it probably didn’t look good to the fans.


  What kind of group only turned on a live broadcast once during their activity period?


  Well… Now is not the time to think about other people.


  I got up immediately. There was a long road ahead.


  How much time had passed?


  “Are you planning to stay longer?”


  As I was wrestling with my reflection in the mirror, Kiyeon turned off the music and asked.


  “It’s 11 right now.”


  “11?”


  Indeed, the clock was pointing at 11 p.m.


  The last time I felt chased like this was when Manager Nam had told me to rearrange the office desk layout by tomorrow.


  In this situation, going home would clearly just lead to more hardship.


  Having grown into an adult who could foresee a little ahead, I decided to stay longer for the sake of tomorrow me and asked Kiyeon:


  “What about you?”


  “I plan to stay a bit longer.”


  “Go home early. You won’t grow tall otherwise.”


  The guy who had practiced to the bone only to receive nagging advice from the newcomer didn’t look too pleased.


  But bear with it. But bear with it. I’m saying this because I know you won’t be able to exceed 180 in the future.


  Your future self was super stressed about that.


  Although fans called him the ‘King of Cuteness Kiyeon’ because he was a 173cm puppy, it seemed he was extra conscious about it since his group had a lot of tall members.


  By the way, I too suffered quite a bit because that guy ended up being a lone midget.


  140 characters would not be enough to explian how cumbersome it was to edit the SNS header because of him. Let’s just say I wanted to ban uploading vertical photos entirely.


  Still, I couldn’t let a kid who had just graduated middle school walk home alone late at night. Especially one with a bad ankle.


  Pushing aside my disgruntled feelings, I began cleaning up.


  Outside the building after a full 14 hours, a biting wind was blowing.


  The weather showed no sign of warming, so white steam came out every time I exhaled.


  “How’s your ankle?”


  “You ask me that a lot, hyung.”


  “Your body is your asset.”


  Hearing what I said, Kang Kiyeon seemed to want to say something but stopped himself.


  These kids had no sense of caution regarding injuries. They probably didn’t know how scary medical bills were.


  Overall, industrial safety and health education seems urgently needed among the trainees. If they took 20 lecture sessions, they’d manage themselves better even if they didn’t want to.


  But I felt a bit bad about nagging him about growing taller by sleeping early.


  Every working person knew that a superior’s every word could be grating.


  Although my existence was more like a nuisance than a superior, I still felt apologetic.


  I pointed to a convenience store that happened to have its lights on and asked Kang Kiyeon.


  “Want to stop by the convenience store?”


  Then, without waiting for his answer, I gently ushered him into the store, carefully considering his ankle condition.


  Perhaps due to depleted stamina, Kang Kiyeon obediently shuffled into the convenience store.


  “Pick whatever you want.”


  “Why?”


  “It’s an apology. For nagging you earlier.”


  It was said that a sincere apology should come with monetary compensation.


  Kang Kiyeon, whose nose was red from the wind, made a bewildered expression after hearing what I said.


  “When… Oh, for telling me to go home early?”


  “Yes.”


  I gently nudged the hesitant Kang Kiyeon towards the fridge.


  After a moment of deliberation, he picked out an ion drink.


  I was about to tell him to get something more expensive but remembered that this guy was an extreme fitness fanatic who didn’t even put dressing on his salad. So, I paid for it without protest.


  Even though my entire fortune was just this bloody 15 million won.


  I figured my sister would understand if I bought a drink for a student who had been working hard until 11 pm. It was not like I was going to use that money for college anyway.


  When I handed over the paid ion drink, Kang Kiyeon bowed his head.


  “Thank you.”


  “It’s just a 1,200-won drink. I should be thanking you for helping me practice.”


  “More like I was rescuing you.”


  “I suppose so.”


  After that brief conversation, we walked towards the dormitory in silence. The walk felt as suffocating as commuting with a coworker.


  After passing through a dark alley that felt as bleak as my future, we finally arrived at the entrance of the villa where the dormitory was.


  I gestured for Kang Kiyeon to go inside.


  “What about you, hyung?”


  “I’m going to a karaoke place. Already got permission from the manager.”


  “Why the karaoke room?”


  “To practice.”


  Kang Kiyeon made a contemplative expression.


  Right. You must be unsatisfied too that the practice room isn’t open 24 hours.


  I understood that feeling well, as I also preferred to stay up all night to finish work rather than let it pile up.


  Well, I’m not just going to karaoke.


  Hiding my true intentions, I motioned for Kang Kiyeon to go inside quickly.


  Chapter 9: Establishing KPIs (2)


  For the past few days, I’d been eagerly looking for an opportunity to go out.


  All for the sake of going to a PC bang.


  Unaware of my impure intentions, Kang Kiyeon kindly gave me a little encouragement.


  “Don’t overdo it.”


  “Yes. See you tomorrow.”


  After confirming that Kang Kiyeon was going up the stairs, I immediately turned my back.


  Then I ran out onto the street and caught the first taxi that came.


  I hated breaking the rules. Because I was the type of person who found it easier to follow orders.


  Anyone would become like that after standing for four hours getting chewed out for complaining about personal tasks during a one-on-one meeting.


  But now, I had no choice. There was something I absolutely needed to confirm.


  The taxi soon arrived at the entrance of the apartment complex where I had lived with my family before I moved out.


  Instead of entering the apartments, I walked for a few minutes toward the commercial district, where a familiar PC bang came into view.


  As soon as I opened the door, the part-timer waved me away, saying minors couldn’t be in the PC bang after 10 PM.


  If they had seen my dark circles in bright light, they wouldn’t have made that misunderstanding.


  With no other option, I showed my ID to prove I had just turned 20 and was allowed to enter.


  I felt relieved—If I had time-traveled just one year earlier, I wouldn’t have been able to enter PC bangs or karaoke places.


  Once I found a seat, the first thing I checked was the certified copy of the apartment registry and my resident registration.


  There was a lot of personal information to input, and I couldn’t use Lee Cheonghyeon’s laptop in case the search history remained.


  I discovered something surprising, though it was not particularly exciting.


  Around the same time my address was changed to Spark’s dorm, the ownership of the apartment was transferred from my father to someone else.


  I remembered it was me who had cut off contact with my family first back then.


  Interestingly, it seemed now both my parents had severed ties with me first.


  Not that it mattered. The only difference was that I distanced myself from my family a bit earlier this time.


  Being dumped at an entertainment agency at 20 was a bit pitiful, though.


  Next, I started organizing my asset portfolio in Google Sheets based on my total assets of 15 million won.


  First, I set aside an emergency fund, calculated minimal living expenses, and confirmed the basic amount needed for a housing subscription, subtracting it from the balance.


  With the house gone, a housing subscription is a must. The remaining money… I’ll invest in stocks.


  The past me had zero interest in stocks.


  Thanks to that, all I knew were stocks that were either already famous or destined to become famous.


  Like the ones that soared 300%, becoming well-known to the entire nation.


  Sure enough, when I checked, some major stocks did seem to be trading at low prices.


  Since I didn’t even go to college and was about to squander this hard-earned money, I at least intended to grow it as much as possible before repaying my sister.


  Looking at a post titled ‘Gamsungelectronic.Someday.Itwilleventuallyrise’ with comments like ‘Grandpa, just go home and sleep’, I exited the stock discussion forum.


  If I knew which stocks were going to be delisted, I would at least write a post warning everyone to run.


  As someone who didn’t know much, all I could do was wish for everyone’s investments to succeed.


  Hoping I’d made the right choice, I left the PC bang, feeling utterly exhausted.


  Then, to keep my word about going to a karaoke room to practice, I sang for about two hours before quietly returning to the dorm.


  It had been a long day.


  

  If there was one thing I realized every morning, it was that my physical strength at the age of twenty was incomparable to that of nine years later.


  No matter how much I danced or cut back on sleep the previous day, I always had the energy to move in the morning.


  I guess it was youth that allowed me to do logistics part-time jobs every vacation.


  Whenever I felt my youth coming back like this, I only felt complicated.


  There were also some changes in my otherwise monotonous daily routine.


  “Did the extra practice help?”


  For the first time, instead of just nodding in greeting when we met in the morning, Kang Kiyeon offered me his version of a morning greeting.


  “I realized I’m not a genius who can who can gain proficiency in just one day.”


  “Did you practice separately again yesterday, hyung? Wow, hyung, your dark circles are no joke!”


  Even Lee Cheonghyeon, who had clearly been following me from behind, peeked over to check my face and made a fuss.


  Even the manager who unusually came to our dorm this morning chimed in from behind.


  “Joowoo can sing a song right after hearing it once.”


  “Isn’t that proof that Joowoo is a genius?”


  I immediately appealed to the manager about the greatness of the members.


  Being compared to the main vocalist from the morning was too harsh of an environment.


  It was definitely a noisy morning compared to when I lived alone. Still, I was getting a bit used to greet the morning together with everyone.


  It was scary, the adaptability of humans.


  Since then, Kang Kiyeon would occasionally talk to me as we went about our day.


  Jeong Seongbin, who had a habit of taking care of everyone, Lee Cheonghyeon, who was very sociable, and Park Joowoo, who would quietly observe my posture and vocals without me even noticing his arrival.


  The Spark members took time out of their breaks to help me practice.


  Meanwhile, I had to resist the urge to instinctively press shortcut keys in the air to correct their facial tones.


  Regardless of how hard I was trying to learn, these guys needed to realize how harmful it was to people’s hearts to suddenly intrude on someone’s space.


  Even Choi Jeho, who rarely talked to others, said this.


  “You seem to get close to the kids very quickly.”


  It seemed Choi Jeho noticed how I was passed around among the members like a subway circle line.


  Still, saying that we were getting close was taking it too far. I was grateful for their consideration and kindness, but that was all.


  “Me? With the members?”


  “Yes.”


  “Isn’t it because they’re all nice?”


  “I suppose.”


  Choi Jeho responded ambiguously. Anyone could tell he wasn’t in a good mood.


  Well, who would be in this situation?


  They advised me, gave feedback at night, and looked after me on the way home.


  Given the kindness Spark members were showing to me, UA’s black sheep, it was only right to be grateful and acknowledge their good nature.


  But I had no intention of getting closer to them. You guys should just stick with each other.


  “With Kiyeon, it feels more like a strict teacher and a hopeless student…”


  “At least you know it was hopeless.”


  “You’re saying that in the past tense?”


  Choi Jeho let out a slight smile at my words.


  That smile, the fans…


  Please don’t misunderstand. Our Jeho is laughing his head off right now. He doesn’t bite.


  …It was the kind of smile that they would have to explain like that.


  If I hadn’t known, I wouldn’t have been able to distinguish Choi Jeho’s smiles.


  Of course, there was something that bothered me.


  The kindness of the members and my freeloading status were separate issues.


  If I wanted to cling to the bus window with a sinister purpose, I would need more than just effort. As long as I had a conscience.


  The best solution would be to improve my skills immediately, but that was unrealistic.


  Given that even my exp was being adjusted, it seemed difficult to increase my skill level instantly.


  All I could do was to support and accommodate these guys who had staked their futures on this as much as I could.


  In any way possible.


  Speaking of which, I decided to check with Choi Jeho first.


  “There’s something I want to ask.”


  “What is it?”


  “I appreciate you guys stopping practice to help me, but I feel like I am too much of a bother to you guys.”


  “So?”


  “What do I need to improve on first so that I can at least cause you less trouble?”


  I sensed the four minors looking at me from not far away.


  I thought I had gotten used to belittling my own incompetence while working under Manager Nam.


  But I had overlooked one fact.


  This was the first time I openly said, ‘Yes, I am the burden of this group.’


  It was more embarrassing than I thought. It was an experience that filled me with determination to practice hard.


  I would remember this well and reflect on it every time I tossed and turned in bed.


  As I resolutely steeled myself, Choi Jeho asked back.


  “What’s your intention in asking that?”


  Oh, he responded more mildly than expected.


  If it were Choi Jeho, I thought he’d say something like, ‘Even if I tell you, will you be able to fix it?’


  I was already well aware of Choi Jeho’s blunt remarks.


  In the idol world, where one wrong word could create a legion of anti-fans, Choi Jaeho’s blunt statements were perfect for making headlines.


  He seemed to be aware of this himself, as his speaking frequency on broadcasts noticeably decreased over the years.


  Unfortunately, that just led to the common vicious cycle of attitude controversies.


  Since he did his part well and was the older member, there was probably no one who would call him out within the team.


  In that sense, ‘What’s your intention in asking that?’ was quite a favorable response.


  However, the expressions of Kang Kiyeon and Lee Cheonghyeon, who were now openly watching me, did not look good. It seemed they thought Choi Jeho’s question could come across as confrontational to me.


  They probably interpreted it as him subtly criticizing me for feeling out of place after joining late.


  Language was quite a mysterious thing. The same words could convey countless interpretations depending on the context or non-verbal cues.


  If I had heard those words in an exhausted state with frayed nerves from overnight work, I might have flared up thinking ‘Are you still dissatisfied even though I’m lowering myself?’


  Perhaps because he wasn’t the leader yet, even Jeong Seongbin seemed to hold back his words.


  This annoying seniority system, I should probably break it down soon.


  But if he was going to be an idol, it wouldn’t hurt to be careful with the nuances of language.


  So I decided to rephrase Choi Jeho’s question in the way he ‘probably’ meant to say it.


  “You’re asking if there’s a reason I feel like a burden?”


  “…? Yeah.”


  I knew it. This guy might speak harshly, but he didn’t seem like a bad person.


  After a brief silence, Choi Jeho looked up at me. It seemed he had just noticed the strange atmosphere around us.


  “Not that there’s a reason per se… I was just thinking to myself after hearing about the monthly evaluation.”


  “…”


  “Everyone has prepared longer than me, and you want to do well, but your practice time gets interrupted because you’re teaching me. I thought it might be a nuisance to you.”


  “It’s natural to keep making mistakes. How long have you been a trainee?”


  “Still, it’s disruptive.”


  “If a few interruptions ruin someone’s form, that’s on them.”


  It was a harsh yet unexpectedly kind feedback.


  With the conversation heading this way, the other members couldn’t say anything even if they had complaints.


  It couldn’t be helped.


  I decided to neatly repackage the words of the genius Choi Jeho, who behaved as if he didn’t care whether others sink or break their noses as long as his own condition was maintained.


  “I understand your point. Thanks for being honest.”


  Then Choi Jeho paused.


  He had an expression that seemed to say ‘Oops.’ Thankfully, he had some tact.


  Choi Jeho furrowed his brow in thought for a bit before opening his mouth with difficulty.


  “…Well, that’s just my opinion.”


  The emphasis on ‘my’ was subtle but significant. It meant that Choi Jeho had no intention of dismissing other people’s opinions or pointing fingers at anyone.


  I glanced around and saw Lee Cheonghyeon silently mouthing words of admiration.


  Unlike Choi Jeho, Lee Cheonghyeon was very perceptive.


  Just in case, I sent a signal to him to take over the baton, and Lee Cheonghyeon approached with a cheeky smile.


  “Jeho-hyung didn’t mean anything bad by that, did he? I didn’t feel that way at all!”


  He really took it. I’m grateful for your wit at this moment.


  “I’m already overwhelmingly grateful that you’re sharing the room with me, Jeho-hyung. If not, I would have been the only one wetting my pillow every night in that Siberian-like room.”


  “Isn’t that a jab at me?”


  “Come on, you know I wouldn’t be able to say anything like this if I were genuinely upset with you. Isn’t that right, Jeho-hyung?”


  Then, Lee Cheonghyeon sent a heart gesture to Choi Jeho. A perfect idol move.


  Lee Cheonghyeon continued while draping his arm over Kang Kiyeon’s shoulder.


  “If there was anything bothering us, this guy would’ve complained first. Kiyeon’s practically our drill sergeant. Right?


  “Take your arm off me.”


  “Isn’t Seongbin the drill sergeant? He’s always the one checking during breaks.”


  “Seongbin-hyung is more of an angel than a drill sergeant.”


  That was true. Jeong Seongbin was nice.


  “Still, everyone’s doing so well, so I can’t help but worry since I just jumped in.”


  “How many trainees do you think were street-casted? If I worry about each one, I wouldn’t have time for my own practice.”


  “Cheonghyeon has a point there, hyung. You don’t need to worry too much.”


  “I’m glad I am not being a bother.”


  Now the only one in my mind was Park Joowoo, who hadn’t participated in the conversation.


  I carefully asked for the opinion of the future main vocalist who would contribute his voice for the team’s lifetime.


  “Joowoo?”


  “…Yes?”


  “Do you have any inconvenience because of me?”


  I’m sorry, Park Joowoo.


  I know you don’t really like conversing with strangers, but for your pleasant practice life and smooth debut, I ask for your cooperation…


  “I’ve never felt that way.”


  “Really?”


  “Yes. And everyone knows you’re working hard…”


  “Uh… Thanks for saying that.”


  Such a tolerant group. It felt very unfamiliar.


  So you’re saying you don’t plan to make a big issue out of it as long as I don’t disrupt the practice atmosphere.


  That was in line with the company’s policy of focusing on self-practice too.


  The people here seemed to have no intention of hassling me, as long as I didn’t become too lazy and lack discipline.


  I just had to work hard?


  Actually, that sounded perfect.


  Chapter 10: Monthly Evaluation (1)


  The days were busy enough just practicing, but there was so much more to keep track of.


  The most notable was the monthly evaluation. I happened to be assigned a new task related to the evaluation.


  
    [SYSTEM] A ‘new task’ has been assigned.


    ▷ Establish a plan for the monthly evaluation


    ▷ Reward: Exp (10)


    [SYSTEM] A ‘new task’ has been assigned.


    ▷ Achieve a passing score in the monthly evaluation


    ▷ Reward: Exp (30)

  


  It must be important to get a passing score. Even after the exp adjustment, they were giving out 30 exp for it.


  If I didn’t get a passing score, I would have already failed to achieve the KPIs. I should plan properly.


  UA’s evaluation criteria consisted of two elements: vocal and dance. And recently, I had been focusing more on dance practice.


  There were two main reasons for this.


  First, while I could at least pretend to sing a song, I had never danced even once in my life.


  If you had assignments in both Korean and German writing, you would start by buying a German dictionary first.


  I was more confident in memorizing song lyrics than memorizing choreography.


  So, I invested most of my initial practice time in dancing. Since I had successfully memorized the choreography, I had passed the first hurdle.


  Second, I was scheduled to have fewer vocal lessons than dance lessons before the monthly evaluation.


  This meant that I would have less feedback to listen to and reflect on compared to dance classes.


  In fact, even when I had one lesson of each, there was less feedback from the vocal lesson.


  It’s better to master what I’ve been taught rather than recklessly trying things on my own.


  A newbie who perfectly executed one task taught was better than one who messed up all ten tasks after learning some nonsense on their own.


  Fortunately, the problems pointed out in the vocal lessons were still within my ability to manage.


  So, while diversifying, I put a few more eggs in the dance basket.


  My ultimate goal was to grab the areas I was lacking in and pull them up so that I could at least show that I was about half of a person’s worth.


  Once I set the direction, I could focus on dance practice, which was good in terms of efficiency.


  All these plans were ultimately aiming in one direction.


  Position.


  What I was aiming for was just one thing: sub-vocalist.


  Spark’s vocals were quite solid, as they were ambitiously planned by UA, a company known for its vocal prowess.


  The group’s position balance was also good.


  In the vocal line, Park Joowoo and Jeong Seongbin took the lead, and in the dance line, it was Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon.


  If Lee Cheonghyeon, the rap member, had also perfectly handled the rap, it would have been a perfect performance, but…


  In reality, there were many twists and turns. This was because the vocal difficulty level of the songs that UA initially passed on to Spark was truly extreme.


  UA seemed to want to establish itself as a small but powerful idol company through Spark, so they gave Spark a bunch of songs that made you wonder, ‘How do you sing this while dancing?’


  ≫ UA, you *sshole, did you have a grudge against the members’ vocal cords?


  └ If it were me, I would have already sued UA when I received three consecutive high notes in four songs for my parts.


  Spark, with their shining talent, astonishingly managed to pull off dolphin high notes and power dances each time.


  In the process, Lee Cheonghyeon had to handle composing, writing lyrics, rapping, and vocals. Jeong Seongbin ended up with vocal nodules.


  Knowing that injuries could occur, the issue of position was already settled in my mind.


  If I take on some of the vocal burden, the members won’t have to handle four roles each.


  So I decided to prepare for the sub-vocalist position, which would provide the members with some breathing room.


  In the first place, that was all I could do to help.


  Once I set my goal as ‘a member who filled in the vocals while staying under the radar as much as possible,’ the task became clear.


  It seemed possible to become a member who just filled in the vocals with a bit of blood, sweat, and tears.


  Among the many songs Spark would sing in the future, there were definitely parts I could handle within my vocal range.


  It was a relief that the evaluation criteria were just these two. If fan service were included, I’d have to bite my tongue and be reborn.


  But seriously, why didn’t they evaluate the fan service? Wasn’t that a basic skill for an idol?


  I didn’t know the effectiveness of Spark’s fan service, but I knew that fans desperately wanted it.


  They weren’t completely stone-faced, as they seemed to be trying something, but objectively speaking, their attempts were crude enough to make you think they wasted their good looks.


  This was why Spark’s fan service flopped, the fandom atmosphere soured, they attracted aggro, articles came out daily, and the group disbanded…


  Thinking about it got me angry again. Deep breaths, deep breaths.


  Anyway. The remaining task now was to stay under the radar as much as possible within the team.


  If a stiff codfish was creaking among the sparkling idols, it was impossible not to stand out, so I had to work hard on dance practice as well.


  After making the potential conclusion, the task to establish an evaluation plan was marked as complete.


  
    [SYSTEM] Task completed.


    ▷ Reward: Exp (10)


    ▷ Total exp: 10


    ▷ Total point: 0

  


  Now, if I accumulated 90 more experience points, I could match my dance proficiency with my vocal proficiency.


  My first milestone was just around the corner.


  

  Since moving out and becoming independent at the age of twenty, I had lived alone for about seven years, except for the time I spent in the military.


  During that time, I had momentarily forgotten one basic manner.


  When you have a roommate, you need to sync your sleep pattern with theirs.


  As a result, I had to pretend to sleep and wait for them to fall asleep, which wasn’t part of my original plan.


  Then, once Choi Jeho and Lee Cheonghyeon stopped tossing and turning, I carefully came out of the room.


  The living room after 1 a.m. was dark and quiet.


  I couldn’t turn on the lights because it would illuminate the whole house, so I decided to just use my laptop.


  Luckily, the agency had provided one in the dorm for video searches.


  I wanted to use WebCell, but unfortunately, the laptop didn’t have the NS program installed.


  The desire to raise the license purchase approval was strong.


  If I ever need to use it again, I’ll buy it with my own money.


  I had no choice but to open the spreadsheet and fill in the items one by one.


  In the order of song name, lyrics memorization, basic skills, and total sum.


  Next, under the song title, I listed all the songs I knew and eliminated any songs I couldn’t memorize more than 70% of the lyrics for


  With limited time, I decided to focus resources on improving proficiency rather than memorizing lyrics.


  Finally, based on the basics I learned in vocal lessons, I scored each item according to how well I thought I could showcase them.


  I should probably think of methods other than this labor-intensive brainstorming too.


  As I was typing with heavy eyes, feeling a familiar sense of stability, someone’s hand appeared out of the darkness and tapped next to the laptop.


  When I looked up, Jeong Seongbin, with his eyes half open, was standing across the table.


  That surprised me. You’re quite stealthy, aren’t you?


  “What?”


  When I asked in a small voice, Jeong Seongbin blinked and said.


  “I’m sorry to interrupt you. But what are you doing…?”


  “Choosing a song for the evaluation. Do you need to use the living room?”


  “No, it’s just… it’s late, but someone is in the living room.”


  Jeong Seongbin’s voice and face were full of drowsiness.


  Looking at the clock, it was already 3 am.


  I had no idea time had flown by so quickly.


  Anyway, in this lousy world, prices and time were all moving ahead of me.


  “I’ll finish up soon and go back in. If you woke up, go back to sleep quickly. A good night’s sleep today creates tomorrow’s 180 degrees.”


  Instead of immediately turning back after being nagged in the middle of the night, Jeong Seongbin alternated between looking at me and the clock. Then he pulled out a chair across from me and sat at the dining table.


  “Do you have any candidates in mind?”


  “Huh?”


  “The song candidates.”


  Jeong Seongbin asked, rubbing his eyes.


  Surprisingly, it seemed Jeong Seongbin was willing to stay in the living room just for me instead of going back to sleep.


  I felt more comfortable alone.


  But no matter how much resentment I held towards Spark, I shouldn’t ignore someone who was right in front of me.


  I showed Jeong Seongbin the list of around seventy songs that survived the intense survival process.


  “The scores… Ah, you graded them based on what the teacher said, right?”


  “Yes. And focusing on songs with a similar vocal range to the ones I sang in class.”


  Jeong Seongbin nodded occasionally as he read the list and listened to my explanation. Then he muttered in a voice still full of drowsiness.


  “I think I have an idea of what kind of songs you’d like to pick, considering the vocal range you worked on in vocal lessons. What about this song… Have you heard it before?”


  “Are you trying to help me?”


  “It may not be much help, but if you wanted to choose from songs you already know to avoid messing up the lyrics… How about this song?”


  “…”


  “The lyrics for the first and second verses of this song are almost identical. Plus, they’re short.”


  I knew Jeong Seongbin was a kind-hearted person from the way he was always referred to as ‘Kind Seongbin’ in independent content.


  But I thought that was only in comparison to the other members.


  Seeing Jeong Seongbin dozing off, I briefly considered whether I should just move him back to his room.


  Still, I meticulously took notes on his almost magical feedback.


  After that, K-pop tutor extraordinaire Jung Seongbin continued, pursing his lips and marking my candidates with ○ and △, adding and removing songs, until he narrowed it down to thirty songs. My batting average seemed to be around 0.41.


  Even with the guidelines, the speed at which Jeong Seongbin provided appropriate suggestions under the newly set conditions was impressive.


  Seongbin-hyung is a real K-pop monster! He’s like a karaoke veteran.


  He even knows the song that came out before he was born.


  Hyung, do you only eat and listen to songs? Ah… you only listen to songs.


  Then Mr. Jeong Seongbin’s nickname shall be Korean Song Veteran!


  After seeing it with my own eyes, I realized how scary the veteran was.


  To survive in the harsh world of idols, you probably needed to be this knowledgeable.


  “How about you pick from these? What do you think, hyung? Do you think the recently released songs would be better…?”


  There was no way to interpret Jeong Seongbin’s help other than him doing it out of goodwill.


  Even if he tried to take something from me in return, all Jeong Seongbin could take would be my organs.


  Jeong Seongbin’s personality was hard to find in someone who danced and sang all day on low-calorie diets with only four to five hours of sleep.


  At least, it was impossible for me. Even more so if I was eighteen like Jeong Seongbin’s current age.


  This was what it took to be a leader. As I was inwardly admiring him, Jeong Seongbin and I made eye contact.


  Jeong Seongbin’s eyes were bright, suggesting he had fully woken up.


  I had seen photos where countless light sticks were reflected in those eyes. This was when I made a birthday advertisement for Gangnam Station Exit 4.


  “Hyung?”


  “Uh, yeah. I’ll listen to the ones you recommended and decide. Thanks.”


  “No problem. Cheer up.”


  Though the kitchen was now dark, lit only by the dim light of the laptop.


  I felt the urge to ask Jeong Seongbin, ‘Why are you so kind even to a passing novice like me?’.


  But I held back, worried that if I didn’t let Jeong Seongbin sleep now, it might stunt his future growth.


  An idol’s growing years were precious, after all. I had to protect that.


  Chapter 11: Monthly Evaluation (2)


  “Hyung, your complexion looks terrible today. Did you pull an all-nighter again last night?”


  “Yeah. But thanks to Seongbin’s help, I survived.”


  “When did you even talk to that hyung? Seongbin-hyung is incredible, right? He’s like a human song encyclopedia!”


  I completely agreed with Lee Cheonghyeon.


  The songs Jeong Seongbin double-checked for me early this morning fit my requirements perfectly.


  Thanks to him, I only had to listen to thirty songs on repeat until my ears bled and then made up my mind.


  All that was left was to understand the songs, listen to both the original and cover versions, sing them perfectly, incorporate feedback, check if the feedback was reflected, sing them perfectly again, and repeat the process.


  Who said if you make a good start, you’re already halfway there?


  I felt like sighing but I held back to avoid bringing down the atmosphere in the dorm.


  Meanwhile, Lee Cheonghyeon, oblivious to my thoughts, spoke excitedly from the top bunk bed.


  “Right. We need to order breakfast.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon picked up the phone, then looked at me and asked.


  “But hyung, do you usually keep eating the same thing you get hooked on?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Jjolmyeon. You’ve been eating it for breakfast for over a week now.”


  “Huh?”


  Now that he mentioned it, it was true.


  All the trainees had the same meal routine.


  We ordered delivery for breakfast and ate salads and shakes for lunch and dinner.


  We always ordered from the same place, and now that I thought about it, I had indeed been getting jjolmyeon for a week straight.


  Back when I was about twenty, I went through a phase where I was really into jjolmyeon, so I ate as if I was taking a trip down memory lane.


  A bit embarrassed, I carefully asked Lee Cheonghyeon.


  “Don’t new trainees not get to choose their menu?”


  “What are you talking about? You’ve been ordering jjolmyeon every day since your first day!”


  “…Have you been asking me every morning, ‘Hyung, do you want jjolmyeon?’”


  “Yes. You always said ‘Yeah’ without even changing your tone!”


  It was only then that I realized why I had only been delivered jjolmyeon every day for the past week.


  Perhaps because I’d never gone against Manager Nam’s wish when he asked a question like, ‘Shall we eat this today?’


  I had been mechanically saying yes to Lee Cheonghyeon, who had been earnestly asking me about the menu.


  It was absurd that such a trivial reason had led to me eating jjolmyeon every day.


  “Shall we order something else?”


  “No, I’ll have jjolmyeon.”


  “What?”


  “The jjolmyeon there tasted good.”


  At my response, Lee Cheonghyeon looked somewhat perplexed, shook his head a couple of times, and disappeared from my sight.


  It must be a hassle for him to place the order every morning. I should take over the ordering next week.


  

  There were some parts that reverted back to 9 years ago, like my taste for jjolmyeon, but there were also some parts that were not the same as before.


  A prime example was my muscle mass.


  I used to take care of myself consistently until I graduated from college.


  Since I didn’t want to spend all my part-time job money on hospital bills, health management was not an option but a necessity.


  However, after joining the company, my workout time gradually decreased, leading to muscle loss, and my current body seemed to reflect that state.


  Though I could handle hours of dancing for now, it was clear that without muscles, enduring future physical labor would be tough.


  Given the circumstances, I needed to carve out time for exercise, even if it meant splitting up my daily routine.


  Next was my dark circles.


  When I was younger, my age seemed to cover it up, but now the area under my eyes was pitch-black. No matter how you looked at it, I didn’t have the vibrant face of a twenty-year-old anymore.


  The shadows that had loomed over my skin seemed to have followed me back through time.


  The muscle didn’t come, but the dark circles tagged along. Frequent overtimes were really taking their toll.


  More importantly, an idol with discolored skin… was that okay?


  I rubbed my dry face. Of course, it wasn’t okay, so I needed to take care of it.


  In addition to this, I had to keep checking because there were things that had changed and things that had not, although I didn’t know what the criteria were. This was why I took out a copy of the registry of my old home.


  When I found out Hanpyeong Industry had already been established, I felt a bit of despair.


  But I decided not to dwell too much on the old company, since I could somehow start a new life regardless.


  All that was left to be considered was Spark.


  As far as I knew, Spark’s debut date was about 2 years away.


  I had to move up this debut somehow.


  One of the reasons I decided to bring forward my debut date was because I wanted to get rid of my current lifestyle as soon as possible.


  However, there was a more important reason.


  If they debut 2 years later, Spark will end up going through the same trial-and-error process they experienced before.


  As UA’s first idol group, Spark received quite a bit of attention once their debut took shape. It was seen as ‘the new challenge from a ballad powerhouse’.


  However, in the entertainment world where interest quickly faded if something new didn’t come out soon, UA made the mistake of continually postponing Spark’s debut.


  They delayed it by a whole year. This was a misstep by a company that only managed seasoned singers who took years to prepare an album.


  As a result, the attention Spark could have received upon debuting completely evaporated.


  Due to excessive pre-debut hype, when they finally debuted, the reaction was merely, ‘Oh, they finally come out?’.


  While UA was hesitant about the direction to take, MYTH, one of the two major agencies, debuted a major rookie group.


  From investment to promotions, the gap between large and mid-sized agencies was significant.


  Later, as the idol generation split centered around MYTH’s new group ‘Parte’, who would become representative of the 4th generation, Spark’s standing became shaky.


  ≫ Why do I keep seeing posts asking what generation spk is these days?


  Honestly, spk should be 5th gen but those dumb Sparkles insist on shoving them into 4th gen


  └ ㄹㅇㅋㅋ Seriously, there’s a huge gap in their debut years.


  └ No, Spark is definitely the fourth generation, the last spark of the fourth generationㅇㅇ


  └ You’re so mean ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ I could accept them being 4.5


  └ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ But I can see why they’d want to be part of the fourth generation.


  Not only was 4th gen the golden age, but when Spark debuted there was a flood of boy groups so they got washed away while Spark remained ㅇㅇ The 4th gen groups hang out a lot as peers and are all making progress ㅋㅋ


  └ I hardly ever hear about Spark being part of anything, they’re like an isolated island in the boy group world


  └ Friendship isn’t strictly tied to debut years, right??


  └ They’re excluded by both the older and younger groups, so they just hang out among themselves.


  └ Putting all that aside, the members themselves seem to really lack social skills


  └ What are the people above saying? Stop speculating without any basis.


  While generation affiliation didn’t directly affect performance, it was crucial in the idol world.


  In an industry where just being mentioned was vital, being grouped in the same generation helped spread their presence significantly.


  The flow of broadcasts also played a role.


  A survival program called ‘The Idol Dynasty Chronicles’ was launched, gathering male idols who weren’t too senior, had some popularity, and could grab screen time while competing against each other—groups like Parte.


  Although the concept was to strip away ranks and compete, the debut years were all similar.


  Since Spark debuted the year the show aired, they naturally couldn’t participate. It was due to their low recognition.


  And this survival program ‘The Idol Dynasty Chronicles’ became immensely popular.


  As the trend of grouping the groups that appeared in ‘TIDC’ as one generation grew stronger, and fandom competition and issues became focused on that side, Spark ended up as an odd one out.


  ≫ Whether a band is considered a 4th gen or not can be determined by the TIDC lineup


  With top fourth-generation groups like Parte and Allover all appearing, the generation is practically defined by the show.


  └ It’s like the broadcast company unofficially decided the generationㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ Why is everyone going this hard over the generation thingㄷㄷ


  └ I’d understand if they were fighting over sales figures, but this?


  Unlike before when Spark was at least mentioned occasionally, after the program’s success, mentions of Spark became rare.


  It felt like the path might be visible if they pushed a little further, but there were no easy signs of success.


  At this point, the groups that had appeared on ‘TIDC’ made rapid comebacks to maintain their popularity from the show.


  If UA had persistently pushed Spark’s activities instead, the outcome might have been different.


  However, with a lack of personnel and many other singers they had to support, the unexpectedly high amount of support required for Spark led UA to temporarily drop them.


  Thus, Spark, in its first year, faced a hiatus of one year and two months after only two activities.


  This lengthy hiatus was the biggest reason Spark didn’t have many debut fans.


  Many fans likely saw the team’s bleak future under UA’s haphazard management. If I were a fan, I would have left as well if I saw no vision for the team.


  Given that Spark had to debut no matter what, it seemed best to eliminate any potentially fatal elements for the group.


  We can’t afford to face a hiatus without even a comeback.


  Since debut was the goal, I thought a task related to the debut date would come up eventually.


  This time, instead of words, an object appeared before my eyes. It was a thick, green notebook. It looked like a scheduler.


  Coincidentally, a part of the life manual came to mind.


  
    ▷ For smooth life reuse, additional tools (resumes, schedulers, etc.) will be provided.

  


  Right, they did say they’d provide a scheduler too.


  The holographic scheduler that appeared in front of me automatically flipped pages without me touching it.


  As it reached the monthly page, I saw monthly calendars with occasional notes written on them.


  The last recorded schedule was the debut date, which would be my KPI achievement date, two years from now.


  Can’t you… move this date forward?


  If you’re going to push others for debut, you should at least grant some autonomy.


  I fiddled with the [Debut Date] section, which was about 730 days away.


  Huh?


  The text area became selectable. Thinking it was worth a try, I moved the debut date to the day before, and a notice appeared.


  
    [SYSTEM] Do you want to change the ‘Debut Date’?


    ▶ Yes/No

  


  Got you.


  I reflexively clenched my fist. No more waiting around for a year and two months like a tea bag in hot water!


  I reselected the debut date and this time kept moving it forward continuously.


  The date moved smoothly until about a year ahead, where it wouldn’t move any further. Considering various factors, it seemed 1 year was the practical limit to how far I could move it forward.


  Even 1 year earlier is better than nothing.


  It would have been better if Spark had debuted early and could have increased their weight class. After all, they were already perfect idols in terms of skills.


  I chose ‘Yes’ after setting the debut date as early as possible, and a new notice popped up.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Precautions’ are being notified to ‘B’.


    ▷ Excessive changes to the existing schedule may result in corresponding disadvantages.


    ▷ Even if the schedule is advanced, the frequency of occurrences for planned events remains valid, and their time of occurrence will be adjusted to the changed schedule.


    ▷ If schedules are postponed, the need for attendance management will be raised, imposing restrictions on activities.

  


  To put it simply, it was telling me not to change the schedule carelessly.


  Any issues that would arise within two years would now occur within one year. No wonder things were going too smoothly.


  If the universe was helping me enough to be considerate of my situation in the first place, it wouldn’t have forced me to do this idol stuff.


  Still, looking at this, it didn’t seem like I’d suffer any major losses. Having already lost my academic status and home, there wasn’t much more for me to lose.


  The only thing I could lose in exchange for debuting early was my youth.


  But even if my youth were taken away, my goal of debuting as a new idol wouldn’t be hampered to the point where my identity would immediately revert to 29 years old.


  If problems were going to arise anyway, it might be better for them to happen sooner.


  Without hesitation, I checked the box stating I fully understood the precautions and agreed to the contents.


  Now, all that remained was to shed my label as the ultimate klutz.


  If it doesn’t work, make it work. The words that management used to chant like a broken tape had never resonated more deeply than they did today.


  I looked with satisfaction at the new debut date, which was shining brightly and with a countdown of fewer than 370 days.


  And this choice would soon be recorded as the dumbest decision in the second chapter of my life.


  

  After practicing until I felt as wilted as blanched spinach, the day of the monthly evaluation finally dawned.


  At the same time, today would determine whether I would obtain a passing score and 30 exp, or get cut from UA and have my life completely end.


  “Hyung! You don’t seem… nervous today! I can tell by looking at your face!”


  “Really?”


  “Yes, you look really at peace!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon gave me a thumbs up.


  I was past the age to be nervous about things like evaluation.


  I recalled my tear-inducing past experiences in the vocal practice room.


  The vocal practice room, which had looked like a small heaven for music genius when I saw Lee Cheonghyeon’s vlog of him singing while playing the keyboard, had degraded into a dimly lit coin karaoke room when I entered.


  In that place, I had to confront my raw voice alone. It was a harsh introduction to the idol world, devoid of any echo microphone effects.


  Thanks to that, I spent every minute and second enduring the ordeal of hearing my unfiltered voice. It was a miserable time.


  By the way, I was told that the voice I heard and the voice others heard was different, so I tried recording and listening to it. It was the stuff of nightmares.


  After enduring those grueling days, evaluation day had finally arrived.


  Normally in situations like this, rather than nervousness, you’d feel a sense of relief that it was finally over.


  As I was stretching to wake up, Lee Cheonghyeon, who had finished all his preparations, was putting on his shoes by the front door.


  “Got somewhere to go?”


  “A morning walk. I’ll go straight to the practice room after!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon answered energetically.


  I remembered hearing on the radio about taking a morning walk on evaluation day.


  It was a story about how Lee Cheonghyeon walked around the neighborhood every morning on evaluation days with his same-aged friend Kang Kiyeon, who got very nervous.


  It struck me as a rare example of friendship in our harsh modern society.


  “Be careful of cars. And watch out for the cold wind on your skin. Remember, your face should be the top priority above all else.”


  “Yes, hyungnim!”


  “Isn’t your parting remark a bit strange?”


  “What’s wrong with my parting remark?”


  “Nevermind…”


  Choi Jeho, who was trying to nitpick for no reason, ended up being stumped by my rebuttal.


  Oh, dear. Maybe he wasn’t fully awake yet.


  Chapter 12: Monthly Evaluation (3)


  The monthly evaluation at UA proceeded in the order of the best performance from the previous evaluation.


  Since I had no evaluation record, I was assigned the last turn.


  Although it was my first time participating in the evaluation, I knew who must have come in first place last month.


  “Shall we start with Joowoo?”


  It was Park Joowoo, who was set to become the main vocalist of Spark in the future.


  Park Joowoo had quite peculiar characteristics from the beginning of his debut.


  ≫ He sings well, dances well, looks good, has a nice personality—is there anything this guy can’t do?


  └ If you drop him in the middle of the Coex Starfield Library, he might not find his way home.


  └ Aren’t you being too mean to our clueless boy?ㅠㅠ


  └ You’re laughing at him too


  └ (Smile)


  The unique atmosphere created by his cool demeanor and languid impression was something rarely seen in a nineteen-year-old boy.


  Among the stubborn members of Spark who insisted on saying whatever was on their minds, Park Joowoo maintained a calm expression, quietly observing them.


  In the idol world, no matter how diligently one reacted, if they gave the impression of being passive, they were bound to be criticized.


  For the first year after his debut, it seemed Park Joowoo could not escape such controversy either.


  But that was only if his singing skill had been at a mediocre level.


  『It was a night when everyone took out the alcohol they had been saving….』


  Park Joowoo began to sing along to a famous band song that any student who had ever picked up a band instrument during their school years would have inevitably heard.


  Even amidst the strong band sound, Park Joowoo’s voice shone.


  Who needed elaborate techniques? Hitting every note perfectly was a technique in itself.


  By the way, his English pronunciation was also perfect. Because this song was Park Joowoo’s favorite song.


  Even during practice, his performance was stunning, but when he gave his all, it was nothing short of impressive.


  The teachers showered Park Joowoo with praise as he finished the song cleanly and bowed. The CEO sitting in the middle also looked fully satisfied.


  It was only natural, if I were his mentor, I would have already soaked three tissues with tears from his performance.


  “Joowoo is amazing. I feel like you’ve improved even more than before. Do you feel it?”


  “…Thank you.”


  “He has a knack for choosing songs that suit his voice. Song selection is a skill too, and he has a good sense for it.”


  From then on, the evaluation of Park Joowoo was filled with nothing but praise.


  However, it did not end on an entirely pleasant note.


  “But from now on, I hope you practice more conceptual songs. Like I mentioned last time. Okay?”


  “…Yes.”


  “Good job. Next is Jeho, right?”


  A slight hint of bitterness appeared on Park Joowoo’s face as he switched places with Choi Jeho.


  Maybe it’s a matter of taste.


  Park Joowoo, who resembled a fluffy cotton ball, had a taste in music that was quite different from his outward appearance.


  This guy was a hardcore rock band music enthusiast with rock spirit running in his veins.


  However, you could only see Park Joowoo sing rock music in the cover content. Even that was when Spark was in its second year.


  The reason Park Joowoo had to put aside the rock he loved so much for a while was revealed during a live broadcast one day.


  Joowoo, can you cover a RoseD song…? I like RoseD too, but I need to practice if I’m going to cover them. I can’t quite capture the old feeling… I think it’s because I’ve changed my singing style.


  Park Joowoo ended the conversation by saying he would practice hard.


  And a few months later, he did cover a famous song by that band and uploaded the video.


  But the day when Park Joowoo sang his favorite songs on stage or in front of people never came.


  Considering the grand concepts Spark had pursued in the past, it wasn’t hard to guess his reasons.


  It just didn’t fit the image of an idol that UA was going for.


  Unlike when preparing as a solo singer, the genres Park Joowoo could sing became much more limited once he chose the path of an idol trainee.


  Moreover, Park Joowoo was the member who could hit the highest notes in the team. For that reason, the company wouldn’t easily allow him to sing rock songs that would excessively strain his vocal cords.


  I glanced sideways at Park Joowoo, who was sitting next to me with a wilted expression like boiled spinach.


  Even to me, who had to strain to listen to Joowoo’s faint voice and struggled to write subtitles for fan videos, he looked a bit pitiful.


  While Choi Jeho was preparing the music file, I spoke softly enough for only Park Joowoo to hear.


  “I like that song too.”


  “…?”


  “You really sing well. I enjoyed it.”


  Park Joowoo, who had looked puzzled, suddenly brightened at my words. Even though it only brightened based on his usual standard.


  Hasn’t he heard enough compliments about his singing?


  As I pondered his unexpected reaction, I quickly found the answer.


  None of the Spark members had the same taste in music as Park Joowoo.


  It suddenly occurred to me that it could be quite lonely to sing every day without having colleagues who shared your musical preferences.


  Choi Jeho’s, Jeong Seongbin’s, and Lee Cheonghyeon’s performance next were all excellent.


  UA, who had postponed their debut for another two years despite having such skilled members, was impressive in its own way.


  “Next, Kiyeon.”


  When Kang Kiyeon’s name was called, Lee Cheonghyeon mouthed ‘Fighting!’.


  I, too, shook my fist in a show of support, as a disciple.


  “Whew.”


  Kang Kiyeon took a small deep breath.


  In conclusion, Kang Kiyeon’s performance was good.


  However, it fell short of the performance he usually displayed in the practice room. Even considering that he hadn’t been able to showcase his specialty, dancing, due to an ankle injury, it was still lacking.


  If even an amateur like me could notice, it must have been even more obvious to the experts.


  And Kang Kiyeon himself seemed to know this fact better than anyone.


  “Kiyeon.”


  “Yes.”


  “We all know what you’re capable of.”


  Kang Kiyon’s shoulders twitched slightly. Perhaps anticipating the words to come.


  “But you need to perform well during evaluations to prove your real ability.”


  It wasn’t wrong, which made it an even bigger blow to Kang Kiyeon, a perfectionist who would take it deeply to heart.


  “Relax and just do it. There aren’t many people your age who can dance and sing well like you.”


  “Yes, thank you.”


  “You’ve worked hard. Let’s do better next time.”


  I could see each warm word engraving itself into Kang Kiyeon’s bones.


  As Kang Kiyeon sat down with a stiff expression, Lee Cheonghyeon enthusiastically ruffled his hair.


  As far as I knew, Kang Kiyeon’s habit of getting nervous in important moments would last for quite a while. Four types of calming pills had appeared in his ‘What’s in My Bag?’ content, after all.


  But now was not the time to worry about Kang Kiyeon.


  “Now, Iwol, shall we see what you’ve prepared?”


  I had to worry about myself first.


  If I didn’t want to get cut from UA today, I had to get my act together.


  “Since this is your first evaluation, was it difficult to prepare?”


  Perhaps out of consideration for me, a new recruit, they added some icebreaker, unlike with the other members.


  It had been a long time since I was on the receiving end of such consideration, rather than being the one to offer it.


  “Everyone helped me a lot. Thanks to them, I gained a bit of confidence.”


  “For just a bit of confidence, you don’t seem nervous at all?”


  “I’m very nervous inside.”


  The teachers laughed, perhaps taking my words as a joke.


  But I was actually serious. If I got cut off here, I was ready to go to every intersection in the country and camp out until my sister showed up.


  I had prepared as much as I could. All I had to do was show what I had built up until now and give my best.


  And in situations like this, I’d never made a mistake before. Because I strived not to make mistakes.


  “I prepared『Sitting by the Window』.”


  The three teachers sitting in front of me looked surprised. Only the Director seemed pleased with my choice.


  It was understandable. 『Sitting by the Window』was an older ballad, not a song my peers would typically listen to.


  Even the future Spark members, except for Jeong Seongbin, looked like they were hearing it for the first time.


  “Having a wide spectrum is a good thing. Let’s listen to the song.”


  At the signal from Vocal Instructor Oh Eun, the accompaniment track was played.


  As the lyrical music began to play, I took a deep breath and focused on the song.


  『I thought about it for a long time.』


  The song 『Sitting by the Window』, sung by a man in his late 30s, conveyed heartfelt regret for the time that slipped away unnoticed.


  Thanks to the gentle progression characteristic of ballads, singing this song did not require Korean-style high notes or great technique.


  It was a song that painted simplicity with notes, with a clear progression of beginning, development, turn, and conclusion.


  To give the impression of ‘singing it properly’, you had to maintain proper diction and vocal production without faltering.


  These were the basics I had learned in vocal lessons over the past three weeks.


  I was confident in thoroughly embodying what I had learned.


  With ears so sensitive that I could discern Manager Nam’s mood just from his voice, I could strike the right pitch note by note in real-time, as if squeezing out each sound.


  The same applied to strategizing for the evaluation.


  After all, I had plenty of experience setting up evaluation criteria at the Hanpyeong Industry. After three years in the HR department, I could recite performance review references by heart.


  Applying this, I could reverse-engineer the algorithm used to set the evaluation criteria.


  I simply extracted the keywords from the tasks given in class, grouped them by category, and created a scoring sheet. It was a method I often used during school exams.


  I could bet my brick phone that the deviation between my predicted scoring sheet and the actual one would be less than 5%.


  Once I identified the problem, I intensively prepared for the items that would be included in the grading criteria. The strategy was to avoid deductions even if I couldn’t earn extra points.


  Of course, there were some difficulties. Creating a calm emotional tone to match the sentimental lyrics was a prime example.


  The disparity between the song and the appearance of a freshly twenty-year-old was palpable even without looking in the mirror.


  So, I devoted most time to understanding the song and incorporating feedback.


  I deeply contemplated what I truly regretted the most.


  My deepest regret in life was joining the Hanpyeong Industry. But singing with that mindset would result in a song filled with social criticism and satire.


  Instead, I recalled the past when the open recruitment process that I had completed after two weeks of overnight work was overturned by Manager Nam’s words, ‘I don’t get it.’


  The hours of work turned to waste, leaving related tasks lingering like remnants.


  The moment when the project deadline was imminent, but progress had returned to 0%.


  『It’s disappearing, leaving me behind. Everything―.』


  I sang, channeling the raw emotions of a man who suddenly felt the futility and emptiness on the brink of success.


  I confessed. I almost cried while singing it.


  『—The wind is dying down.』


  And so the nearly 4-minute song ended.


  Without a single mistake.


  Chapter 13: Resignation Talk (1)


  The demonstration of the basic choreography also ended without any major issues. Thanks to having memorized the choreography, the worst situation of my body freezing up in the middle did not occur.


  The teachers who watched my dance demonstration applauded.


  “Iwol, you’ve improved a lot!”


  “Thank you.”


  “Your posture is really good too. That’s why your voice comes out well. You must have been very nervous since it was your first time, but you did really well.”


  Objectively, there was a significant skill gap compared to the other members, but perhaps because of my overwhelmingly short practice period, the evaluation was generally favorable.


  What was surprising was that the system appeared at this point.


  
    [SYSTEM] Upon completing the ‘task’ adaptation period, an adjustment effect based on performance will be applied.


    ▷ Being recognized for ‘excellent attendance management’, you will receive a high evaluation.


    ▷ This will have a positive effect on the monthly evaluation.

  


  …So it said.


  In other words, the performance evaluation scores on my resume would also affect reality.


  My attendance management score was 18 out of 20.


  If the only activated item was attendance management, it would be hard to expect any adjustment effect unless the score was significantly high.


  I’d be grateful if they gave me even one extra point.


  At this point where every word of praise was precious, I couldn’t afford to be picky.


  “We can go a bit tougher from the next class, right?”


  “I… will work hard.”


  “Hey, you weren’t nervous at all just a moment ago, so why are you getting nervous now?”


  The teachers laughed out loud at my solemn answer.


  Sorry, but it was already hard enough for me to keep up with this class. Please don’t take it as a joke.


  Since I couldn’t complain, I laughed along with the teachers. It was the true sorrow of being a subordinate.


  “One last question. What’s the most decisive reason you chose this song?”


  The vocal teacher asked. The answer to this was clear.


  “I thought it was the best song to showcase what I learned.”


  The teacher smiled, looking satisfied at my answer.


  It was important that there was someone who acknowledged my efforts to think things through. It was an achievement beyond my expectations.


  

  The evaluation ended after the individual feedback.


  We were finally able to catch our breath after the staff left and the practice room door closed.


  “Hyung!”


  As I was putting away the desks and chairs that were set up for the evaluation, someone jumped onto my back.


  Trying to keep my balance, I looked in the mirror and saw it was Lee Cheonghyeon clinging to me.


  “Amazing. I’ve never seen someone get so much praise on their first evaluation! Are you perhaps a genius, hyung?”


  A genius refers to someone like you, who has a porcelain-like face, raps smoothly like flowing water, and is great at composing music in the future.


  It would have been nice if he used that outstanding ability to take good selfies too.


  You guys would never know how cumbersome was for me to go to the post office to exchange photocard on the Manager’s daughter’s behalf.


  I held onto his legs, worried he might fall, and Cheonghyeon clung to my back like a cicada.


  “I’m glad they appreciated my efforts. A lot of it is thanks to your help, too.”


  “How humble! I need to learn that from you.”


  “If you’re going to keep saying weird things, get off.”


  “If I am not going to say anything weird, can you just carry me on your back?”


  “Sure.”


  “You’re strangely generous about weird things, hyung.”


  Even so, Lee Cheonghyeon got off my back right away.


  Kang Kiyeon, perhaps impressed that I did well on the evaluation, taught me a new move.


  I, too, worked hard with the thought, ‘If I could sacrifice this body to soothe your troubled heart…’


  Unfortunately, however, Kang Kiyeon’s face remained grim throughout the practice. He had clearly forgotten my words that there were natural-born klutzes in this world.


  

  After the monthly evaluation concluded, the staff who attended as judges gathered in the conference room on the second floor of the company.


  “The kids are continuing their practice, right?”


  “Yes. They’re all very diligent.”


  Min Jukyung immediately answered the Director’s question.


  UA’s trainees were truly diligent. For years, no one at UA had seen their trainees slacking off.


  Moreover, they all had mild personalities, so compared to the scandalous stories coming out of the big management agencies famous for producing top idols, UA’s trainees could definitely be described as docile.


  “Iwol seems to be getting the hang of things already. Wasn’t it you who brought him in, Jukyung?”


  “Yes. I was surprised that he did better than I thought.”


  Since the trainee he cast was mentioned, Min Jukyung added a comment.


  I thought he seemed promising, but I didn’t expect him to be this good…


  When the casting story of the new trainee Kim Iwol was brought up, the trainers laying out the evaluation sheets showed interest and asked questions.


  “Jukyung, you brought him in? From where?”


  “From Hongdae. He was watching people busking and I scouted him on the spot!”


  “Even the location sounds intriguing.”


  “Iwol does have a presence that stands out even in a crowd.”


  As Min Jukyung answered, the Director and the dance trainer each chimed in.


  Min Jukyung recalled the first time he met Kim Iwol.


  He definitely stood out.


  When he saw Kim Iwol’s pale, shadowed face on the streets of Hongdae, he thought,


  He would fit perfectly with our kids…!


  Kim Iwol’s noticeable presence was partly due to his exceptionally upright posture.


  He was tall and had an upright posture, so his distinctiveness stood out more in the crowd.


  “Jukyung, you really are a bulldozer. What were you thinking when you brought in a non-major?”


  “I actually asked him about it before. He said he had a good sense of hearing.”


  “Really?”


  “Yes. Hongdae was very noisy, yet he could immediately tell if an instrument was out of tune.”


  Everyone looked surprised at Min Jukyung’s words. It was indeed surprising.


  Usually, Kim Iwol only showed his stubborn dedication to practice, not a sensitive ear for catching every single note.


  However, Min Jukyung clearly saw it that day.


  Standing quietly a little away from the stage, Kim Iwol slightly furrowed his brow whenever a certain part of the melody repeated.


  Kim Iwol didn’t linger near the busking stage for long.


  While Min Juyung was wondering if maybe he wasn’t very interested in the song, the vocalist grabbed the microphone and started giving a speech.


  At that moment, he noticed the guitarist tuning their instrument again alone.


  There was no more hesitation after that.


  Min Jukyung immediately approached the young student who looked wary of his sudden approach and earnestly explained he wasn’t a suspicious person.


  And as he watched the student politely accept the business card he was offering with both hands, he thought, I really hope he joins us.


  Initially, I did scout him for his looks, but…


  Min Jukyung cleared his throat. As long as the outcome was good, the process didn’t matter.


  At that time, Oh Eun, a vocal trainer who was still listening to the three men’s conversation, said.


  “He does seem to have a good sense. He works hard, too.”


  Oh Eun’s words drew the attention of the people in the conference room.


  She was a former main vocalist of a girl group which debuted through a small agency but did not leave much impressive results and disbanded after three years.


  Having been an idol herself, Oh Eun was known for her objective evaluations of the trainees among the UA staff.


  It was not easy to hear Oh Eun saying, ‘He works hard.’


  It was certainly a notable achievement for Kim Iwol, who had been a trainee for less than a month, to have his efforts recognized, especially when long-term trainees like Jeong Seongbin or Kang Kiyeon hadn’t received such acknowledgment.


  Min Jukyung couldn’t help but look forward to what kind of evaluation Kim Iwol would receive on his first monthly evaluation.


  

  In high school, I could go home after the mock exams were over.


  But as a trainee, even after evaluations, it was practice, practice, and more practice.


  After finishing the remaining practice with the feeling of making a wrong answer note, the time came to return to the dorms.


  Today, the members assigned to turn off the lights were me and Jeong Seongbin.


  On the way out of the company, Jeong Seongbin asked.


  “Are you getting used to things now?”


  It was not easy for just anyone to always look out for others in a situation where they had a lot to do themselves.


  And yet, Jeong Seongbin was always consistent. Enough to make me think that these were the kinds of kids who would become leaders.


  “Yeah. Except for the one hour of personal training from Kiyeon where I got thoroughly thrashed.”


  “If it was only one hour, that means you got off easy.”


  “So you do know how to joke around.”


  Jeong Seongbin laughed, half-embarrassed. Unlike him, I couldn’t laugh when I felt like I’d been tossed around like roasted chestnuts in midwinter by Kang Kiyeon.


  Jeong Seongbin looked at me and asked.


  “You always stay until the end to practice. Aren’t you tired?”


  “The teachers are kind and everyone helps out, so it would be rude if I didn’t work hard. Luckily, I have the stamina to keep up.”


  “I respect your physical strength…”


  Jeong Seongbin trailed off, probably recalling how he had approached to teach me some moves only to end up collapsing like a boiled bean sprout.


  This was what happened when you only feed salads to growing teenagers.


  This company didn’t understand the importance of the growth period. Maybe Kang Kiyeon wouldn’t understand until he failed to surpass 175 cm.


  “You’re not just diligent about staying to practice. You even walk around during breaks.”


  In the practice room, Jeong Seongbin moved like someone who didn’t know what rest was. That didn’t change even after debuting.


  Upon hearing my words, Jeong Seongbin paused briefly. It was so fleeting that I wouldn’t have noticed if I hadn’t looked closely.


  He soon relaxed his expression and smiled.


  “I’m just normal.”


  It was a humble thing to say, but really?


  Could you really call a lifestyle of waking up at dawn and repeating dance and song practice from morning until night for years ‘normal’?


  In today’s world, even paid overtime was limited to 12 hours a week.


  Going back to being a trainee vs. going back to the military…?


  Jeong Seongbin, whose reputation had been established as one of the five sages of idols, couldn’t answer that question during his discharge celebration live broadcast. That said it all.


  If he was that diligent, he should at least have pride in the time he invested. But strangely, Jeong Seongbin seemed to think his efforts were only natural.


  If there was an employee in our department who was diligent, didn’t hesitate to lend a hand to others, and worked hard every day to improve their work capabilities?


  I might carry that person on my back to work every day. This modern society was just too stingy with praise.


  Maybe I should just give him a compliment.


  Giving out compliments didn’t cost you anything.


  Moreover, Jeong Seongbin was the least troublesome among the five members of Spark.


  He arranged the taking turns so that their voices didn’t get mixed up during the broadcast, and he called out the members’ names consistently so that they were easy to remember.


  For a novice forced into becoming a Spark fan, Jeong Seongbin’s consideration was a ray of light.


  For such a virtuous person, I could certainly spare a word of praise.


  If Jeong Seongbin had managed to prevent the disbandment, he might have saved me from collapsing and aging nine years younger.


  After walking a few more steps with Jeong Seongbin, I spoke up at an appropriate timing.


  “Ordinary people may have things they want to achieve, but they don’t put in the daily effort like you.”


  “Yes?”


  “Even more so when you’re young. There are so many fun things in the world. Knowing there’s fun to be had but being able to hold back—not just anyone can do that.”


  For some reason, I suddenly felt like I was having a long-overdue talk with a junior.


  I didn’t prefer conversations with this kind of atmosphere, but I couldn’t just bail and head to the dorms, so I forced myself to continue the conversation.


  “And you’re good at so many things. You sing well and dance well. Look at me. I can’t sing, and I can’t dance either.”


  “Hyung?”


  I had clearly intended to console Jeong Seongbin, but for some reason, it pained my own heart.


  Meanwhile, Jeong Seongbin’s expression changed strangely, perhaps because I had rambled on too much.


  They said you would become a boomer if you just talked about what you wanted without regard for others—that was exactly what I had done.


  “…Of course, considering the countless fans you’ll gain in the future, it’s good that you’re working hard to develop your skills now.”


  I didn’t forget to apply some careful pressure, since you never knew with people.


  While Jeong Seongbin wasn’t that kind of person, if I misspoke and lost my leader of seven years, I felt like I wouldn’t be able to face the remaining Spark members.


  “Fans… huh…”


  Jeong Seongbin smiled bitterly.


  Huh?


  For a moment, the back of my neck felt cold as if a cold wind had passed by.


  I recognized this unsettling feeling.


  A person whose self-esteem had dropped as far as it could go. The uncertainty about themselves seeping through their expression. The tone that clearly showed they had given up and didn’t expect anything from the future.


  Assistant Manager, I’m planning to quit by the end of this month.


  This was a clear sign of resignation.


  Chapter 14: Resignation Talk (2)


  In Spark, what kind of existence was Jeong Seongbin?


  When asked this question in the past, the four members of Spark answered with one word:


  Leader.


  Setting aside how aggravated I was by those curt fellows, Jeong Seongbin was still recognized in that barren group.


  Even fans who gave the other members all sorts of chaotic nicknames called Jung Seongbin ‘Mental Pillar Jeong Seongbin’.


  What would happen if such a person ran away?


  Well. It would be the end, debut and everything else.


  It would be like seeing the bus driver jump out of the window while you were trying to sneak onto a bus full of extremely angry passengers.


  What should I do? Should I take him to a café and buy him a 6,800 won drink?


  I raised my head trying to recall if there was a cafe nearby.


  Then I realized it was pitch dark all around.


  Right, we came out at midnight.


  Fuck.


  I desperately racked my dusty brain.


  But no matter how much I searched my memory, I couldn’t recall a single moment when Jeong Seongbin said something like, ‘I was uncertain if this path was right for me when I was a trainee.’


  Jeong Seongbin soon returned to his usual self. It seemed like he still hadn’t recognized the deep, true darkness within him.


  I couldn’t let my guard down. People like this were more dangerous.


  They were the type to work overtime until the previous day, then they came in the next morning with a smiling face and said, ‘Phew, I can’t do this anymore!’ and expressed their intention to resign.


  In a tone as casual as if they were just suggesting a coffee break.


  The way it looked now, within a month, Jeong Seongbin would definitely start feeling disillusioned with life and begin pondering what life was all about.


  And two months later, he would leave us.


  At that point, saying things like, ‘What are you talking about all of a sudden? We were doing great…!’ would be useless.


  By then, he would have already run the resignation simulation in his head about 300 times.


  If I couldn’t prevent that disaster, UA would end up making a raccoon-washed-cotton-candy expression in front of the one-of-a-kind leadership material who suddenly declared he was quitting being an idol.


  I need to squash it before he can even start worrying.


  You’d think I’d just let him run away alone, leaving the four problem children behind? Absolutely not.


  “Seongbin, want to talk for a bit before we head in?”


  I stopped Jeong Seongbin in front of the convenience store. I intended to be as clingy as possible, enough to make him feel like he’d regret it for the rest of his life if he quit now.


  

  A few minutes later.


  We sat side by side on the swings in the playground, each holding a warm cup of red ginseng honey tea. For the record, it was Jeong Seongbin who chose the drink.


  A sharp wind dug into my outwear.


  “I’m sorry it’s cold.”


  “No, it’s okay.”


  Despite my sudden request for a talk, Seongbin smiled and said it was fine. Hah… The leader had to be protected at all costs.


  “Is there something worrying you these days?”


  When I carefully broached the topic, Jeong Seongbin looked my way.


  It was clear from his face that he was wondering how I knew. Sorry, but it was way too obvious.


  Jeong Seongbin swung his legs a few times, barely touching the ground, then spoke.


  “It’s just… I am feeling a little conflicted thinking about how the evaluation results will come out soon.”


  Then Jeong Seongbin smiled bitterly.


  UA’s evaluation method wasn’t harsh by objective standards.


  However, considering that each time feedback was given along with the trainees’ rankings, Jeong Seongbin’s concern was likely about his rank.


  Jeong Seongbin’s next words didn’t stray far from my expectations.


  “There aren’t that many trainees at the company, but at some point, the rankings haven’t really changed much.”


  This evaluation was carried out in the order of Park Joowoo, Choi Jeho, Lee Cheonghyeon, Jeong Seongbin, and Kang Kiyeon.


  And this order was the ranking order of the last evaluation.


  Considering that Kang Kiyeon hadn’t been able to showcase his skills and received poor results each time, it meant that purely based on skill, Seongbin’s rank was the lowest.


  Even lower than Lee Cheonghyeon, who had much less trainee experience compared to Seongbin.


  No wonder he’s anxious.


  It commonly happened when you were surrounded by too many outstanding people.


  Inevitably, they attended similar classes and invested similar amounts of time each day, and on top of that, Jeong Seongbin was a sincere person who was diligent in everything, so it must have hit him harder.


  I personally believed that having the resilience to work hard among geniuses was a talent in itself.


  But voicing that out loud was a different matter entirely.


  So instead of carelessly speaking up, I decided to give Jeong Seongbin a bit more time.


  I’d never seen a meeting go well when the other side fired off first at the person who was talked to.


  “Drink your tea. It’ll get cold.”


  “…Yes.”


  With a slightly gloomy expression, Jeong Seongbin peeled off the plastic wrap covering the bottle cap.


  As I fiddled with the ginseng honey tea bottle, I thought about what I could do right now.


  There were roughly three methods I could use.


  Trap him in a storm of praises


  Appropriately mix in some cheesy compliments like those put on the coffee truck banners to envelop Seongbin in love.


  But considering that I was UA’s top klutz, I doubt it would work.


  Like how I wasn’t happy at all when Manager Nam praised me for organizing the break room well in the past.


  Present a positive outlook with clear evidence.


  Utilize the vast data collected while tidying up contents, and objectively explain which skills were improving, and based on that, what the prospects were for future growth.


  However, if Jeong Seongbin responded with, ‘How do you know I sang that song, hyung?’ it would immediately lead to a bad ending.


  Well… He’d probably look at me with disdain for being a creepy person. Even I would find that creepy.


  Just straight up open my mouth.


  Tell him I had the ability to see the future and that he would definitely succeed, gain wealth and fame, and be able to sing here and there until at least the age of twenty-eight.


  This approach had the fatal drawback of being carefully advised to seek treatment at a hospital if I said one thing wrong.


  Why can’t I come up with anything useful to say?


  Thinking back, I felt my career at Hanpyeong Industry might have been useless, but now I realized it wasn’t necessarily a bad move. It made me aware of how incompetent I was outside of the company.


  None of the three options seemed promising, but I steeled myself.


  This was a matter of life and death for me, for this guy, for my sister’s life, and my future.


  “Seongbin. If it’s not too cold right now, can I… say something?”


  “Yes, hyung.”


  I tried to sound as calm as possible, so as not to appear overly encouraging.


  “I hope you don’t get too disheartened if the gap with the other trainees isn’t closing right away.”


  Jeong Seongbin, who was about to drink his tea, reacted slightly. Sorry for interrupting your drink.


  “If you keep doing what you’ve been doing, the day you’ll be acknowledged will come. Really.”


  “You seem really confident, hyung.”


  “Of course.”


  At my confident attitude, Jeong Seongbin, who had been smiling faintly like a deflated balloon, seemed flustered.


  Kim Iwol, you can do this.


  Compared to those like Godsong of the Idol World, The Spark among Sparks, or the drama OST killer, your image is nothing.


  To help this young friend overcome his growing pains, no. To free myself from the Hanpyeong Industry, let’s boldly take this step.


  I opened my mouth with great difficulty, the red ginseng honey tea barely moistening my lips.


  “I… know the future.”


  It was a shocking statement that could easily make a headline: 『Kim Iwol, 29, claims ‘I know the future’… A great controversy.』.


  A cold wind passed between me and Seongbin.


  “…Yes?”


  Damn it.


  This was the most embarrassing moment of my life. Was this what you call second-hand embarrassment? But it wasn’t second-hand though, I was the one experiencing it.


  I continued speaking with difficulty, holding back the burning sensation in my face.


  “I saw it for a bit, no, it appeared to me.”


  I quickly corrected myself since saying ‘saw’ implied that I could do it at will.


  “Even though this time might feel unbearably long and difficult for you right now… In the near future, you’ll think you’re happy thanks to this period.”


  After hearing my words, Jeong Seongbin remained silent for quite a while.


  Perhaps he was considering whether I was insane or had lost my screws.


  Taking advantage of the pause, I tried to wrap up the conversation as if nothing had happened.


  “If you don’t believe me, never mind.”


  “No, it’s reassuring.”


  “At least lower the corners of your lips before you lie.”


  Fortunately, Jeong Seongbin’s face looked much more at ease than before. It seemed more like he was amused rather than comforted, though.


  But still, at least I had refreshed his thoughts. I barely managed to hold back what felt like a million sighs of relief.


  It felt like steam was pouring out of my body, making me wonder if winter ever got this hot.


  The atmosphere on the way back to the dorm was much lighter than it had been a few minutes ago.


  “What was I doing in the future that you saw?”


  It was because Jeong Seongbin excitedly asked me all sorts of questions.


  A little while ago, he had been forcing himself to pretend everything was fine, so his lies lacked sincerity, but now his every word was sprinkled with playfulness.


  If I had said here…


  Yeah, you’ll become the leader of a talented boy group, and despite the harsh entertainment industry, you’ll steadily lead the team until you eventually see the light. Though you’ll disband in the end.


  …and Jeong Seongbin ended up taking this superstitious folk belief too seriously and getting carried away, that would be a huge problem.


  I racked my brain once more.


  I needed to minimize information, use synonyms, but still convey a sense of responsibility…


  “Uh… a leader?”


  …Why the hell did this brain even exist?


  If my brain failed this much, I seriously needed to reflect on myself.


  “Wouldn’t the group fall apart quickly if I, ahem… became the leader?”


  “No, it’d be doomed without you.”


  I didn’t know what set him off, but Jeong Seongbin finally burst into laughter, trying to stifle it with his hand.


  Noona, are you watching?


  Noona’s dongsaeng is desperately trying to survive.


  Seongbin’s questions didn’t stop until we reached the dorm.


  These absurd stories must have been quite refreshing for the diligent Jeong Seongbin.


  Thanks to that, our conversation remained like that the entire way.


  “You can’t see the future anytime you want?”


  “That’s right. I have to live in the present too.”


  “If you think you want to see something, does it just appear before you?”


  “It’s like being possessed by a spirit, I suppose. Not often, but occasionally it shows itself.”


  Suddenly, I felt the need to apologize deeply to all shamans across the country.


  And I resolved that once I saw this kind, good friend debut, I’d go into the Jirisan Mountain and atone.


  Whether it was because of the laughter therapy or something else, by the time we returned to the room, Jeong Seongbin seemed to be in a lighter mood.


  Or maybe he had been so cornered that he couldn’t even afford such silly thoughts.


  Still, it was a remarkable achievement that Jeong Seongbin’s face changed to a face that said, ‘I’m going to give it my all today…!’


  I was about to go to bed, thinking that it was a relief that it worked out somehow, but my vision turned blurry.


  It was the system. It wasn’t even surprising anymore.


  But something was off. The message type was different from before.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Subordinate’ is notified of the ‘Penalty for Breach of Confidentiality.’


    ▷ Internal regulation violation


    ▷ Breach of confidentiality


    ▷ [Locked]


    .


    .


    .

  


  The words were ominous, to say the least.


  With a sense of foreboding, I chose the ‘Breach of confidentiality’ item that was flashing conspicuously. Then a lengthy post appeared.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Subordinate’ is notified of the ‘Breach of Confidentiality.’


    ▷ Any information that could affect areas beyond the successful activities of Spark, including details related to future events, is considered confidential and must be kept secret.


    ▷ ‘Subordinate’ is responsible for maintaining confidentiality regarding the aforementioned details.


    ▷ The severity of the penalty will be determined by the importance and publicity of the leaked confidential information, with the maximum punishment being ‘death.’

  


  Surely they weren’t warning me—even going as far as threatening with death penalty—just because I made that half-joking comment about Jeong Seongbin becoming a ‘leader’?


  If I had known my life was at stake, I wouldn’t have blurted out that careless, embarrassing breach of confidentiality.


  Not wanting to believe the reality, at 3 am I re-read that maddeningly unreasonable memo.


  However, reading the memo again did not change anything.


  Everything except calling my father ‘Father’ was prohibited from being mentioned.


  It was a story so hard to accept that I might lose my mind.


  Chapter 15: Keyword (1)


  I thought it would be impossible to stay up all night at this age unless I had a sh*t ton amount of work.


  But it wasn’t.


  When humans were in a pinch, they could do anything. Thanks to that, I greeted the morning with sleepless eyes.


  Not only my memory had been erased, but with my mouth sealed shut as well, it felt like all my limbs were tied up.


  The biggest problem is not knowing exactly what constitutes direct information.


  Such subjective expressions were dangerous. Wasn’t it like laying traps everywhere and hoping something would get caught?


  I got out of bed with difficulty, pessimistic about an unfortunate future.


  Even though I was forced to sign a security agreement, I still had to work.


  That was the fate of office workers.


  “Did I fall asleep while working overtime to end up like this…?”


  I unconsciously muttered to myself, and Choi Jeho and Lee Cheonghyeon looked at me with an uneasy gaze.


  I left the two of them and walked out of the room. Just then, Jeong Seongbin was coming into the living room.


  Having made eye contact with me, Jeong Seongbin approached and asked.


  “Didn’t sleep well last night?”


  “A little bit.”


  Then Jeong Seongbin hesitated for a moment before whispering in my ear.


  “Hyung.”


  “What is it?”


  “Did you stay up because you were looking into the future?”


  “What?”


  The mischievous expression on Jeong Seongbin’s face as he turned around made it clear he was joking.


  His consideration in trying to hold back his laughter only made me feel more embarrassed.


  When I told him to just laugh openly, Jeong Seongbin didn’t hold back.


  Are you happy?


  Since you’re laughing, I’m happy too. Don’t you dare say you’re quitting being a trainee from now on.


  

  “Iwol, you said you wanted to see me?”


  When I arrived at UA, the manager called me. It was because I requested a meeting.


  It was only about one matter: the use of smartphones.


  As someone who only had a 2G phone, the only way for me to get outside information was by secretly going to a PC room at dawn or using the public phone in the dorm.


  Even when I used the spare phone, I always opened it in incognito mode, but my heart pounded, worrying that someone might suddenly ask, ‘Who searched ‘I see something weird in front of me’ on the phone?’.


  So, I tried to get a cheap smartphone under my name, but unfortunately, UA didn’t allow trainees to use cell phones.


  Maybe they let me off the hook for a month because I had a 2G phone. Anyway, this company only had a soft spot for useless things.


  But what I wanted was not the confiscation of phones or the use of 2G phones, but the use of smartphones.


  Since I was dropped into the past with my memory erased, I needed to secure access to information.


  As expected, the manager’s response to my request was not very positive.


  “That’s not possible. The other kids also agreed not to have personal phones until debut.”


  “Yes, I understand.”


  Moreover, UA didn’t let them use their cell phones for a year after their debut.


  There was no way I could just brush off such an important issue so easily.


  Despite my rising hostility, the manager remained steadfast.


  “We don’t mean anything bad with it, it’s because the company has to manage you kids, so I hope you can understand.”


  I felt it was excessively outdated but I kept silent for now.


  Even if I said, ‘Spark never caused any problems with their phones,’ who would believe me?


  “Iwol, since you haven’t been preparing to be an idol for very long, you may not know, but there have been many cases where one mistake made in a post later turned out to be a big problem. The company is trying to prevent that.”


  “Yes. But manager, can you at least consider the reason I need a phone?”


  I expressed respect for the company’s policy and that I would follow the result no matter what, but humbly requested to be heard.


  As long as I made it clear that the decision was up to the company, most people would let me speak unless they were an unreasonable person like Manager Nam.


  Fortunately, the manager was kind and gave me time.


  “I don’t remember if I mentioned this when I joined, but I don’t have a good relationship with my parents, so I’m living independently.”


  “Yes, I heard from the management team.”


  Then that would make the story quick.


  My situation, where my guardian moved without a word and lost contact, was poorer compared to other trainees.


  Because trainees needed money for expenses beyond what the company covered. Like buying shoes or medicine, for example.


  “I need a smartphone to manage living expenses or find a part-time job, so I asked in advance. Would it be difficult to check it just once a day?”


  Going to the ATM every day to check my card or bank balance was too difficult with the tight practice schedule. The manager agreed with this.


  “You’re going to work part-time too?”


  “If I can find one that fits around my practice time. Of course, I plan to do it after mastering the basics.”


  To reassure the manager, I strongly expressed that I had no intention of wasting time.


  However, the manager’s concerns didn’t end there.


  “I heard you’re always the last one to leave. The kids say that. Do you have the stamina for it?”


  “All I have is my stamina. I’ll be fine.”


  To be honest, I believed Hanpyeong Industry hired me based on my stamina. That was why they worked me tirelessly.


  While I was lost in thought, the manager pondered for a moment and said,


  “I’ll discuss it if it’s just once a day. But don’t get your hopes up too high since it might not work out. And consult me first before starting any part-time job.”


  “Yes, thank you.”


  “Okay. Practice hard!”


  The manager patted my back a couple of times and left. With this, my immediate tasks were more or less settled.


  I was worried that my sister might have tried to contact me and I wouldn’t be able to answer right away…


  But from my sister’s perspective, it probably wasn’t pleasant to be contacted by a younger brother who couldn’t even support himself yet.


  Apart from finding out my sister’s situation, I decided to remain silent, thinking it wouldn’t be wise to advertise my presence here.


  Feeling refreshed, I headed to the practice room, where Park Joowoo was coming from the opposite direction.


  Park Joowoo must have been vigorously practicing dance while I was gone, as he was drenched in sweat and filling up his water bottle.


  “…Where were you?”


  “I had a meeting with the manager.”


  “…?”


  “He said I’m so shockingly untalented that special measures are needed.”


  Park Joowoo’s pupils shook after hearing my words.


  “Really…?”


  “Half joke, half serious. Which is the serious part?”


  “…That you’re untalented?”


  “It’s true, but it hurts a little.”


  Relieved that I wasn’t getting cut, Park Joowoo seemed slightly at ease.


  Did he think it was good that I wasn’t leaving?


  If my guess was correct, it would be best not to get too emotionally attached to anyone. The world outside would be full of people trying to take advantage of these kids.


  Since it seemed a bit cold to just joke and leave first, I waited until Park Joowoo finished filling his water bottle.


  “Hyung… have you decided on your song for the next evaluation?”


  It hadn’t been that long since the last monthly evaluation, but the next one was already waiting.


  The onslaught of tests reminded me of the pop quizzes back in high school.


  “I’ve just narrowed down the list. I’ll have to pick one by the end of the week.”


  Then I suddenly remembered that Park Joowoo had received some criticism regarding his song selection. He must have his own worries.


  “When are you going to start preparing?”


  “…I’m thinking about it.”


  Park Joowoo, closing the lid of his water bottle, looked quite troubled.


  No matter how annoying I found these kids, seeing someone ten years younger so downcast was a bit painful.


  So, I called forth the social skills I had honed at Hanpyeong Industries just a bit.


  “I learned the bass as a hobby. If you ever want to sing a band song, let me know. I’ll accompany you.”


  “Really…?”


  Yes. I learned it from a university club that I couldn’t go to anymore.


  In front of my bitterness, Park Joowoo’s eyes lit up. He seemed quite excited.


  “…Cheonghyeon knows how to play the keyboard too.”


  “Then you bring him along.”


  Even if I debuted and quit immediately, there should still be a chance to accompany them.


  After that, the conversation about bands spanning different eras didn’t end until we arrived at the practice room.


  When I suggested that we would have more opportunities to talk soon, Park Joowoo nodded in agreement.


  Somehow, Park Joowoo’s back as he entered the practice room looked a little happy.


  

  A few days later, I got permission to use a phone.


  It was a primitive format where I had to ask the manager for a phone on the day I needed it, use it for 1 hour, and then return it, but it was satisfactory enough.


  As soon as the budget phone I ordered online arrived, I installed a stock trading app and checked that my beloved investments were doing well, then bookmarked a few remote job postings.


  With some time left over, I searched for keywords on the portal site that I couldn’t show my housemates who used the unlock phone.


  (TL note: Unlock phone is a term in Korea, but I forgot what it was. I am sorry, guys.)


  Suddenly became an idol.


  Woke up and found myself back in the past.


  I see letters in front of me.


  At the same time, I fervently prayed that the current situation was not just the Korean version of the Truman Show.


  If this situation was being broadcast nationwide, I would probably lose the courage to step outside.


  It was impossible for someone like me, who prided myself on being ordinary, to suddenly become a recycled life experimenter.


  So, I thought there must be similar cases I didn’t know about somewhere and started searching.


  “Huh?”


  Something actually appeared in the search results.


  It was a link that led to a web novel.


  On the platform I accessed, there were countless sad stories of idols who returned to the past, idols who debuted by chance, and idols who ended up in a game world, all forced to stamp their contracts.


  By the time I learned that 회빙환 (hoebinghwan) was an abbreviation for ‘hoegwi’ (regression), ‘bingui’ (reincarnation), and ‘hwansaeng’ (rebirth), I also figured out that my situation fell under regression.


  (TL note: As explained by Iwol above, hoebinghwan is a term in Korea commonly referring to the oversaturated regression/waking up in a different body genre.)


  Usually, people who experienced hoebinghwan got hit by a truck in the original world or fell asleep while passionately enjoying some content.


  Compared to me who regressed while overworking overtime, everyone else’s setup was more dramatic. I supposed life wasn’t always like a drama.


  Moreover, how could they roll me back 9 whole years without even sending a regression truck?


  Weren’t they being too cost-effective with me?


  Due to the limited time I could use the phone, I only managed to read up to the 25th episode of the novels available for free.


  So I only learned the sad law that anyone caught in the shackles of regression must inevitably become an idol.


  Of course, I did gain some useful information.


  The most intuitive way to describe the members’ personalities using refined language.


  #Tragic, #Schemer, #BlackScreen, #Healing…


  That’s right, keywords.


  Chapter 16: Keyword (2)


  Apart from Lee Cheonghyeon, the members of Spark were generally quiet by nature.


  Moreover, they didn’t speak in high volumes. Naturally, the personalities of the members all seemed similar whenever they were exposed on the broadcast.


  Lee Cheonghyeon alone had limits in lifting up the subdued atmosphere.


  Thanks to this, if I had to put it kindly, the shows Spark appeared on could be compared to nature documentaries.


  To put it unkindly, well, I don’t have to bother telling you.


  That’s why it’s hard for people to become fans.


  In a situation where you would still have a hard time even if you put a group that suited everyone’s taste.


  Putting them in a lineup as if they were stamped out from a fish-shaped pastry mold and saying, ‘Look! We’ve got this many of the same ones, so it must be even tastier, right?’ Who would come to see them?


  Marketing only worked if you had something to sell.


  To allow fans to dig into the members’ A to Z with an excavator, it seemed good to at least dig a shallow hole in the bare ground.


  At the very least, they have to be able to reveal their individuality to some degree.


  That way, at the very least, an additional perfect-fitting prop could be added to their debut album.


  (TL note: In case you’re confused, the additional perfect-fitting prop Iwol mentioned here is referring to himself.)


  After letting out a deep sigh, I erased all my search history and returned the phone to the manager.


  Then, I watched the members closely during the break time of group practice.


  I recalled the email I received from Director Nam’s daughter, which said that perfect character understanding came from affection and obsession.


  There was nothing more convenient than using refined language when defining something.


  So I started describing these guys’ personalities by borrowing the keywords I saw in web novels.


  For instance, I set ‘aloof puppy’ as the default image for Park Joowoo, who always sat blankly in a corner during breaks.


  As for Choi Jeho, who monopolized the director’s daughter’s affection and would become the shining center of Spark…


  “So you are… a cool, aloof genius character with a tactless side.”


  …I gave him a particularly more flashy label.


  However, Choi Jeho responded indifferently.


  “What are you talking about all of a sudden?”


  “What do you think about changing your personality a bit since your aloof trait overlaps with Joowoo?”


  My reasonable suggestion did not ease Choi Jeho’s scowl.


  It was undesirable for over half the team to achieve the triple crown of aloofness, coldness, and indifference. Such a shame.


  “Hyung! What about me?!”


  Thinking that I was saying something interesting, Lee Cheonghyeon bounced over, leaving Kang Kiyeon in front of the mirror.


  “There was something like ‘sunshine’. You can be that.”


  “Why am I one making a compromise?!”


  “If a better description comes up, we can always change it.”


  As I was assigning the third trait to each member, the practice room door opened.


  It was Min Jukyung.


  “Sorry for interrupting your practice!”


  Min Jukyung, who entered with a smile, was holding a piece of paper.


  He stuck the paper onto the whiteboard installed on one wall of the practice room.


  Then he looked at me and said.


  “I’m posting the evaluation results here. There are no special notes, so everyone just check when you have time!”


  Surely he knew it was human nature to check your grade reports as soon you received it.


  He was probably trying to talk lightly out of consideration for the trainees.


  I probably had a similar expression when I said to people around me, ‘I’ve finished inputting the performance evaluation results, please check them.’


  And since there were no special notes, it seemed I wasn’t getting cut off.


  Well done, Kim Iwol. You managed to survive these terrible conditions.


  Having achieved my minimal goal, I headed straight for the whiteboard.


  Since I avoided getting cut, I could gladly accept whatever the remaining results were.


  February Monthly Evaluation (Ranked by Score)


  Park Joowoo


  Choi Jeho


  Lee Cheonghyeon


  Jeong Seongbin


  Kang Kiyeon


  Kim Iwol


  ※ Detailed feedback will be provided during class!


  Even though it was the expected result, actually ranking 6th out of 6 people made me feel complicated.


  Maybe it was because I’d never been in the last place before. I guess people really do need to experience everything.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Task’ completed.


    ▷ Reward: Exp (30)


    ▷ Total exp: 40


    ▷ Total points: 0

  


  Just in time, the exp for passing the monthly evaluation arrived as well.


  But it didn’t end there


  
    [SYSTEM] Additional exp awarded.


    ▷ Reason: Highly rated by a ‘close team member’


    ▷ Reward: Exp (10)


    ▷ Total exp: 50


    ▷ Total points: 0

  


  Someone must have thought very highly of me, as I received an additional 10 experience points.


  Thank you. May your family be blessed for three generations.


  I turned around, resolving to grow at least to the level of ‘last place but fought hard’ before debuting.


  At that moment, I made eye contact with Jeong Seongbin, who was calmly checking the paper.


  At the same time, I recalled what Jeong Seongbin had said a few days ago.


  There aren’t that many trainees at the company, but at some point, the rankings haven’t really changed much.


  Jeong Seongbin now… couldn’t be said to be at ease, but his expression looked better than before.


  A face with a complicated expression but not at all looked grim.


  For some reason, seeing that face, I felt somewhat compensated for the shame I felt that day.


  

  The advantage of being a beginner was that I looked like I had made great progress just by taking one step.


  And that one step was indeed a huge leap from a beginner’s perspective.


  Thanks to the solid groundwork laid in the initial stages, the subsequent lessons didn’t feel overwhelmingly daunting.


  Moreover, UA was a company that didn’t hold back on praise in such areas.


  “Iwol, you’ve improved a lot.”


  “Really?”


  The vocal teacher nodded. It was a great environment for a beginner to grow.


  Though I still had a long way to go in the dance classes where I worked my legs until I felt like they would explode, there was still progress.


  The most helpful aspect was that once I learned the movements, I didn’t forget them. I didn’t want to be the one stopping the music during group practice.


  With a desperate heart, I diligently invested the welfare points I earned from accumulating over 100 exp into proficiency.


  As a result, my current proficiency levels were like this.


  
    Performance Evaluation (100)


    – Vocal proficiency: 5(▲)/20


    – Dance proficiency: 4(▲)/20


    – Self PR: 12/20


    – Attendance management: 18/20


    – Organizational adaptability: 10/20


    Total point: 0

  


  Even though I hadn’t invested any points into vocal proficiency, it increased on its own. It was a commendable feat.


  From this case, I learned that skills didn’t necessarily only increase from gaining exp.


  It was disappointing that the total proficiency was still in the single digits, but expecting results after just a month of practice was unrealistic. So, I decided to just appreciate the fact that the scores had gone up.


  A new task also appeared.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘New task’ has been assigned.


    ▷ Raise dance proficiency to 5 by the end of the March monthly evaluation.


    ▷ Reward: The right to view other members’ resumes, 3 standard proposal templates for debut album planning

  


  The next monthly evaluation in March would probably be the final assessment to determine the debut team.


  Since I had pushed the debut schedule forward by a year, the group should be finalized soon.


  But how could they drag it out until March while saying the debut team would be finalized based on the February evaluation?


  This was why the group disbanded and society collapsed in the past after delaying the debut for two whole years…


  Putting the task aside, the reward was really disappointing.


  I was interested in viewing the resumes, but the fact that they said it as a ‘right’ felt petty, which was annoying. As for the debut album planning… I just had a strong feeling it would only create more work.


  Once you had things like that, you inevitably ended up using them at some point. And it would always be me using them.


  So I really didn’t want to receive the 3 template set.


  However, since my job was set as the producing member, it seemed more convenient to receive them in advance, so I decided to accept the situation calmly.


  If necessary, I could just receive the templates and think, ‘Oh right, I had those!’ a few months later.


  “Should we tear off the calendar now?”


  “Yes, please!”


  With Jeong Seongbin’s permission, Lee Cheonghyeon tore off the page from the wall calendar hanging in the practice room.


  March had begun.


  

  The concept of time for office workers differed slightly from non-office workers.


  For example, when I was in college, my concept of time was like this.


  March–June / September–November: Semester period + minor part-time work


  July-August/December-February: Working part-time like a dog


  Then, after joining Hanpyeong Industry, my perception of time changed to this:


  March-November: Busy months


  December: The month when I barely breathe


  January: The month I can’t even breathe


  February: The month I can’t go home


  As a result, I had momentarily forgotten.


  That March was the month when a new semester began.


  That meant the high school students at our dorm also went back to school for the new semester.


  It was when Lee Cheonghyeon’s alarm went off earlier than usual that I noticed this fact.


  Thinking that it seemed to ring earlier than usual, I got up and noticed that Choi Jeho across from me wasn’t even stirring in his sleep.


  Just as I wondered what was up with that guy who usually got up right when the alarm rang out, Lee Cheonghyeon came down from his bed with a tired expression.


  “Are you sick? Why the long face?”


  “I’m just tired… Hyung, set your alarm and sleep more. It’s only 7 now.”


  “7?”


  I checked the time and it was indeed 7 am. It was an hour earlier than our usual wake-up time.


  “I should’ve gone to bed early yesterday… I stupidly stayed up late.”


  Then Lee Cheonghyeon opened the closet and took out a familiar gray school uniform.


  It was the uniform I saw when compiling his private life photos to make a subway birthday ad.


  Right, he’s seventeen now.


  So, Lee Cheonghyeon was just starting high school.


  It felt like ages since I entered university.


  I worried again whether debuting in the same team with these guys was morally right.


  “Is today the start of the semester?”


  “Hyung, it’s not the start of the semester, it’s the start of the school year! And it’s not the start of the school year for me, it’s the entrance ceremony!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon pounced on my slip of the tongue. Seeing him so energetic just 3 minutes after waking up, it seemed I didn’t need to worry about his stamina.


  I left the room following behind Lee Cheonghyeon who seemed to be heading to wash up.


  In the living room, Jeong Seongbin and Kang Kiyeon were wandering around in their school uniforms.


  Perhaps because they were from different high schools, their uniforms looked quite different in color and design from Lee Cheonghyeon’s.


  ≫ Those blueberry yogurt era photos are precious… Why the fuck they didn’t take selfies with those faces? Not taking 100 selfies a day with those faces is dereliction of duty, it pisses the fuck out of me


  └This isn’t just a gradient of anger, it’s straight-up rage.


  Looking at their light purple uniforms reminded me of a post I had seen on social media.


  When I had time, I should tell these three to sit on the dorm couch and take some selfies.


  “Are you guys going to eat breakfast before you leave?”


  “Seongbin-hyung said he’d make toast for us.”


  Now that I looked at it, three slices of bread were on the frying pan.


  It seemed he was just toasting the bread without any jam or eggs. The world of idols was tough on both the mouth and the heart.


  “If it’s just toasting, I can do it. You guys get ready to leave.”


  “Yes? You don’t have to…”


  “I can’t sleep anymore anyway. Once I wake up, I can’t go back to sleep.”


  I wasn’t particularly good at cooking, but I could at least toast some bread.


  When I took the spatula away, Jeong Seongbin fidgeted around me before retreating.


  “I think there are some eggs in the fridge. Should I fry them?”


  “No, hyung! It’s really okay!”


  “I am okay too…”


  “Please put eggs on mine!”


  Before Kang Kiyeon could even finish his sentence, Lee Cheonghyeon shouted from the bathroom. I wondered what kind of hearing he had to catch that.


  Chapter 17: Interview with the CEO (1)


  With each piece of steaming hot toast in hand, the preparations for their departure to school were complete.


  Despite the chaotic mess in the shoe rack, they somehow managed to find their shoes while firmly holding onto their toast. I bid them farewell.


  “Be careful with the traffic, take care of your faces, don’t mess around, and show a diligent attitude.”


  At this, Kang Kiyeon grumbled with a sullen face.


  “Our parents don’t nag us as much as you do.”


  Is that so? I wouldn’t know, since I never got nagged by my parents.


  “Really? So, our Kang Kiyeon doesn’t care about traffic, doesn’t value his face, and plans to mess around?”


  Kang Kiyeon, having missed the chance to rebut, grumbled about how the conversation turned out this way.


  I patted the shoulder of the boy, who had to endure the hardship of early morning school, and spoke.


  “Kiyeon.”


  “What?”


  “I never tell you to study hard, do I?”


  “…”


  “Just don’t mess around and come back. Got it?”


  Then, I gave him a kind smile. Kiyeon shivered at my affectionate demeanor.


  Wishing them a safe and uneventful day, the three high school students left the dormitory. It was a noisy morning.


  

  “So you baked the bread?”


  Choi Jeho, who got up like clockwork at his usual wake-up time of 8 AM, asked.


  As I placed the now-cooled toast onto a plate, I answered.


  “Yeah. I baked extra while making some for the kids. Want some?”


  “Sure.”


  Park Joowoo, who didn’t need to attend school since he had already passed the GED, was already munching on his portion of toast.


  Lee Cheonghyeon had muttered, ‘I’m so jealous of Joowoo-hyung…’ as he left.


  “High school students, huh. Those were the days.”


  “You talk like you graduated ten years ago.”


  How did you know?


  Fearing that I might be accused of leaking secrets about my regression despite not intending to do so, I pretended not to hear Jeho’s words.


  As I was chewing on my toast, carefully watching their reactions, Joowoo unexpectedly joined the conversation.


  “…Hyung, what did you plan to do after graduating high school?”


  “Huh?”


  “You said you’ve never been a trainee before…”


  I was planning to go to college.


  The college I should have gone to but couldn’t.


  This Joowoo kid, who was known for his sharp insight during Spark days, was an expert at hitting sore spots. Thanks to him, I felt like crying while eating bread.


  The system had only made my position more difficult. I couldn’t exactly say that I had gone to college in my previous life but somehow couldn’t this time around.


  Jeho and Joowoo, unaware of how deeply I was hurt, just stared at me blankly.


  If you’re going to make someone lie, at least provide a model answer too.


  This situation was cruel for someone like me who had neither the talent for making up stories nor for lying.


  After pondering for a moment, I chose to answer as indirectly as possible.


  “I was considering whether to go or not, but in the end, I decided not to.”


  “…Why?”


  “Couldn’t pay the tuition.”


  Why did the regression have to happen right after the registration date?


  As I was angrily chewing my toast, I noticed the strange expressions on the faces of the guys sitting across from me.


  They looked as if they had asked something they shouldn’t have.


  “Why are your expressions like that…”


  Ah.


  Did they misunderstand and think I couldn’t pay the tuition because my family was poor?


  I pondered for about three seconds whether to correct this misunderstanding and decided against it.


  After all, the money I had now was borrowed from my sister, so it wasn’t entirely incorrect.


  Even if I had registered at UA right before the registration and put all my money into the college, with my old home gone, I would have had to attend while being homeless.


  Having returned to the past with just my body, my degree had become Schrodinger’s diploma.


  I thought of the diploma that had left me and all the money I had saved while enduring hell at Hanpyeong Industry. Did you really have to take everything…


  Of course, I didn’t have the confidence to explain all these twists and turns to them while maintaining secrecy. Nor did I have any obligation to do so.


  I’ll just say I’m dirt poor.


  As I bitterly resolved myself, Choi Jeho, uncharacteristically sensitive, spoke.


  “Uh… Hang in there.”


  Of all people, it was an encouragement from Choi Jeho.


  Not just anyone, ‘that’ Jeho was encouraging someone else without any cameras around.


  It was such a rare sight that even Manager Nam’s daughter, Jeho’s hardcore fan, probably hadn’t seen it. The world was truly full of surprises.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Hidden Task’ completed.


    ▷ Content: Have a personal conversation with colleagues


    ▷ Reward: Exp (10)


    ▷ Total exp: 10


    ▷ Total point: 0

  


  That wasn’t all. As if wanting to encourage a harmonious trainee life, I automatically completed a hidden task as well.


  While busy building skills, now I had to foster camaraderie too.


  Even if communication was important in an organization, I felt like the workload was doubling while the exp remained stagnant.


  

  The high school students returned one by one in the afternoon.


  Of course, the place they returned to was the practice room.


  I handed a handkerchief to Lee Cheonghyeon, who had just washed his hands, and asked.


  “Did you get home safely? Is your face intact?”


  “Of course. I returned without a scratch!”


  “You’ve got the right attitude. Excellent.”


  “Hyung, aren’t you a bit too obsessed with the safety of our faces?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon remarked pointlessly.


  It seemed like he didn’t know how many advertisements he would have to film with his face.


  I thought of getting insurance for each member’s face before debut, if only to repay UA for their investment in me.


  “But when do you practice if you’re attending school?”


  “Seongbin-hyung and Kiyeon attend the minimum required days. Art high schools are somewhat accommodating with schedules.”


  “What about you?”


  “There’s no such flexibility at my school. But since my school is close and Kiyeon’s school is far, it balances out when you consider the commuting times.”


  Indeed, Kang Kiyeon was stretching nearby with a very regretful expression.


  “You should have time to sleep though. I’m worried.”


  Kang Kiyeon responded.


  “Hyung, you practice every night.”


  “I’m almost done growing, so it’s fine for me.”


  “Me too… They say some people still grow even in the military.”


  That’s their story, not yours.


  Kiyeon’s height hadn’t changed since debut. This was a fact that Kiyeon himself had revealed.


  Did I have a growth spurt? Sparkler… We agreed not to talk about our heights.


  Isn’t Kang Kiyeon taking this too seriously? It’s hilarious.


  My height hasn’t changed since either my junior or senior year of high school…


  Kiyeon, you’re not going to cry, are you?


  In other words, this was his last chance for a growth spurt.


  In this crucial time, missing the golden hour and staying awake day and night would likely not end well.


  While everyone else was growing taller, what would he do alone?


  With such a lack of sleep, it was no wonder he wasn’t growing. Considering his diet of just bread and salad, it was even more understandable. Who knew where he got his protein.


  If possible, I should try to secure time for the kids to sleep… if not, I’ll have to at least make them drink milk in the morning.


  Was there always this much to consider when debuting idols?


  I wasn’t sure, but I couldn’t deny that being able to do something was far better than being able to do nothing.


  That night, I bought two packs of low-fat milk for Kang Kiyeon as we walked through the early spring night breeze, and only then did we return to the dorm.


  Maybe I should have applied to change my career to manager instead of idol.


  It was a regretful night.


  And this regret would soon fully blossom.


  

  For a while, my schedule was quite stable.


  These days, my daily routine was…


  7:00 Wake up and bake bread for the high school students (+make sure Kang Kiyeon has his low-fat milk)


  8:00 Have breakfast and get ready for practice


  9:00~24:00 Practice and other activities


  00:00~00:30 Wash up and reflect on the day’s practice


  00:30~ Contemplate the future, devise plans for Spark’s revival, etc.


  …It was very monotonous. Occasionally I made French toast, which they seemed to enjoy.


  Preparing for the next monthly evaluation was also going smoothly.


  Because my vocal proficiency improved, I could instinctively tell where and how my singing was lacking.


  By combining the issues I identified with the training routes the members must have received, I could roughly predict the feedback I would get by the next evaluation.


  All that was left was to choose songs that would best demonstrate my improvement based on the expected feedback, and this part was also neatly resolved.


  Jeong Seongbin, Spark’s human jukebox, immediately pulled out twenty songs in a day after hearing my conditions.


  I had only jokingly mentioned it because he seemed so apologetic about me baking bread a few times.


  The number of songs is fewer than last time?


  Listening to each one is a hassle. I considered your preferences from the last list and the song you sang during the evaluation, and I narrowed it down… Do you prefer having more options?


  No. You’re a genius.


  Thus, the evaluation preparation was progressing smoothly.


  Now I just needed to upgrade my dancing from a runaway train to a steam engine level.


  By the way, my goal for dancing was simply not to derail.


  “You really have no talent for dancing.”


  “They say when you join a company for a month, that’s when you’re the most incompetent.”


  “What kind of analogy is that?”


  Just as I resolved not to derail, Choi Jeho lifted my elbow. Apparently, the angle was off again.


  Sure enough, Choi Jeho immediately pointed it out.


  “You can see the angle is off if you look in the mirror. Haven’t you gotten used to it yet?”


  If my body could do parallel processing to that extent, I wouldn’t be struggling like this.


  I missed being taught by Kang Kiyeon, who was strict but at least had a more humane perspective than Choi Jeho.


  “You need to be able to perform at least one cover dance well enough to have something to say during the interview.”


  “Interview?”


  “Our company does individual interviews at the beginning of the month. With the CEO, the Manager, and the management team.”


  Buddy, shouldn’t you have told me about this earlier?


  The thought of an interview with the CEO was utterly dreadful. There was nothing as unproductive as a meeting with those in power.


  Right then, the system appeared between me and Choi Jeho, brightly highlighting a new task.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘New task’ has been assigned.


    ▷ Content: Conduct the first interview with the CEO


    ▷ Reward: Exp (10)

  


  If I shifted focus during a conversation with someone, rumors might spread that I was seeing things.


  I quickly read the key points and turned back to Jeho to ask,


  “What do they usually talk about?”


  “Not much. Just about how you’re doing as a trainee and how you’ve been performing lately.”


  That’s bloody important.


  Don’t you know how tiring company life becomes if you’re labeled as someone who doesn’t fit in?


  Well, he’s not the type to care about such things.


  I recalled my last interview with Manager Nam.


  That one-man talk show where he had talked about how he was diligently praising Assistant Manager Kim to the higher-ups and how it awkward it made him feel. And finally, he had requested to quickly finish that banner or whatever his kid had asked for


  I sincerely hoped that UA’s CEO had no expectations of me.


  And that, even if he had a kid who was an idol fan, he wouldn’t bring such personal matters into the workplace.


  As if Choi Jeho’s words were foreshadowing, a few days later, the trainees were notified of their individual interview times.


  Chapter 18: Interview with the CEO (2)


  It had been about 5 minutes since I arrived at the CEO’s office with the manager.


  With the arrival of Min Jukyung, who clearly seemed to have rushed over from work, all the participants for this momentous first meeting were gathered.


  “No need to be nervous. We have these meetings just to catch up and greet each other once a month if you’re an artist of UA.”


  The CEO began. Sure enough, the manager and Min Jukyung didn’t appear tense at all.


  UA’s employee satisfaction rating was around 3.2 stars, wasn’t it?


  That was a high rating for a small agency in the notorious entertainment industry. Probably twice as high as Hanpyeong Industry.


  “I skipped last month thinking you’d still be adjusting, but you’re all settled in now, right? Think of this as a short break from your busy practice schedule and relax.”


  While this was a statement that idols undergoing physical training could appreciate, I felt my fists clenching.


  Usually, if someone wasn’t feeling well, you’d suggest they take it easy, not call them to the CEO’s office.


  After receiving buckwheat tea personally prepared by the CEO, the real conversation began.


  Most of it was typical new employee meeting topics like ‘How are you doing?’ and ‘Is there anything you’re uncomfortable with?’


  “You don’t get discouraged even if you started late. Chanyoung always praises you for staying late to practice every day.”


  When I glanced at the manager, he winked at me. Thank you for framing up my extra study sessions so nicely.


  The CEO and Min Jukyung smiled and asked me question after question.


  “You’re rooming with Jeho and Cheonghyeon, right? Are you getting along well with the kids now?”


  “What do you usually do during self-practice time?”


  “How’s your preparation for the next evaluation going? Do you have any ideas?”


  For a rookie trainee in their early 20s who just entered the industry, these questions were considerate.


  However, for someone who had trained in HR management in the mud like me, I was already viewing this through dark-tinted glasses.


  To me, their questions sounded like this:


  → Are you communicating well with your team members without any issues?


  → What do you usually do to develop your work competencies?


  → Have you started drafting your work plan for the second half of the year? Start early because we’ll be doing surprise tests.


  If that wasn’t their intention, I’d apologize, but I responded in the most sincere way I could.


  “I’m comfortable living with my roommates because they’re all nice.”


  …And so on.


  That statement meant ‘Choi Jeho has a great personality, and Lee Cheonhyeon uses his laptop until dawn but doesn’t harass me, so we maintain peace and get along well’.


  After a few more exchanges like this, Min Jukyung laughed.


  “CEO, don’t you think Iwol speaks sincerely?”


  “Right. When I heard from Jukyung, I thought, ‘All of our kids are sincere, so is that unusual?’”


  I realized that by ‘sincere’, they meant the enthusiastic, ‘Yes! I’ll do my best!’ type of sincerity but I didn’t say anything.


  This tone was something I picked up working under Manager Nam.


  Or maybe the effect of resume attendance management applied even here.


  Sure enough, a small phrase ‘Recognized for excellent attendance management and highly evaluated’ was faintly glowing.


  While the atmosphere was still friendly, the manager made an unexpected remark.


  “Iwol is quite capable. The kids quickly warmed up to him, too.”


  Those guys?


  I don’t think so.


  There was no way someone would find any great charm in a person they met less than a month ago, who was only a year or two older.


  Especially someone as awkward as me.


  But the manager seemed determined to present me as a sociable person.


  “He adapts quickly and is quite friendly. When they’re all together, Iwol subtly helps lighten up the mood.”


  That was because it gave me some leeway in the tense practice room. Thanks to this, I ate two servings of humble pie every day and never felt hungry.


  Listening to the well-filtered words of the manager, the CEO spoke.


  “Such people are truly rare. Not just in a group, but in any organization.”


  “…Yes?”


  I was taken aback.


  It was the kind of statement I had never heard during a company meeting.


  The CEO even encouraged me, saying, ‘Let’s keep it up as you have been’.


  In this atmosphere full of compliments, which seemed almost too sincere to believe, I was at a loss and could only smile mechanically. It felt surreal.


  

  After receiving experience points as a reward for finishing the meeting, I returned to the practice room, where only Lee Cheonghyeon was present.


  “Why are you here alone?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon cheerfully replied to my question.


  “Jeho-hyung went to the convenience store, and Joowoo-hyung is in the vocal practice room!”


  “Seongbin and Kiyeon… Do they have school late today?”


  “They said they’d come after their ID photo shoot. We didn’t have after-school classes today, so we finished early!”


  “Ah, photos are important.”


  Those photos would probably circulate on the internet forever.


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s words brought back memories of after-school classes and study sessions.


  And it also reminded me of my sister’s annoying ‘back in our day’ stories about how night study was mandatory.


  Every time I recalled things I thought I had forgotten, it felt nostalgic.


  “What are you going to do today?”


  “I need to finish writing my rap lyrics, but I’ll do that at night… I thought about writing a song since I was told to try it, but there are many parts I’m unsure about, so I’ll probably just focus on dancing today.”


  UA, with the CEO being a former singer-songwriter, was the perfect environment to learn songwriting.


  Cheonhyeon, who had majored in classical music when he was younger, only started learning popular music composition in earnest after joining UA.


  As befitting a member of Spark, a group of outstanding raw talents, Cheonghyeon’s growth rate accelerated greatly after he debuted.


  From a rookie composer who contributed one song to the debut album, he grew into a capable artist who could produce an entire album in just a few years.


  The only thing Cheonghyeon regretted was one thing:


  Question from user 1103! Cheonhyeon, if you could change just one thing from the past, what would it be?


  This is a tough one… If I had to pick one, it would be starting composition late.


  Didn’t you make this title track too? But you still have regrets?


  I didn’t start composing early. I think if I had learned more diligently earlier, I might be better at it now.


  If only he had started composing earlier.


  At the time, he probably focused on his strength in rap, not knowing he had a talent for creating popular music, but once he got his hands on composition, it seemed he developed an ambition for it.


  There were so many kids around me who started dancing or singing early too.


  I reflected on the songs Lee Cheonghyeon had made.


  As the years went by, his songs increasingly matched Spark’s group identity.


  Unlike debut schedules, creating wasn’t something you could suddenly do just by moving the date forward, but…


  If he was going to regret starting late, he needed to try a different path this time. Especially considering his potential.


  With the schedule pushed forward by a year, it’d be advantageous to have songs ready early for a stable debut.


  They say the earlier you post job openings and challenges, the better.


  The problem was whether composition was something he could immediately get into just by starting early.


  I don’t know anything about the creative realm.


  After receiving 12 years of cramming education, I only studied business administration in college.


  The only time I had to exercise creativity at Hanpyeong Industry was when I moved Manager Nam’s Friday evening dinner meetings to Monday lunch the following week.


  “What are you thinking so hard about?”


  “I’m thinking about how to turn you into a composition genius.”


  “Me?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked back.


  I continued cautiously, making sure the system didn’t interpret my words as talking about the future.


  “Yes. I want to raise you and recruit you as the team’s composition machine.”


  “Your expectations are too specific and grand, hyung!”


  “Is it wrong to have expectations for a young and smart talent? Oh, if you feel pressured, tell me. I’ll restrain myself.”


  But I already knew. This guy Cheonghyeon wasn’t the type to feel pressured by this level of talk.


  Sure enough, though he looked at me oddly, he didn’t seem pressured.


  “It would be nice if this young and smart Cheonghyeon became a composition machine. But maybe because school just started, I’m not feeling motivated, hyung.”


  “What does motivation matter in work? What’s important is deadlines and pressure.”


  “What?”


  “I believe people can do anything if there’s just compulsion.”


  I placed both hands on Cheonghyeon’s shoulders.


  “Cheonghyeon.”


  “…Yes.”


  “Pour all your thoughts into creating a beat first.”


  I knew that creation didn’t happen by force.


  But you could at least build a foundation to hold onto inspiration when it struck.


  I couldn’t share the agony of creation, but I created a deadline as a token of encouragement and gifted it to Lee Cheonghyeon.


  For about a week after that, Lee Cheonghyeon really shared his progress with me every single day without fail.


  Even today, he was still struggling with his composition program until nearly midnight.


  As he stared at the monitor for a long time, Lee Cheonghyeon asked me in a hoarse voice.


  “Hyung. Why do you tell Kang Kiyeon to go to sleep when it’s late, but not me?”


  “You look like you’ll grow taller even if you sleep less.”


  “That’s really mean.”


  “You don’t have to do it if you don’t want to.”


  “No, that hurts my pride.”


  Of course, I wasn’t shameless enough to make a kid stay up late while I went to bed alone.


  Instead, while Cheonghyeon worked on his composition, I planned the next day’s schedule anticipating the tasks the system would assign me in the future.


  If I just waited for the system to randomly pop up, I felt like it would take 10 years to fill up the exp.


  It was the method of sweeping the yard before being asked to pick up a broom.


  Just like when I anticipated vocal feedback, I tried a few things based on previous tasks, and they matched up quite well with a high probability.


  Thanks to that, my current cumulative experience points reached 90.


  It would be nice if just 10 more fell from the sky.


  While I was just randomly scribbling lines on the poor algorithm, an alarm rang on Lee Cheonghyeon’s phone. It indicated that 25 minutes had passed.


  It was the effect of introducing the Pomodoro study method, meaning to focus intensely only when concentrating and rest otherwise in the limited time.


  Lee Cheonghyeon was also adapting to this method, preferring it over staring blankly into space when stuck.


  “Good job. Is it time to sleep now?”


  “I guess so… What about you, hyung?”


  “I’ll stay a little longer.”


  “Hyung, are you a human or an elephant? How can you sleep so little?”


  I’m more surprised that you know that elephants don’t sleep much.


  At that moment, a phrase so familiar that I was starting to appreciate it, popped up.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Hidden Task’ completed.


    ▷ Content: Earn recognition for tenacity from a member


    ▷ Reward: Exp (10)


    ▷ Total exp: 100


    ▷ Total point: 1

  


  “Cheonghyeon.”


  “Yes?”


  “You’re truly commendable.”


  “What are you saying? Just go to sleep!”


  Ignoring Cheonghyeon’s disgust, I quickly exchanged the newly acquired welfare point for proficiency.


  
    Performance Evaluation (100)


    – Vocal proficiency: 6(▲)/20


    – Dance proficiency: 5(▲)/20


    – Self-PR: 12/20


    – Attendance management: 18/20


    – Organizational adaptability: 10/20


    Total exp: 0

  


  In the midst of this, my vocal proficiency had increased on its own again this time.


  The vocalist next door did well on his own, but somehow our dancer required so much effort.


  I decided to let it slide just once, impressed by the remarkable growth from 1 to 5.


  By raising dance proficiency to 5, I also completed the task of improving dance proficiency before the March monthly evaluation.


  
    [SYSTEM] The ‘task’ is complete.


    ▷ Reward: Trial access to other members’ resumes, a set of 3 standard forms for planning a debut album

  


  Finally, I could see the members’ resumes instead of my own poor resume.


  Chapter 19: Conflict of Opinions (1)


  Saying there were no objective indicators for achieving KPIs was like saying workplaces with five or more employees didn’t guarantee paid holidays on legal public holidays.


  In other words, it was nonsense.


  In that sense, it was also meaningless for me to be overly excited about raising my skill proficiency by 1 point on my own. Because I had nothing to compare it to.


  If the goal was to debut with Spark, I needed to understand what level the other guys were at.


  Moreover, if the intangible factors were shown as clear numerical values of skill proficiency?


  Only a fool wouldn’t take advantage of this opportunity.


  If it’s a trial access, maybe they’ll let me view just one person’s profile.


  I had already decided whose resume I would view if I could see just one out of the five.


  Someone in a vocal position, with no noticeable shortcomings, and an all-rounder in Spark, including self-management aspects.


  
    [SYSTEM] Would you like to view ‘Jeong Seongbin’s’ resume?


    ▶ Yes / No

  


  It was Jeong Seongbin.


  Then a resume in the same format as mine appeared before my eyes.


  Before reading the contents, I looked for any viewing time limits or timers, but there were none.


  It seemed my assumption that the number of people I could view was limited was correct.


  
    [Spark’s Eternal Leader] Jeong Seongbin


    Jeong Seongbin (18 years old)


    Career History


    – 4th place overall in February’s monthly evaluation


    – 5th year trainee under UA


    Performance Evaluation (100)


    – Vocal proficiency: 12/20


    – Dance proficiency: 8/20


    – Self-PR: 7/20


    – Attendance management: 13/20


    – Organizational adaptability: 11/20

  


  The resume I finally got to see after a lot of hard work was shocking.


  It was only natural that while I barely managed to get my vocal and dance proficiency sum into double digits using underhanded methods, Seongbin’s numbers were different from mine from the first digit.


  However, it was a bit strange that Jeong Seongbin, who was much better at dancing than I was, had a dance proficiency score only three points higher than mine.


  In this case, the answer was one of two things.


  Either the density of skill built through actual effort is higher than the skill built through weak methods like mine, or there’s a big barrier between 6 and 8 points.


  If it was the latter, it was time to start managing my vocal proficiency as well.


  Another notable point was his organizational adaptability.


  Jeong Seongbin’s adaptability was as high as his singing ability.


  Considering his skill level was enough to make him the main vocalist even if he debuted elsewhere, it was possible to assume that his adaptability was also at a great level.


  That was the level of adaptability needed to be the leader of Spark.


  I mentally gave Seongbin a round of applause of respect. It was a realm that I, with my adaptability of 10, couldn’t even dream of reaching.


  I should put my welfare points into vocals for the time being.


  If a difference of about five points in proficiency didn’t cause significant issues, it seemed right to start focusing on singing, considering my original goal of aiming for the sub-vocal position.


  Somehow, I felt like I had become a pitiful company employee obsessed with personnel evaluations for promotion.


  

  The opportunity to practice singing in a new way came sooner than expected.


  Our manager brought us a guide recording task for a seasoned singer under UA.


  “Seongbin will be doing the guide itself, but the Director suggested to let all of you take turns recording to gain experience.”


  It was indeed a perk of being with a company that had its own recording studio.


  Such an opportunity would be hard to come by in companies that have to book external studios by the hour.


  Coincidentally, a new task appeared at just the right time.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘New task’ has been assigned.


    ▷ Experience recording


    ▷ Reward: Exp (5)

  


  5…


  Speaking of those exp points, an adjustment was made as soon as I confirmed that my vocal proficiency had reached 6 points.


  
    [SYSTEM] The obtainable experience points have been adjusted.


    ▷ Before: Basic exp 10


    ▷ After: Basic exp 5


    ▷ Special notes: When the performance evaluation score reaches 7 points, manual distribution of points will be restricted.

  


  Now they made adjustments without even providing a reason. Such a filthy system.


  Moreover, It seemed that from 7 points onwards, I wouldn’t be able to arbitrarily increase my proficiency.


  Since I had no other choice, I’d have to do as told, but I hope they’d let me rate the system someday.


  You think you’re the only one who can give scores? I can give them too. I’m a member of Job Planet, you know.


  Anyway, in order to get even a small, pitiful 5 points of experience, I had to focus on recording the guide right now.


  It’s nice and there’s no pressure.


  The job itself didn’t demand high perfection, and the completion criterion for the task was just ‘experience’, so there was almost no pressure.


  Still, I wanted to gain something. I didn’t want to waste my time just to earn a few experience points. We had come all the way to the recording studio, after all.


  I asked Park Joowoo, who seemed as relaxed as me, instead of Seongbin who needed to concentrate on performing his main job.


  “Has Seongbin been doing guide recordings for long?”


  “Probably. …As far as I know, about 2 years.”


  “He’s a talent, a real talent.”


  Then Lee Cheonghyeon interjected.


  “I think Seongbin-hyung has always done the guides for Junhoo sunbaenim’s songs.”


  “I see.”


  I also knew Jang Junhoo. He was a ballad singer who rose to fame after his debut song became a huge hit.


  Judging by the range and tone, it does feel somewhat similar.


  The song we were given to practice this time was also a traditional ballad.


  Personally, it wasn’t as impressive as the debut song. Considering that I couldn’t remember it well, it might not have been a hit.


  The song itself wasn’t difficult, possibly because it aimed for easy listening.


  Whether it was due to that or his own ability, Seongbin’s guide recording went smoothly without any issues.


  The rest of the members also sang well during their turns.


  Even Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon, who didn’t specialize in singing, showed decent vocal skills, thanks to years of training at UA.


  I too finished my first-ever recording, making the most of my vocal proficiency of 6.


  “Iwol, you’re not very nervous even though it’s your first time recording?”


  “And you didn’t go off-key either. You did well for a beginner! You can come out now!”


  It seemed UA’s unique shower of praise for beginners continued even in the recording studio.


  Receiving praise wasn’t a bad thing, but I shouldn’t become complacent.


  Objectively, the current praise should be seen more as encouragement and support rather than a genuine positive evaluation.


  There was only one thing to do at times like this.


  Practice.


  As soon as the guide experience was over, I returned to the underground vocal practice room and solemnly opened the lyrics book.


  Today’s goal was to sing the assigned song from vocal class perfectly without going off-key.


  Just as I took a deep breath and was about to dive into the world of self-reflection, I heard voices outside.


  This vocal practice room didn’t let sound leak out, but some noise from outside could be heard a little.


  If I can hear it this clearly inside, they must be talking quite loudly outside.


  In society, there were times when pretending not to hear was the polite thing to do.


  Just as I was about to put in my earphones out of consideration, I heard, ‘That’s not what I meant!’.


  It was Kang Kiyeon’s voice.


  Isn’t it hard to hear this clearly unless they’re shouting?


  I was already feeling troubled, what else was it this time? I sighed.


  I turned off the playlist that was playing on repeat and got up from my seat.


  Outside the soundproof booth, Kang Kiyeon, who often looked angry even when standing still, and Choi Jeho, who looked visibly upset, were facing off.


  A hostile atmosphere swirled between them.


  Lee Cheonghyeon was beside Kang Kiyeon, and Jeong Seongbin was standing between Kang Kiyeon and Choi Jeho.


  Unintentionally, I made eye contact with Seongbin, who looked very distressed.


  Seongbin, would it help if I just stay inside?


  In response to my telepathy, Seongbin made an expression like a dandelion seed drenched in rain.


  Please step in…


  That was a bit difficult. I believed in the principle, ‘Kids grow by fighting with intelligence and logic.’


  Kang Kiyeon looked at me, apparently having heard the sound of the door opening.


  It seemed like it was time to deploy the side-eye acting I had honed at Hanpyeong Industry but hadn’t had a chance to use for a while.


  “Are you two fighting?”


  “…No.”


  Kang Kiyeon replied, suppressing his barely contained anger.


  It seemed he had raised his voice out of frustration.


  Just as I was thinking that I should teach him


  the method of enduring three times


  [1]


  Iwol was referring to the idiom ‘If you hold yourself back/be patient three times, you can avoid murdering people’.


  , Choi Jeho intervened.


  “Weren’t you picking a fight? You have a problem with me, don’t you?”


  At Choi Jeho’s unyielding attitude, Kang Kiyeon’s brow, which had just started to ease down, furrowed again.


  Before teaching Kang Kiyeon about patience, it seemed more urgent to educate that guy on ‘speaking kindly’ first.


  Thanks to Choi Jeho pouring oil on the fire, the atmosphere was heading toward disaster.


  “Hyung, can’t you do something about that tone…”


  “Hey, Kang Kiyeon. Let’s stop here!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon tried to stop him in a deliberately cheerful voice, seeing Kang Kiyeon grinding his teeth.


  However, Kang Kiyeon didn’t bother to hide the fact that he had a lot to say. It seemed the spark from Choi Jaeho’s provocation had ignited him as well.


  I had to reluctantly abandon my plan to watch for a bit and then try to separate them.


  “Okay, Kiyeon, I understand you’re upset, but try to calm down.”


  “…”


  “That way, you won’t forget the reason why you started fighting. If you get fixated on the wrong thing, nothing good will come of it.”


  “…Huh?”


  All four of them looked at me simultaneously upon hearing my words.


  Why? Isn’t addressing the core issue a basic step to problem-solving?


  “Hyung, you are trying to stop the fight, right…?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked with a visibly perplexed face.


  I shrugged and answered.


  “I have no intention of stopping it.”


  “Huh?”


  “They wouldn’t be acting like this for no reason. They’re old enough. If there’s something they don’t get along with, they can fight.”


  Jeong Seongbin, whose face had turned the palest among them, moved his lips as if wanting to say something.


  “You’re not going to throw punches or anything, right? You’re aspiring idols, you wouldn’t do such a foolish thing.”


  At my words, Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon looked dumbfounded.


  Sorry, but I was quite displeased having to step in at my age for a fight between kids ten years younger than me.


  1.


  Iwol was referring to the idiom ‘If you hold yourself back/be patient three times, you can avoid murdering people’.


  Chapter 20: Conflict of Opinions (2)


  “Why are you both silent? Don’t tell me you were going to resort to fistfights when you’re aiming to be idols?”


  For a moment, silence fell in the practice room.


  “…”


  “Did you want to carry controversies even before your debut? Are you both the type to take high risks for high returns?”


  If that were the case, these two should be having a conversation with me first instead of fighting each other.


  As I was contemplating whether I should straighten out their minds until concepts and manners were engraved in their spines, Choi Jeho asked.


  “If you’re not going to stop us, why did you step in?”


  “I want you to change your way of communicating. You’re both old enough to express yourselves respectfully.”


  With that, both of them clammed up.


  Considering they had the personality of immediately striking back when disagreeing with something, it seemed they both somewhat agreed with me.


  “I want you to have a healthy conversation. Not using a fight as an excuse to vent your anger.”


  “…”


  “You too, Choi Jeho. Now that you know Kiyeon has complaints, shouldn’t you ask what’s bothering him? Let’s not waste what we learned in ethics class.”


  The two sighed, looking like they had been hit with a bucket of cold water mixed with latte. It was a sign that they had lost the will to fight.


  If stopping the fight were all it took, I would stop here, but…


  ≫Look at our Seongbin, he’s exhausted from trying to manage the situation, sipping the last drop of cola through a straw with Joowooㅠㅠ mind dancer line, get a clue, or better yet, don’t.


  └ Spark-ass really deserves its nickname. The live broadcast atmosphere was ruined, but they’re all acting like they’re fine and pretending to be cool


  └ If you don’t at least delude yourself, how can you support these guysㅋㅋ Watching the whole thing fucking killed me


  └ You say it killed you to watch, but you watched the entire live broadcast? Congrats on becoming a fan


  └ Their delusion is really something else


  Even if I aimed only for a safe debut, I would be with Spark for at least another year.


  In this situation, burying the conflict and pretending not to know was like agreeing to live with the feeling of walking on thin ice that could break at any moment.


  Moreover, the subjects of this tension were the two people who fought the most within Spark. I couldn’t just completely ignore it and end the conversation.


  “If it’s still hard to talk after cooling down, get help from a third party. Having another person involved might clear your heads a bit.”


  “…”


  “You’ve been in group activities much longer than I have, so it must be harder for you, and you must have held back a lot. But you don’t want the other members to be walking on eggshells, do you?”


  Then Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon’s eyes turned to Jeong Seongbin’s pale face.


  This kind of thing must have happened more than once or twice, and each time, Seongbin must have intervened somehow to mediate. I didn’t have to see it to know that.


  “Then I hope you both reach an amicable agreement. I’m going back in.”


  “You can’t go back in.”


  “Huh?”


  With his arms crossed, Choi Jaeho looked directly at me and said.


  “You, become the third party.”


  No. Shouldn’t you, as the eldest, step up and say, ‘I’ll do it, as Spark’s honorary mediator’?


  I had no desire to get involved in their quarrel.


  My social capacity was already stretched thin by just talking and practicing with Spark every day.


  Still, as I was about to calmly suggest that they should handle their issues responsibly, a system pop-up appeared before my eyes.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘New task’ has been assigned.


    ▷ Resolve the dispute between members and eliminate potential controversy (Stick function can be used once)


    ▷ Reward: Exp (20), Activate the stick function

  


  No fucking way, you want me to resolve the quarrels between grown-up kids?


  When there were multiple intelligent beings, it was natural for conflicts of opinion to happen.


  But the term ‘potential controversy’ bothered me.


  I quickly went through Spark’s history in my mind.


  Controversies that might have happened between Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon… Excluding the attitude controversy which was only about Choi Jeho, and the personality controversy which both of them had but wasn’t connected between them…


  So many potential controversies came to mind. Even for me, who was the most clueless on the team, this mess was unbelievable.


  I respected both Jeong Seongbin, who had led this group for seven years, and Manager Nam’s daughter who had passionately fangirled Spark for seven years.


  If it were me, I would have stopped being a fan long ago when the member disrespect controversy first broke out…


  This is it!


  It was the controversy that spread when the awkward air between Choi Jaeho and Kang Kiyeon was caught on camera about two years after their debut.


  If it were office workers fighting, it would end with some gossip…


  Jeho and Kiyeon seemed distant despite being in the same group, and the misunderstanding snowballed as more posts were made.


  And eventually, it escalated to a personality controversy claiming that Choi Jeho, the older one, disrespected Kang Kiyeon, who was younger and not even the center, creating a sharp atmosphere within the team.


  ≫ If they’re like this on camera, imagine off-camera;;; The coldness is intense.


  ≫ Still, how can they openly disrespect a fellow member like that? I feel embarrassed for them


  ≫ How many years have fans been defending him claiming he’s just shy?ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ This is the result. So damn disappointing, Jeho


  └ There’s no need to blame othersㅋㅋㅋ You raised him like this and now you’re disappointed? Keep supporting your Jeho who you find cute even with his poor social skills


  On top of that, the cyber wreckers got involved…


  There were videos like ‘A male idol who couldn’t stand the military culture and rebelled’, ‘Idol controversial for ignoring members… How could they do this to a member?’.


  …Those kinds of videos ran rampant.


  The algorithm favored these so much that the fake thumbnail of Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon glaring at each other was still vivid in my mind.


  And unfortunately, all these incidents occurred at a time when mentions of Spark were noticeably increasing.


  In other words, it wasn’t supposed to surface openly yet.


  Why is this happening now?


  It was true that Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon kept a strange distance right before their debut.


  But timing-wise, this shouldn’t have happened for at least another 2 years, or considering when the issue actually blew up, 4 years.


  Even Jeong Seongbin suddenly lost his composure.


  At that moment, I remembered the precautions I had read recently.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Precautions’ are being notified to ‘subordinate’.


    ▷ Excessive changes to the existing schedule may result in corresponding disadvantages.


    ▷ Even if the schedule is brought forward, the frequency of occurrences for planned events remains valid, and their time of occurrence will be adjusted to the changed schedule.

  


  Fuck, it wasn’t them, I was the one who was taking a high risk and high return.


  When I realized that all of this was my karma, I felt a knot in my stomach. My head started to hurt a bit too.


  It fucking sucks, but what’s done is done.


  With time already limited, it was better to use any available time to find the best solution rather than regretting it.


  I racked my brain to find positive aspects in the current situation.


  Just like any other event, this one had its advantages.


  Considering how UA’s poor response fueled solo fandoms, it might be better to prevent it in advance.


  Wouldn’t this be better than watching Choi Jeho’s and Kang Kiyeon’s fans tear each other apart?


  Of course, this was assuming that I could prevent the incidents in advance.


  I should have applied for a transfer to become a manager. If not that, then maybe as UA’s exclusive confession booth operator.


  “Guys, I don’t think practice is the most important thing right now.”


  “What?”


  “Can everyone sit down? Let’s talk.”


  Emergency. It truly was an emergency.


  

  Including Park Joowoo, who no one knew when he had come in, we sat in a circle in the middle of the practice room.


  “I don’t think this is something that needs to be made into such a big deal.”


  Kang Kiyeon expressed his dissatisfaction.


  Although he had shouted out of anger, he had tried to smooth things over in his own way. But it seemed he was irritated because Choi Jeho had insensitively stirred things up, and I had added fuel to the fire.


  “I said let’s have a healthy conversation. Kiyeon, you’re banned from speaking until you cool down.”


  So I decided to just keep his mouth shut. When you’re angry, even good words can come out twisted.


  “Choi Jeho, what exactly didn’t you like about what Kiyeon said?”


  “…It’s not that I didn’t like it.”


  “Considering the effort the four of us are making to listen to your opinion, I’d appreciate it if you could speak honestly.”


  When he tried to brush it off, I smiled and asked nicely, which made Choi Jeho flinch.


  He was a guy with no friends, so friendly conversation with peers must be awkward for him. I understood.


  “He dislikes me.”


  “What?”


  As soon as Choi Jeho spoke, Kang Kiyeon reacted.


  The way they sat facing each other made it seem like sparks were flying in the air.


  They were truly members whose group name, Spark, suited them perfectly.


  I asked as calmly as possible to prevent Jeho from becoming too aggressive.


  “Did Kiyeon say with his own mouth that he dislikes you?”


  “Not exactly, but…”


  “Then why do you think Kiyeon dislikes you?”


  “Do I have to hear it in words to know when someone dislikes me?”


  In short, he had read Kiyeon’s non-verbal cues.


  This part was unexpected. Jeho was known for living his life without caring about others’ opinions.


  There was a possibility that his personality had changed while being an idol, but from what I had observed while living and eating with him, Choi Jeho wasn’t much different from how he appeared in the media.


  For someone like him to be this conscious of others… That’s unexpected.


  Kang Kiyeon, who had unintentionally become the person shouting ‘I don’t like you’ with his whole body, wore a peculiar expression.


  “I’ve learned a thing or two in my life, short as it may be.”


  “You’ve lived exactly as long as I have.”


  I’ve had about nine more years of experience than you, kid.


  “Rather than guessing how others feel based on one’s standards, I find it more helpful in continuing conversations to explain why one’s angry.”


  “You look like you wanted to show that you dislike me even from 100 meters away, so I just set the stage for you to say it outright. Satisfied?”


  “It’s not that I dislike you.”


  Just as the conversation was about to heat up, Kang Kiyeon explained.


  However, it was hard to believe those words. Kang Kiyeon’s expression was really terrible.


  “We just don’t get along. And I have no intention of trying to get along.”


  Kang Kiyeon was firm.


  “Can I ask why you think that way?”


  In response to my question, Kiyeon hesitated for a moment before answering.


  “Because he doesn’t intend to get along with others either.”


  Chapter 21: Conflict of Opinions (3)


  Kang Kiyeon continued speaking, his eyes fixed on the floor.


  “I’m not just making assumptions.”


  “…”


  “Jeho-hyung, you lack enthusiasm for group activities, don’t you? You know what I’m talking about, right?”


  Choi Jeho seemed to have an inkling. It was something even an onlooker on a KTX train could see.


  Before we even debuted, hardships and adversities were pouring in like a tidal wave. Life indeed wasn’t easy.


  As I watched the relationships crumbling like sandcastles, something came to mind.


  It was the ‘stick function’ mentioned under the ‘new task’.


  Since it was labeled as a function, there might be something helpful about it.


  Praying inwardly, I pressed the task page that appeared as if on cue.


  At the same time, the members’ movements froze as if time had stopped. A new explanation appeared.


  I quickly read through the text, worried that these guys might get leg cramps if this went on too long.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Stick function’ is being notified to ‘subordinate’.


    ▷ Supports real-time monitoring of team members’ cooperation status.


    ▷ Information on the relationships of members bound by the stick will be disclosed irregularly based on KPI achievement performance.


    ▷ You can create a connection by selecting team members and writing a proper combination name.

  


  The fact that this function appeared now probably meant I should connect Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon.


  I dragged their names floating in the air into the box in front of me, and an empty square appeared.


  
    [SYSTEM] Please write a combination name.


    ▶ [ ]

  


  Without hesitation, I wrote ‘Oldest-Youngest Line’.


  
    [SYSTEM] Improper combination name


    ▶ Reason: The factual relationship does not match the combination name.

  


  And it was rejected in an instant.


  “Why?”


  I asked, but there was no answer.


  Ridiculous. It was the official name that fans used to call them, so how could it reject it?


  I slowly reread the reason for the rejection. Then I realized what the problem was.


  Did Choi Jeho stop being the eldest because I came in?


  Strictly speaking, if we considered our birthdays, I was born in February and Choi Jeho in November, so he wasn’t the oldest now.


  Who knew memorizing Choi Jeho’s birthday would come in handy like this?


  After that, I wrote over ten combination names, all of which were rejected.


  The reasons for the rejection were varied.


  
    [SYSTEM] Improper combination name.


    ▶ Reason: Insincere


    [SYSTEM] Improper combination name.


    ▶ Reason: Meaningless and simplistic


    [SYSTEM] Improper combination name.


    ▶ Reason: Excessive malice detected

  


  The difficulty of the evaluation was sky-high. Naming these pairs made me feel like I should open a naming center.


  Finding a nickname moderately original, affectionate, and cute was as contradictory as having a team dinner to promote friendship.


  So, I decided to include the word ‘love’. This should convey affection.


  When I got to ‘Lovey-Dovey,’ it started to sound a little cute.


  But using ‘Lovey-Dovey’ would likely get rejected for ‘Not matching the associated image’.


  Those guys… didn’t exactly give off a lovable vibe.


  After much deliberation, I added the final word.


  
    [SYSTEM] The combination name was confirmed as ‘Sandpaper-Dapper.’

  


  Fortunately, the system also acknowledged that this nickname suited these two prickly men.


  Upon successfully creating the combination, the images they had of each other appeared.


  
    [Choi Jeho ― Can’t understand what he’s thinking → Kang Kiyeon]

  


  I wasn’t sure if I should be glad it wasn’t ‘not interested’.


  He seemed to live in his own world, but apparently, he had at least some interest in his fellow trainees.


  The twist was on Kang Kiyeon’s side.


  
    [Kang Kiyeon ― Feels disappointed → Choi Jeho]

  


  To think he was hurt because he felt disappointed in his hyung. Wasn’t that quite adorable?


  It seemed that Kang Kiyeon, the maknae of Spark, was a person with a cold mouth but a warm heart.


  This made it somewhat easier to understand why Kang Kiyeon had been suppressing his anger alone.


  Above all, as long as they didn’t dislike each other, there was hope.


  I immediately exited the stick function. The suffocating atmosphere returned at once.


  Choi Jeho seemed about to open his mouth, but fearing he might say something like ‘I don’t know’ or ‘I don’t care’, I beat him to it and addressed Kang Kiyeon first.


  “Could you tell us what part made you feel disappointed? That way, we can be careful in the future.”


  “Disappointed….”


  Kang Kiyeon’s eyes widened.


  Sometimes it was disconcerting when your emotions were clearly defined in words. I could understand.


  However, Kang Kiyeon spoke decisively, making his earlier hesitation seem meaningless.


  “Jeho-hyung, when I suggest we practice together as a group, you always say you don’t understand why we need to synchronize from the beginning when you already know your part. Every single time.”


  “Hmm.”


  “I don’t know if it’s because he hates the flow being interrupted by someone making mistakes, but he seems to think his role is done as long as he performs well. While that’s not exactly wrong… it doesn’t sit well with me.”


  Kang Kiyeon’s words were refined and clear. The fact that his thoughts were this organized meant he’d pondered over the same issue multiple times.


  “Then you should just ask him.”


  “Huh?”


  “Why didn’t you want to practice with Kiyeon when he asked, Choi Jeho?”


  As the conversation shifted from Kang Kiyeon to himself, Choi Jeho was taken aback.


  “I didn’t say I didn’t want to; I just didn’t see the need to practice together.”


  It was a typical Choi Jeho response. After all, some people didn’t find great joy in achieving something as a group.


  “I see. So you didn’t see the necessity because it didn’t seem to offer any better results?”


  “Yeah.”


  “It’s natural for people to think differently, but I understand Kiyeon’s position a bit more.”


  “Why?”


  “Well, maybe because we’re preparing for a group debut, not a solo debut?”


  I was reminded of Manager Nam, who often emphasized the importance of group culture in social life, and I felt a chill down my spine.


  I chose my words carefully, trying my best not to resemble that image.


  “It’s hard to develop teamwork just by debuting. While improving your skills might be your top priority, Kiyeon might also value additional factors like teamwork.”


  “So improving individual skills isn’t important?”


  “It’s important, but your skills won’t deteriorate significantly from a few group practices. That’s why I’m saying this.”


  “…”


  “So if Kiyeon asks to practice together, why not think, ‘Oh, he wants to try something as a team,’ and go along with it? Isn’t it commendable that he approaches his hyung first?”


  “Is it such a commendable thing to approach me first?”


  “If you’re curious, try counting how many times you speak to the members in a day.”


  At that, Choi Jeho’s expression became peculiar.


  Oops. That last part was meant to be a joke.


  “That’s right, hyung. Because Kang Kiyeon is an only child, he’s not used to asking older people to play with him!”


  “I didn’t ask him to play with me. Don’t twist my words.”


  Lee Chunghyeon skillfully wrapped up the conversation before it could turn serious again. They all were quite commendable today.


  And so, the sudden ‘Why do you talk like that?’ incident was concluded with the manager’s visit to the practice room.


  After the long, tense confrontation, I returned to the cramped, stifling vocal practice room and finally calmed my startled heart.


  Surely they won’t fight like this once a week, right?


  It was horrifying just to imagine. I’d rather go through Kang Kiyeon’s special training for three weeks straight than go through this ordeal every time just to gain 20 experience points.


  Still, it was 100 times better for them to fight than to have a slump like Jeong Seongbin.


  How did I end up in such a fragile group?


  I seriously wondered if my assigned role of ‘producer member’ was actually ‘mental produce member’.


  But next time, there would be no conversations or meetings.


  I’d make sure I’d just say ‘I see’ and let them resolve it among themselves.


  

  The conversation, which I thought just barely put out the flames, brought unexpected changes.


  Although very subtle, the members started to engage in a bit more dialogue with each other beyond just greetings.


  Even this morning, Choi Jeho…


  “Are you baking that bread for teamwork too?”


  …He asked that. It was such an unexpected question that I almost burned all the bread.


  Lee Cheonghyeon was the one who led this atmosphere change.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, whose energy tension had always been on a different level, sensed the slightly loosened-up atmosphere and dove into it like a fish in water.


  “Hyung! Aren’t you hungry?”


  This was the third time this kid had asked if I was hungry since he came to the practice room after school.


  “Of course, I am. I was already thinking about what to eat for breakfast tomorrow.”


  “But you’ll end up eating bread or jjolmyeon anyway!”


  Well, that was true.


  At twenty years old, an age when you should be eating a lot, it was impossible not to be hungry when you only ate bread for breakfast and only salads for lunch and dinner.


  “Do you guys eat school lunch? I don’t think I’ve seen you bringing salads.”


  “Oh, we don’t eat lunch during the school term.”


  “What?”


  I was shocked to learn these guys were suffering like this when I wasn’t looking.


  Lee Cheonghyeon casually mentioned not eating lunch as if it was no big deal.


  “Since we have less practice time, we have less exercise. If we eat like usual, we gain weight.”


  “But… you’re completely skipping meals?”


  “It’s better than getting criticized during weight checks.”


  Then Lee Cheonghyeon sighed.


  “Still, UA doesn’t check weight that often. I heard big agencies are really strict about it.”


  “Aren’t you already on the skinny side among your peers?”


  “Come on, hyung. Idols can’t be at the standard weight.”


  The more I listened to Lee Cheonghyeon, the more disturbed I felt.


  For the seven years that Spark had been active, they certainly had always maintained a consistent appearance.


  The so-called ‘well-managed appearance’.


  However, while people’s eyes were sensitive to change, they also became numb to things that didn’t change.


  When you looked at people who didn’t change in height or weight for 7 years, you started to think, ‘I guess that’s just how they naturally are.’


  In the process, their efforts naturally got erased.


  They should at least be fed proper meals.


  Moving all day and then only eating salads already left them with little energy, and skipping a meal on top of that?


  This shouldn’t happen in a country where rice was so important.


  It was also strange to focus only on weight management when the debut was a year away.


  Shouldn’t they be thinking about feeding themselves to grow taller? Height was crucial for male idols.


  I knew managing their appearance was tough. But shouldn’t there be priorities?


  You could always lose weight later, but you couldn’t grow taller once the growth period was over.


  “We’re all just trying to eat and live, so this is just…”


  “Of all the expressions I’ve seen on you lately, this one looks the most serious, hyung…”


  Of course. High school students were skipping meals, so how could I not be serious?


  Even the hellish Hanpyeong Industry gave out lunch breaks.


  Of course, it was legally required, and I had to eat within 10 minutes because I had to deliver Manager Nam’s lunch, but still.


  No fans would want their idol to be skipping meals.


  I’d never seen a sticker on a fan-made lunch box that didn’t say, ‘Don’t skip meals!’.


  I suddenly remembered how Spark debuted seven years ago, by my standards, as delicate high school boys in an ill-fitting high-teen style.


  Did they go through such harsh dieting for that delicate boy concept?


  I looked at Lee Cheonghyeon in front of me and the other four members including Choi Jeho behind him.


  Unfortunately, they all looked too coldly intimidating to be delicate youthful boys.


  Moreover, these guys were born with good bone structure, so unless they lost extreme amounts of weight, it wouldn’t be noticeable.


  I have to think about the concept… in advance.


  Something that suited them as much as possible.


  Above all, a concept where they didn’t have to wear skinny school uniforms.


  Chapter 22: Concept Planning (1)


  I reflected on the concepts Spark had tackled over the past seven years.


  From their debut album, where they sang ballads in a winter boy vibe on a frosty, dead grass field.


  To performing love songs in jumpsuits at an abandoned factory, perhaps trying to convey a sense of contradiction.


  Among them, there were concepts that suited Spark quite well. They just messed up badly on the seasonal feel or fashion sense.


  From the moment the cyber warrior concept came out, it was clear that UA’s planning ability was dead.


  I pushed the image of the five gray cyber warriors, which I didn’t even want to recall, out of my mind.


  So, what kind of concept should we give to Spark?


  “We need to highlight their looks and physique somehow…”


  First, I asked Lee Cheonghyeon, who would have the biggest role in making the song, if he had any concept in mind. He replied.


  “I want it to fit a vibe that’s explosive. Excitingly!”


  “Isn’t that just matching the song you’re working on now?”


  The song Lee Cheonghyeon had been humming, which he was conceptualizing, was actually a track that had been included in the debut album.


  Knowing how that song would turn out, I could clearly understand what kind of feeling Lee Cheonghyeon meant.


  “My life goal is ‘Let’s live this one life excitingly’!”


  It wasn’t particularly helpful, but I took note of the precious composer’s words.


  “Ah! How about a futuristic concept? It’s cool, right? Like a movie!”


  “Don’t even utter such a horrifying word.”


  Unless you want to be a cyber warrior born from LEDs.


  “Anything else you need?”


  “Warm praise for a dongsaeng striving for self-improvement?”


  “Cheonghyeon, who looks cool striving for growth, are you satisfied? Now let’s get back to work.”


  As I was leading Lee Cheonghyeon back to his laptop, Park Joowoo poked his head out from outside the door.


  I gestured for Park Joowoo, who had appeared of his own accord, to come in.


  “We were just talking about concepts among ourselves. Joowoo, do you have any concept you’d like to try?”


  “Among idol-like concepts… Something with a bit of a strong feel.”


  His taste was still the opposite of his gentle demeanor.


  “Do you mean you’d like the lyrics or message to be strong? Or do you want the visible aspects like styling or choreography to be strong?”


  “…Hmm.”


  Park Joowoo pondered, seemingly not having thought that far.


  “Considering Joowoo-hyung’s taste, I think he wants the song’s difficulty to be on the stronger side? Like with powerful high notes and such.”


  “As long as this group has Park Joowoo and Jeong Seongbin, we can’t avoid high notes anyway.”


  “…If I have to choose, I’d prefer a strong message.”


  It was quite a philosophical preference.


  The last time I pondered over philosophy was when I was asked to decide on the management philosophy for Hanpyeong Industry’s website.


  After asking Jeong Seongbin and the other members, I had a rough idea of the concepts each of them wanted to try.


  Choi Jeho: Something with intense choreography.


  Jeong Seongbin: Anything that suits the members


  Park Joowoo: Something with a strong message.


  Lee Cheonghyeon: Something exciting and explosive.


  Kang Kiyeon: A concept that utilizes unique formations, draws attention, and shows off the group’s color.


  They were like people who’d order five different dishes at a Chinese restaurant. How did they manage to work together for 7 years with such poor unity?


  Fighting off an incoming headache, I organized in my mind the concept I had to come up with once again.


  It should highlight the members’ strengths in physique and visuals.


  It has to match the song that Lee Cheonghyeon will compose.


  It should also satisfy the tastes of the demanding members.


  It should be marketable.


  I was at a loss. The only idol album concepts I knew were the ones Spark had done over 7 years.


  There was only one solution in this situation.


  Just like when I searched the internet for HR document templates right after joining the company, I had to entrust myself to the sea of information.


  I squeezed ‘reference research’ into my already packed schedule.


  The day was so incredibly busy, I felt like I wanted to charge overtime pay to the system.


  

  There was a time when I went around collecting supportive comments to prepare a birthday present for Choi Jeho.


  That was probably… when I said I’d make a book of supportive comments as a gift.


  Among the posts I saw while browsing various communities, I often came across a type of article that seemed to be copy-pasted whenever Spark made a comeback.


  ≫ UA is probably the worst company when it comes to utilizing the members’ looks.


  They go out of their way to dress the guys in hideous outfits when just matching their clothes’ colors would suffice.


  └ >Going out of their way< is the key point.


  └ Officially the #1 idol group that looks best in casual clothes


  Below that post were countless pictures of Spark in mismatched outfits that looked like a Tetris game.


  ≫ It takes talent to dress them like this for every stage


  One of the members must have spilled iced coffee on the CEO’s face.


  └ Judging by the looks of it, it seems like all five of them spilled it at the same time.


  └ If you consider that the CEO’s shirt costs 800,000 won, it’s totally understandable/.


  Amidst the scathing criticism and flashy photos alternating to captivate one’s attention, something caught my eye.


  What is this…?!


  It was a photo of me.


  Wearing a black t-shirt with a fluorescent yellow vinyl vest and white cotton shorts.


  The post with the shocking photo also had a one-liner comment attached.


  ≫ Kim Iwol’s outfit is truly epic


  Almost like a Post-it note fallen on a keyboard


  The expressive comment made me break out in a cold sweat.


  There was even a comment on that post that only had 3 views.


  ≫ His pupils look completely lifeless. Poor guy.


  “Gasp…!”


  The moment my eyes met my own blurry, lifeless pupils attached on the comment, I woke up.


  It was a terrible dream.


  No matter what, I’ll avoid a Post-it note concept.


  I steeled my resolve. Every day was already hell, but I had a feeling today would be no walk in the park either.


  When I went out to the living room, the first person I saw was Lee Cheonghyeon, who greeted me.


  “Hyung, did you have a nightmare? You were groaning in your sleep.”


  “You don’t know how grateful I am that this is reality right now.”


  “Must have been a really bad dream.”


  Receiving Cheonghyeon’s sympathy, I headed to the kitchen where someone was standing in front of the induction stove holding a spatula.


  It was Jeong Seongbin, who had already finished getting ready for school.


  “What are you doing?”


  “Oh, good morning, hyung! Did you sleep well?”


  Then Jeong Seongbin pointed to the table.


  “I toasted some bread today. Help yourself, hyung.”


  Neatly arranged bread was laid out on the table.


  No wonder it smelled so good since morning.


  If I had woken up earlier, I would have at least rolled around in bed. His diligence was truly like someone from a moral education textbook coming to life.


  “Thanks, I’ll enjoy it.”


  “No problem.”


  Then Jeong Seongbin sat down and started eating the bread as well.


  Even this diligent Jeong Seongbin, after seven years in the group, would become known as the ‘epitome of a fierce male idol leader.’


  I couldn’t even imagine how our future idol life would unfold.


  

  There is a saying that ‘learning never ends’.


  For the past 29 years, I believed that saying didn’t apply to me.


  I didn’t particularly like studying myself. Why would I want to study as an adult when I was forced to study so much as a student?


  In high school, I studied to escape home, and in college, my only reason for studying was to get scholarships and graduate quickly to find a job.


  I could say with certainty that I never studied because I enjoyed it.


  Even worse, at Hanpyeong Industry, I had to dig from scratch with a seedling shovel due to the lack of a proper handover document.


  I sincerely wanted to stop being forced to learn something new. If only I hadn’t brought this situation upon myself, it probably would have been that way.


  But the old saying wasn’t wrong.


  I admitted this as I massaged my eyes, which felt like they were about to fall out from organizing the monthly TOP 10 lists of music streaming sites for the past 5 years.


  As life went on, there’d come a day when even a corporate worker might have to study the idol market, proving that learning indeed never ended.


  How can so much work pile up just as I’m about to finish preparing for the monthly evaluation?


  I felt like the sad memories I had accumulated at Hanpyeong Industry were coming back to me.


  As a result of sleeping only three hours a day, practicing during the day, and staring at my laptop at night.


  “Hyung, I think your dark circles have evolved.”


  My face had reached a state where even Lee Cheonghyeon said something like that. I also felt like I was developing dry eye syndrome too.


  “Aren’t you tired after sleeping so little?”


  “I am.”


  But if I didn’t skip on sleep now, I’d definitely embarrass myself with a post-it note look in the future.


  Just thinking about it chased away any sleepiness.


  “But hyung, what do you do at night? Didn’t you say you already picked the evaluation for the monthly review?”


  “Preparing for the future?”


  “Hyung, you really have a unique way of speaking.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon laughed.


  I couldn’t exactly tell them, ‘Be grateful I’m saving you from looking like kimbap wrapped in foil,’ so I kept my mouth shut.


  “…Still hyung, you really don’t seem nervous.”


  “Yeah. You did well on your first evaluation too, hyung.”


  Park Joowoo and Jeong Seongbin, who were stretching together, chimed in.


  I didn’t want the attention focused on me, so I quickly changed the subject.


  “Thanks for the compliments, but shouldn’t we start practicing soon?”


  Fortunately, Jeong Seongbin, who was always serious about practice, immediately switched into practice mode.


  The small talk seemed to end there… or so I thought.


  “Hyung.”


  “Huh?”


  Late at night, in the practice room, Kang Kiyeon and I were the only ones left, and he started talking to me, seemingly continuing the small talk.


  “Can you spare a moment?”


  Sorry, Kiyeon.


  I’m starting to get scared every time you open your mouth now.


  Chapter 23: Concept Planning (2)


  I sat on the floor of the practice room next to Kang Kiyeon.


  In the mirror opposite, I saw Kang Kiyeon fiddling nervously with his hands.


  The awkward atmosphere was suffocating me.


  Debating whether I should try to lighten the mood, I decided it would be better to set the stage rather than be considerate, so I spoke up first.


  “If you have something to say, feel free to speak up.”


  Despite this, Kang Kiyeon did not immediately start talking.


  Did he want me to make some small talk? I didn’t think he was the type to have difficulty expressing himself.


  Fortunately, Kang Kiyeon opened his mouth after a short while.


  “I was wondering if I could get some advice… about dealing with nervousness.”


  Surprisingly, the reason Kang Kiyeon had requested this meeting was his ‘need for advice’.


  It seemed my courage in not messing up the first evaluation had left an impression.


  There’s no one in Spark who seems mentally strong… except Choi Jeho.


  Though Jeong Seongbin would eventually become quite resilient, at this point, they were all just kids.


  And he couldn’t consult with Choi Jeho, who was extremely hard to talk to.


  So, by process of elimination, I was the only one left.


  I’ll give him credit for having the willingness to seek advice even from a klutz if there’s something he needs help with.


  It took courage to directly receive criticism from others. This aspect was truly admirable.


  As I was genuinely moved, Kiyeon asked me.


  “Are you naturally the type who doesn’t get nervous easily, hyung?”


  “I wasn’t extremely nervous, but I wouldn’t say I wasn’t nervous at all. I think I was pretty average.”


  “How did you overcome your nervousness?”


  Well, I overcame it by getting brutally ripped apart by Manager Nam in front of executives.


  I closed my eyes, trying hard to forget the scene of the conference room where raised voices were exchanged.


  Let’s calm down. Kang Kiyeon was a high school student, not a working adult.


  Instead of introducing Kiyeon to the bitterness of organizational life, I explained my painful memories in the most gentle way possible.


  “I did a lot of practice that felt like the real thing. Like mock interviews.”


  “Like the real thing…”


  Kiyeon murmured, repeated my words.


  “I imagined failing and making mistakes. Through that, I figured out how to deal with mistakes if they happened, and in what situations I felt the most nervous.”


  “I’ve done a lot of mock tests, but they weren’t very effective. I even set up cameras.”


  “If the pressure is less than the real thing, you might still be flustered even after a lot of practice.”


  After all, no matter how much you prepared for a presentation, if your boss said, ‘Why do you look like that, Assistant Manager Kim?’ you could feel like all the blood drained from your body.


  “Didn’t the teachers give you any advice?”


  “They said I’m doing well, so I should just practice as I have been…”


  As expected of UA. Their advice was gentle.


  They probably intentionally avoided stimulating the idols, considering how their mental state might deteriorate later.


  But praise from other people only registered when your ears were open to hear it.


  Given that he wasn’t able to show his skills yet, compliments that he was doing well probably didn’t resonate much with Kang Kiyeon.


  “How can I create that pressure?”


  Kiyeon asked.


  For my part, I had held countless Q&A sessions with myself, rotating through hundreds of follow-up questions that Manager Nam might ask.


  Fortunately, I lived alone. If I had a roommate, they would have surely thought I was losing my mind.


  “I think you might adapt if you set up the nerve-wracking situation as much as possible and practice… But I guess you can’t ask the teachers to create that environment for you every time.”


  “Exactly.”


  I thought for a moment and made a suggestion to Kang Kiyeon.


  “How about I play the role of the judge for you?”


  “Huh?”


  Kang Kiyeon’s eyes widened slightly.


  He had been speaking calmly without raising his voice until now. This must have been unexpected.


  “You said just setting up a camera wasn’t enough, right? Making the environment and atmosphere more realistic might help.”


  “But if you talk, the atmosphere might lighten up, wouldn’t we lose the tension?”


  “Don’t worry. I can play the role of the boomer well.”


  Kang Kiyeon looked skeptical. He would be surprised by my earnest portrayal that channeled Manager Nam’s soul.


  I never thought I’d voluntarily do something good for Spark in my life.


  I decided to think of it as repaying the help I’d received from Kiyeon so far.


  “Then… I’ll take you up on that offer.”


  Either because he had no other options or because he was truly desperate, Kiyeon accepted my proposal without much deliberation.


  “It’s to repay you for watching my practice during the day. If you want to practice at night, just let me know anytime.”


  “Let’s start tomorrow.”


  “I really admire your passion.”


  I didn’t hold back my praise for Kiyeon, who I was certain would have suggested starting today if we had just a little more time left in the practice room.


  And I briefly added one more thing that had been on my mind:


  “By the way, you don’t need to hesitate for requests like this.”


  It was 50,000 times better to see the problem head-on and deal with it than to make things bigger by agonizing over whether to ask for counseling or not.


  It was the same with fights. It was better to handle conflicts openly rather than let resentment build up in private.


  Of course, it would be best if they fought and made up before coming to me.


  Considering that he repeatedly asked Choi Jeho to practice together as a group, he’s probably not the type to have difficulty requesting things from others.


  Moreover, Kang Kiyeon was surprisingly the type who wouldn’t complain if it was for his goals.


  That meant he wasn’t the kind of person who would unnecessarily take up separate time just to ask this one thing.


  Then, Kang Kiyeon gave a rather surprising answer.


  “Hyung, you seem busy lately, so I was wondering if it would be okay to ask you for a favor.”


  And with quite an admirable reason, at that.


  He was completely different from Manager Nam, who would say ‘Assistant Manager Kim, you look busy?’ and then ask me to book a cafe for Spark’s birthday.


  It was a moment that made my previous thought—that I’d rather eat all the rice cakes myself than give one more to someone I dislike—seem foolish.


  Right, the humane thing to do was to take the rice cake meant for someone you disliked and give it to someone who worked hard.


  I thought of Assistant Manager Song, who was the epitome of a hard worker—good-natured, competent, and diligent to boot.


  Assistant Manager Song, I’m sorry I couldn’t take better care of you before.


  My spot-on imitation of Manager Nam that made you laugh… I’ll make use of it here too. I hope you don’t work overtime today and have a peaceful evening.


  Just as I was starting to feel sentimental, I noticed the clock showing 11:50 pm.


  Before worrying about others, I had to end my own overtime. How bittersweet.


  

  After our late-night conversation, my relationship with Kang Kiyeon became a bit more interesting.


  You should move to ‘ddadang-tang’ here, but you’re just doing ‘udang-tang,’ hyung.


  Sorry about that.


  During the day, Kiyeon would grab me by the collar and pull me along…


  “Kiyeon, don’t let your hand shake. Keep your gaze fixed forward. Straighten your back.”


  “Yes.”


  At night, I would hold onto Kiyeon as if catching a mouse.


  There was a time when Lee Cheonghyeon would stay behind wondering what we were doing at night, only to escape after listening to 20 minutes of me lecturing him about keeping a straight face.


  “Straighten your shoulders, and your back too. If your posture is slouched, it’ll make you more nervous.”


  “…I get nervous even when my posture is straight.”


  “Then why don’t you try lying down on the floor over there for about 3 minutes and then get up?”


  I meant it as a joke to help him relax, but Kang Kiyeon actually lay down on the floor.


  He must be really desperate. How frustrating it must be to have an outstanding talent but not be able to show it.


  With the determination to ensure my dance teacher would shine, I approached Kiyeon as he lay down.


  “How is it? Do you feel a bit less nervous?”


  “…Yes. Maybe because it’s comfortable.”


  Kiyeon’s expression seemed more relaxed, so it wasn’t a lie.


  Watching Kiyeon regain his breath, I said:


  “Then get up now. Let’s run the simulation from the beginning again.”


  Kang Kiyeon got up with great effort. I gave him high marks for his perseverance; not once had he complained about the difficulty.


  That didn’t mean that Kang Kiyeon was eating up all my practice time.


  Unintentionally seeing him every day taught me a few things too.


  Monitoring countless exemplary performances gave me an even more detailed understanding of movements.


  For example.


  “It seems like you’re putting less weight on your left foot than before. Is that because you’re tired or because you’re nervous?”


  “Because I’m tired.”


  “That must be hard. But you know the teachers won’t take your fatigue into account during evaluation, right?”


  “…Yes.”


  When I mentioned that the angle between his index and middle fingers changed with each dance move, Kiyeon’s face clearly showed signs of frustration.


  Well. What do you want me to do? Even if I didn’t say it, he’d pay attention to it himself later.


  I asked Kiyeon, who was drenched in cold sweat despite not having moved much.


  “Have your ankles hurt since then?”


  “No. I went to the hospital early, so maybe that’s why.”


  “That’s why you should go to the hospital right away if it hurts. Don’t put it off just because it’s bothersome and make things worse.”


  “Yes, yes.”


  Kang Kiyeon answered mechanically, probably used to my nagging.


  “Still, your movements have become much more natural than they were initially. At least you seem to have adapted to me.”


  “I feel the same way.”


  “It might be because I appear soft and don’t set the atmosphere quite right. Maybe it would have been better to have Choi Jeho sit here instead?”


  “Huh?”


  Kang Kiyeon made an incredulous expression at my words.


  “Uh… Hyung, do you really think you come across as soft?”


  “I think I appear either ordinary or slightly vague.”


  I was about to say that I probably looked more mushy than a dumpling, but I held back.


  Otherwise, there was no way Manager Nam would have singled me out to push around just three days after I joined.


  However, the response I got was truly shocking.


  “Hyung, um… I don’t know if I should say this.”


  “Tell me.”


  “Honestly? Without a filter?”


  “When have you ever used a filter? Just say it without holding back.”


  “Hyung, I get scared s**tless just by looking at your face.”


  …What?


  “Lee Cheonghyeon thought you were a director, not a trainee, when he first saw you.”


  “What are these cold-hearted cool-tone kids saying?”


  “Joowoo-hyung said he was so nervous he couldn’t even eat dinner properly the day you first came.”


  “You’re lying, right?”


  “It’s true. You’re definitely giving off plenty of pressure, so you don’t need to worry about that part.”


  The more I listened to Kang Kiyeon, the more bewildered I became.


  It seemed I needed to do something about my dark circles as soon as possible.


  Chapter 24: Concept Planning (3)


  Was this music always this catchy?


  I rewound the three-minute track and played it again.


  Although there were parts that felt a bit overdone, overall, it was more impressive than before.


  “It’s good.”


  “Really?!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s face lit up at my words.


  “I’m not someone with extensive musical knowledge, but I like it.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon breathed a sigh of relief. However, I couldn’t relax just yet.


  If Lee Cheonghyeon’s talent suddenly blossomed, surpassing the Cheonghyeon I knew, that would be fine.


  But what if ‘the past Cheonghyeon had created this song’ and it was released as the version I knew after arrangement or some other process?


  That would be problematic. Taste was a personal matter, and public reaction was something you only knew after trying.


  In the latter case, no matter how much I said, ‘Oh, I think Lee Cheonghyeon’s version is better!’, it would be useless unless I could convince the entire company.


  As someone who just joined, I can’t influence the A&R team.


  I desperately hoped this situation corresponded to the former case.


  Perhaps pleased with the praise from the klutz, Lee Cheonghyeon grabbed the mouse with a more relaxed expression.


  “Please listen to this too. This is the melody I originally thought of.”


  The audio file Lee Cheonghyeon played was identical to the song I knew.


  “Is there a reason you modified it from the initial version to the one you just played?”


  “Remember when we talked about the concept with Joowoo-hyung last time?”


  You mean your crazy tastes. Of course, I remembered.


  “I was just thinking ‘an exciting feeling would be nice~’. But then I thought maybe a more specific image would be better? So I considered various things, and the direction changed.”


  “What specifically did you think about?”


  “A 6-meter large metal fanfare!!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon raised his thumb.


  It did have an explosive feel. Though the purpose of the fanfare seemed closer to destruction than celebration.


  If the song changed based on our conversation… then there’s a possibility this melody might remain as it is?


  Although I needed to hear other people’s evaluations, personally, I preferred the version Lee Cheonghyeon revised.


  I patted the shoulder of Lee Cheonghyeon, who had grown so much on his own.


  “It must have been tough making it this far. You’ve worked hard.”


  “I still have a long way to go.”


  True, compared to the work Lee Cheonghyeon had to do ahead, the melody was akin to preparing ingredients.


  Still, finding such fresh ingredients was no small feat. I gladly let Lee Cheonghyeon, who had worked hard for a whole week, return to his room.


  Probably quite tired, Lee Cheonghyeon quickly bid me goodnight and went straight to his room.


  Until then, I didn’t know.


  That there was someone watching our haphazard songwriting attempt.


  

  During group practice, we would practice for 55 minutes and then have a 5-minute break.


  I was trying to review my moves in front of the mirror when Jeong Seongbin approached me and asked,


  “Aren’t you tired, hyung?”


  “Huh?”


  “You and Cheonghyeon seem to do something together every night. I was worried you might not be getting enough rest.”


  I was about to mention songwriting but quickly gave a roundabout answer.


  “Oh, we were just talking about songs. Were we too loud in the living room and disturbed you?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon, who was embarrassed to let others hear his songs, probably wouldn’t like us talking about him.


  However, my worries were unfounded.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, picking up a water bottle, solved Jeong Seongbin’s curiosity by saying, ‘We were talking about composing!’ and left the practice room.


  If he was going to be this casual about it, why was he so nervous yesterday?


  As I was left speechless, Jeong Seongbin asked again,


  “Composing?”


  “Yeah. I noticed Cheonghyeon was interested, so I encouraged him to try, and he’s been working really hard at it.”


  “Ah, I see. But don’t overdo it, okay?”


  Seongbin expressed concern for my health and returned to his spot.


  Watching Seongbin’s back, I thought.


  You should worry about your health first, taking care of all five of us on your own….


  No one else would look after your health. Especially if you didn’t have a guardian or they were far away. All the more reason to take care of yourself.


  As I was wondering whether I should tell him that the battery of youth didn’t last forever, another person approached me.


  This time, it was Park Joowoo.


  “If it’s composing… is it related to the concept we talked about before?”


  “No. Cheonghyeon is just trying to write something on his own.”


  “Then, hyung, you…”


  “A pacemaker with enhanced motivation features.”


  In truth, all I did was listen and give a thumbs-up.


  Still, since someone asked, I answered sincerely, but Park Joowoo didn’t leave after hearing the answer and continued the conversation.


  “Um, hyung.”


  “Yeah. What is it?”


  “Um… I know you’re busy, but could you help me with my song selection too?”


  “For the monthly valuation?”


  I asked, hoping it wasn’t the case, but Park Joowoo nodded.


  There was only a week left until the next evaluation. Even though it didn’t take long for him to learn songs, it seemed a bit late to be selecting songs now.


  Has he been worrying about this all this time?


  Thinking that quick song selection was important, I cautiously suggested an alternative, feeling that Jeong Seongbin might be more helpful than me.


  “Have you asked Seongbin? I think he might be more helpful than me.”


  But Park Joowoo shook his head.


  “…It’s a bit difficult to talk to Seongbin about this.”


  Just then, Jeong Seongbin called us back, saying the break time was over.


  “Shall we talk during dinner? Let’s practice first.”


  “…Yes.”


  Park Joowoo readily agreed to my suggestion, showing no signs of anxiety about the delayed song selection.


  After that, until dinner time, I had to endure Kang Kiyeon’s harsh instructions, trembling with anxiety.


  

  The first-floor lobby was very quiet during dinner time.


  Most of the staff had already left for the day.


  Thanks to arranging to eat separately, tonight’s dinner group consisted of just me and Park Joowoo.


  I sat down at the table, unwrapping my salad, and waited for Park Joowoo to speak first.


  Park Joowo set aside the oriental sauce from the plastic container like usual and spoke.


  “…Last time, I mentioned I wanted to do a strong concept.”


  “You did.”


  “I’ve been thinking about it a lot since then… but no matter how many songs I listen to, nothing feels quite right.”


  “Finding a song that matches your taste isn’t easy.”


  “In the end, I even got confused about what I was looking for.”


  It seemed Park Joowoo had given deep thought to the topic we briefly discussed a few days ago.


  However, something felt odd.


  Was he always this particular about his preferences?


  If anything, the image Park Joowoo had shown since debut was closer to ‘this or that, it doesn’t matter.’


  Unlike most members who resembled what I knew of them, the current Park Joowoo felt a bit unfamiliar.


  “What’s your biggest concern in selecting a song right now?”


  “…I don’t know.”


  “1. You couldn’t find a song you liked. 2. You couldn’t find a song that could reflect the feedback from the last evaluation. 3. Other reasons. Pick one.”


  “3… maybe?”


  Not good. In that case, I had no choice but to play a guessing game.


  I pondered hard on factors that might have recently unsettled Park Joowoo.


  The biggest change would be my presence, UA’s most uncontrollable klutz.


  I didn’t think Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon’s fight would have affected him much.


  That left only one thing.


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s composing.


  Park Joowoo was definitely there when we were talking about it.


  Not knowing the exact cause and effect, I asked a question hoping it would hit the mark.


  “Did watching Cheonghyeon compose make you feel something?”


  After some thought, Park Joowoo reluctantly answered.


  “…I think so.”


  At that moment, a soap opera scenario based on the current situation flashed through my mind.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, inspired by a few shallow compliments, pouring his soul into composing late into the night despite being a minor, and…


  Park Joowoo, frustrated, thinking, ‘I can’t even sing the songs I want to sing while you get to find yourself?’ —A failed soap opera.


  Ha ha, it would be fortunate if this didn’t ruin their debut and everything else.


  Park Joowoo carefully added a word in front of me, whose face must have turned pale.


  “Cheonghyeon is good at trying different genres of music… I think I’m the only one who hasn’t found my direction.”


  Then Park Joowoo lowered his gaze. He seemed to think his worries were trivial compared to Lee Cheonghyeon, who used to do only classical music but was now writing pop songs.


  I unwrapped the fork for Park Joowoo, who hadn’t touched his salad, and asked,


  “Are you feeling anxious?”


  “…I guess so. I started to feel like I was being too complacent… And I feel ashamed.”


  It was indeed a commendable mindset.


  I had never once questioned whether I was being too complacent during my time at Hanpyeong Industry.


  It’s not even your debut song, just a song for a vocal test.


  Honestly, I thought he could just choose any song for the evaluation.


  But knowing that dedication to song selection and serious attitudes had led them toward debuting, I couldn’t dismiss it lightly.


  Instead, emphasizing that my statement was purely a personal suggestion, I said to Park Joowoo.


  “How about thinking about other strengths of the songs you like, besides their message or concept?”


  “Strengths…?”


  “In one song, it could be the guitar riff you like; in another, it might be the drums.”


  “…That’s true.”


  “As you increase the elements you like, it might become easier to find songs that match your taste.”


  “…That makes sense.”


  Though I couldn’t find any strong points of Manager Nam despite using this method.


  “Who knows? Maybe there’s an idol song written by a rock music enthusiast.”


  I threw in a light-hearted joke, and Park Joowoo finally smiled.


  With a lighter heart, I asked Park Joowoo.


  “By the way, can I ask why you couldn’t talk to Seongbin about this?”


  “Ah, that…”


  I was worried I might have touched on a sensitive aspect of teenage friendship, but fortunately, Park Joowoo answered with a calm face.


  “When Seongbin asked if I’d consider becoming an idol, I changed my career path to idol trainee because of him.”


  I knew that. Park Joowoo initially prepared to be a solo singer when he first joined UA.


  “I enjoy preparing for debut with the members, and I don’t regret deciding to become an idol after much thought… But when I listen to rock music, Seongbin becomes self-conscious.”


  “So our Seongbin feels guilty for dragging a friend along, huh…”


  Park Joowoo nodded. He seemed to feel bad that his friend was being considerate of him.


  No wonder he couldn’t talk about his song selection issues.


  Still, it seemed nice to have such a friend in the group. Wasn’t it heartwarming to have friends who were considerate of each other’s positions?


  Of course, I didn’t really have any friends, so I couldn’t relate.


  I suddenly felt like I might have wasted my life a bit.


  

  March passed by really quickly.


  I baked bread, experienced recording sessions.


  Resolved disputes among the members, encouraged them to work hard on their songs, helped them relax by conducting mock evaluations, and gave song selection advice.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘New task’ has been assigned.


    ▷ Join the debut group


    ▷ Reward: Exp (20)

  


  After such a fulfilling month, the March monthly evaluation, which would determine Spark’s debut group, began.


  Chapter 25: Debut Evaluation (1)


  ]‘This is so lit.’


  It was a word choice that was too undignified for a proper adult, let alone a working adult, to use.


  But it was the only word that could describe my current feelings.


  The Spark members, who had torn apart the February evaluation like I did my resignation letter, were now flying around as if they were on a survival audition program.


  Choi Jeho and Lee Cheonghyeon were already good to begin with, so there was no need to say more.


  Jeong Seongbin and Kang Kiyeon’s growth was remarkable.


  First of all, Jeong Seongbin earned extra points for appearing more confident than usual.


  Since he was originally good at both singing and dancing, just smoothly showing what he had prepared was good enough to demonstrate his skills.


  And then there was Kang Kiyeon.


  Although he still had the habit of trembling hands and a stiff expression during interviews, he didn’t make a single mistake in today’s evaluation.


  He showed no hesitation, especially in dancing, which was his specialty.


  It was a demonstration that proved all those nights of practice in the rehearsal room were worth it. The dance instructor’s eyes were already watery.


  No matter how much you’d claim you won’t know the result until you see it, this was something I could tell without even looking.


  Kang Kiyeon, that guy, definitely did well.


  Meanwhile, Park Joowoo, who had chosen his evaluation song a week ago, was even told by the vocal instructor that he ‘no longer had any weak points’.


  Should I be happy about this or not?


  My original goal was to narrow the gap with the Spark members, even if just a little, to show potential for improvement. After all, I needed to prove my worth by showing future promise.


  However, while I was making a small leap, these guys were pole vaulting, causing my challenge to fail before it even began.


  “Hyung, fighting!”


  When it was my turn, Lee Cheonghyeon, who was sitting next to me, whispered softly.


  Thanks for the support. But I’m not sure if I can survive, given that you guys prepared the songs, danced well, and sang excellently.


  

  It’s already Iwol’s turn.


  Min Jukyung, who belonged to the Artist Management Team in the Management Division, checked the last remaining profile and Iwol’s evaluation sheet.


  Although Kim Iwol was the latest trainee to join UA just two months ago, having only been there for two months, he was quietly acknowledged among the diligent trainees for being the last to leave the practice room every day.


  A diligent person could earn goodwill through their attitude alone.


  Min Jukyung believed that Kim Iwol deserved support not just because he was a trainee he had brought in, but because of the dedication he had consistently shown.


  I hope he does well.


  The existing trainees had been training for at least a year longer than Kim Iwol.


  Because of this, the company was considering Kim Iwol’s chances of joining the debut group versus the next group at about a 4:6 ratio.


  It would be easier for him to debut after building up his skills, but… No one knows when the next group will come out.


  Considering young age was an asset in the idol market, Min Jukyung wanted to debut Kim Iwol as soon as possible.


  It wasn’t an impossible prospect if Kim Iwol could just handle one person’s vocal part.


  If he could just be a decent sub-vocal…!


  Rooting for him internally, Min Jukyung looked at Kim Iwol standing upright, just as he had been the previous month.


  Oh Eun, who was sitting next to Min Jukyung, asked Kim Iwol.


  “You chose the same song for both the singing and the dancing?”


  “Yes, that’s right.”


  At Kim Iwol’s answer, Min Jukyung checked the song selection list.


  It was a song by a famous boy group. However, the song title was unfamiliar.


  Is it a B-side track?


  Min Jukyung thought it was a pretty good choice.


  If the original song’s image was too strong, even a well-done cover could easily be overshadowed. Especially if the performer was a trainee.


  Kim Iwol had always made good choices in the few evaluations he’d had.


  This brought to mind what Oh Eun, one of the evaluators in past meetings, had said:


  He seems to have a good sense. And he works hard too.


  Min Jukyung agreed with that statement.


  An idol group needed the so-called ‘intelligent character’, whether for fan service or variety shows.


  If Iwol could play that role, our kids wouldn’t worry as much.


  Despite his short experience, his age as the oldest member and his reliable demeanor made Min Jukyung think it would be a waste to make him wait for a few more years.


  However, Min Jukyung didn’t have much time to dwell on these thoughts.


  “Then, shall we have you sing while dancing?”


  In past evaluations, singing and dancing were assessed separately, but the CEO gave an unprecedented mission, saying, ‘If it’s the same song anyway’.


  UA naturally aimed to produce idol groups that could perform live, but singing while dancing required a different set of skills compared to just standing and singing.


  There’s so much to consider, including breathing!


  Min Jukyung was shocked.


  This was a crucial moment for Kim Iwol, as it would be for any trainee.


  As such, Kim Iwol, who had surely practiced diligently for a whole month, deserved the same opportunity as other trainees.


  As Min Jukyung was feeling perplexed about why this was happening during Kim Iwol’s turn, his eyes fell on the wall clock in the corner of the practice room.


  There were only about 10 minutes left until the meeting scheduled for the launch of the new idol group.


  In projects requiring collaboration among many people, even one delayed meeting could cause considerable trouble.


  Min Jukyung knew this, but…


  He felt that at least such an important opportunity should be guaranteed for a trainee with a bright future ahead.


  Just as Min Jukyung was about to stand in front of his employer and say, ‘I don’t think this is right!’, Kim Iwol beat him to it.


  “I understand.”


  …He said.


  And four minutes later, Min Jukyung realized that he had been worrying for nothing.


  

  After the demonstration that felt like an eternity, there was only one thought in my head.


  This actually works.


  The reason I chose a song from a famous group was obvious. It was because UA was pursuing the ‘standard idol image.’


  This was evident from how they demanded songs with strong K-pop flavors from Park Joowoo, and how they released the debut album with the classic rookie group concept of youth.


  If I had been obsessed with not getting points deducted and had chosen songs that only I knew, I most likely would have been criticized for lacking the passion and spirit a new recruit should have.


  Instead of title tracks with high and intense highlights, I chose a B-side track with more relaxed vocals.


  This was to make me appear suitable for the sub-vocal position.


  The lower popularity of the song itself could be compensated by the group’s fame.


  If it’s a song performed only once or twice in concerts or music shows, there’s little chance of being compared to the original.


  It was a method of riding on the group’s reputation.


  There was another advantage to B-side tracks.


  Since they were often performed for special stages, their choreography tended to be easier than title tracks.


  If a group covered this, they might be criticized for taking the easy way out.


  But it was a different story if one person sang it from start to finish.


  Being able to handle a song meant for a group alone was an undeniable advantage in terms of individual capability.


  To demonstrate that I could handle both singing and dancing alone, I needed to present them simultaneously, in a dramatic way.


  For example… performing what should have been separate song and dance evaluation together, in response to a sudden proposal.


  It was now the turn of a trainee who had only been with the company for two months, preparing for an idol debut for the first time.


  At this point, how would it look if they had to listen to a song that didn’t seem too difficult to sing, with choreography that didn’t look too challenging, twice?


  Especially when there was not much time left before a meeting with several people?


  People who valued time as money—especially those executive types—tended to think.


  Can’t we just see it all at once?


  They could easily claim they would consider the different evaluation methods if necessary.


  If it turned out well, even better.


  This development could be anticipated based on the decision-making patterns of UA discussed by the Spark members on the broadcast.


  I had also confirmed all of UA’s meeting room reservations for this week through people around me, like the manager and Min Jukyung.


  Thanks to everything falling into place, the evaluation went in the best direction among the cases I had anticipated.


  Thank goodness I didn’t have to resort to ‘Operation 21: Inducing Sympathy through Storytelling and Voluntary Slavery Contract’ scenario.


  I did practice singing and dancing to death until I could succeed at both…


  Since completing the performance was a prerequisite, I couldn’t avoid the path of hardship.


  Once again, I could only hope for bonus points from attendance management adjustment.


  Now I just need to present the right image and step back.


  Balance was important when strategizing.


  If you had nothing to show, it wouldn’t be appealing, but if you showed everything from A to Z, you gave the impression of playing tricks on the other person.


  The best outcome is for them to think I made a good song choice without realizing that I was deliberately inducing their reaction.


  I quickly observed the judges’ reactions. The executives whispering among themselves and marking papers looked genuinely satisfied.


  It was the moment when my small but precious leap succeeded.


  

  “Teenage years are really something. There’s a big difference between last month and this month.”


  Everyone who attended the monthly evaluation agreed with UA’s CEO, Yoon Hyunjoo.


  “The kids did exceptionally well this time. Is it because we mentioned selecting the debut group?”


  “Motivation can certainly help you focus more.”


  “Kiyeon doing well was a real surprise. I was worried he might get more nervous under pressure.”


  Dance trainer Song Junhwan, who always considered Kang Kiyeon a bit of a delicate case, looked visibly relieved.


  “I heard he practiced with Iwol every night.”


  Manager Chanyoung, who monitored the trainees’ attendance, chimed in.


  “Really?”


  “Kiyeon has a tenacious spirit. Oh, by the way, Jukyung, did you listen to the audio file Cheonghyeon sent?”


  “Yes, it was pretty good.”


  “Right? I heard he even took it to the A&R team.”


  In an environment where long-term trainee life could lead to complacency, the renewed enthusiasm among the trainees was a very positive development.


  Although the members had always been diligent, recently, the trainees had been so dedicated in their practice that even the staff and trainers could feel the difference.


  Realizing that everyone shared the same observation, Yoon Hyunjoo began to ponder seriously.


  What was improving the trainees’ morale?


  From the company’s standpoint, they needed to know the clear reason.


  They needed to hold onto that reason tightly. That was how they could maintain this positive momentum.


  While neatly organizing the six evaluation forms, Yoon Hyunjoo asked the excited staff.


  “What do you think was the decisive factor that changed the atmosphere among our trainees?”


  With this question from the CEO, a two-hour brainstorming session began in the meeting room.


  Chapter 26: Debut Evaluation (2)


  “Hyung, it’s your turn for the interview.”


  “Really?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon, who had just entered the practice room, called out to me.


  It had been 30 minutes since he was called for his interview.


  Starting the day after the monthly evaluation ended, the company began conducting one-on-one interviews, starting with Jeong Seongbin.


  Considering that the last time we had interviews was at the beginning of the following month after evaluation results came out, it seemed they were seriously narrowing down the debut group this time.


  Well… I’ve done everything I can.


  Now I had to think about what I should do during the interview.


  For example, how to cling to the CEO’s leg if I heard something like, ‘Rather than debuting with the current team with such a large skill gap, let’s aim for the next chance.’


  Once again strengthening my resolve to repay my sister with compound interest, I headed to the conference room.


  After knocking and entering, I found the CEO, the manager, and Min Jukyung inside.


  The atmosphere in the conference room was quite different from what I had expected.


  “Oh, Iwol is here? Sit down, sit down.”


  “What would you like to drink?”


  How should I put it, they were surprisingly friendly.


  Why? Usually, when trying to persuade someone like me, who both lacked skills and was older than the other kids, they should come prepared to criticize everything about me.


  Assistant Manager Kim, are you not afraid of your performance review with your work like this? If it were me, I’d be so ashamed I’d give up my position first.


  You’re not thinking of changing jobs, are you? Get real. Assistant Manager Kim, aren’t you almost thirty? Do you think you can compete with kids in their 20s?


  …Like that.


  Recalling memories of Manager Nam made my mood three times worse. Thanks to that, I had to do my best to manage my expression.


  With me seated, the interview officially began.


  But something was a bit unexpected.


  “How did you get along with the other members?”


  “I heard you all gathered in the practice room to talk recently? Wasn’t that difficult?”


  “Iwol, in your opinion, who do you think would be suitable as the team leader?”


  All the questions directed at me were more about personality.


  For a moment, I wondered if someone had reported, ‘Kim Iwol seems to have a problematic personality.’


  Of course, it wouldn’t be strange if someone had said that.


  I tried to be as sociable as possible, using the social skills I honed at Hanpyeong Industry, but I never initiated small talk with Spark first.


  So, I emphasized that I really enjoyed living with the members and I felt satisfied that we had become closer recently.


  I also calmly talked about how diligent and improving the trainees were, and how great their personalities were.


  Since my KPI was to debut as part of a six-member boy group, there couldn’t be any dropouts.


  Especially when asked who I thought was suitable as the group leader, I reluctantly pointed to Jeong Seongbin. Without him, the team would fall apart.


  After a lengthy conversation, the CEO spoke up.


  “Actually, the company was considering you as the leader of the next group.”


  It wasn’t an unexpected proposal. Even I wouldn’t want to put a novice on a well-prepared table.


  Being offered the role of leader was unexpected, though.


  If that was how it was, I had no choice.


  I had to show my secret weapon of kneeling down, which I’d honed for years to gain momentum when resigning…


  “But you have such good chemistry with the existing trainees.”


  Huh?


  This was a completely unexpected development.


  I almost wondered if the CEO misunderstood the meaning of the word ‘chemistry’.


  Usually, you wouldn’t call it good chemistry when you saw someone push the maknae around for two hours in the middle of the practice room pretending to be a judge, or whipping the other maknae to write songs.


  “Teamwork is really important in idol groups. The word ‘relationship’ comes up for a reason.”


  I knew that well. I’d seen how much those Spark guys act individually in the past that I got fed up with it.


  Except for the start of fan signs, I had a hard time making a series called ‘Spark Relationship Analysis Compilation’ by forcibly cutting and pasting the scenes of the members that scattered all at once or maintained a distance.


  I even thought it might be better for their future if the stick function had some compulsory power to pair those guys up.


  Ignoring my confusion, the CEO, who definitely seemed not to know the meaning of chemistry, continued talking.


  “The kids aren’t very affectionate, but they seemed to become friends with you quickly. Your skills are also improving daily.”


  “Yes, thank you.”


  “In the interviews, there wasn’t a single kid who didn’t mention you.”


  I felt uneasy.


  It seemed these people hadn’t seen the expression on Kang Kiyeon’s face when he looked at me dancing.


  The CEO mentioned considering Jeong Seongbin, the all-rounder, as the leader and then asked me.


  “So, Iwol, can you help Seongbin as the hyung and coordinate with the members?”


  “…Yes?”


  I had never lost my composure in a conversation with someone before.


  But now, I felt like I was losing my grip.


  What does that mean?


  While I was contemplating, the manager patted me lightly on the back.


  “You’re debuting with the kids! Congratulations!”


  Oh.


  So that was what he meant?


  Compared to Manager Nam’s direct verbal abuse, the CEO’s words were almost like classical poetry. His skill in speaking in a roundabout yet sophisticated way was top-notch.


  “You’ve always acted so decisively, but you didn’t even think you’d be in the debut group?”


  Min Jukyung said, looking proud of me. Well, I was thinking I might have to kneel if it didn’t work out.


  As I wondered if all the officials were collectively deceiving me, the system appeared with a flash in the air.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Task’ completed.


    ▷ Reward: Exp (20)


    ▷ Total exp: 55


    ▷ Total point: 0

  


  The words felt touching. They were so dazzling it hurt my eyes.


  Noona, cheer for me.


  I’m going to debut as an idol.


  

  A few days later, we were congratulated on being confirmed as a debut group with a small whole cake. But everyone only got to taste it because of the upcoming weight check.


  There were only two good things about having the debut group finalized.


  The monthly evaluations were gone, and the practice room was available until 2 am.


  And the downsides were…


  The company started to seriously manage our weight, the phone usage monitoring became a bit stricter limiting us to one hour a day, we had to develop individual specialties, foreign language study was added… and so on.


  Amidst all this, the system also brought a new task.


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from your ‘superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ Assistant Manager Kim, plan the team-building event this time. Use your youthful insight. Oh, and don’t make it too innovative since the executives will attend. Something retro yet fresh, I am counting on you!


    [SYSTEM] ‘New task’ has been assigned.


    ▷ Decide on the debut album concept


    ▷ Reward: Exp (10)

  


  Bring it on. I was waiting for this.


  The album concept was something I had been preparing in advance.


  Though it was my first time planning an idol album, having the documents made it less daunting.


  With the template available, I could understand the components, so filling in the content was no big deal.


  The problem was that I couldn’t use these documents provided by the system as they were.


  What would I say if they asked where I got this planning document?


  I thought about saying I downloaded it from a universal form site, but when I checked, no such format existed there.


  I couldn’t accuse an innocent person of leaking internal documents either.


  In other words, I had to pretend not to have the documents even though I did.


  Instead of focusing on the concept, I had to worry about how to conceal Schrödinger’s documents.


  I also had to think about how to disguise myself as a trainee with unusually good intuition.


  Being a K-pop trainee really wasn’t easy.


  Come to think of it, I haven’t even opened those documents yet.


  I pulled out the three planning documents that had been gathering virtual dust since I received them.


  And as soon as I saw the forms, I had a gut feeling.


  This form would be discarded once the debut album planning was over.


  That was what happened when a document lacked fundamentals. If even a non-expert in planning could tell it wasn’t right, this fellow was beyond salvaging.


  I scanned the outline with a heavy heart.


  The overall concept and message are one set, and there are three areas, including the costumes and music videos.


  I had just resolved to take care of my dark circles, but I already felt them doubling in intensity.


  At least office workers get paid for working…


  I had a materialistic thought for a moment, then I remembered that the Hanpyeong Industry didn’t pay overtime either. I quickly returned to my trainee mindset. Once I achieved my KPI, I’d make sure to find a job that didn’t have a comprehensive wage system.


  

  After overcoming the big mountain called evaluation, a relatively peaceful daily life followed.


  It was days filled with scheduled practices and wrestling with planning documents.


  I thought this routine would continue for a while. Unfortunately, the peace didn’t last long.


  This morning, while preparing for school, Jeong Seongbin left a message without telling the others…


  Can you spare some time this afternoon?


  …It was because of this one line.


  I can spare time. Do you have something to talk about?


  Yes. And… Jeho-hyung too.


  Choi Jeho?


  The selection alone was ominous.


  It was only natural. The moment Choi Jeho was involved, the likelihood of a smooth conversation dropped to zero.


  Choi Jeho’s reaction when I relayed Jeong Seongbin’s request to him wasn’t much different.


  Me?


  Yeah.


  Why?


  I don’t know either.


  And back to the present. The only two adult members among the trainees were trembling in fear.


  I wanted to ask Park Joowoo, Jeong Seongbin’s roommate, if he had sensed anything strange, but it seemed Jeong Seongbin didn’t want others to know yet, so I couldn’t even ask him.


  “I honestly can’t think of anything. Did you do something wrong to Seongbin?”


  While waiting in the lobby for Jeong Sengbin to return, I probed Choi Jeho.


  Choi Jeho answered seriously.


  “I’ve been thinking about it too.”


  “I see…”


  At least he was considering it now. It was a huge improvement compared to last month when he confronted Kang Kiyeon with just face-reading him.


  After waiting for about 30 minutes, Jeong Seongbin came through the main entrance in his school uniform.


  Jeong Seongbin must have informed Kang Kiyeon in advance, as he just greeted us and went down to the basement practice room without saying much.


  Jeong Seongbin looked at us, took off his bag, and bowed deeply.


  “Thank you for making time for me.”


  “It’s no big deal. Nothing unusual at school?”


  I waved my hand dismissively and asked about Seongbin’s well-being. Seongbin nodded a couple of times.


  “No. Nothing unusual with you, hyungs?”


  “Except for Jeho almost swearing at me, nothing much happened.”


  While making light conversation, I subtly observed Jeong Seongbin’s expression.


  He didn’t look unwell but appeared slightly anxious.


  A reason too awkward to openly tell others from a guy who usually behaved well and had recently gotten his mind together.


  The group he called out, consisting of Choi Jeho who looked like he could bring frost in midsummer, and the worn-out me.


  Considering various factors, no matter how much I racked my brain, there was only one answer that came to mind.


  I carefully asked, hoping Seongbin would say no.


  “Um… Does this request involve burying someone?”
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  “What?”


  “Like causing a ridiculous accident that needs to be covered up or dreaming of revenge after getting extorted by a scary senior.”


  “It’s definitely not like that!”


  Jeong Seongbin shook his head vigorously, startled by my examples.


  Good. I couldn’t be in the same boat with someone having such scary thoughts.


  With a lighter heart, I waited for Seongbin to speak first.


  Before meeting Jeong Seongbin, I had promised to wait until he spoke first, so Choi Jeho was also keeping quiet because of that.


  With the mouth of terror sealed, my mind felt much more at ease.


  “I wanted to tell you something before you hyungs misunderstand.”


  Jeong Seongbin began cautiously, despite the solemn tone.


  “Well, we are debuting in the same group, but the CEO asked me… what I thought about being the leader.”


  So things were proceeding as originally planned.


  In a situation as volatile as Nam Manager’s mood, this news was welcome.


  With a satisfied heart, I waited for what he would say next, but Jeong Seongbin just lowered his head and didn’t say anything.


  No way. Is that your main point?


  Given Jeong Seongbin’s personality, it didn’t seem likely he’d call just the hyungs together to congratulate him on becoming leader.


  Glancing next to me, Choi Jeho had ‘Is that all?’ written all over his face.


  Spark members, be grateful to me. If I hadn’t shut Choi Jeho in advance, this meeting to serve your 7-year boss would have ended in disaster.


  But if that really was all he wanted to say, the reason Seongbin called us was obvious.


  He must have felt uncomfortable about becoming the leader when there were older members in the team.


  There were some people at Hanpyeong Industry who found it difficult to deal with subordinates older than them.


  It was common for age differences that were tolerable as peers to suddenly become apparent after promotion.


  Still… doesn’t he realize there’s no one else suitable for the leader position?


  I thought of Spark’s dazzling lineup.


  Starting with Choi Jeho, the world’s top trash talker, who caused discord just by speaking.


  Park Joowoo, whose fans recorded the date when he spoke more than five sentences even in self-produced content.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, the bright kid whose head seemed to be full of flower fields.


  Kang Kiyeon, the bright-eyed madman whose gaze was always intense.


  None of them were suited to stand in front of the public and say, ‘Hello, we are Spark! Please take care of us!’


  It was like having a company of five employees where all five only did practical work and had no one to approve things.


  In short, the combination was messed up. Without Jeong Seongbin, that is.


  “I also thought you’d be the most suitable if we were to choose a leader among us.”


  I honestly shared my opinion. But Seongbin’s expression was still dark.


  “With you hyungs here, it doesn’t seem right for me to be the leader…”


  “Are you that obsessed with seniority?”


  It was half a joke, half a serious question.


  It had been bothering me that Seongbin was the only trainee using extremely formal speech.


  If I could get Choi Jeho to agree, I planned to introduce a more informal speech system in the group soon.


  Seongbin’s shoulders trembled slightly as he finished speaking. He must have been really worrying a lot about this.


  “If you’re feeling the pressure of having to represent members with poor social skills, I understand, but if you’re being conscious because of your age, there’s no need for that at all.”


  “I never thought the members had poor social skills…!”


  Seongbin waved his hands.


  He was a really good kid. I definitely had thought about that a bit.


  “So, the reason for your concern is truly because of age?”


  “I think there’s a reason why the eldest usually becomes the leader in most teams. Compared to the hyungs, I lack leadership skills…”


  I was surprised. I never thought Jeong Seongbin, who was reputed to be a top-notch leader with an impeccable personality, would be this timid.


  I remembered the stories from his school days, known among the fandom, about how well he got along with everyone.


  It seemed that as training life prolonged, self-esteem inevitably lowered.


  That’s a bit concerning.


  Unlike me, whose self-esteem eroded from being beaten down at Hanpyeong Industry, these kids weren’t twenty yet.


  It seemed this team needed to recover their self-esteem before debuting. Except for Choi Jeho.


  However, apart from protecting self-esteem, it would be troublesome for us too if Seongbin didn’t become the leader.


  Even if you excluded me, who had the disposition of a low-ranking employee not wanting to stand out.


  Based on years of monitoring experience, Spark guys wouldn’t even be able to open their mouths anywhere without Seongbin.


  For the sake of fans desperately scraping together content of their favorites, Spark needed Seongbin.


  In times like this, the most effective method was to make them say with their own mouths why it had to be them.


  “Putting everything else aside, Seongbin.”


  “Yes.”


  “Do you think there’s anyone else in our team suitable to be the leader besides you?”


  Seongbin paused at my words.


  I knew.


  Someone like Seongbin, who thought about a lot of things, would have imagined at least twenty times what it would be like if someone else became the leader instead of him.


  “I don’t think it would look good for Choi Jeho, who took his fights seriously even with the maknae, or me, who can’t distinguish between left turn and right turn when explained verbally, to become the leader.”


  “Why are you dragging me into this when I was just sitting quietly?”


  “Are you denying what I just said?”


  “Just continue what you were saying.”


  Apart from his personality, there were plenty of reasons why Jeong Seongbin should become the leader.


  He led the practices, and he took care of the trainees most meticulously.


  That wasn’t something that could be explained simply by innate nature.


  Willingly going through trouble for others wasn’t something that happened automatically just by wearing a title.


  After kindly explaining ‘When younger members become leaders _Despair version.zip’, I added.


  “So don’t worry about feeling guilty or whether the hyungs will be uncomfortable with a younger leader.”


  “Hyung…”


  “You’ll be fine with the other kids since they’re your friends or younger siblings, but if Choi Jeho doesn’t listen later, tell me then. I’ll have a big fight with him on your behalf.”


  “Why do you think only I won’t listen? You could also cause trouble for Seongbin.”


  “I’m the type to grovel before those in power, so that won’t happen.”


  Seongbin finally relaxed his expression, perhaps misunderstanding my words as a joke.


  Seriously. I meant it.


  Even though he had nitpicked at everything I said, Choi Jeho also expressed his opinion indirectly.


  “There’s no one else who could be leader besides Seongbin in the first place.”


  Sometimes, one word from someone you wouldn’t expect to say such things could hit harder than a hundred words.


  Having passed Choi Jeho’s gate, Seongbin finally smiled with relief.


  I’m glad it’s not the position itself that’s burdening you, but…


  I thought we had overcome the big mountain while talking about rankings. I was too complacent.


  It was troublesome that Jeong Seongbin’s self-esteem continued to plummet even after overcoming the ranking issue.


  Especially when seeing the case of Kang Kiyeon, who was already struggling with lost confidence.


  Watching Seongbin’s back as he headed to the practice room in the lead, I fervently hoped this wasn’t a side effect of me pushing forward the debut schedule, and that nothing else would happen from now on.


  However, my prayer was completely shattered in exactly three days.


  It was utterly and completely shattered.


  

  The incident occurred while I was getting my phone from the manager and, at the same time, receiving a confidentiality agreement.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘New task’ has been assigned.


    ▷ Take a photo that includes the confidentiality agreement


    ▷ Reward: Exp (5)

  


  It was a task completely different from anything I had encountered so far.


  Did someone mess with the document?


  The system had never given me a task that would be detrimental to my idol activities before.


  At first, I wondered if the confidentiality agreement had any toxic clauses. However, I couldn’t have missed something as significant as that.


  It’s especially suspicious that it’s not the agreement itself, but a photo of the agreement.


  Looking at the task description, it seemed like the agreement was being used.


  Even when I took a photo with the agreement right in the center, the notification that the task was completed didn’t appear.


  What am I supposed to do?


  I took about twenty photos, putting the agreement in the left corner, in the right empty space, and so on.


  Finally, when only the edge of the agreement was visible, and three-quarters of the break room door behind it was in the frame.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Task’ completed.


    ▷ Reward: Exp (5)


    ▷ Total exp: 60


    ▷ Total point: 0

  


  A notification of completion appeared with a bright light.


  The photo’s poorly taken but it’s complete?


  I checked the last photo in the gallery.


  The focus was so off that even the words ‘confidentiality agreement’ were unreadable.


  The focus was so strange that Seongbin and a man behind the break room’s glass door looked clearly visible instead.


  …Huh?


  I looked up from my phone to the break room in front of me.


  Indeed, Jeong Seongbin was standing inside. With a face clearly showing tension.


  The person sitting opposite was also a familiar face.


  Jang Junhoo, the owner of the song we recently recorded a guide for.


  Are they close enough to meet separately?


  I had my doubts, but I already knew.


  If one person was comfortably seated while the other was standing nervously, I should throw away any assumption that they were close.


  As if to confirm my assumption, Jang Junhoo threw something toward Jeong Seongbin.


  This crazy b*tch?


  I immediately knocked on the break room door and entered. Both their gazes instantly turned towards me.


  “Seongbin, you were here?”


  At my sudden appearance, both of their faces stiffened.


  I looked straight at Jang Junhoo and greeted him like an inexperienced rookie who didn’t realize a senior was present.


  “Jang Junhoo sunbaenim! I didn’t know you were here! Hello!”


  “…Oh. Haven’t seen you before.”


  “I’m Kim Iwol, a new trainee, sunbaenim!”


  It had been a while since I used the voice projection from the days when I was disciplined in front of Manager Nam.


  Glancing at the floor, I saw a water bottle with some water in it rolling around.


  Sh*t, what if it had hit him?


  I involuntarily clenched my fist. I barely managed to suppress my primal anger and spoke.


  “The manager is looking for Seongbin. If you have something to discuss, should I wait outside? I’ll inform the manager.”


  “No, it’s fine.”


  “Thank you!”


  I cheerfully bowed 90 degrees like an oblivious idiot, then pulled on Seongbin’s arm.


  I hoped I was overreacting, but if Jang Junhoo had been harassing Seongbin, I needed to separate him immediately.


  “Wait.”


  Just as we were about to leave the break room, Jang Junhoo called us back.


  Jang Joonhu’s gaze was on the phone in my hand.


  “Aren’t trainees not allowed to carry phones around?”


  Jang Junhoo asked, leaning back.


  I maintained the most good-natured smile I could and answered.


  “I’m using it with the manager’s permission due to special circumstances.”


  Then Jang Junhoo beckoned to me with his hand.


  “Bring it here.”


  The atmosphere froze instantly.


  My hand holding the phone tensed.
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  So he’s being meticulous about removing anything that could be nitpicked, huh?


  It was ridiculous. Then shouldn’t he just behave?


  When I obediently held out my phone, Jang Junhoo snatched it from me.


  It’s pointless anyway.


  I had already deleted all the photos of the break room entrance before entering the break room.


  Those photos had served their purpose by alerting me to the situation.


  Whether intentional or not, I had no intention of using anything potentially illegal, no matter the benefits.


  The system’s intention seemed to align with my thinking. This notification popped up the moment I deleted all the photos.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Subordinate’ is exempted from penalties for complying with ‘Professional Ethics’.

  


  Unlike ‘tasks’ that rewarded you upon completion and had no penalties for failure, ‘professional ethics’ seemed to only impose penalties for non-compliance.


  Basically, it means I should act properly without resorting to shortcuts.


  This was an unnecessary rule for someone like me, who felt guilty for not following the rules, even including Hanpyeong Industry’s absurd company policies.


  Jang Junhoo continued to fiddle with my phone for a long time.


  “Here, take it back.”


  “Yes, thank you!”


  And when nothing particular came up, he returned the phone with a dissatisfied look.


  “But, sunbaenim.”


  However, following rules is one thing…


  “Did Seongbin do something to deserve a harsh scolding from you?”


  …and pointing out mistakes is another matter.


  What kind of grown man nearly forty years old picked on a kid barely out of their teens?


  Jang Junhoo’s eyebrows twitched, seemingly affected by my remark.


  “What do you mean?”


  “From what I briefly saw outside, it looked like Seongbin was being scolded by sunbaenim.”


  “Hyung, it’s not like that…!”


  This time, Jeong Seongbin, whose face turned pale, grabbed my arm.


  Jang Junhoo smiled and said.


  “You heard him. Don’t go around talking nonsense.”


  “I think you’re the one who needs to be careful about your actions, sunbaenim.”


  “What?”


  What I said was that it ‘looked’ like Seongbin was being scolded.


  If Junhoo had just said, ‘Did it look that way? It wasn’t my intention, I’ll be more careful,’ the issue would have ended there.


  He’s the one who confirmed the situation by getting defensive.


  The speed at which he shot himself in the foot was impressive.


  Clearly, this man wasn’t very wise.


  Expecting decency from someone who behaved like this was laughable.


  “If someone misunderstands your actions, it could be problematic, don’t you think?”


  “Are you lecturing me now?”


  “No, I was seriously considering it.”


  I held back my laughter as I watched Junhoo try to intimidate me.


  Did he really think he could intimidate someone trained by Manager Nam?


  Regrettably, he was about 10 years too early.


  “I was considering if I should stay at an agency where the seniors, who aren’t even caught scolding trainees, snatch the trainees’ phones to check them.”


  Of course, I had no intention of leaving. If anything, if they told me to leave, I’d have to apologize for my wrongdoing.


  But the current situation is entirely unfavorable for Junhoo.


  If I were a trainee who had been at UA for years like Seongbin, I would have no choice but to submit to Junhoo.


  He was a senior in the industry and a colleague at the same agency.


  The more one had to lose, the more cautious they had to be in front of those with power.


  But I was a trainee who had just joined the agency and knew nothing.


  I was closer to the outside world than the entertainment industry, meaning I had nothing to lose even if Junhoo exerted external pressure right now.


  Unless he wants to be the subject of scandals… Like the downfall of a famous singer who tried to bury a trainee in the industry for whistleblowing their misdeeds.


  Whistleblower reports were always subject to constant suspicion about their intentions and evidence.


  And I could easily prove that I was actually affiliated with UA with just one contract.


  That was why I could act like a naive newcomer who was completely oblivious.


  Someone who would go through a stranger’s phone and even destroy evidence probably wasn’t completely senseless.


  Moreover, he was ten years older than me. He must have seen his fair share of dirty fights.


  “Ha, fuck you…”


  Jang Joonhoo muttered, laughing bitterly.


  He seemed to have concluded that there was nothing to gain by trying to win against me here.


  He likely anticipated the backlash if I exposed everything just because he bullied me out of spite.


  ≫ Is it true that JJH bullied a trainee at UA?


  └ Yeah, it’s true. The kid who exposed it provided all the proof


  └ But calling it bullying just based on the post… I’m staying neutral for now


  └ F**k these neutral stance people. Can’t we just split them in half and throw them to both sides? Instead of always shifting to neutral, it might be easier to split their brains in two in advance


  ≫ Who even is JJH


  Why do people only talk about JJH?


  └ He’s some singer who had a brief moment of fame and then faded awayㅋㅋㅋ


  └ It’s so pathetic to harass kids who are just preparing to debut, sir ㅠㅠ


  This would be the moderate response if I hadn’t debuted yet.


  If I had debuted, there’d be more chatter about ‘noise marketing’ or ‘disrespecting a senior,’ but such assumptions were meaningless to Junhoo, who probably thought I could leave UA at any moment.


  In the end, Jang Junhoo left the break room after telling me to be careful with my words. He closed the door so hard, I wondered if the hinges had broken.


  “Hyung… Are you okay?”


  Jeong Seongbin, who had shrunk like a crushed can caught between me and Junhoo, asked.


  “Why wouldn’t I be okay?”


  “That’s a relief. …You said the manager was looking for me?”


  “Ah. That was a lie to get into the break room.”


  “What?”


  “More importantly, Seongbin.”


  “…Yes.”


  “I think we need to talk.”


  At my words, Seongbin hesitated before nodding.


  It was the second group meeting after the fiery confrontation between Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon.


  

  Even Jeong Seongbin himself knew he wasn’t always like this.


  He had always been confident in his ability to work hard and never give up.


  He believed that the time he spent putting in effort would eventually become an asset for him someday.


  So the years of trainee life weren’t difficult at all.


  Until he met an impossibly difficult senior.


  A trainee.


  Yes, but he’s been singing for a long time and he’s really good. Even Eun acknowledged him.


  Hyung, I’m not in a position to receive guide vocals from a trainee, am I?


  Was it a problem that someone as inexperienced and green as him was assigned to guide someone who had already debuted?


  Or was his skill really so lacking that it was embarrassing to show?


  Hey. You recorded like this and no one in A&R had anything to say?


  I’ve listened to your guide track repeatedly. Your voice isn’t exactly mainstream. It gets tiresome after a while.


  I heard you’re going to be the main vocalist in your group? If you’re the main, your team is doomed, isn’t it?


  Whatever the reason was. And even before knowing what it was.


  Seongbin had to hear criticism disguised as honest advice from Jang Junhoo every time they met in the hallways or the lobby.


  Such words were unhelpful at all. They only left wounds on the listener.


  To Jeong Seongbin, Jang Junhoo’s scathing remarks were no different from a dagger.


  Unfortunately, Seongbin’s ‘respectful, humble, and self-conscious attitude towards elders’ only made him look like a ‘pushover’ to Junhoo.


  It didn’t take long for teasing to turn into mockery, mockery to criticism, and criticism to turn into insults.


  The low end-of-month evaluation rankings, the feedback that was disguised as praise but couldn’t hide the disappointment,


  And most importantly, his own lack of progress over the years, all seemed to prove Jang Junhoo’s words true.


  When it became a routine for Jang Junhoo to nitpick and criticize every aspect of his recordings, it started to feel like an established fact.


  Jeong Seongbin began to believe he was truly incompetent.


  Just keep doing what you’ve been doing, and the day will come when you’re recognized. Really.


  That was, until a newly arrived, indifferent colleague, who had no reason to be considerate of him, said the words he most needed to hear.


  

  Silence fell in the practice room. Only Seongbin, with his reddened nose, occasionally let out small sighs.


  The first emotion I felt after hearing the whole story was regret.


  I had been happy about earning experience points for guiding Jang Junhoo’s songs, not knowing he was such a despicable human trash.


  The next emotion was anger.


  A few years ago, Jeong Seongbin was just a middle school student.


  All these years, he took out his frustration for not being able to make a comeback on someone 20 years younger than him?


  It was unacceptable and didn’t deserve any attempt at understanding.


  At this point, all I could think of were profanities.


  That ****…


  There were things a person should and shouldn’t do.


  Even I, who had to work 20 hours of overtime a month because of Spark, was going through thick and thin with these kids. Who did he think he was to cause such a fuss?


  Forget watching my words, I just wanted to say, ‘Excuse me, is Jang Junhoo here?’ and then set the place on fire while questioning his humanity.


  Choi Jeho, who was next to me, was already cursing.


  “F***, isn’t that guy a f***ing lunatic?”


  “I get mad too, but let’s not swear in front of the kids.”


  It was not Jeong Seongbin’s fault, and having the two older members rage would only make the younger ones more anxious.


  I swallowed my anger and asked Jeong Seongbin.


  “Seongbin, how do you want this resolved?”


  If Jeong Seongbin wanted an apology, I was ready to publicize everything until Jang Junhoo’s face was pixelated on every news portal. I was confident in my ability to persistently drag this out.


  However, Jeong Seongbin seemed to want everything to be quietly buried.


  “I… don’t want to interact with that senior any more than I already have. Even if it’s for the sake of resolving things.”


  “Okay. But I don’t think it’s a good idea to keep working with that person. Do you agree on this point?”


  “…Yes.”


  “Then let’s move in pairs of two within the company at least. Kiyeon, please keep an eye on him when he goes home.”


  “Yes.”


  “And if you hear any nonsense anywhere, make sure to tell at least two members. Got it?”


  The meeting continued as we discussed ways to keep Jeong Seongbin and Jang Junhoo apart.


  “What if they suggest another guide? I know they’ve been assigning it to trainees for convenience.”


  “I’ll practice until my throat bursts and then I’ll go.”


  At Cheonghyeon’s concern, I raised my hand and volunteered.


  I figured it was better for my throat to bleed than to send these kids into a dangerous situation.


  After a lengthy 30-minute meeting,


  “Lastly, Seongbin, I’d like you to do just two things.”


  “Yes… yes.”


  “First, never think you’re lacking.”


  I said this while looking at Seongbin’s still youthful face, which seemed incapable of saying harsh words even if he was told to use them.


  It was a face I rarely looked at directly, afraid my own buried sorrows might resurface.


  “When you feel a bit better later, bring me everything that could be evidence of how that person mistreated you.”


  That damn as*hole. Did he think he could steal away a capable new employee like this?


  We couldn’t take revenge now because we hadn’t achieved anything yet.


  But I’d show him how petty a working adult could be when protecting promising young sprouts.


  Chapter 29: A Competitor Turning Up (1)


  Even after hearing Jeong Seongbin’s story, our daily lives didn’t change much.


  The most we could do was for me to cause a scene by quitting and shouting, ‘That jerk**s deserves to die!’.


  I’m certainly confident in my ability to create chaos.


  Instead, we decided to compliment the next person by age once a week.


  The idea was to encourage each other, whose self-esteem had taken a hit.


  Surprisingly, it was ‘that’ Park Joowoo who first suggested the idea.


  I’m a bit worried that Choi Jeho will be the one to compliment Jeong Seongbin, but…


  If he had any sense, he’d watch what I did and follow along.


  Oh, I mentioned it once in the office when I went to return my cell phone to the manager.


  Manager, there’s no such thing as hazing in our company, right?


  Of course not. If there were, it’d be a big problem!


  Really?


  Absolutely. Don’t the trainees also avoid such things?


  They do. I just wondered if there’s something to observe between seniors and juniors.


  Basic manners are important, but there’s no bullying. If there were, it would be the end of them.


  This conversation took place in the office used by the Management Division. It meant I spoke in a space with more than ten pairs of listening ears.


  And about a sensitive power abuse issue in the entertainment industry, at that.


  Jeong Seongbin’s face turned pale, perhaps thinking I might immediately report Jang Junhoo’s actions.


  But since I didn’t actually say anything, Jeong Seongbin also let it go without comment.


  It might seem like nothing now. But someday, someone might understand the context of these random words I blurted out.


  If it didn’t blow up, that was fine, but if it did, that would be nice. I considered it a form of insurance.


  While I didn’t particularly hope for it, a series of events naturally led to group membership training. For the first time since joining, a group meeting with all the trainees was scheduled.


  This marked the beginning of the official debut preparation project.


  

  UA’s meetings was more civilized compared to those at Hanpyeong Industry.


  For starters, there was no shouting or pens flying across desks.


  It was so different from the meeting room scenes at the company I had been part of until recently.


  Who cares about legal and ethical ways? Bring me shortcuts, you know, shortcuts.


  The ones not coming to the mountaineering club are all new employees, right? Compile a list of their names. No, tell them all to come to my desk right now.


  The management is cursing at us, so what else can we do? Does everyone hate working in society? If you hate it, write your resignation and leave.


  No matter how much I thought about it, I should have left then.


  If I had left, at least I wouldn’t have had to light Manager Nam’s cigarettes every 15 minutes.


  Even though UA’s building was a non-smoking zone, whenever I thought about that time, I felt like I could smell the acrid scent of cigarettes on my clothes.


  In this much more fragrant atmosphere compared to my previous life, I heard again about this group’s initial concept, which I had grown tired of while being forced to be a fan of Spark.


  “The management team says you all have cold handsome guy vibes. So we’re thinking of giving the overall album and group logo a winter boy feel.”


  That was why they shot the debut music video in a field where all the grass had frozen to death.


  Wait a minute.


  Then why did they name the group Spark?


  Usually, you’d choose a name that reflected the team’s image, right?


  I shouldn’t be the one to talk, having changed my name to Kim Iwol just because I was born in February.


  Anyway, there was a bit of a contradiction between aiming for a winter boy feel and having a team name that means ‘flame’.


  “The company has four candidate names in mind for now: SPARK, FLAKE, GLINT, and FLAME. We’re always open to ideas, so feel free to speak up if you think of anything.”


  The candidates were all simple and flashy. Just hearing the names made my eyes dazzle and my face heat up.


  I almost forgot. This was a company obsessed with classic idols.


  These incredibly glamorous names clearly showed their desire to include symbolism and mass appeal, throwing everything in and planning to sort it out later.


  This was why project proposals should be written by one person. When multiple people wrote it, the content went off track.


  Personally, I wanted to keep the original team name. It was respectful to preserve Spark’s legacy as much as possible.


  However, the conversation didn’t go the way I hoped.


  “If we’re sticking with the fire theme, isn’t Flame a stronger name than Spark?”


  “If we want to go strong, shouldn’t it be something like Blaze?”


  The staff’s passion for the rookie group was burning brightly in the group name discussion.


  Of course, there were some rational people among them.


  “Um, didn’t you say we were going with a winter boy concept…?”


  But intellectuals were always lonely in a crowd.


  The trainees, including myself, could only silently watch as the group name turned into a blazing pillar of fire.


  “This is what we’re discussing. Any thoughts?”


  The CEO asked.


  I answered with a bright smile.


  “We’ll discuss it at the dorm and share our thoughts through the manager!”


  For now… Let’s just end this pointless discussion!


  When the CEO gave the okay sign, Jeong Seongbin, sitting opposite me, let out a small sigh of relief.


  Yeah, even you probably thought it was absurd to have a fire show over the group name.


  After that, the usual precautions followed.


  “We know you’re all diligent, so I won’t say things like ‘work hard on your practice.’ Instead, be much more careful with your actions from now on.”


  I fully agreed with the CEO on this point.


  Especially considering when Park Joowoo got heavily criticized for not paying attention to his expression when greeting a senior group.


  “And we’ll be adding more classes from now on. We’re thinking about foreign languages and fitness, but which one did we say we’d start with again?”


  “Foreign languages first, CEO.”


  With fitness as an option, why start with foreign languages?


  That didn’t make any sense. Muscles built during adolescence could last for ten years.


  It was not like SPARK was going to expand overseas right away. They debuted in Japan in their fifth year, so why foreign languages now?


  Moreover, all SPARK members were in their growth period. If utilized well, they might grow a few more centimeters than before. Neglecting that physical potential was clearly a loss.


  Since Lee Cheonghyeon knows English anyway, foreign languages aren’t that urgent.


  To my knowledge, Jeong Seongbin was also quite proficient in Japanese.


  He might not have learned it yet, but considering how fluent he was during activities, he might have a knack for learning languages.


  If worse came to worst, I could always showcase my ‘100 Business Sentences for Office Workers’.


  I thought my last English study would be when I prepared for TOEIC Speaking just before graduation.


  Just the thought of it made me weary, but it couldn’t be helped.


  “Alright. Let’s aim for basic conversation, reading, and writing in English and Japanese. Mr. Jukyung will give you the details later.”


  I took a hundred deep breaths in my head.


  Objecting to a higher-up’s decision would have gotten a stack of documents thrown at me at the Hanpyeong Industry.


  But…


  If it’s just me taking the hit, I should prioritize the group’s average height.


  Thinking about Kang Kiyeon, who had looked sunken among the lined-up members, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of duty.


  “CEO!”


  I took a deep breath in my mind and called out to the CEO.


  Even if everyone accuses me of freeloading in the distant future, Kang Kiyeon, you at least shouldn’t.


  “Yes?”


  “I’m sorry, but could we start with fitness classes first?!”


  This isn’t a request. Approve it right now.


  It’s all for the growth of your charges.


  Perhaps sensing my determination, the CEO reacted positively.


  “Iwol, you want to start with fitness? Since you want it so badly, should we start with fitness first?”


  “Since we’re starting with a month’s difference, I don’t think it will make a big difference if we do fitness first, CEO.”


  “Then let’s do that. Just report back to me later on when you’ve managed the expenses.”


  “Yes!”


  And so, the objection to secure fitness training was peacefully concluded without a single flying object.


  Though I felt like managing expenses might suit me better than building muscles.


  

  Along with securing fitness classes, there was one more piece of good news.


  “Hyung! Hyung!”


  “What?”


  “I finished the song!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon had completed the song he’d been working on for several weeks.


  I wasn’t sure how long it typically took to compose a song, but it seemed impressive to create a first piece in this amount of time.


  Especially considering that Lee Cheonghyeon had no memory of working on music before, yet he produced something better than his previous work.


  It wouldn’t be fair to dismiss his effort as mere talent, but his ability was truly remarkable.


  “Did it change much from before?”


  “It’s almost the same, just tweaked the ending a bit.”


  As he said this, Cheonghyeon fumbled for his earphones. Watching this, Kang Kiyeon asked.


  “What? Hyung, you’ve heard it before?”


  “The pre-edited version? Yeah, Cheonghyeon played it for me.”


  “What’s with you, Lee Cheonghyeon? Why haven’t you let me listen to it until now?”


  “I was waiting to let our Kang Kiyeon hear the finished version!”


  Cheonghyeon kneaded Kiyeon’s face like dough, asking if he was upset.


  I had told him so many times not to touch faces to avoid potential trouble. He didn’t listen to me at all.


  By the way, it was surprising that Kang Kiyeon hadn’t heard the song either. Given Lee Cheonghyeon’s personality, I thought he would have asked everyone to listen to his song twice a day.


  Did he not play it for anyone except me and the A&R team?


  Oblivious to my puzzled look, Lee Cheonghyeon handed his wired earphones connected to the laptop to Kang Kiyeon.


  “What do you think?”


  “Wait. It’s only been 13 seconds.”


  While Kang Kiyeon listened to the song with his chin resting on his hand, Lee Cheonghyeon looked extremely nervous, like a child approaching a flock of pigeons.


  And after about 4 minutes.


  “It’s good.”


  “Really?!”


  Cheonghyeon’s face lit up. Kang Kiyeon still had an indifferent expression, but answered seriously.


  “Yeah. Really.”


  Then Kang Kiyeon turned to Choi Jeho, who was lying on the sofa, dozing off.


  “Hyung, want to work on a choreography together later this evening?”


  “For what?”


  “For Lee Cheonghyeon’s song.”


  Before, they would glare at each other at the slightest eye contact. This was remarkable growth.


  I was so moved that I considered changing their relationship status from ‘Sandpaper-Dapper’ to ‘Lovey-Dovey’. The thought only lasted for 2 seconds.


  As the dance line duo set up a constructive practice plan, Lee Cheonghyeon, who was tidying up his laptop before bed, exclaimed.


  “Huh?”


  On the laptop screen was the unchanging pink UI of an entertainment news site that had remained the same for years.


  “What’s wrong?”


  Even Jeong Seongbin, who was drinking water, approached Cheonghyeon and made a strange expression after seeing the article.


  “…MYTH is debuting a boy group.”


  Indeed.


  This was the group that would dominate the rookie boy group scene for the next three years.


  The group that would engage in an exasperating performance battle with SPARK, who could never get their comeback timing right, for years to come.


  And the group that always emerged victorious in those battles—the debut of ‘Parthe’ had been announced.


  Chapter 30: A Competitor Turning Up (2)


  “The group has eight members, and their age range seems similar to ours.”


  “It’s been a while since MYTH released a boy group, so I thought the age range would be a bit higher… Is that not right?”


  Jeong Seongbin and Lee Cheonghyeon spoke in turn.


  MYTH was a massive entertainment agency, much larger than UA.


  As such, MYTH had a vast pool of trainees. Even if they only chose the young and talented ones, there would have been plenty of candidates.


  The image of being an idol powerhouse wasn’t for nothing. Even the usually composed Park Joowoo looked quite serious.


  Is this the recognition level of a major agency?


  Well, it was not easy for most groups to build name recognition before their debut.


  Dozens of idol groups appeared and disappeared in a year.


  In fact, it was not uncommon for over a hundred teams to debut in a single year.


  It was an oversaturated market, and within it, generational shifts were bound to happen in the K-idol scene.


  In such a fiercely competitive environment, a group from a major agency with the highest potential for this generational shift was about to debut.


  It would be strange not to pay attention.


  The article revealed the profile photos and stage names of the members that would debut soon.


  It wouldn’t be surprising if they already had a fan base, given that their profile pictures were all set.


  There are agencies that promote their trainees even before debut.


  In addition, a company like MYTH, which had been in the idol business for a long time, had a distinct identity and values, which also became a marketing element.


  Thus, they had a solid fandom that followed not just the groups but the company itself.


  In other words, they secured supporters from the beginning for ‘any idols in MYTH lineage.’


  Looking at the atmosphere, everyone seemed to have thought this far.


  It was a good thing that there were no naïve comments like ‘How lucky they are to debut from a major agency!’.


  I said as I scrolled down the article.


  “First of all, we lost in terms of numbers.”


  “Huh?”


  “They have eight people.”


  Their strategy of ‘One of them might suit your type’ was their strategic victory. The risks that came with personnel management were their own problem, so let’s put that aside.


  “How are we going to win then?”


  “Win…?”


  “If we lost in numbers, we need to find another way. If it’s about height, our team would win with Choi Jeho.”


  After fully absorbing the article’s content, I closed the internet window.


  “I understand your concerns, and they are very real and important issues.”


  “…”


  “But let’s not get discouraged before we even try.”


  Although I generally advocated for realistic goals, considering that about half the members had low self-esteem, I decided to shift towards encouraging their motivation through warm support.


  “You need to think about winning to feel motivated to do anything.”


  “That’s true. Hyung, should we work on individual talents? If we practice three per person, we could even do a medley of individual talents!”


  “I don’t think just overpowering them in numbers is a good strategy. If they practice three skills each, Parthe will have twenty-four individual skills.”


  “Huh, really?”


  “Why is the conversation going in that direction again…?”


  Choi Jeho, watching the exchange between Lee Cheonghyeon and me, looked perplexed.


  I couldn’t understand why he seemed so puzzled by my objective review of the members’ opinions.


  “In my opinion, the best approach is to improve our skills. If we have the skills, we’ll find a way to compete.”


  I knew well how Spark had survived seven years despite controversies and upheavals due to their skills.


  If the time came for them to focus on something, the members would likely choose to hone their skills to the very end.


  And the next most important thing was maintaining a ‘controversy-free’ image.


  Well, talking about this now would just be a pain in the butt, so I’d work on establishing discipline later.


  “Anyone disagree?”


  Since it was a group activity, I thought I should hear their opinions, but there were no objections.


  “Then let’s all get some sleep to win in terms of height. Let’s wake up early tomorrow and improve our skills…”


  …As I was speaking, a chill ran down my spine.


  Something felt ominous. It was a very bad feeling.


  It felt like going to a meeting room at 4 o’clock only to find out that the meeting had already started at 3:30 because Manager Nam didn’t inform me about the time change…


  Monthly calendar!


  I hurriedly pulled out the hologram calendar that I had forgotten about since advancing the debut date.


  In today’s date box, ‘Parthe debut plan release’ was written, and in tomorrow’s date box…


  [(???) Confirmed debut team press release distribution]


  Indeed, the ‘press release’ schedule, which used to start circulating two years before debut, drawing all kinds of attention but draining the actual substance, was listed for tomorrow.


  Oh, my gosh.


  I should have anticipated that this issue would also be accelerated. I was too complacent.


  Could it be that my discipline had slackened because Manager Nam wasn’t here? If that was the case, I needed to overhaul my mindset.


  “Hyung! The manager said they’re also releasing a debut announcement for us tomorrow!”


  “Tell them to stop it right now.”


  “Huh?”


  “Tell them you’d rather hang a ‘Congratulations to UA’s First Idol!’ banner at your debut instead!”


  

  After that, we wasted about an hour communicating with our manager via PC messenger.


  Manager Chanyeong


  [Why? When you debut, there will be several times more articles^^ If you’re already getting embarrassed by this, what are you going to do later?ㅋㅋㅋ]


  Our manager interpreted our hesitation about the press release as the humility of a rice plant that bowed its head.


  (TL note: ‘The humility of a rice plant that bowed its head’ refers to the idiom ‘the riper the rice plant, the more it bends its head’. It means ‘people who know a lot are humble about their knowledge’.)


  Frustrated, I tried to retreat, but Park Joowoo supported me. It was a heartbreaking sight.


  I thought I had earned at least a level 1 certificate in ‘keeping quiet if you lack experience’, but I was completely wrong.


  I couldn’t stay silent in this situation, knowing that we’d regret it deeply right before our debut if we let this slide.


  Me


  [Manager, I’m cautiously suggesting that if our debut schedule isn’t confirmed, it might be too early for a press release. In Parthe’s case, their debut is scheduled for next month…


  See more]


  [Manager, I thought some reference materials might be needed, so I’ve summarized some promotion articles and debut schedules of groups that debuted in the past year. Due to time constraints, I couldn’t conduct a full survey, but I conducted a sample survey…


  See more]


  [20XX Group Debut Marketing Article Sample Survey.png]


  Manager Chanyeong


  [I’ll talk to the company about it…!]


  In the meantime, since WebCell still wasn’t installed, we had to work on a shared spreadsheet online and send screenshots.


  The work environment was too poor. I should have asked for a program account.


  “So you stayed up all night waiting for a reply?”


  “Yeah. They decided not to distribute the press release.”


  “You’re really something, aren’t you.”


  Indeed.


  If the company had insisted on the press release, that would be a real something.


  I had even prepared to stand next to the staff’s desk for two hours, like when I asked Manager Nam for approval.


  “Staying up all night to save the impact is not a bad deal.”


  “You’re a tough one.”


  “I’ll take that as a compliment for my survival skills.”


  Everything had gone as desired, so the outcome was perfect.


  Incidentally, a hidden task also popped up. This jack*ss system.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Hidden Task (Stop the Press Release)’ completed.


    ▷ Reward: Exp (5)


    ▷ Total exp: 65


    ▷ Total point: 0

  


  It seemed blocking the press release distribution with all my might was the right move.


  To be honest, ethically, it should have notified me. Even if it gave me two hearts, both hearts would have dropped.


  Moreover, this task was directly related to achieving KPI. Are you kidding me?


  Moreover, I was a weakling, so I was weak to sudden events like this. They should at least have some consideration for a jaded office worker like me.


  Imitating the king of self-management King Kang Kiyeon, I mechanically chewed on a plain bread slice without even a spoonful of jam, and said to Choi Jeho:


  “Joowoo and I are going to the practice room first.”


  “Why?”


  “I need to stop by for a moment because I have somewhere to go.”


  Today, I had to visit the Artist Management team.


  Since I never knew what UA might do, it was time to take the initiative.


  For Assistant Manager Kim Iwol… no, for Intern Kim Iwol’s first project.


  Of course, considering my narrow perspective that only knew Spark as an idol, I had consulted with an expert in advance.


  Concept?


  Yeah. I’ve been working on something that I think will suit Cheonghyeon’s song.


  What kind of concept is it?


  I’ve decided on something that suits you all.


  A real youth drama…?


  Jeong Seongbin had a hesitant expression.


  It was understandable. Spark nearly got buried without a trace when they debuted with a classic youth drama concept in the past.


  It seemed they were quite objective about their visuals. None of them looked particularly youthful.


  However, my primary goal was to sneak my concept past UA’s insistence on the traditional idol image and push it through.


  To do that, it was best to slightly alter the original debut concept of Spark.


  Fortunately, my idea was evaluated as a bit too classic but potentially good depending on the details.


  “Considering the nature of the task, I think I need to go to the Planning Team… but I should probably talk to Mr. Jukyung first.”


  The only way for trainees to communicate with the company was through the manager or Min Jukyung.


  Skipping this might seem like ignoring the system, so I decided to follow the regular procedure.


  I had heard enough of the ‘crossing the line’ lecture from Manager Nam five times a week.


  At least, the bright side was that UA appreciated trainees’ proactive attitudes.


  Mr. Min Jukyung kindly listened to my bold proposal without showing any annoyance. He was an outstanding talent, rare in this era. I only hoped UA paid him well.


  While flipping through the planning document I printed, he said.


  “You planned this?”


  “Yes. But I don’t know who to ask for advice.”


  “Usually, it goes to the Production Division. They have the Planning Team and the Album Production Team. But… there’s a meeting with the CEO this week, so I’ll bring it up then!”


  The speed at which the proposal was moving up was extraordinary. UA was indeed a small company.


  “How did you come up with this idea?”


  “I wanted to try something.”


  “I’m not really a planning person, so I don’t know much, but it seems well-organized. You must have worked hard.”


  I followed the basic items from UA’s concept planning proposal format, so it would have been a problem if it wasn’t well-organized.


  Still, I couldn’t say, ‘I got this from a valuable document’, so I quickly bid farewell and left.


  “I appreciate your help.”


  “Yeah. Keep up the practice.”


  Fortunately, the busy Mr. Min Jukyung didn’t hold me back any longer. Thanks to that, the planning report scheduled for the morning ended smoothly.


  After that, it was back to the usual practice routine.


  “Sorry to interrupt your practice, but Iwol, can you come out for a moment?”


  This was right after lunch when I was called to meet with Mr. Min Jukyung.


  Chapter 31: Slave Chaser (1)


  Min Jukyung, who called me over, asked if I had ever given a presentation during my school days.


  “A presentation?”


  “Yeah. Have you ever done one before?”


  Of course, I’d done it to death.


  I could easily give a simple report presentation for four hours straight with a smile.


  But I shouldn’t be able to do that now.


  The current me, on the surface, was just a fresh 20-year-old who didn’t have the experience of presenting at Hanpyeong Industry or giving presentations in college.


  I hesitated, pretending to be unsure, before answering.


  “Not particularly, no.”


  “That makes sense. Earlier, I showed the proposal you gave me to the CEO when he stopped by the management office.”


  The speed at which things moved up the chain was faster than the KTX train.


  Even the CEO of UA reviewed the document this quickly, so what was Manager Nam so busy with that he couldn’t even process a simple leave request? I felt a surge of frustration.


  But Min Jukyung wasn’t to blame. I swallowed my anger and forced a smile.


  Not noticing my internal struggle, Min Jukyung continued.


  “The CEO said he’d like to hear you explain it in person.”


  “Me, personally?”


  “Yes. What do you think? It might turn out to be a good experience.”


  I’d given presentations a hundred times, but not once had it been a good experience.


  To me, presentations were nothing more than a collaboration of stress and nausea.


  Still, if an opportunity was given to me, I should take it.


  Right now, even worrying was a luxury I couldn’t afford.


  “Yes, I’ll do it. Thank you.”


  “No need to thank me. You just need to explain what you’ve envisioned, so you don’t need to decide on all the details. As for PPT… it would be good to have one, but it’s fine if you don’t. We’re planning to schedule the meeting for next week, is that okay?”


  “That’s fine.”


  I had already gathered references while working on the concept.


  With the content organized, creating visual materials wouldn’t be a problem.


  Once I received the email address where I needed to send the file and the NS program account, all tasks were completed.


  There was only one week left until the presentation. I had to settle it within that time.


  And my specialty was pulling all-nighters.


  I started to rack my brain on how I could utilize my time to create the best materials.


  No matter what, I will avoid the frozen grass fairy graveyard.


  I steeled my resolve. My shoulders felt heavy.


  

  My ‘avoid the grass fairy’ project started that very night.


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked me a question.


  “That’s great and all, but shouldn’t you sleep while you’re doing this?”


  He should have been resting for a few days now that he had finished composing, and yet Lee Cheonghyeon was still pacing around the living room.


  “At twenty, you’re at an age where you can pull all-nighters and chew rocks.”


  “What are you saying, hyung? You don’t sleep enough as it is!”


  If you were about to become a group of frozen grass spirits, would you be able to sleep?


  I might die of pent-up frustration, but I certainly didn’t want to ascend to the afterlife by freezing to death.


  “Where did you learn to make things like this?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon threw out an unexpected question.


  This coming from someone who effortlessly operated a complicated music composition program that made my head spin just looking at it.


  Though I couldn’t take my eyes off the monitor due to lack of time, I tried my best to give a kind answer.


  “If you live long enough, you can do anything.”


  “Wow, amazing.”


  More accurately, you just needed to be the bus driver for group projects for four years… but the kids didn’t need to know that.


  A few days later, the day of the showdown arrived.


  I found myself giving what felt like the 450th presentation of my life in the UA conference room.


  No one here had high expectations of me, so there was less pressure.


  The catch was that, contrary to what I had been told beforehand, representatives from every department were present.


  Still, since it was just a presentation to share ideas, I managed to wrap it up in about 20 minutes with a surface-level overview.


  After the presentation ended, I instinctively prepared myself for some sarcastic remarks.


  However, no one said something like, ‘Did you think we cleared our schedules to listen to this nonsense?’


  Instead, the CEO made a counterproposal to me.


  “Iwol.”


  “Yes?”


  “I’ll give you the project proposal format. Would you like to try writing it up properly?”


  Pardon?


  For a moment, I wondered if these listeners had actually paid attention to the presentation.


  Assuming they had, the lack of questions about the content meant they found no particular problem.


  This implied that, even from their perspective, my ideas were realistically feasible enough to be commercialized.


  “Yes, I understand.”


  A decision-making process without a single curse word.


  A meeting room where no one raised their voice!


  For someone like me, who was trained at Hanpyeong Industry, this was a puzzling turn of events.


  Still, I think I succeeded in giving the impression that ‘it’s worth a try.’


  It was a pretty good result.


  

  “Can everyone stay for a moment?”


  As soon as Kim Iwol left the conference room, the CEO called back the meeting attendees.


  The CEO sounded excited. The atmosphere in the room was similar.


  That’s understandable.


  Min Jukyung had expected this to some extent from the moment he first saw Kim Iwol.


  That he was quite unique compared to his peers.


  I didn’t expect him to have a talent for presentations, though.


  He had attended the planning meeting simply because he was the one who passed on the proposal from Kim Iwol, but it turned out to be a surprising experience.


  “What did you think? I thought it was pretty good.”


  The CEO asked, referring to Kim Iwol’s presentation.


  “To be honest… It was good.”


  “Me too. I was worried that it might be cliche, but it was better than I thought.”


  The employees, flipping through the proposal, agreed.


  The concept Kim Iwol presented was the classic ‘youth’.


  The Spark he envisioned in the music video started with a scene that could easily be misunderstood as a gangster situation due to its rough atmosphere and visuals.


  Compared to the pure and innocent winter boy concept the company had been preparing, it was a bold direction.


  On top of that, school uniforms and youth.


  These elements that anyone could easily think of could have felt ‘cliche’.


  Especially since a major new group had just debuted last week with a mythology-based concept.


  Considering the recent market trends, it was hard to ignore the need for a strong concept


  However, Kim Iwol’s choice was the most ‘Spark-like.’


  At the same time, it also had an element of originality. Thanks to a small twist at the end.


  The company wouldn’t refuse a choice that could best showcase the team.


  Everyone agreed that the idea considered not just the visuals but also the team’s characteristics and public image.


  “The proposal alone was good, but the presentation was top-notch. Is he really only twenty?”


  “So he graduated high school this year? That’s incredible.”


  “It’s rare to see someone that age with such guts and brains. So I was thinking.”


  The CEO said, closing the proposal he had been examining.


  “What do you think about grooming him for producing?”


  At this point, the artist management team couldn’t help but get involved.


  Min Jukyung, having grasped the situation, hurriedly sent a message to his team leader and opened his planner with an excited face.


  

  After the presentation, I returned to practice when a system notification popped up.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Hidden Task’ completed.


    ▷ Content: Gain recognition as a producing member


    ▷ Reward: Exp (5)


    ▷ Total exp: 70


    ▷ Total point: 0

  


  The employees had been told to stay behind.


  It seemed they had a really fun meeting without me.


  With this, Spark met all the conditions necessary to become a self-produced idol group.


  With me as a producing member, Lee Cheonghyeon composing, and Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon handling the choreography, a perfect structure was in place.


  With such a complete setup, the company couldn’t help but aim for a self-produced idol group.


  It looks like switching to a manager role is even more out of the question now.


  At this point, I should start thinking about how to prepare for my retirement after leaving the group post-debut.


  My career, which had already turned to water, was now becoming as hazy as mist.


  Maybe I should consider getting some certifications while I was at it.


  It would be good to study something productive. For example, coding, or coding, or perhaps coding.


  So, does this mean Cheonghyeon’s song will be chosen as the title track?


  Originally, the concept was just the image of a winter boy, without any specific ideas attached.


  UA hadn’t even discussed getting songs for Spark.


  So unless the CEO or someone from the planning team got a sudden flash of inspiration, there was a high chance that Lee Cheonghyeon’s song, which I attached a concept to, would be chosen.


  Especially since the song turned out pretty well..


  In that case, the company would likely push Cheonghyeon’s song as the title track to market our self-production abilities.


  Sure enough, soon the manager came over…


  I heard you might debut with Cheonghyeon’s song?


  …and said that.


  …Although it wasn’t confirmed, the four Spark members seemed to be motivated just by hearing those words.


  Wait.


  Four?


  There was one missing.


  I immediately turned my head to check the surroundings. One small head was missing.


  “Hasn’t Lee Cheonghyeon arrived yet?”


  “No.”


  “Why? He always comes right on time.”


  “I don’t know. He didn’t mention he’d be late today.”


  Kang Kiyeon responded. Since Cheonghyeon didn’t have a phone, there was no way to contact him.


  He was tough, but.


  As a seasoned ssommelier who grew up surviving on scraps at Hanpyeong Industry, I could guarantee you, this didn’t feel right.


  “He’s not the type to skip practice. He’ll probably be here soon.”


  “I think so too, but…”


  Choi Jeho replied nonchalantly, as usual.


  But I’ve seen the deep darkness within you guys recently.


  How can I not be anxious if something happens?


  Still, I decided to trust the stories about how Lee Cheonghyeon was generally the mood-maker during trainee days.


  Maybe he made the ridiculous mistake of leaving his bag in the classroom or something.


  I tried hard to think positively.


  If you wish hard enough, it might come true…


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘New task’ has been assigned.


    ▷ Content: Secure the debut song


    ▷ Reward: Exp (10)

  


  What now?


  Secure the debut song? With the way things going, the debut song should be decided automatically.


  Are you telling me to buy the rights from Cheonghyeon in advance? How greedy.


  I still hadn’t fully grasped the issues related to song rights yet…


  The feeling of unease grew stronger. Somehow, it felt like two disaster flags had been planted in my back.


  “Um… hyung.”


  I’m sorry, Joowoo. Could you not call me right now?


  It’s just that I have a bad feeling about everything around me right now.


  “Cheonghyeon has seemed lost in thought lately. Do you think something might be wrong…”


  “…”


  Damn it.


  Where the hell did that son a bi*ch run off to?
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  Even after waiting another 30 minutes, Lee Cheonghyeon didn’t show up.


  It was becoming clear that something was troubling him.


  How is it that not a single one of them can just let things go smoothly?


  I suddenly felt a newfound respect for teachers who graduate dozens of hormonal high school students each year.


  “What could possibly bother him…?”


  Jeong Seongbin said in a worried voice.


  It seemed that no one had any idea why Lee Cheonghyeon had suddenly skipped practice.


  To my recollection, I had never heard any rumors about Lee Cheonghyeon skipping practice during his trainee days either.


  While Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon’s conflict or Jeong Seongbin’s struggles were just accelerated versions of events that were bound to happen anyway, this was the first time an entirely new incident had occurred.


  If we’re talking about changes related to Lee Cheonghyeon, the only thing different is that the debut song has changed.


  Just like the other trainees, it was highly unlikely that Lee Cheonghyeon, who didn’t have a phone, had heard anything about the debut song while on his way home.


  But no matter how I thought about it, there didn’t seem to be any other issue besides Lee Cheonghyeon’s self-composed song.


  Or did this kid… figure it out?


  While he might seem quite clueless on the surface, Lee Cheonghyeon was surprisingly perceptive.


  He was the one who always managed to smooth things over whenever Choi Jeho or Kang Kiyeon created tense atmospheres during past broadcasts.


  In other words, he might have realized that the song he composed could potentially be chosen as the debut title track.


  The kid who didn’t bat an eye when his composition was included as a b-side was now emotionally affected by it potentially being selected as the title track?


  Especially after creating an even more incredible song than before?


  If that was the case, it was obvious why Lee Cheonghyeon bolted.


  He doesn’t want to stand out.


  To be exact, he didn’t want to be at the forefront.


  The fact that he had been so proactive to the point of being called the ‘camera person’ after debuting as a member of Spark was probably just him being considerate.


  It could be a side of him that developed as he took on the role of the team’s variety show member and gained more experience.


  There were those kinds of people sometimes—those who did their work well but didn’t show it off.


  There were plenty of unsung heroes like that at Hanpyeong Industry too.


  The reasons for staying under the radar varied.


  Some were shy, some grew up being told that humility was a virtue.


  Or maybe they were just too focused on their work to care about taking credit.


  And then, people like Manager Nam would swoop in, steal their achievements, and get promoted. Fuck him.


  Anyway, the current Lee Cheonghyeon was just a high school student.


  It wouldn’t be surprising if he felt burdened by the prospect of his first-ever song being chosen as the title track.


  So that’s why the new task is like that.


  Securing a debut song must have meant persuading Lee Cheonghyeon who had run away.


  Although I didn’t want to force him into something he didn’t want to do, his song was far too good to be a b-side.


  With Jeong Seongbin’s emotional turmoil as well, I couldn’t shake the feeling that things were getting deliberately complicated.


  It felt like chasing after a lit fuse connected to gunpowder, only sweeping up the ashes left behind.


  For now… I guess I need to go catch him.


  I picked up my workout jacket that I had folded on the practice room sofa.


  I had an ominous feeling that it was going to be a long day.


  

  “Hey, are you really going to leave without even knowing where he went?”


  “Yeah, I think I can find him if I try.”


  A few years ago, I once wandered through bars looking for a necktie that Manager Nam had lost somewhere during a dinner with executives.


  The only clues were the corporate card transaction records from the accounting team and the atmosphere of the seat where Manager Nam said he had sat.


  To cut to the chase, I found Manager Nam’s lost necktie that day.


  It was under one of the many bar chairs in the Gangnam area.


  I stopped myself from recalling the process, fearing it might bring me to tears.


  I found a plain black tie, so why wouldn’t I be able to find a person?


  Since he was a high school student, Lee Cheonghyeon would just move within the range of public transportation.


  Because all the trainees, except for me, were using allowances from their parents.


  I started searching on the smartphone I got from the manager.


  Everything from bus stops near Lee Cheonghyeon’s school to the buses that stop at those stations.


  Next, I retraced the criteria I had used when I looked for a new place when I wanted to quit.


  The most important thing is how far you can get from the place you want to escape from.


  I couldn’t agree more with my colleague who said that they wouldn’t even park near Hanpyeong Industry if they quit.


  I selected five places based on how far their terminal stations were from Lee Cheonghyeon’s high school and the UA practice room.


  Then I ruled out busy areas and so-called hot spots.


  This was because I had previously read Lee Cheonghyeon’s post-it note on a fan signing event.


  If Cheonghyeon was given a free holiday,


  Walk around comfortably in a crowded place ( ) vs. Rest quietly in a secluded spot resting quietly in a quiet place (○)


  I even remembered Lee Cheonghyeon had written neatly below: ‘Please recommend a healing travel destination later!’


  Even if he didn’t look like it, he seemed to be the type who reflected deeply when troubled.


  Moreover, he was a trainee about to debut. I believed he was not stupid enough to hang around inappropriate places and risk controversy.


  Finally, I searched for ‘Seoul Outskirts Walking Trails’ on a portal site and checked which place had the most recommendations.


  Someone who hadn’t made many PPTs probably wouldn’t be good at searching the web.


  At best, he probably borrowed a friend’s phone at school for a quick search, leaving little time to think.


  I checked the location with the most influencer recommendations. It was a place that would take quite a while to reach by bus.


  When I caught this guy, I’d definitely hold him responsible for leaving work without permission.


  Determined, I sent a message to the manager saying I’d bring Lee Cheonghyeon back.


  Of course, I didn’t forget to stop by a convenience store to buy a transportation card.


  I was itching to ask if I could charge UA for the expenses incurred in finding Lee Cheonghyeon.


  

  Lee Cheonghyeon sat on the bench, alternately swinging his legs by moving only his knees.


  Each time his feet brushed the ground, dust rose.


  The view below his feet was so distant that it felt like he was in another world.


  Having grown up under impeccable home education from parents who had lived diligently all their lives, Lee Cheonghyeon had never once skipped academy classes.


  This was only the second time Lee Cheongyeon rebelled.


  The first time was when he and Kang Kiyeon had ditched practice to visit a neighborhood playground, and he hadn’t even been scolded for it.


  Now that he had made it to the debut team, he knew he had no excuse if he got in big trouble for this.


  Is this how Kang Kiyeon feels when he takes a walk before every evaluation?


  On the day he learned that his same-age friend had a habit of getting nervous at crucial moments.


  Lee Cheonghyeon had dragged Kang Kiyeon out of a bathroom stall where he had been stewing and taken him for a long walk until he had calmed down.


  He couldn’t fully understand Kang Kiyeon’s anxiety. Lee Cheonghyeon wasn’t the type to be nervous.


  He had just impulsively taken his suffocated friend out for fresh air.


  Lee Cheonghyeon never imagined that at the end of that long outing would be his own escape.


  Unlike before, when he had been with Kang Kiyeon, today Lee Cheonghyeon was alone. And he couldn’t even ease his knotted heart with a walk.


  When he looked down at his watch, it showed that it was already an hour past the time he was supposed to be in the practice room.


  But he didn’t want to go to the practice room.


  Maybe it was more accurate to say he couldn’t go.


  Because he had a feeling some uncomfortable news was waiting for him in the practice room.


  He even hoped that his prediction was just wishful thinking.


  Lee Cheonghyeon had a shameless streak, allowing him to brush things off with a playful ‘Let’s not talk about this incident anywhere, it’s a dark history!’ when something went wrong.


  Unfortunately, Lee Cheonghyeon was also well aware that he was more perceptive than most.


  He had somewhat sensed that his song might be used as the group’s debut title track since his roommate hyung started writing what he called a proposal with bloodshot eyes.


  It wasn’t so much that he believed in his colleague’s passion, but rather that his colleague’s output made him think that way.


  After the convincing document came out, he couldn’t help but consider the surrounding circumstances.


  It didn’t seem likely that the agency, which was still trial-and-error with adding and subtracting classes even after the debut team was decided due to lack of a set curriculum, would discard such a high-quality concept.


  From the company’s perspective, it would also be a waste to give up the opportunity to add the label ‘self-produced group’ in an era overflowing with capable and talented idols.


  Lee Cheonghyeon understood the situation and accepted it.


  However…


  What if it fails?


  It didn’t make sense to him that a song composed by a high school student would be used as the title track.


  Taking responsibility for an entire song was a completely different matter from contributing a few rap lines.


  Moreover, the people debuting with that song were the members Lee Cheonghyeon had been watching closely all this time.


  He knew all too well how hard everyone had worked towards their debut.


  As such, Lee Cheonghyeon wished his colleagues could debut with an even better song.


  Of course, all these worries could have ended if Lee Cheonghyeon had declared that he would not use his own song.


  But that wasn’t easy for him either.


  Pathetically, Lee Cheonghyeon found it extremely difficult to refuse an adult’s request.


  The only time Lee Cheonghyeon had gone against his parents’ wishes was when he declared that he would become an idol.


  For someone like him, it was difficult to defy the opinions of the company—a group of adults more distant and difficult than family, in a position of authority, and with significant influence over his future.


  Especially after learning that even Jeong Seongbin, who had been with the agency much longer than him and was like a leader to the trainees, was being bullied by a senior artist from the same company.


  It was perhaps natural for Lee Cheonghyeon to be anxious about not being able to rebel against adult society.


  I want to run away.


  As he was thinking this, a long shadow fell across Lee Cheonghyeon’s eyes.


  At the same time, a cool voice came down from above his head.


  “So you were here after all.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon looked up at the familiar voice.


  Perhaps due to the backlight, his colleague and roommate, looking more ominous than usual, was standing there expressionless.
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  Lee Cheonghyeon got up from his seat, startled.


  How did you find me?


  He had thought that someone might come looking for him if he didn’t return home on time. But that was just a thought.


  He never imagined they would actually come to catch him. How could anyone find him in the middle of Seoul without any communication?


  What was even scarier was Kim Iwol’s utterly calm reaction when he found him.


  So you were here after all.


  That meant it wasn’t a coincidence that Kim Iwol found Lee Cheonghyeon. That made it even more terrifying.


  Cheongyeon desperately wanted to lighten the mood by joking, ‘Hyung, did you work part-time at a detective agency before becoming a trainee?’.


  But he couldn’t. Kim Iwol’s expression as he looked at him was truly menacing.


  The colleague who had come to find him had an unusual aura from the first time they met.


  It was hard to say if it was dreary or cold.


  Or perhaps a combination of both—a face exuding such coldness that it made anyone think, ‘Ah, this hyung is not ordinary.’


  When Kim Iwol stood still with an expressionless face, he had such an intimidating presence that no one except Choi Jeho dared to approach him easily.


  Kim Iwol’s quirky personality contradicting his appearance made him somewhat more approachable, but facing him one-on-one was still not easy.


  Lee Cheonghyeon respected his friend Kang Kiyeon for practicing with this hyung every day.


  For Lee Cheonghyeon, facing Kim Iwol, who had come all the way here—an hour by bus—because of him, was almost terrifying.


  He had run away without a word from the company that had placed him in the debut group.


  He feared facing the situation where his humble first creation was being discussed as a potential debut piece upon his return.


  Everything felt overwhelmingly heavy to Lee Cheonghyun. He felt like he was taking an exam that never ended.


  So, Lee Cheonghyeon chose to run away.


  He was haunted by the terrifying imagination, ‘If I get caught, I’m dead’, a thought so extreme that, in hindsight, it seemed irrational.


  “Lee Cheonghyeon!”


  A voice called his name from behind him.


  Lee Cheonghyeon shouted inwardly, ‘I’m sorry, hyung!’.


  It was an action completely out of character for him, not thinking about the consequences.


  He forgot that Kim Iwol, who had the best physical stamina among the trainees, could catch him effortlessly.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, who had recklessly run up the hiking trail, was caught by the arm at a spring halfway up the mountain after just 20 minutes.


  The grip on his arm was so strong that Lee Cheonghyeon had to stifle a scream that almost escaped his lips.


  “Cheonghyeon.”


  At the same time, he heard Kim Iwol’s voice much closer than before.


  If there had been urgency in his voice earlier, now it was filled with anger—pure anger, and nothing else.


  Just as Lee Cheonghyeon was thinking, ‘I’m out of breath, but how is hyung perfectly fine?’,


  As if the previous grip wasn’t at full strength, Kim Iwol tightened his hold on Lee Cheonghyeon’s arm and asked,


  “Is being an idol a joke to you?”


  The words that came out of Kim Iwol’s mouth were the last thing Lee Cheonghyeon had expected.


  

  What’s with this kid’s expression?


  I thought as I looked at Lee Cheonghyeon’s face, whom I had finally managed to catch.


  While I was being serious, he looked clueless.


  Does he not realize how dangerous the situation could have been?


  Of course, he didn’t, that was why he was making such a blank expression.


  My chest felt stuffy. I might need to take some stomach medicine again.


  Trying to stay calm, I thought about the ‘Top 30 scenes to think of when you need peace of mind’, and asked Lee Cheonghyeon,


  “What were you thinking, running around the mountain? What if you had scarred that golden face of yours? Are you not in your right mind? Can’t you think about the fans who will be crying and laughing, feeling full just by looking at your high-resolution photos?”


  With a face like that, Lee Cheonghyeon needed to understand the impact of his appearance.


  I was not someone who believed looks were everything, but the world didn’t work that way.


  There were so many comments saying they’d forgive Spark’s mistakes just because of Lee Cheonghyeon’s face.


  Not everyone in the world would forgive Spark’s controversies just because of Cheonghyeon’s face.


  But at least it could help retain some fans, and preserving Lee Cheonghyeon’s face was a matter of team survival.


  I had to take three deep breaths to suppress my rising anger. My head was throbbing.


  Some people were wracking their brains from morning till night just to make a smooth debut.


  The last time I felt this uncooperative vibe from those around me was when Manager Nam suddenly moved my desk right in front of the restroom.


  So I tried to remind myself that Lee Cheonghyeon was still a minor and might be feeling distressed in the eye of the storm.


  That helped to cool my anger somewhat.


  “You’re not angry because I ran away… right?”


  “Why would I be angry about you running away when I’ve already caught you?”


  To someone like me who had survived for years at the Hanpyeong Industry, this barely counted as playing hooky.


  “I’m not saying I’m not mad. It’s more like having your meal taken away.”


  “Well, at least it’s a meal, not jjolmyeon, so that’s a relief…”


  “What ticks me off is that you were running around the mountain without any safety gear. If you had just come along quietly, we could have sat at a level negotiating table.”


  Just as I was about to regret the rambling, Lee Cheonghyeon mumbled,


  “I’m sorry.”


  It was a dejected apology.


  Although I hadn’t known him closely for long, he didn’t seem like the type to act this way. He must have felt truly cornered mentally.


  Having a rational talk… We should.


  Especially after knowing what happened with Jeong Seongbin, who had been pressured by an adult, I didn’t feel good about pushing him.


  No matter how well-intentioned I might be, it was difficult for younger people in Korean society to not be conscious of age differences.


  In the end, I decided to hold back and change the mood first.


  “No. I knew you wanted to be alone, but I one-sidedly came looking for you. I am sorry. But I came because I was worried about you, so I hope you don’t feel too uncomfortable.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon smiled awkwardly at my words.


  It seemed he wasn’t genuinely trying not to feel uncomfortable, but rather pretending to be nonchalant because he didn’t want to be scolded.


  “I was just planning to stay for another 30 minutes and then leave. But I got caught, so I guess I have no choice. Too bad!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon then got up from the bench and dusted off his pants.


  “Then why not stay for the remaining 30 minutes?”


  “Huh?”


  “You can just do more self-practice later. Since it’s already late, you might as well take the break you planned.”


  I checked if there was anyone nearby who needed the seat and then sat down next to where Lee Cheonghyeon had been sitting.


  Lee Cheonghyeon glanced at me sideways and awkwardly sat back down.


  “Why are you so nervous?”


  “Well, it’s only natural to be nervous when you’re caught skipping practice.”


  “If you’re going to be that nervous, why did you skip in the first place? You’re getting extra demerits for that.”


  When I looked at Lee Cheonghyeon, he swallowed.


  I kept my gaze fixed on somewhere in the city below and asked,


  “Are you still worried, even after writing such a good song?”


  Then Lee Cheonghyeon asked back.


  “How did you know?”


  I didn’t bother answering that.


  I didn’t feel the need to explain in detail the process I went through to reach that conclusion, nor did I think it would be important to Cheonghyeon.


  Instead, I decided to address what seemed to be Cheonghyeon’s main concern.


  “I understand you’re worried about the outcome, but that’s not your problem to worry about.”


  “Huh?”


  “There are so many factors that affect the results: the difference between the streaming and album markets, group recognition, promotion, exposure on music shows… The list goes on. There’s no way all the responsibility would fall on the composer alone.”


  This was something Cheonghyeon could intellectually agree with. His feelings might be a different matter, though.


  It had been proven in numerous cases that no matter how good a concept talented members brought out, if the song wasn’t appealing, they couldn’t even make an impression.


  Moreover, Cheonghyeon was someone who never missed out on music or studies when he was younger.


  People like him, who had always done well, often felt a lot of pressure to perform.


  They were afraid of failing because they had never failed before.


  While they might be confident in showing off something they were already recognized for, they became excessively anxious when trying something new.


  Just looking at that, I could easily figure out Lee Cheonghyeon’s personality.


  “Of course, you’d be concerned. But even if the results aren’t good, no one will put the blame solely on you. I can’t stand someone taking all the blame.”


  Even as I spoke, my face scrunched up in distaste.


  But then I quickly smoothed my brow, knowing that frowning would only lead to more money spent at the aesthetic salon.


  “It’s tough. Not long ago, all I had to do was report my progress to hyung.”


  “If you’re really worried, we can hold feedback meetings as rigorously as those progress check-ins.”


  “Wow. Just imagining it makes me feel drained already…”


  Lee Cheonghyeon rubbed both his arms.


  I’ve felt this way since last time, but he seems to be very weak to negative reviews.


  Up until he went to the A&R team with his work, I thought Cheonghyeon didn’t have any aversion to that.


  But it seemed that as a creator, he couldn’t help but care about evaluations.


  No one went through life receiving only praise.


  Naturally, everyone experienced criticism or rebuke at some point and grew from it.


  However, for Cheonghyeon, this ‘criticism’ seemed to have a significant impact.


  If others knew, they might say, ‘


  Are you so afraid of maggots that you can’t make soybean paste?


  [1]


  Afraid of maggots, so can’t make soybean paste = This means avoiding a task or not pursuing a goal due to fear of potential difficulties or problems. A proverb similar to this would be ‘Don’t let fear of failure prevent you from trying.’


  ’, But everyone valued different things.


  Just as some people hated maggots so much it made them shiver, negative evaluations might be something like that for Cheonghyeon.


  It wasn’t a completely incomprehensible feeling.


  “To begin with, neither I nor the members are experts. At most, we’d just be sharing our impressions as listeners, right?”


  “That’s… true. Hmm.”


  An indescribable expression flashed across Lee Cheonghyeon’s face. But Cheonghyeon immediately hid that expression.


  Still keeping my gaze on the top of the tallest building at the foot of the mountain, I said.


  “What’s there to feel drained about? You’re always done well.”


  1.


  Afraid of maggots, so can’t make soybean paste = This means avoiding a task or not pursuing a goal due to fear of potential difficulties or problems. A proverb similar to this would be ‘Don’t let fear of failure prevent you from trying.’


  Chapter 34: Slave Chaser (4)


  Lee Cheonghyeon had the shortest training period among the five trainees.


  He wasn’t someone who had danced before, like Choi Jeho or Kang Kiyeon, nor had he learned to sing early on, like Jeong Seongbin or Park Joowoo.


  The only talent Lee Cheonghyeon had was in classical music, which was the complete opposite of pop music, and even then, it was solely piano performance.


  “You ranked third in both the last evaluation and this one, right?”


  However, Lee Cheonghyeon consistently placed in the middle, sometimes even in the upper middle, during evaluations.


  “I’m in no position to talk since I’m at the bottom rank, but I think it’s impressive that you achieve good results among those practice maniacs. It’s not something that can be done with talent and effort alone.”


  “It could be just luck.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon immediately countered.


  “That might be the case. But the important thing is that you ‘always’ deliver results. In sports, they call that an ace, and in an organization, they call it a pillar.”


  It was understandable that Jeong Seongbin and Lee Cheonghyeon were going through turbulent times and experiencing emotional instability.


  However, the words they needed were very different.


  If Jeong Seongbin needed comfort, then Lee Cheonghyeon…


  “Hey. Remember when you asked me why I told Kang Kiyeon to go to bed but told you to write a song?”


  “Yeah.”


  “It’s because I have expectations for you.”


  It seemed better to give him a sense of assurance.


  “I believe that you can do it if you try.”


  Perhaps because we were in the mountains, the wind felt as ticklish as the encouragement.


  “Well, if you don’t like hearing criticism, should we hold a ‘Praise Listening Party’? We’ll just praise each other. It’ll be motivating.”


  “No, that would be extremely burdensome!”


  “When you go out into society, no one will compliment you. Cherish the opportunity.”


  “Hyung, why do you always talk like someone who’s tasted all the bitterness of society?”


  “I wanted to live tasting only sweetness too, but life isn’t that easy.”


  To be honest, I wanted to tell him that if he didn’t want it, we could postpone using his original song as the title track.


  After all, he himself had said he wasn’t mentally prepared yet.


  Even I would want to bury my face in a washbasin if the PPT I made early in my career ended up being my lifelong portfolio.


  Lee Cheonghyeon must have easily anticipated such a situation.


  Because of various circumstances, and above all, my stubbornness, things had turned out this way, and I genuinely regretted it.


  So I considered apologizing.


  But I decided against it, thinking that an apology here would only sound like, ‘I’m sorry for pushing your song as the title track when it might not be up to par yet!’.


  Instead, I’ll praise him generously.


  I had even praised an intern who couldn’t find a downloaded file, saying, ‘I can see your hardworking attitude’.


  Drawing on that experience, I figured I could manage up to 30 compliments a day.


  While I was seriously pondering this, Lee Cheonghyeon, who had been sitting calmly, suddenly stood up.


  His face had turned pale.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Hyu… Hyung. I think I left my bag down there earlier.”


  “Bag? This one?”


  Only then did I remember the bag I had picked up just before I ran after Lee Cheonghyeon.


  I had hurriedly put it down next to the bench after catching up with Lee Cheonghyeon, but it seemed Lee Cheonghyeon couldn’t see it from his side.


  “Gasp. When did you grab that?”


  “I brought it when I chased after you as you were running away.”


  “Then you ran up the mountain with that bag?!”


  “It’s just a hiking trail.”


  You should try going around all the mountains in Seoul every weekend. This much is nothing.


  I dusted off the dirt and gently placed the bag in Lee Cheonghyeon’s arms.


  Then I put both hands on his shoulders.


  “Cheonghyeon.”


  “Yes?”


  “I took a one-hour bus ride to find you and even brought this bag. Considering my effort, would you allow me one chance to make a boomer remark?”


  “What… is it?”


  “It’s nothing much. I just want to see all of us six members debut safely and impressively.”


  I tried to hold back the strength in my hand on Lee Cheonghyeon’s shoulder and forced a bright smile.


  Conversely, Cheonghyeon’s expression, looking up at me, grew increasingly reluctant.


  “So… whether you’re worrying or struggling, try to resolve the issues ‘at the dorm.’ Got it?”


  Cheonghyeon nodded passionately, seemingly understanding my message about not making people run around for him


  If he ran away again after this, it wouldn’t end well for him.


  After spending the remaining 30 minutes with Lee Cheonghyeon, I returned to the practice room, retracing the long road back.


  I thought I’d be reprimanded for rushing out blindly, determined to bring back the diligent composer, but surprisingly, there wasn’t much said.


  Apparently, Jeong Seongbin had made a tearful plea. As expected, the diligent ones tended to earn the company’s trust.


  If I had begged for leniency, I’d probably already have been signing a termination contract.


  Oh, there was an unexpected surprise as well.


  The dance break choreography that Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon had worked on together for the first time was finally complete.


  “We haven’t shown it to the teachers yet… but it’s roughly like this.”


  Along with their nonchalant words, they showed amazing dance performance.


  Faced with their god-like movements that seemed to say ‘Just give up already’, I could do nothing but applaud.


  Unaware of my feelings, Lee Cheonghyeon kept exclaiming how incredible it was.


  He seemed genuinely happy that they had choreographed a dance for his song.


  I received a notification that the debut song selection task had been completed.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Task’ completed.


    ▷ Reward: Exp (10)


    ▷ Total exp: 80


    ▷ Total point: 0

  


  It seemed Lee Cheonghyeon had finally prepared himself to accept the reality of debuting with his own song.


  Through the system, I could see Lee Cheonghyeon, who had regained his cheerful smile, bouncing around next to Kang Kiyeon.


  “This is amazing! But can’t you make it even cooler?”


  “If you can do two front flips at the front, it’ll be perfect.”


  “Should I? I can manage to do one flip. I am going to start a special training from today.”


  Surely he wasn’t going to ask all six of us to do that flip together.


  My knee joints, which had been sore until recently, were starting to ache again.


  

  Depending on the company’s situation or promotional policy, idol trainees often got exposed to the media even before their debut.


  They might appear in advertisements or as backup dancers for senior artists, making their faces known early on.


  For example, in Lee Cheonghyeon’s case, he appeared in a music video for a senior artist from the same agency before his debut.


  “…So, it looks like Cheonghyeon will be playing the male lead in Jang Junhoo’s music video this time.”


  That was Jang Junhoo’s music video. I hadn’t even thought about it.


  Since the guide track was recorded not long ago, I guess it’s time for the music video shoot.


  Who cared about that as*hole’s music video? It didn’t matter at all.


  If we needed to build up recognition by appearing in a music video, I’d rather work night shifts at a convenience store and use that money to put up the kids’ photos at Gangnam Station.


  I wanted to cause a scene, saying, ‘I don’t think it’s right to drag the kids into the work of a workplace bully like that.’


  However, this issue seemed to require prior agreement with colleagues and some careful maneuvering, so I decided to hold back for now.


  Instead, we held an emergency meeting as soon as the manager left the practice room.


  Except for Lee Cheonghyeon, the subject of the issue, who was forcing a smile, the expressions of us five were… really not good.


  Even Jeong Seongbin, who usually believed in ‘a good thing is still a good thing’ philosophy, had a pale expression, so that alone said it all. It was only natural.


  In a situation where everyone was hesitant to speak up, I was the first to break the ice.


  “First of all, I think the risk that Lee Cheonghyeon has to take is too great compared to the benefits of getting 60,000 views on MiTube.”


  “Why specifically 60,000 views?”


  “I remember that’s roughly the average number of views for Jang Junhoo’s music videos.”


  A trainee who hadn’t even debuted should be grateful for even 600 views, let alone 60,000.


  But it wasn’t worth crushing the mental state of a pre-debut kid just for that.


  I guess I really should work a night shift and put up an ad in Gangnam Station…


  As I was seriously thinking about how many convenience stores were in this area, Jeong Seongbin cautiously raised his hand.


  “Um, maybe I should go instead since I’m more familiar with the senior…”


  “Okay. Anyone else want to give their opinion?”


  I cut it out because it was an opinion that didn’t need to be heard any further. That was as rubbish as Manager Nam’s nonsense.


  I acknowledged his admirable attitude of trying to protect a member.


  But sending Jeong Seongbin, who had suffered the most damage, was out of the question.


  Then there’s only one conclusion.


  I looked at Choi Jeho, who was sitting slouched over and listening to the conversation in silence, and said.


  “Choi Jeho, you should go.”


  “Me?”


  Who else, me?


  “We can’t send the kids. But it’s not like we have the right to say no to them.”


  “I’ll bring a recorder and make sure to keep everything documented! I haven’t had much interaction with that guy like Seongbin-hyung, so you don’t need to worry too much…”


  “No. In a normal situation, you shouldn’t even have to worry about whether to go or not.”


  And the reality was harsh.


  No matter how much you tried to prepare with a voice recorder, once the shooting started, it was obvious that everyone from the stylist to the filming director would be watching everything from clothes fit to behavior.


  In that situation, it wouldn’t be strange if unexpected accidents occurred.


  In the worst-case scenario, if the recorder got discovered, we’d get criticized, ‘The guy hasn’t even debuted yet and he’s already bringing weird stuff to work with a senior artist’.


  How can I send the kids to a site where anything could go wrong?


  Excluding the kids, the only choice left was Choi Jeho, who was at least twenty years old and wouldn’t be easily pushed around.


  However, Choi Jeho spoke with a reluctant look.


  “Why don’t you go instead?”


  “I can’t just volunteer to be in a music video with my face.”


  “Well… if you just look at the face, you two hyungs have a similar vibe.”


  Park Joowoo, who had been sitting quietly, said something that I didn’t agree with at all. So I didn’t pay much attention to it.


  “How will you persuade the company? They might not agree if another trainee goes without a solid excuse.”


  Kang Kiyeon was the only one who made a rational point.


  However, I had already thought of a countermeasure for this issue.


  “Don’t worry about that. I’ll go and talk to them.”


  “You, hyung?”


  “Yeah. I think I have a rough idea why they picked Lee Cheonghyeon.”


  Chapter 35: Internship Practice (1)


  It wasn’t just a rough idea, I knew ‘exactly’ why Lee Cheonghyeon was chosen to appear in the music video.


  It was because Cheonghyeon himself mentioned it in passing during a variety show he appeared on early in his debut.


  ‘I heard Mr. Cheonghyeon debuted first through a music video?”


  Yes! I appeared in Jang Junhoo sunbaenim’s music video 『Time Passed』 who is from the same agency!


  And the reason you were chosen among the trainees was… because you’re handsome?


  From what I later heard from a staff member, yes, that was apparently the case!


  They literally chose him based on his good looks alone.


  However, casting Lee Cheonghyeon in a music video wasn’t a particularly wise choice.


  Lee Cheonghyeon was good at almost everything, but he had less experience performing in front of other people compared to the other trainees.


  Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon had participated in every competition since they were young.


  Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo had gone through practical tests in music classes and auditions.


  In contrast, the only experience Lee Cheonghyeon had standing in front of a crowd was a piano competition he participated in when he was a child.


  As a result, Lee Cheonghyeon’s facial expressions and expressiveness were the weakest among the five at that time.


  The future Cheonghyeon quickly overcame this gap as he gained stage experience, but that wasn’t the case now.


  If the plan is to promote them as a talented group that can do anything, even setting aside the issue with Jang Junhoo, it would make more sense for Choi Jeho to be in the video.


  The music video’s protagonist was supposed to be a sorrowful man reminiscing about his long-lost first love.


  A 17-year-old boy in a coat, walking down a street covered with fallen leaves on a lonely autumn day, lost in nostalgic memories? It couldn’t have been more out of place.


  He doesn’t have the image that would make people say he’s perfect for the role.


  The current Cheonghyeon was at an age more suited to being called a pretty boy rather than a handsome young man.


  Choi Jeho, who was known for his ‘indifferent’ image, was the perfect person for this kind of thing.


  “Even if Jeho-hyung is going… I don’t think he should go alone.”


  Jeong Seongbin said, hesitantly but clearly expressing his opinion. It was typical of his straightforward nature.


  “You don’t have to worry about that.”


  I knew what Jeong Seongbin was worried about.


  Even though the younger ones were minors, Jeho and Seongbin’s ages weren’t that far off.


  If an adult man decided to harass him, even Choi Jeho might not be able to handle it.


  But what concerned me more was…


  The controversy over his personality.


  After all, the person we’d be sending was ‘that’ Choi Jeho.


  No one could predict what Choi Jeho might say on that day to provoke others’ anger.


  I smiled at Seongbin reassuringly and said.


  “I’ll go with him.”


  

  “I didn’t think you’d actually follow me.”


  Choi Jeho, who had just finished his makeup, said as he showed off a hairstyle that highlighted his neatly styled forehead.


  Though he couldn’t completely hide his youthful vibe, he definitely looked more mature compared to Lee Cheonghyeon.


  Today, the day of the music video shoot, I had been sticking to Jeho like a leech from the moment he left the dorm until now when we arrived at the salon.


  “This is all because I’m worried about you, Mr. Choi Jeho.”


  “


  At least wet your lips before you lie


  [1]


  At least wet your lips before you lie = If you’re going to lie, at least do a better job at it.


  .”


  “I am saying this just in case, don’t actually wet your lips. It’ll make them more chapped.”


  “You’re so annoying, don’t go around saying things…”


  “Didn’t I clearly tell you to watch your words when we’re outside?”


  It wasn’t easy to maintain a smile and act friendly enough to make it look like we were getting along.


  After checking people’s positions through the large mirror, I spoke in a low voice that only Choi Jeho could hear.


  “You remember the Ten Commandments for when the camera is rolling, right?”


  Just in case, last evening, I had sat down Choi Jeho and all the other members to remind them of the precautions to take when the camera was rolling.


  The content was all basic stuff.


  Keep your mouth shut.


  Smile when the camera is rolling unless instructed otherwise.


  Greet people properly when you’re out working.


  Listen attentively when someone is speaking.


  Answer and react loudly.


  Sit with your legs together and posture straight….


  …And so on.


  Even after making them write it down ten times, some of them couldn’t memorize it, so I muttered it by their bedsides all night, asking them to think of it as ASMR.


  By about 3 am, they said they had memorized it all and could recite it fluently. Indeed, repetition was best for memorization.


  Choi Jeho answered my question with a look of exasperation.


  “Ugh. My ears are about to bleed.”


  “Don’t worry. I checked, and they’re fine.”


  I said, massaging Choi Jeho’s shoulders, which had been styled to perfection.


  Well, it was only ten things, so he should at least memorize that much.


  I had even given a tear-jerking presentation to the planning team to get the lead actor changed.


  Since that day, the way people looked at me within the company had become 100% strangely negative, but I didn’t care.


  Compared to the days when I was openly mistreated by Manager Nam, this was heaven.


  As we waited outside the salon after finishing our preparations, our manager came up after pulling the car out of the parking lot.


  I sent Jeho, today’s great actor, to the back seat and sat in the passenger seat, then asked,


  “Manager, will Jang Junhoo sunbaenim be coming to the shoot today?”


  “Because Iwol asked, I checked with Junhoo’s manager. He said he’s going to shoot separately. So he won’t be there today.”


  “Really?”


  “Why? Are you a fan of Junhoo?”


  “I was just wondering if there’s anything we should be careful about since he’s a senior. Since I’m not filming, just tagging along…”


  “Oh, come on. Mr. Junhoo isn’t that difficult of a person! He’s not good at expressing himself, but he really cares for his juniors.”


  What do you mean he’s not? That b*tch did something unforgivable to our kid, you know?


  I had no intention of agreeing that his rude and aggressive behavior could be passed off as ‘not expressing himself well’.


  Anyway, this means he’s not coming, right?


  If he was not coming, that was good news. That meant I wouldn’t have to confront him on Jeho’s behalf.


  “More importantly, Jeho, you really look great all dressed up.”


  “Th… Thank you.”


  What? Did he just hesitate before thanking him? This kid clearly didn’t get enough ASMR last night.


  When I looked at Jeho through the rearview mirror, he seemed to realize he had hesitated with his thanks and avoided my gaze furtively.


  I’ll let it slide just this once since we’re heading to work.


  Still, I was satisfied that he received praise for his good looks. The reaction at the salon was good too.


  When the music video plays, Choi Jeho will be the only one people see.


  It wasn’t a bad development.


  

  The first film set I ever visited was bustling with activity.


  As soon as I arrived on set with Choi Jeho, I greeted everyone with a deep 90-degree bow.


  I greeted the filming director, who had allowed even me to scurry around the set, with a bow so deep I nearly planted my forehead on the ground.


  The main objective was to act as a buffer between Choi Jeho and Jang Junhoo if he showed up… but since he didn’t come, there’s no need for that.


  I took a look around the busy set, where preparations were in full swing.


  The shooting equipment I had only seen in behind-the-scenes footage of music shows was now right in front of me.


  In the past, I would have been interested in the employment conditions of the video industry, but not now.


  When I saw Choi Jeho walking to the bench where the camera was pointed, Kang Kiyeon came to mind first.


  That guy would tremble like a leaf even when you put just one small cam in front of him.


  Considering we’ll be shooting our debut music video, we need to come up with a plan.


  He already struggled to keep his gaze steady in the first Spark music video.


  Considering the not-too-distant future, Kang Kiyeon needed to get used to the camera as soon as possible.


  I had plenty of experience learning by watching over others’ shoulders at Hanpyeong Industry.


  Drawing on those memories, I made an effort to take in the camera placements and angles while standing next to our manager.


  At the very least, I needed to get a feel for the atmosphere so I could help with mock tests or whatever else might be needed.


  Fortunately, I didn’t need to worry about Choi Jeho’s acting.


  That guy was good at facial expressions. Perhaps because he had danced for so long, his expressiveness was outstanding.


  At this point, there was probably no one else on our team who could portray ‘a lonely man showing a hint of melancholy after a breakup’ as well as Choi Jeho.


  That’s part of the reason I chose Choi Jeho. It would be troublesome for me if he can’t do it well.


  I had no intention of hearing UA’s team say something like, ‘This instructor is disappointed in Assistant Manager Kim’s decision’ about the results.


  Suddenly, I was reminded of the freeloaders who had coasted through countless group projects with me.


  So, this was how comfortable and relaxed they must have felt.


  I won’t forgive you, but I can at least relate to how you feel now.


  

  The filming took place at multiple locations. This was because Choi Jeho was scheduled to shoot all the drama cuts.


  It seemed the singer would only be filmed singing in the studio or on set. If the two shoots didn’t overlap, that’d be better for us.


  Of course, I didn’t just stand around watching the filming.


  As the shooting locations changed several times, I noticed there was a lot of luggage to move, so I started helping carry various bags.


  People were worried about the weight of the equipment, so I proudly demonstrated my skills, honed by carrying Manager Nam’s share of water battles while hiking up every one of the top 100 mountains.


  Thanks to that, I even received compliments for how efficiently I managed to carry the equipment without getting in anyone’s way or blocking the cameras.


  “What’s with all the stuff you’re carrying?”


  As I was moving the youngest writer’s bag to the car with a sense of satisfaction, someone asked me from behind.


  It was Choi Jeho.


  1.


  At least wet your lips before you lie = If you’re going to lie, at least do a better job at it.


  Chapter 36: Internship Practice (2)


  I slightly lifted the bag I was holding to show Choi Jeho and said:


  “They allowed me to check out the filming set, so I thought I’d express my gratitude while I’m at it. Is the shoot done?”


  “Yeah. We’re on standby now, but they said we’ll shoot some sunset shots when the sun goes down.”


  I heard it took two nights to shoot one music video. It really did take up an entire day.


  “Okay. Then I’ll go move these bags.”


  “Who told you to move those?”


  “I volunteered. If I don’t work while others are working, I feel like my heart will sprout thorns.”


  I was about to send Choi Jeho, who must be tired from acting, to the manager and continue moving the luggage, but Choi Jeho followed me.


  “Do you really need to go that far?”


  Choi Jeho asked. He must be afraid that someone might hear his question.


  “You might want to be careful with how you phrase that; it could be misunderstood. Besides, I’m helping out because I’ve learned something valuable here. Even if I can’t help much, I can still contribute.”


  “You’ve learned something?”


  “The atmosphere on set, or things like that. You should observe carefully too. That way, when we shoot our music video, you can run simulations with Kiyeon.”


  “…”


  “How often do you get to see experienced professionals working right next to you? You can’t buy experience even with money.”


  I was basically trying to get some tips at someone else’s workplace, so carrying luggage was no big deal.


  In a world where it was hard to get proper handover even at my own workplace, this special treatment was a luxury.


  I’d even run to the convenience store right now and buy drinks for everyone if someone asked me to.


  After hearing what I said, Choi Jeho walked quietly behind me, seemingly thinking about something.


  Then he suddenly turned back, went to the staff members gathered a few steps away, explained something enthusiastically, and came back with a piece of luggage.


  “What are you doing?”


  “When I asked if there was anything else to carry, they gave me this.”


  “Oh. Are you sacrificing your precious break time?”


  “I don’t want to cause a controversy about my personality by resting alone while the members are working.”


  This guy had a talent for twisting words around. Still, I decided to let it slide since he was actually thinking for once.


  Maybe the sight of two young rookies trying to help out was endearing, because by the end of the shoot, we were even allowed to take a few pictures of the set with the manager’s phone, under the promise that we wouldn’t share them publicly.


  I couldn’t help but hum a little at this unexpected gain. I’d organize everything as references and use them to have mock training with Kiyeon.


  “Iwol, I heard you were interested in planning, but I didn’t know you were interested in directing too.”


  The manager said to me as I was eagerly looking through the photos in the car on the way back.


  “I thought there might be some tips to share with the kids. I’m glad I came along. Thank you for bringing me.”


  “It’s good to make an impression early. And it seems you should share the tips with the kids as soon as we get to the dorm tonight.”


  “Huh?”


  “They’ve been messaging me all afternoon. They must be really curious about how your shoot went.”


  The manager then smiled, saying that the kids were getting along well.


  I think they’re more worried than curious.


  The fact that they had been in contact with the manager all afternoon meant they had taken the laptop with the PC chat program to the practice room.


  I should have at least messaged them that Jang Junhoo wasn’t coming. I felt a bit sorry for making them worry pointlessly when they should be focusing on practice.


  With this unexpectedly heartwarming news, I resolved to share the details of the shoot with my teammates as vividly as possible when we got back to the practice room.


  Up until this point, I had no idea.


  That I, who had been forcibly cramming the process of shooting music videos into my head, would end up planning our own content.


  

  It all started with a single task.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘New task’ has been assigned.


    ▷ Content: Set dorm rules


    ▷ Reward: Exp (5)

  


  How annoying. We had been living fine for months without rules.


  Even I, who found Spark awkward to be around, hadn’t found dorm life with them particularly uncomfortable.


  Despite being at an age of peak puberty, no one in the dorm raised their voice.


  At most, some guys occasionally didn’t fold their laundry on time.


  Even that wasn’t a problem since I folded them when doing my own laundry.


  Like now, for instance—I was folding the thirteenth communal towel that’d been sitting on the drying rack for three days.


  But I can’t ignore the experience points they’re offering.


  I accepted everything offered to me, as long as it was not work.


  Maybe because I’d lived my whole life with this principle, it was hard to ignore the clear instructions from the system.


  So, just as I was wondering how to bring it up…


  “Hyung, what do you think about having a group discussion about our dorm life together?”


  As if by fate, Jeong Seongbin brought up the topic. This guy really had the makings of a great leader.


  I was so excited about the experience points falling into my lap that I almost immediately agreed… but then,


  ≫ What were those clueless UA guys doing, not filming videos of those faces?


  While others promote their trainees through survival shows and self-cam content before debut, we’re the only ones with a surprise debut. They keep it a secret so thoroughly that no one knows about them.


  └ Did they think everything becomes wild ginseng if you keep it hidden


  I automatically remembered the community’s reactions.


  It seemed that due to my overzealous vicarious proxy fangirling, information related to Spark was engraved in my bone marrow.


  “I think it’s a great idea. But could you give me two weeks?”


  “Two weeks? It’s not urgent, so that should be fine…”


  Self-cam content was definitely needed to establish each member’s image.


  Moreover, the more content, the better.


  For a newly debuted group, fans had extremely limited content to enjoy, so it was better to prepare as much as possible.


  But that didn’t mean I could do everything from filming to editing by myself.


  I could if I tried, but if I did it alone, the sustainability would drastically decrease.


  In the end, I needed the company’s help.


  Given that all the planning resources were tied up with album preparation, it was unlikely that someone would suddenly shout, ‘Ah! Let’s film some self-cam content for our kids too!’.


  So, that left me with only one option—pleading. And I was quite good at begging desperately.


  I immediately thought of the three planning documents the system had provided.


  If I tweak the structure a bit, I can use these as content plans.


  I turned on the shared laptop, determined to stay up all night.


  I was overflowing with inspiration, making me feel like I’d returned to my days as an assistant manager at Hanpyeong Industry, when my mind went slightly dizzy from frequent overtime work.


  

  “This is a proposal for self-produced content?”


  “Yes. Even if it doesn’t get approved, your feedback on any shortcomings would be greatly appreciated.”


  I handed over the proposal I had written overnight to the planning team manager I was introduced to at a recent presentation, bowing at a 90-degree angle.


  It would be nice if they introduced an electronic approval system instead of exchanging paper reports like this.


  I wonder why both Hanpyeong Industry and UA were so obsessed with analog methods. I was curious, but I didn’t really want to know.


  “I heard you were enthusiastic, but you’ve really outdone yourself. But it might not work out. The company doesn’t have the manpower right now…”


  “If there’s a chance, please review it! I’ll come up with alternative solutions if needed!”


  “Alright. You’ve worked hard.”


  I already had a backup plan in mind.


  If the company really couldn’t help at all, I was prepared to endure the hell of self-filming.


  We could buy a tripod and set it up. Of course, if anyone moved even slightly from their fixed position, they wouldn’t appear on screen that day.


  The important thing was to keep the footage, even if we couldn’t upload it right away.


  Whether it was for making a documentary later or creating content about our early debut days, we needed material to work with.


  If records were needed, it was best to have as many as possible, preferably in video format.


  So I emphasized this point heavily in the proposal.


  I wrote about it as if discussing the importance of the


  Annals of the Joseon Dynasty


  [1]


  The Annals of the Joseon Dynasty is a compilation of national records spanning the entirety of the Joseon Dynasty.


  , though I wasn’t sure how it would be received.


  From the company’s perspective, it’s an unexpected increase in work, so it won’t be easy.


  Even the most docile employee could get upset when unexpected work came up. I just prayed that UA would give the planning team generous bonuses.


  While I was hoping my wishes would reach heaven, Lee Cheonghyeon said.


  “Hyung, you really look like a human zombie.”


  “It might be better to be a zombie.”


  “Why? Do you like the apocalypse setting, hyung?”


  “No. If I were a zombie, I wouldn’t need to sleep.”


  “Wow. Are you serious?”


  I am serious. If I could split myself into two, that wouldn’t be bad either.


  “But hyung, your dark circles are really bad. You might get pigmentation at this rate.”


  “It would be troublesome for an idol to have pigmentation.”


  “Exactly.”


  “…What are you two doing?”


  As Cheonghyeon and I were seriously contemplating skin care, Choi Jeho asked from afar with a dubious expression.


  This wouldn’t do. After the dormitory rules content, we should film some skincare content next.


  

  A week later.


  After a week of bowing my head and pleading with the planning team for support with the filming, the video team finally agreed to help.


  As expected of UA. They might not be ahead of the curve, but their support was reliable.


  UA even went as far as to ask if we needed anything else.


  The planning team asked if we needed any props or cue cards.


  A small whiteboard should be enough. Since we’re not used to speaking on camera, it might be better to film in a natural atmosphere for now.


  And so, using our afternoon practice time, we gathered in the dorm living room with just one board.


  I never thought there’d be a day in my life when leaving work early would feel unsettling.


  But it couldn’t be helped. I had to make sure the video team staff left on time.


  This is the first time I’m being filmed with such a professional camera.


  Watching the cameras being set up in the corner of the dorm felt strange.


  There was a time when a filming team came to Hanpyeong Industry for the company website renewal.


  But even then, I stayed behind the scenes, communicating with the team, never stepping in front of the camera.


  Jeong Seongbin, who ended up taking the lead due to his role as the leader, seemed a bit nervous as well.


  “Don’t be too nervous. It’s not a live broadcast.”


  “Yes…!”


  “But anyone who doesn’t speak more than ten times during filming will have to have a chat with me afterward.”


  “What? Is that a mission?”


  “Well, is an idol going to stay silent in front of the camera? I’d rather get mud in my eyes than just watch you sitting there clapping like a robot.”


  I seriously refused to see Spark in their applause bot era again.


  For the sake of the fans who gather even the smallest anecdotes to write promotional posts, do your best.


  Perhaps my sincerity got through to them, as the guys nodded with determined faces.


  1.


  The Annals of the Joseon Dynasty is a compilation of national records spanning the entirety of the Joseon Dynasty.


  Chapter 37: Setting House Rules


  “Alright, let’s start the first group meeting now!”


  “Yay!”


  Everyone applauded enthusiastically at Jeong Seongbin’s opening remark.


  True to their Korean nature, all six members were sitting on the floor, ignoring the sofa. It felt familiar and nice.


  “Today’s agenda is ‘Setting House Rules’. We haven’t had any issues so far, but I thought we could take this time to have a discussion and ensure we all live together even better moving forward.”


  The meeting was progressing smoothly, which was nice.


  As it turned out, Jeong Seongbin had prepared a script and practiced after receiving the content briefing.


  He seemed to have gained experience from being a class president or student council president. This was why you hired people with experience.


  But… Should I say something first?


  It was easier for others to speak up once someone broke the ice.


  I hadn’t felt any particular inconveniences living with these guys, but I had thought of a few ideas for the sake of the video content.


  Simple and healthy suggestions like drinking a glass of water every morning.


  While I was racking my brain trying to come up with topics that wouldn’t overlap with what the members had prepared, Jeong Seongbin spoke first.


  “I’d like everyone in the dorm to help out when a member is doing house chores. Unless there’s an unavoidable reason like exam period.”


  It was a harmonious and good idea.


  Choi Jeho asked.


  “Don’t we all clean properly?”


  “The other day, I saw Iwol-hyung folding towels alone. Hyung prepares our breakfast too, but it doesn’t seem right that he’s doing everything alone, especially doing the things we don’t even pay attention to.”


  Hmm?


  Was this meeting held because of me?


  I remembered Seongbin came to help me fold towels that day


  And when it came to breakfast, all I did was just toast some bread.


  Suddenly becoming the subject of discussion, I felt fine, but Seongbin looked very serious.


  The others also appeared to be taking this situation seriously for some reason. I wasn’t sure why.


  Still, I didn’t like how the conversation was starting to sound like it was blaming the other members.


  I wanted to show a lively and cheerful discussion among these guys, not hold some sort of disciplinary hearing.


  If we don’t manage this atmosphere, we’ll have to edit it out.


  I quickly interjected into the heavy atmosphere that seemed to be heading towards an apology session.


  “Who’s going to take notes on what Seongbin just said? We need a secretary.”


  “…I’ll do it.”


  Park Joowoo said, grabbing a marker. It was great to see him trying to do something.


  “Then can I speak now?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon raised his hand as if he had been waiting.


  “Sure, go ahead.”


  “I’d like us to have more conversations with each other!”


  “Conversations?”


  “There’s a part of bonding that comes from talking! Honestly, don’t we say ‘Good morning’ or ‘Let’s practice’ way too much?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon had a point.


  If we ranked who talked the most in this dorm, Cheonghyeon would be first, I’d be second, Seongbin third, and the rest tied for fourth.


  “We should bond through conversations. Of course, things are great now too, but the younger members would like the dorm to be twice as lively!”


  “Why are you dragging me into this?”


  “Do you prefer a bright and cheerful dorm or a dull and harsh one? Huh? Come on, tell me.”


  As Cheonghyeon pestered Kang Kiyeon, a playful quarrel broke out. As expected, he was a guy who knew broadcasting.


  Riding this wave, I also expressed my agreement.


  “I agree that it would be good to talk more.”


  Then Seongbin added.


  “Do we need to specify what kind of conversation it is?”


  “Let’s just say ‘have more conversations’ for now! If it doesn’t work out, we can improve it then!”


  “…Alright. I’ll write it down like that.”


  With Park Joowoo finishing the record, the ‘Let’s talk together more’ agenda was nicely wrapped up.


  After that, Kang Kiyeon and Choi Jeho took turns sharing their opinions.


  Kiyeon suggested, ‘Let’s keep the shoes organized in the shoe cabinet’, while Jeho proposed, ‘Make sure the night light is turned on in the living room at night’.


  Kang Kiyeon’s reason for suggesting this was that he felt bad about stepping on other people’s shoes when he came home late at night.


  Choi Jeho’s reason was…


  “When I come out for water at night, I can’t see anything and keep bumping into the dining table.”


  “Right. Your eyesight isn’t good. Does it get that bad in the dark?”


  “Yeah. That’s why I put a light there on purpose, but someone keeps turning it off.”


  “It was yours, hyung?!”


  Judging by the guilty expression, the culprit seemed to be Cheonghyeon.


  Anyway, everyone agreed to leave the mushroom-shaped night light on even if the living room lights were turned off.


  Seongbin: Do house chores together


  Cheonghyeon: Talk more


  Kiyeon: Keep the shoes organized


  Jeho-hyung: Don’t turn off the night light at night


  After writing these down, Park Joowoo looked at me and asked.


  “What about you, hyung?”


  “Me?”


  When it was my turn, I was about to bring up ‘Drinking water in the morning’ that I had casually thought of last night.


  But the atmosphere felt a bit strange.


  Why… does it feel like everyone is expecting something big?


  Assistant Manager Kim, I’m asking you just this once.


  Team Leader… how can I set the team KPI as I please? I’m just an assistant manager.


  Who cares who sets it? Just make it look good, that’s all.


  If the department head finds out, we’ll be in big trouble, Team Leader.


  It’s fine. The department head said to leave it to you, Assistant Manager Kim.


  What?


  So please, do this favor. Hm? You know I don’t ask for favors like this often.


  That was a lie. The Team Leader asked for favors about a million and twenty-one times while I worked at Hanpyeong Industry.


  It seems others were convinced that I would come up with something amazing.


  Including the five members looking at me right now.


  If I mentioned something like drinking water here, I felt I might receive cold stares for not reading the room.


  So what should I do?


  Write a report every time someone says something careless? Set up a dispute resolution committee when a fight occurs?


  I was confused. The only group living situation I had experienced, including meals and lodging, was in the military.


  I thought about everything for a moment, and then blurted out the last thing that came to mind.


  “Let’s not ruin the practice atmosphere…or something like that.”


  “Oh… If we skip or mess up practice, someone’s life might be over.”


  Whatever. As long as everyone practiced hard, it should be fine.


  Barely making it through my turn, only Park Joowoo was left.


  “What about you, Joowoo?”


  “Everything’s fine, but… I’d like the dishes to be done on time. …Preferably right after they’re used.”


  It was quite a thoughtful opinion.


  It hadn’t been much of an issue since not many people eat in the dorm, but…


  “That’s true. Now that summer’s coming, flies will start showing up.”


  At my words, all five of them turned pale simultaneously.


  Fortunately, it seemed none of them had a hobby of raising insects.


  And that was how our dorm’s first 6 commandments were established.


  With a small amount of experience gained. It was a historic moment.


  

  After filming raw footage that was more like a vlog than self-produced content.


  A few days later, I received a call from the planning team.


  “The Production Department?”


  “Yeah. The CEO said you’ll be coming here often now, so he asked us to teach you well.”


  The planning team staff member said they were asked to introduce me to the Production Department.


  Apparently, there had been some talk about me behind the scenes that I wasn’t aware of.


  Well, it wouldn’t hurt to know the organizational structure. Especially if I needed to collaborate with various teams while producing.


  I was having trouble because there was no organizational chart on the company website, so this worked out well.


  Pleased with this timely opportunity, I had a face-to-face meeting with the teams belonging to the Production Department.


  During that process, I picked up on some small, albeit not particularly exciting, bits of information here and there.


  Is it you? The guy who carried boxes at Jang Junhoo’s music video shoot?


  I believe that was me.


  The PD seemed really impressed by that. He kept mentioning how you were working hard despite the heat. Maybe because he’s been in the industry for a long time, he really notices things like attitude.


  Jeho helped too. And we really didn’t do much at all…!


  Things like that.


  I also heard things like, ‘So you’re the one who wanted to shoot your own content?’ or ‘We were just about to review the proposal you submitted!’.


  The meaning behind these words could be summed up in two sentences.


  So it’s you?


  The one who’s given us more work.


  It was a painful realization. I, who hated Manager Nam for dumping work on others, had now become someone creating work for others.


  I smiled as innocently as possible while bowing so low my head nearly touched the ground.


  After finishing the tour of the Production Department, as we were heading back, the staff member said.


  “Your parents must have raised you really well, Iwol.”


  “Really?”


  “Yeah. I’ve never seen someone your age be this polite.”


  Should I take this as a compliment about my upbringing?


  Of course, that expression wasn’t quite accurate.


  I had never received any proper education at home.


  If I had been caught doing something wrong, they would have kicked me out of the house rather than disciplined me.


  Fortunately, I was able to grow up without any delinquent behavior thanks to a few well-placed hits in the back from my sister.


  But I vividly remembered struggling to learn manners at school that I hadn’t learned in my early years.


  Learning communication skills while working in the HR department also helped.


  So, when considering each factors, my parents had nothing to do with shaping my character—neither for better nor for worse.


  Still, I had no choice but to reply ‘Thank you’. I knew how harsh society could be to those who had no family to rely on.


  

  After returning from the tour of the Production Department, I found all the members gathered in the middle of the practice room.


  It was an unusual sight, so I couldn’t help but ask about it.


  “What are you all doing here instead of practicing?”


  I wondered if they had already broken the rule we’d set about not ruining the practice atmosphere.


  Just as I was considering whether I should seriously drag them one by one into the vocal practice room, Lee Cheonghyeon looked up and waved his hand.


  “Hyung! Your timing is perfect. Let’s watch Parthe sunbaenim’s teaser together!”


  “Teaser?”


  “Yes, yes. It just dropped!”


  As Cheonghyeon pulled me over, Park Joowoo and Kang Kiyeon moved aside slightly to make room for me.


  On the phone Jeong Seongbin was holding, Parthe’s teaser, which had apparently been uploaded an hour ago, was on pause.


  “You said it just dropped, but it was uploaded an hour ago?”


  “We were practicing, so we only checked it during our break…”


  What a relief. It seemed I wouldn’t need to have one-on-one talks in the vocal practice room after all.


  “Then I’ll play it.”


  When Jeong Seongbin played the video, a majestic and eerie sound filled the practice room.


  Chapter 38: Competitor Analysis


  Parthe’s teaser began with a sophisticated group logo.


  Soon after, pretty boys with intense makeup showed their faces one by one.


  Their all-black outfits and the smoke on the floor were impressive.


  The teaser ended with them standing in formation under a bright red moon CGI.


  Aside from the slightly awkward expressions of the rookies, it was a good performance.


  “…It’s decent.”


  Choi Jeho said. It was a concise review typical of him.


  “What kind of concept is it? A werewolf theme because of the moon?”


  “It seems more like an underworld theme. The group name comes from the Parthenon temple. Maybe they’re going for a Greek mythology concept from the start?”


  I said while moving the playback bar forward.


  I’d been too busy fangirling over Spark to pay attention to other idols, but a concept this clear was hard to miss.


  “We won’t know for sure until the next teaser is out. Has the next release schedule been announced?”


  “…It’s out next week.”


  Next week was also when Jang Junhoo’s music video would be released.


  In our case, the release would be without a teaser.


  I wasn’t sure if it was due to a lack of promotional plans or if they were trying to focus all attention on the music video rather than splitting it across teasers.


  Even considering the difference between an idol and a ballad singer, the comparison is inevitable.


  Having seen a filming site in person, albeit only once, I could roughly guess the scale of the set just from the teaser.


  This must be why there was a saying ‘If you’re going to be a servant, be one in a rich household’.


  I scrolled down to check the comments.


  Half were in English, despite the group not having debuted yet—It seemed they already had international fans.


  The Korean comments I saw were mostly positive.


  ≫ This is why big companies are the best


  ≫ The taste of capital is sweet


  ≫ Minil, congratulations on your debut ♥ Let’s walk only on the flower path!


  ≫ How does MYTH keep finding such good-looking guys… Every day there are new handsome ones


  I could confidently say our team’s visuals wouldn’t lose to anyone either.


  Led by Lee Cheonghyeon with his jade-like beauty, no member fell short in looks—it was Spark’s strength.


  There might be suspicions that my vision had blurred after making over 20 Spark cup holders, but I could be certain of this one thing.


  Spark had never received any malicious comments about their looks.


  It was just regrettable that with me, a completely ordinary person, joining the group, they wouldn’t be able to claim that honor this time.


  In that case, the main issue would clearly be ‘capital power’.


  As trends became more important in the entertainment business and the scale of investment in the idol business changed, the public’s evaluation criteria also increased every year.


  It was good that we moved up Spark’s debut schedule to narrow the gap with frontrunners like Parthe, but it was inevitable that we’d get compared.


  ≫ Honestly, Spark’s music video… looks pretty lame. UA seems to be spending money, but it looks so cheap


  ≫ I can accept them skimping on stage costumes, but I wish they’d spend more on the MVㅠㅠ. They can’t just rely on the members’ faces forever.


  ≫ The company just doesn’t want to spend money on unnecessary thingsㅇㅇ Why spend money when fans will still praise it, even if it’s badly shotㅋㅋㅋㅋ The fandom brought this upon themselves.


  └ Wow, you’re blaming the fans for this?ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ └ㅇ┐


  This was just from the comments I saw while making a compilation video of Spark comments.


  And now we were being directly compared to a major rookie group?


  I could already see people gleefully pasting four or five screenshots from the MV background together and spreading it with titles like ‘The Reality of Small Companies’ across online communities.


  The image of being from a small company itself wasn’t bad. What could be done if the company was actually small?


  Besides, it was not like there weren’t successful cases of debuting from a small company.


  But continually instilling the image of ‘the company doesn’t invest in the group’ was dangerous. It could cause fans to feel fatigued.


  I’d be leaving soon, but Spark was a group that would last for 7 years. At times like this, I had to think from a long-term perspective.


  For that, securing the budget from the company was important.


  I was thinking of begging them to pour every bit of the production costs saved by Lee Cheonghyeon writing the song and Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon creating the choreography into the music video.


  That way we might last 7 weeks, if not 7 years.


  Fuck… Even thinking about how they disbanded on their seventh anniversary still gets on my nerves.


  Oops. Thinking too hard about the group’s future made me recall unpleasant memories.


  It was time to take a deep breath to regain my peace.


  When I handed over my phone to calm my mind and body, Kang Kiyeon and Jeong Seongbin started reading through the comments I was looking at.


  Including Lee Cheonghyeon who had just joined, the three of them read the comments seriously with their faces gradually hardening.


  “To think there’d be hate comments even though it’s this cool… And it’s just a teaser.”


  “There are mixed reviews? Was I the only one who liked the sound?”


  At the same time, these guys were wearing down their mental strength.


  At this rate, they might stay up all night leaving positive comments for Parthe, risking accusations of viral marketing.


  In particular, Kang Kiyeon’s face looked grim.


  “If there are so many hate comments for people who haven’t even debuted yet… After debut…”


  “Hey, give me the phone.”


  “Ah, yes.”


  “And you guys are banned from monitoring and browsing your names from debut day. Got it?”


  “Huh?”


  That was close. I almost dragged our team members into a swamp while monitoring another team.


  I made a mental note to keep an eye on these three particularly vulnerable members.


  I resolved to do the monitoring myself, even if it meant getting dry eyes from reading comments.


  

  “Lastly, could you share your determination for this upcoming stage?”


  “I’ll work hard. Please cheer for us…!”


  “Cut!”


  As soon as I called for a cut, Kang Kiyeon, dressed in his training clothes, let out a sigh of relief while wiping his chest.


  Tonight as well, the two of us were conducting the popular ‘Kang Kiyeon Exclusive Mock Interview’ without fail.


  And in just 4 weeks and 3 days, Kang Kiyeon achieved remarkable results. It was a miracle like a midsummer night’s dream.


  “Do you know that today, for the first time, you finished the interview without shaking your hands even once?”


  “Really?”


  Kang Kiyeon looked surprised. I played back the recorded video for him to check himself.


  Good pronunciation, good volume, good comments. This was a great improvement.


  Although his gaze was a bit uneasy and his responses were somewhat mechanical, those could be improved with more practice.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Hidden Task’ completed.


    ▷ Content: Helping members grow


    ▷ Reward: Exp (10)


    ▷ Total exp: 95


    ▷ Total point: 0

  


  Look. Even the system acknowledged it as a success.


  This was clear evidence that Kang Kiyeon’s skills had improved.


  Kang Kiyeon himself seemed to notice the clear change, unable to take his eyes off the camera screen.


  “There’s still a lot to improve going forward. You know that, right?”


  “Yes. Especially my gaze… it’s almost on the floor.”


  “You’ll improve with practice. Let’s try focusing on other things starting tomorrow.”


  After pointing out the next tasks, I started packing up the tripod I had set up on the floor.


  Maybe next time, I should get a broken camera or something instead of using my phone’s camera.


  Even at Jang Junhoo’s music video shoot, there were several cameras. The pressure from those lenses couldn’t compare to the tiny camera on a smartphone.


  Just as I was starting to desperately wish for even the camera that Manager Nam bought wanting to take commemorative photos at mountain peaks, Kang Kiyeon, who was clearing chairs behind me, spoke up.


  “Uh, hyung.”


  “What is it?”


  “Where did you learn to do this kind of thing?”


  “Ahem, huh?”


  When I turned around, Kang Kiyeon had an innocent face that showed no sign of malice.


  He had no idea he had just stabbed at a regressor’s weak point with a knife sharpened a hundred times.


  My heart pounded so hard it was going to burst, as if pierced by an awl.


  “Learn? I just thought ‘Wouldn’t it help to practice similar to the real thing?’ and gave it some thought, that’s all.”


  I did learn. By using my superiors as negative examples.


  But Kang Kiyeon wasn’t convinced so easily.


  “But hyung seems to be very thorough in explaining things. The things you point out are different every time.”


  “Maybe it’s because I have a good eye? Everyone always says I have a good eye for things.”


  “Hmm.”


  Try handling an orientation with dozens of new hires. Your pupils will split in all directions.


  Still, since I couldn’t tell him the truth, I decided to act brazen instead.


  “What, you don’t trust my teaching methods? Should I play you speech training videos from MiTube starting tomorrow?”


  “I’m sorry.”


  Fortunately, Kang Kiyeon backed down right away.


  My humanity might have taken a bit of a hit, but there was no helping it.


  What if they found out that I knew about the future, stripped me of all my information, and then kicked me out?


  That could never happen. I’m going to stick to you guys like a leech on the bottom of your shoes.


  “Do you think you could handle simple photoshoots, aside from interviews and stage performances? We have profile shoots coming up soon.”


  Right.


  The profile shoot that would go up on the portal sites after debut was coming up soon.


  If it weren’t for that, I wouldn’t have kept Kang Kiyeon, who needed to sleep a lot and grow quickly, here until this hour.


  “I think I could manage it if it’s just taking photos. I was fine when taking ID photos at school too.”


  Ah.


  That photo where there was no hint of a smile to be found, no matter how hard you looked?


  I recalled Kiyeon’s high school ID photo, which would later become famous as the ‘Northern Grand Duke Shot, unparalleled in the world of arts high school ID photos’.


  It didn’t really matter how the photo turned out if he liked that kind of stern image.


  Fans would love any photo as long as his features were clear anyway.


  But since he didn’t like that kind of photo…


  I wasn’t sure if it had always been that way, but Kang Kiyeon didn’t particularly like his own stern image.


  All the guys in this group were like that—they had expressions that were easy to misunderstand when they kept their mouths shut.


  Am I sick, you ask? No, Sparkler. I’m in a good mood today. …Does my expression look very stiff?


  No, Kang Kiyeon! Don’t be discouraged! It’s just that the camera quality is bad today! Right, everyone?!


  I could vividly picture Kang Kiyeon getting gloomy whenever the topic of his expression came up, and Kee Cheonghyun trying his best to comfort him.


  Of course, I wasn’t going to let him off just because that was how his natural face looked.


  Since he wanted to fix it, I’d make him into a smiling machine, even if it meant using rubber bands to pull up the corners of his mouth. I’d engrave the joys and sorrows of social life onto his face.


  I was even thinking of making him greet the members with a smile every morning when Kang Kiyeon spoke again.


  “I’ll practice taking photos by myself more.”


  “Are you sure you can do it?”


  “Yes. Hyung, you should go home early today.”


  I wondered if he was being considerate and telling me to go home early, but this was ‘that’ Kang Kiyeon.


  There was no way the guy who made me roll on the practice room floor until 11 PM would suddenly show me such kindness.


  Well… Whether I go home early or late, I’ll still have work to do.


  If I stayed in the practice room longer, I’d just practice more. If I went back to the dorm, I’d still be working, so it wouldn’t really change my rest time.


  “Okay. Let’s call it a day.”


  Still, I couldn’t send the kid off alone, so I wrapped up practice and packed my things.


  Not even imagining that, a few days later, Kang Kiyeon would return with a bright smile.


  Chapter 39: Profil Photoshoot


  Although the group name issue was still unresolved, other preparations were steadily progressing.


  Today’s profile photo shoot was part of that process.


  For this day, I had to go to bed at 1 a.m. for a whole week.


  It was because Jeong Seongbin, following the manager’s instructions, strictly prohibited late-night work citing ‘skin condition management for all members’.


  Um, Seongbin. This research for reference materials might take some time…


  We’ll take care of breakfast ourselves this week, so just go to bed and finish it tomorrow morning.


  I wasn’t the only one under Seongbin’s special care.


  Seongbin-hyung, I swear, I just need to finish one more line of this melody, and then I can sleep peacefully!


  You said the same thing an hour ago. Cheonghyeon, you should go to bed too.


  I had to admit. I was a bit overwhelmed by the resolve of Jeong Seongbin, who was still a high school student. There was no room for compromise.


  Thanks to sufficient and regular sleep, newfound youth, and the skills of professional makeup artists, my dark circles completely disappeared.


  It was so impressive that even Choi Jeho gave a backhanded compliment.


  “You shouldn’t pull all-nighters. You look better without dark circles.”


  “Don’t ever say that in front of Seongbin.”


  While I’d rather avoid overtime, it was better than falling behind on work. Accumulated tasks tended to cause headaches.


  “Oh, when I see you in a shirt instead of your usual practice clothes, you look much more handsome.”


  “Really? Should I take a selfie?”


  Amidst the chaos, the Manager and Lee Cheonghyeon were chatting excitedly.


  It would be nice if they could keep their fun conversations to themselves, but Cheonghyeon ran all the way to where we were.


  “Hey! The manager says we look good in shirts! Let’s take a picture together!”


  “Yeah, yeah. Go take a hundred pictures by yourself first.”


  “Hmph, why? Let’s take one together!”


  “You shouldn’t be asking to take pictures with others right now, you should be thinking about preserving your own face.”


  Cheonghyeon’s face was a shock when I first saw it.


  However, it was natural that the impact from someone’s face subsided and you got used to it when living together.


  I, too, had gotten used to Cheonghyeon’s face… or so I thought.


  A well-groomed handsome man was completely different from his bare face.


  Now I understood why fans were so passionate about having all three elements—hair, makeup, and outfit—perfectly balanced.


  “No way! Do I look that good? How much, specifically?”


  “About 850,000 won per unit?”


  “Why 850,000 won?”


  “That’s the current price of gold.”


  “I accept your evaluation, hyungnim.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon gave a thumb-up with a touched expression.


  Over Cheonghyeon’s shoulder, I could see the video team’s camera lens pointing this way. I should ask them to edit out the scene just now.


  As I barely managed to escape Cheonghyeon’s reach by saying we should sit down to avoid getting in the way since there were so many people, I spotted Jeong Seongbin.


  Hair’s done. Makeup’s done too.


  He seemed ready, so I turned to check on the other guys, but then I noticed the tie in Seongbin’s hand.


  Our profile photo concept was ‘neat student ID’.


  It was surprisingly hard to find a decent, clean front-facing photo of an idol. Especially in a neat outfit.


  I remembered how the fans used to photoshop school uniforms and suits onto Spark’s faces.


  We could always take conceptual photos during activities,


  But a youthful ID photo could only be taken now.


  So we chose white shirts and gray ties. It was the most basic and clean look.


  But if he’s holding that…


  I pointed at Seongbin’s tie and asked.


  “Do you know how to tie a tie?”


  “No, our school uniform had clip-on ties.”


  As expected. Now that I thought about it, I didn’t know how to tie a tie in high school either.


  Looking around, the two stylists seemed to be struggling to take care of all six of us.


  It would be inconsiderate to ask for help tying a tie in this chaos.


  “Come here. I’ll tie it for you.”


  “You know how to tie a tie, hyung?”


  “Yeah.”


  I had never tied someone else’s tie before though.


  Maybe because I used to tie it while half-asleep every morning, it wasn’t difficult to do it for someone else.


  I shaped it nicely and patted Seongbin’s shoulder.


  “All done. If you want, you can learn how to do it later. It’s not hard.”


  “Yes, thank you!”


  “Hyung, me too…”


  Next to Seongbin who was brightly thanking me, Park Joowoo shyly held out his tie with both hands. His politeness made it impossible to refuse.


  I made a mental note to request clip-on ties in the handover report once we received our payments.


  With visions of a distant future in mind, I carefully tied Park Joowoo’s tie as well.


  The photoshoot went smoother than I expected.


  Starting with Choi Jeho, who seemed to have gotten used to the camera after filming a music video once.


  Jeong Seongbin, who had been through three years of camera tests in school.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, who had adapted quickly to cameras even in his early debut days.


  And Park Joowoo, who maintained a calm demeanor whether there was a camera or not.


  As for me… Well, I’d mastered the art of smiling without looking fake, so I passed both the expressionless and smiling photos on the first try.


  The real challenge is getting Kang Kiyeon through this.


  The five trainees, including me, watched breathlessly as Kang Kiyeon walked into the set last.


  We were ready to jump in and tickle him if necessary.


  That was likely to happen.


  “Smile a little more! Yes, that’s it, looks natural!”


  Kang Kiyeon was smiling, faintly but definitely.


  It was hard to believe this was the same guy whose expression during his birthday vlog while looking at the cake became the meme ‘a mafia boss overseeing an execution’.


  “Do you practice smiling at night?”


  “No, it’s the result of self-study.”


  ‘Smiling beautifully’ was actually pretty difficult.


  A natural bright smile could make viewers happy too, but idols had to be conscious of how they looked even when smiling.


  If it looked even slightly awkward, they became targets of criticism for having a forced smile.


  But they couldn’t just smile all the time either. If the smiling face didn’t match the public’s beauty standards, it could lead to malicious screenshots and hateful comments.


  Though not comparable to idols, I could relate to them, having been scolded for my eye corners twitching when I smiled and said ‘Enjoy your lunch’ to Manager Nam.


  But back then my eyes were just malfunctioning because I worked so hard and couldn’t even drink water.


  Anyway.


  It was surprising to see Kang Kiyeon, who was the most stiff among us, especially in front of a camera, smiling so openly.


  We stared at the monitor, watching intently, and then surrounded Kang Kiyeon as he returned after successfully completing the shoot.


  “Kiyeon, the pictures turned out great!”


  “They looked really good.”


  “Come on, it’s just taking one photo…”


  If it were Cheonghyeon or me, he would have brushed us off with a ‘whatever, go away’, but he was visibly flustered by Seongbin and Joowoo’s compliments. It was a bit annoying.


  “I heard that when you go out into society, there aren’t many people who will compliment you. So let’s enjoy this while it lasts, Kang Kiyeon!”


  “Who said that?”


  “Iwol-hyung.”


  “From what I see, I think hyung is living his second life. His thoughts are so worldly.”


  “If you two don’t want to receive manner lessons from this wordly hyung, you two better cut it out.”


  Being worldly aside, I was curious. How did this stiff guy suddenly learn to smile like an idol?


  The answer was simple.


  “I practiced.”


  “When?”


  “Just… whenever there was a mirror around.”


  Indeed, an attitude that would impress even a drill instructor.


  The saying ‘effort never betrays you’ was absolutely true.


  Unexpectedly, I felt most uncomfortable when taking group photos.


  I experienced cognitive dissonance at the fact that I had to be among these five people.


  The image of Spark walking the red carpet at the year-end awards ceremony was still vivid in my mind.


  I thought I had prepared myself for the inevitable comparisons when I decided to debut with these kids by holding onto their ankles.


  But trying to take a photo with these shining faces, I felt my own face dimming.


  To prepare for this, I had suggested a specific composition when proposing the profile photo concept. It was a composition where I stood at the very end.


  This way, they could easily crop me out if I left the group later.


  I resolved to stand at the edge as much as possible in group photos from now on.


  I should make a 5-member version in photoshop later and back it up separately.


  With a new task in mind, the profile shoot ended successfully.


  How should I say this? It was a very strange feeling.


  

  “Now that we’ve taken the photos, doesn’t it really feel like we’re about to debut? I was so excited last night that I couldn’t even sleep.”


  “You need to sleep. That’s how you grow taller.”


  “Look at this hyung ruining the mood again.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon recovered so quickly that it was hard to believe he had once run away due to pressure.


  He was chattering non-stop while eating watermelon with one hand and solving English worksheets with the other.


  I looked at today’s workbook in front of me and thought.


  At this age, doing worksheets—if that doesn’t make it all feel real, I don’t know what will, you brat.


  I was deeply moved to be solving private education worksheets at this age, which I couldn’t afford as a teenager.


  “Cheonghyeon, let’s focus during the time we agreed to use for study, okay?”


  “I knew someone would say something.”


  After being chided by both Seongbin and Kiyeon, Cheonghyeon finally quieted down and started on his own homework.


  In line with global trends, idol groups usually had at least one or two members responsible for foreign languages.


  Moreover, when it came to English, everyone was expected to know at least basic greetings.


  That was why we were gathered in the living room of our dorm at 10:30 PM, solving English worksheets.


  Since we couldn’t cut back much on practice time, we had a one-on-one session with a tutor once a week, and on other days, we had to complete the assigned homework.


  Honestly, it wasn’t that difficult. I had prepared for the TOEIC Speaking exam up until I was job hunting, after all.


  But my heart was a different matter.


  After 12 years of studying what others told me to, and 4 years of studying stuff that didn’t suit me, I finally escaped, only to be dragged back to the desk. It was killing me.


  I did recognize the necessity of studying. The only English phrases I could remember were all business-related.


  If an idol said ‘Thank you for taking the time to attend’ to overseas fans in the live broadcast.


  I didn’t know for sure, but it would certainly come across as strange, to say the least.


  Still, I couldn’t complain. Even Cheonghyeon, who could converse freely in English, had joined us in the living room to study music theory under the pretext of studying with the members.


  Thanks to that, Cheonghyun was using his excellent English skills to become a personal tutor for the studious Jeong Seongbin.


  “Lee Cheonghyeon, when did you learn English?”


  Choi Jeho, seemingly having lost concentration, put down his mechanical pencil and asked. I was wondering how long he’d last.


  “This is all the skill I honed at English kindergarten.”


  “Can you really speak fluently just from attending an English kindergarten?”


  “There was compulsory education after that, hyung.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon said with a smile that looked like it had been burned pure white.


  There was no need to explain the frustration that came with it. It was clear enough.


  “Iwol-hyung… Aren’t you able to converse fully too?”


  “I can only respond to things I know. I’ve been injected with too many scripts.”


  “But you were pretty precise when you asked for a receipt.”


  “You guys, you should definitely memorize that. Proof of expenditure is essential when you spend money. Got it?”


  As soon as I said that, I remembered employees who’d pleaded about not getting receipts when applying for dinner expenses and transportation costs.


  Or they’d submit just the receipt without noting the account number, or the claimed amount would be incorrect…


  Thinking about this too much is bad for mental health.


  I should probably learn some kind of peaceful meditation technique soon. My mind and body were too worn out.


  Chapter 40: Health Management is Also a Skill (1)


  Just as Lee Cheonghyeon mentioned how being in the debut group felt real, the debut was gradually becoming a reality.


  The biggest sign of this was the confirmation of the group’s name.


  The group name, which had sparked heated debates, finally settled on ‘Spark’ after much deliberation.


  Whether there could have been a better name, I wouldn’t know.


  However, since ‘Spark’ was the name cherished by the members and fans in my time, I didn’t interfere with this decision at all.


  Besides that, various other topics were also discussed, like the opening of the official SNS accounts.


  After hearing concrete plans about the group’s future, the atmosphere in the practice room changed positively.


  You could say the determination was different. Everyone’s concentration seemed to have doubled compared to before.


  The intensity of practice also increased.


  During the overall practice sessions, rest time decreased while active time increased.


  Park Joowoo, who didn’t have great stamina, often had to sit on the floor for five minutes after practice to rest before heading back to the dorm.


  Meanwhile, I, who still hadn’t improved my dance skills enough, had to receive twice as much feedback as usual.


  “Iwol-hyung, get in position!”


  “Kim Iwol, your angle is off.”


  Like this.


  Somehow, I couldn’t get through a single phrase without issue.


  I said I’d focus. Why is this happening?


  It felt like my body wasn’t cooperating. This sense of defeat was something I hadn’t felt since I first joined UA.


  “Hyung. You’ve been making the same mistake since morning. Wouldn’t it be faster if you practice separately?”


  Today, my instructor was Kang Kiyeon.


  Kiyeon was the most driven in practice among us, but he had been excluded from dance practice for two days in a row due to a slight problem with his already vulnerable ankle.


  Kang Kiyeon said he would try to move within his limits, but everyone stopped him.


  Since he would quickly pick up the choreography anyway, instead of making him practice more, we assigned him to supervise the choreography practice. His ability to spot mistakes was almost uncanny.


  The problem was, I was the only one getting caught.


  “Sorry. I’ll try it again. ”


  I wiped off my sweat and apologized to the members.


  We had already stopped the music several times because of me.


  Whether it was due to nerves or something else, I felt short of breath. Normally, I’d still be full of energy at this time, but my body felt hot.


  Is it because it’s summer?


  I looked around, wondering if the practice room itself was hot, but the others didn’t look any different from usual.


  It seemed the anxiety about falling behind was manifesting as heat. It pained me.


  Still, as I stood up with renewed determination, Kiyeon, who was sitting in front of the large mirror in the practice room watching us, asked,


  “Hyung, why are you sweating so much?”


  “I think it’s because of my anxiety about being cut from the group if I don’t dance well.”


  “Don’t joke around.”


  “Does my worry sound like a joke to you?”


  I was always 100% serious.


  Lately, I’d even lost sleep at night worrying that the day before the debut, someone would say, ‘I’ve thought it over… Let’s go without Iwol’. My concerns were mountainous.


  If I failed to debut at this point after coming this far, I wouldn’t be able to face my sister even in death. So I couldn’t help but take it seriously.


  Seeing my serious expression, Kiyeon didn’t press further. It seemed my sincerity did get through to him.


  Instead, Jeong Seongbin came over from the corner of the practice room with a towel and water and said.


  “Hyung, it might be because you’re nervous. If everyone’s okay with it, how about we take a short break from practice?”


  “Yeah… let’s rest for 10 minutes.”


  “I agree…!”


  As soon as Jeong Seongbin gave the okay, Park Joowoo and Lee Cheonghyeon collapsed to the floor like raw eggs.


  “Sorry. You’re all having a hard time because of me.”


  “If you think like that, you’ll feel more burdened. Try to relax, hyung.”


  Then Jeong Seongbin handed me the towel and water he had brought.


  For some reason,


  Looking at the incredibly kind Seongbin, I was reminded of the detestable Manager Nam.


  Assistant Manager Kim, are you drinking tea right now?


  Huh? Ah, yes.


  Employees these days have it easy, having tea time while working.


  ......


  Is it because no one around gives you a hard time? You should feel a little uncomfortable at work.


  The image of Manager Nam, who berated me for 30 minutes for taking a sip of Solomon’s seal tea while working, faintly flashed before my eyes.


  I also remembered how others barely managed to stop him from criticizing only me, even though he himself used to disappear for an hour saying he was going for coffee.


  Moreover, I had quietly drunk at my own desk.


  How could unpleasant memories be so vivid? It was inexplicable.


  “Hyung? Are you really okay?”


  “Oh, yeah, I’m fine. I was just thinking about something else for a moment.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Of course. Thanks for the towel. I’ll go wash my face for a bit.”


  I quickly left the practice room with just the towel. When your discipline slipped, a splash of cold water would be the best remedy.


  Heading straight to the bathroom, I turned on the water so cold it nearly froze my hands and scrubbed my face vigorously. It woke me right up.


  After dousing myself with cold water until my skin stung, I raised my head to see a reddened face with unfocused eyes in the mirror.


  I knew what idol fans called eyes like these.


  “I’ve got dead-fish eyes.”


  Seeing myself with a dumb expression when I should be self-disciplining, I couldn’t help but chuckle.


  Even if I wasn’t feeling well, I had to endure to some extent.


  After all, people couldn’t always be in perfect condition, and there were times when you had to work even in unfavorable situations.


  But what if, Like Seongbin said, I was nervous because I alone was falling behind?


  Then I need to pull myself together even more.


  I was the one clinging on to them like a leech begging to debut together, so getting nervous and holding others back would be inconsiderate of me.


  I wiped my face and returned to the practice room, where I pulled the members who were sitting down to their feet.


  “Everyone’s rested now, right? Get up. Come on.”


  “Hyung, are you sure you don’t need more rest?”


  “I’ve washed my face. If we want to finish the first verse today, we need to practice diligently.”


  “The first verse? Can we get that far?”


  “Yeah. So don’t adjust to my level, adjust to yours.”


  I’d show them the perseverance and tenacity of an office worker who rewrote a proposal eight times even after it was rejected seven times.


  Perhaps my determination was conveyed, as practice resumed immediately. And quite intensely at that.


  Thus, we finished the day by dancing passionately until 10 p.m.


  And the next day, I deeply regretted this rash decision.


  

  It was a day during my university years.


  That was when I attended lectures during the day, worked as a tutor in the evening, and then took on a part-time job at a convenience store from night until dawn.


  That night, as soon as the store owner, who had been covering the shift before me, saw me arrive for work, he said,


  You don’t look well, Iwol.


  Hello, boss. I think it’s because I didn’t sleep well last night.


  You didn’t sleep well? Why?


  It just happened. But I’m not sleepy at all now, so don’t worry.


  I remembered saying this very carefully so that the store owner, who had to leave the store to a part-timer who looked pale, wouldn’t feel anxious.


  For me, a bit of lost sleep wasn’t a big deal.


  My sleep schedule was always the same, and my daily routine rarely changed.


  So after finishing my last day’s work at the convenience store, I returned to my apartment and fell into a deep sleep.


  I slept so soundly that I didn’t even remember the night before.


  I was so deeply asleep that I didn’t even notice that my pillow was soaking wet with blood until I woke up.


  And today, a few years later, I had that dream for the first time in a long time.


  In the dream, I vividly recalled my shock upon waking up and seeing the darkened pillow.


  It’s been a long time since I’ve had such a strange dream.


  When I thought back to that time, my nose felt a little sore. I wondered if that was why I had a dream about a nosebleed.


  Instinctively, I reached up to touch my nose.


  At the same time, I realized the pain in my nose wasn’t just in my head, and I felt a sticky sensation under my nose.


  I could also feel a pungent metallic smell from under my nose.


  No way.


  I raised my head, praying earnestly that it wasn’t true.


  Unfortunately, today’s pillow was also stained with dark red splotches. As did my fingertips.


  Had I overexerted myself recently?


  No.


  Then, was there anything that made me feel extremely stressed?


  That wasn’t it either.


  Then why on earth did I get a nosebleed?


  No matter how much I racked my brain while turning on the frying pan, I couldn’t find anything suspicious.


  There was no way I had any health problems. My annual health checkups had always come back clear.


  Perhaps my body knew that its owner couldn’t afford any major hospital bills, so I’d never been seriously ill.


  By morning, the nosebleed had already stopped. Thanks to that, I didn’t have to plug my nose, but I was too preoccupied washing the pillowcase at the crack of dawn.


  It was fortunate that I woke up before the alarm went off.


  If I’d been unlucky, I might have shown Lee Cheonghyeon an unsightly scene when he got up to get ready for school.


  Since I was up early, I decided to bake some bread, and that was when Jeong Seongbin came out from the other room.


  Judging from the fact that he was in his pajamas, he must have not washed up yet.


  “Hyung? You woke up early…?”


  “Yeah. I did.”


  Still half-asleep, Jeong Seongbin was about to greet me with the dorm’s ‘Six Commandments’ morning pleasantries, but I quickly pushed him into the bathroom.


  Then Kang Kiyeon popped out from somewhere. It was a busy morning, so I didn’t have the presence of mind to care about my nose.


  Well. A nosebleed is no big deal anyway.


  I put toast on the table for the high school students going to school and returned to my room.


  Since I was up early, I thought I’d go to the practice room early.


  And 30 minutes later, at the practice room.


  Haa…


  It sounded really stupid, but I finally realized it then.


  I had a summer fever.


  I had never been sick in my life, so I thought I was just having a slump. At least up until I started breaking out in a cold sweat.


  The moment my back became damp just from warming up, I knew something was seriously wrong.


  I could feel my fever rising even when I was staying still, so I understood why I sweated so much yesterday.


  Does it show?


  It would be a problem if the illness showed on my face.


  I had a bad memory because I had been sick at Hanpyeong Industry once, crawling out of the bathroom on all fours and getting yelled at by Manager Nam.


  Assistant Manager Kim, are you trying to make a scene because you’re sick? Haven’t I told you over and over that taking care of your health is also a skill?


  ‘You think you’re the only one who gets sick? I’m sick too. Who doesn’t get sick while working?


  I didn’t even remember what else that person said. I had to make a U-turn back to the bathroom because I felt like throwing up again.


  I took out a fever reducer from the first-aid kit in the practice room and swallowed it.


  And before Choi Jeho and Park Joowoo came, I tried my best to cool down my fever by fanning myself with my hand and I made a vow to myself.


  I’ll endure it no matter what.


  I absolutely must not let anyone notice this! …Absolutely.


  Chapter 41: Health Management is also a Skill (2)


  If there’s a system that increases ability points, wouldn’t there also be a system that restores stamina?


  I thought while chewing on the cold noodles that I couldn’t taste at all, as if my nose was clogged.


  If a person’s physical functions could be artificially increased, then a similar mechanism should be possible.


  The system surely knew how much intense practice was required to become an idol.


  After all, the way the system awarded points and the processes it followed were focused entirely on nurturing idols who could debut.


  Then, there should be measures in place for when idols faced situations where they couldn’t fulfill the required amount of practice due to physical limitations or they encountered difficult situations.


  They brought a perfectly alive person back to the past with their memories intact, so they must have prepared countermeasures to this extent.


  As I waited for the system to appear while slowly finishing the chewy noodles, the system that had been quiet appeared, as expected.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Subordinate’ is being notified of ‘Additional Work Support Service’


    ▷ If you wish to continue working but feel physically unable to achieve your KPIs due to physical limits, this service will assist you in continuing work smoothly.


    ▷ Upon activation of the support service, fatigue is reduced by 20 points, and the reduced fatigue will be returned to ‘Subordinate’ when the support service is terminated.


    ▷ ‘Subordinate’ may specify the start and end times for the service.


    ▷ Physical side effects may occur due to various reasons such as prolonged use of the service, excessive accumulation of fatigue, or if the temporarily reduced fatigue exceeds a certain level.

  


  It was exactly the function I needed.


  Compared to the ’breach of confidentiality’ which mentioned that it could lead to death as the worst consequence, these side effects were hardly a concern.


  At least this service didn’t mention the possibility of death.


  After the service guide appeared, a familiar resume showed up.


  However, this time, a new category called ‘Total fatigue’ was added beneath ‘Total exp’.


  
    .


    .


    .


    ― Attendance aanagement: 18/20


    ― Organizational adapatability: 10/20


    Total exp: 0


    Total fatigue: 40%

  


  Thanks to the medicine I took, my accumulated fatigue wasn’t too high. If I could reduce it by 20%, I’d feel almost normal.


  I imagined pressing the service activation button without hesitation.


  Then, the system window lit up brightly once more.


  
    Total fatigue: 20% (Work Support Service Activated)

  


  The fatigue level decreased as soon as the service started.


  The effect was immediate. My fever subsided, and my tense shoulders relaxed.


  “Hyung, is that cold noodle dish that delicious?”


  “Yeah. Why?”


  “No, it’s just that your complexion suddenly improved after eating the cold noodles.”


  “Did you sprinkle protein on the noodles or something?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon and Choi Jeho started talking nonsense about my face, which had apparently improved in color.


  “Choi Jeho, I didn’t know you had the brilliant idea of mixing protein into food. I’ll keep that in mind when toasting bread.”


  “That’s not what I meant.”


  Despite my kind consideration, Choi Jeho just got annoyed. It seemed he got sick of people chiming in positively.


  Now that I thought about it… I could adjust my condition by monitoring the system, but what about these guys?


  Looking at these guys who’d been on low-sodium and low-calorie diets for longer than me, an ominous thought crossed my mind.


  While their vascular health might be better than mine, at this point I couldn’t help but worry about malnutrition.


  Wasn’t it not too long ago that Kang Kiyeon got caught dancing hard while hiding his injured ankle?


  If UA had been thoroughly checking the members’ health conditions while recommending weight loss or practice, I wouldn’t have had to do this.


  But in the idol market where the only feedback you got was ‘lose as much weight as possible and practice as hard as you can’, expecting such care was absurd.


  Out of concern, I asked them.


  “Do you guys get health checkups?”


  “We get health checkups every year at school.”


  Kang Kiyeon, currently a high school student, answered.


  “I mean besides just measuring height and weight. Wait, don’t tell me you all got your teeth laminated too?”


  “I didn’t. As far as I know, none of us did.”


  “I’ve heard it’s common to get them done as trainees…”


  Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo spoke in turn. It was a relief that everyone’s dental health was at least good.


  Since the group was quiet, there were more than one or two things to pay attention to. I was starting to wonder if we need a suggestion box in the dorm for them to voice their concerns.


  Wasn’t the national health check-up age set at 20 and above? We should probably get some basic measurements done as a group at the gym soon.


  Just as I was recalling the time at the Hanpyeong Industry when I was busy scheduling health check-ups for the employees, Lee Cheonghyeon asked me.


  “Why the sudden interest in health check-ups?”


  “Just because. I’m saying this just in case, but take good care of your bodies. Your bodies are your assets, got it?”


  “Did you hear that, Kang Kiyeon?”


  “Why me?”


  “Iwol-hyung is worried about our Kiyeon’s ankle!”


  “Is that what you heard from what he said?”


  They had a talent for misunderstanding perfectly clear statements.


  That wasn’t exactly my intention, but as long as they got the message.


  After saying all this, it would be pretty ridiculous if I started skipping practice because I wasn’t feeling well.


  I forced myself to finish the stiff, almost dry noodles. I didn’t forget to clean up the empty bowl afterward.


  

  “Everyone, what content are we going to film today?”


  “‘Introducing our members!’”


  With an enthusiastic response, we all clapped our hands.


  Today’s final schedule was filming self-produced content.


  It was a project planned by Kim Iwol, supervised by Kim Iwol, and sponsored by UA. Considering UA’s pattern of not properly promoting the group after debut, we filmed it before our debut.


  I nearly fainted when the company suggested going with a no-makeup look to make it look natural since it’s before debut.


  Regardless of whether we were well-groomed or not, it wasn’t acceptable to show that little effort when filming something that fans would watch.


  I’d seen them film themselves removing their makeup during live broadcasts later on, so there was no rush. We could reveal our bare faces then.


  “We filmed ourselves taking profile pictures last time, right? Well, those pictures are finally out!”


  This meant that the final versions of the concept photos for the debut album’s title track, which would also be registered as profile pictures on portal sites for a while, were out.


  Unfortunately, I heard it took quite some time to edit because the photos didn’t capture the real-life appearances of some members, like Lee Cheonghyeon, very well.


  I briefly considered joining as support staff when I heard the news.


  I ultimately decided against it because if I had touched the mouse, the kids might have turned into sparkling, shining princes.


  Apparently, subway advertisements were made by polishing and refining people’s faces.


  Anyway, to commemorate our first profile photos being released, we decided to film content where we introduced each other while looking at these photos.


  I strongly pushed for this, citing that it would be suitable for showing what you would call a ‘close relationship’.


  If I let them introduce themselves, they’d probably be too embarrassed to speak for even a minute, so I had them introduce each other instead.


  In Korea, where humility was a virtue, it was easier to praise others than to promote oneself


  As idols, they’d need to get used to showcasing themselves, but for now, I planned to nurture them with the mindset that it was good enough as long as they didn’t run away before debut.


  “We decided to write and introduce the profile of the person next to us in age order, but who should we start with for the presentation?”


  “I think it would be good to start with the leader.”


  “Me…?!”


  “Yes, you.”


  Jeong Seongbin was startled by my words.


  He had to spend the next seven years with these reticent guys.


  If he was going to lead them, it wouldn’t hurt to practice first.


  “Take your time preparing. Since it’s self-produced content, we can take our time editing it.”


  I gave Seongbin time to prepare and neatly arranged the materials in front of me.


  We had decided that everyone would make the profile for the person they were introducing in a creative way.


  Not just writing the content but also preparing visual materials.


  T-Then do we have to make panels like the ones that appear on TV?


  I don’t expect anything that professional. If you really want to make a board, search for foam board. You can also search for wood rack.


  The more we prepared by making it up ourselves, even if it looked amateurish, the better it would be to evoke the image of realistic students. We could always use professional editing techniques later.


  The point is to find a way of explanation that’s familiar to you. Whether you write in your school notebook or draw in your practice notebook. Just make sure anyone can see that you’ve done your best.


  Though I said I’d nurture them, I didn’t plan on not making them experience PR.


  If they were destined to enter the era of self-PR anyway, it was much better to make mistakes in a small, not-so-cute self-produced content than on TV broadcasts.


  It seemed they understood, as they spent the past few days in the dorms racking their brains and groaning, but not complaining. It was an admirable attitude.


  “Then I’ll go first! I organized my notes on cue cards like this.”


  Having steeled himself, Jeong Seongbin took out a small bundle of yellow paper, cut into the shape of music show scripts. Lee Cheonghyeon asked.


  “Hyung, do you usually write in those?”


  “I’ve been writing them to practice scripts since we decided to film self-produced content…”


  Seongbin laughed bitterly. Flustered, Cheonghyeon gave two thumbs up to Seongbin, who was lifelessly flipping through the cards.


  The ‘5 Questions and Answers about Same-aged Friend Joowoo’ that Seongbin prepared was quite informative.


  Jeong Seongbin’s introduction consisted of exactly the kind of content I had requested—trivial yet wholesome introductions that wouldn’t break their image.


  To summarize roughly…


  “What was Joowoo’s childhood dream?”


  “Didn’t he say he originally prepared to be a singer?”


  “I mean his dream from when he was much younger. Like kindergarten age?”


  “Answer: Dinosaur!”


  “Good confident attempt, but wrong answer!”


  These were the questions.


  By the way, the correct answer was a shooting star.


  Apparently, Joowoo wanted to make a wish upon seeing a shooting star, but because they were so rare to see, he wanted to become a shooting star himself. Since no one got it right, Park Joowoo ended up revealing the answer himself.


  The member introductions proceeded smoothly after that.


  Park Joowoo, who often left post-it notes, brought a whiteboard with several post-its describing words associated with Lee Cheonghyeon and the reasons.


  One particularly impressive expression was ‘Prince of the Forest.’


  “Did I get the prince title because I’m good-looking?”


  “More like Sleeping Beauty in the forest… Cheonghyeon, you’re the Sleeping Prince of the Forest.”


  “He does sleep like a log once he’s asleep.”


  Cheonghyeon created what he called ‘A Compilation of Kang Kiyeon Algorithms for Quick and Easy Personality Analysis’.


  There were four different types.


  “Isn’t that your composition notebook?”


  “Ah… The inspiration came too suddenly, I couldn’t help it.”


  We were all impressed by the divinely organized chart that seemed to perfectly capture Kiyeon’s thought process.


  Especially useful was the part that said, ‘Kang Kiyeon likes it when you show interest in the games he’s playing!’ It was a presentation that showcased their friendship.


  Next, it was Kang Kiyeon’s turn to introduce me.


  Is it something like a list of a practice routine? Practicing is all I do.


  Contrary to my low expectations, Kiyeon’s expression was a bit more serious than usual.


  He rustled around and pulled out a large white piece of paper.


  Seeing the large table drawn on it, it seemed my prediction was correct, but…


  What is that?


  I doubted my eyes for a moment.


  When I saw the phrase neatly written next to my name.


  “Then I will introduce Iwol-hyung.”


  I couldn’t just let this slide. I immediately raised my hand and asked.


  “I have a question. Why is there a scary phrase like ‘Gentlemanly Ruffian’ written next to my name?”


  Ruffian?


  What did I do to deserve that!


  Chapter 42: Friendly Office Bonding


  Kang Kiyeon’s presentation was quite a spectacle.


  Kang Kiyeon meticulously laid out the reasons why I was such a troublemaker and just how weird of a person I was.


  “You can even see how uncompromising hyung is from the fact that he has jjolmyeon for lunch for an entire month.”


  I felt like he was just mocking me.


  While I, the subject of the topic, was dumbfounded, the other guys seemed to be agreeing with him. This was the most ridiculous situation.


  “I have a question. Did I do something wrong to you, Kang Kiyeon?”


  “I think the most incomprehensible part is that you are unaware of your own peculiarity.”


  “I agree!”


  The sight of the five of them banding together against me reminded me of the old Spark.


  You guys go ahead and bond when I’m not around. Just thinking about Spark makes me sick.


  While I was fighting this lonely battle, the five members, with the enthusiasm of a congressional hearing, heated up the room.


  “You keep raising objections, but if you just rebut without evidence, we’ll bring in a witness.”


  “Who’s the witness?”


  When I asked, Lee Cheonghyeon covered his face with Jeong Seongbin’s cue card and attempted a ridiculous voice modulation.


  “Everything that has been said so far is true… Mr. Kim Iwol has been ruthlessly draining our neighborhood of jjolmyeon….”


  “That’s all fine, but don’t cover your face. Keep it in the frame.”


  Fans will watch this video to see your faces, so why are you hiding them?


  Unfortunately, my directions for the sake of future fans didn’t seem to reach these guys.


  “Did you hear that? I am telling you, hyung is a real ice man!!”


  “Why are you disparaging my effort to give your face an extra three seconds on screen?”


  “The fact that you don’t understand is proof of your extraordinary nature, hyung.”


  With those words, my profile introduction, which I didn’t understand at all, came to an end.


  Even Park Joowoo was avoiding my gaze, trying hard to suppress the smile forming on his lips. I felt utterly betrayed by the world.


  “Next… Ahem… It’s Iwol-hyung’s turn.”


  Jeong Seongbin, his face slightly flushed from holding back laughter, struggled to continue hosting.


  The person I had to introduce was Choi Jeho.


  He was the only trainee who was the same age as me on the team and my roommate in the dorm.


  The guy who gave me the hardest time in Spark before I returned to the past.


  To be honest, I could write Choi Jeho’s profile without even looking at it.


  How long had I been monitoring Choi Jeho’s every move on Director Nam’s orders?


  The only thing I wouldn’t know about him was probably the exact number of hairs on his head.


  But if I said that, I’d just be called a ‘ruffian’ again.


  Since I planned to participate in activities only once before quitting, it was better not to stand out in the team.


  To make my output look as ordinary as possible while including specific content, this is indeed the best.


  So I prepared it.


  “Here, take one each.”


  “Huh?”


  This was… Kim Iwol-style ‘Choi Jeho’s Activity Record’.


  The student record book was a quintessential document that perfectly suited a school concept while also introducing a person.


  I referenced the categories here but made everything from the header to the footer myself, ensuring it felt different enough to avoid any controversy about document forgery.


  Since its purpose was as a prop for filming, it shouldn’t be illegal, but it was always best not to give anyone a reason to nitpick.


  Even though my profile was written in a decent 15-point font, it wouldn’t look good if everyone was just staring at their papers, so I decided to present it using a projector. Of course, we had already discussed this beforehand.


  “Name is Choi Jeho, part of the oldest trainee line in the practice room. In line with the current trend of blind assessments, no photo is attached to the record.”


  “Are you briefing about a suspect?”


  Choi Jeho interrupted, but I pretended not to hear.


  I’m explaining everything so kindly; why are you making a fuss?


  For what it was worth, I’d reviewed dozens of resumes daily at Hanpyeong Industry.


  I even used my experience of scrutinizing photos posted on Jeho’s fan accounts on a weekly basis. There was no way a document I made could have any shortcomings.


  Ignoring Choi Jeho’s dumbfounded expression, I steadfastly presented the content I had prepared.


  “He’s a trainee who contributes to improving dorm life, such as by bringing night lights to the dorm.”


  “Sounds like an impressively proactive trainee, doesn’t he?”


  “Indeed. You could say he’s making an effort to show a cooperative attitude for group living.”


  Moreover, Lee Cheonghyeon interjected at just the right moment. His word choice was very much in the style of a student record.


  Although there were differences between high school and college admissions, it seemed Cheonghyeon had learned something while preparing for arts high school admissions.


  His older brother and younger sibling were also from a science high school, so he must have picked up some things from them too.


  “His hobby is spreading jam on bread to an 80% transparency level.”


  “That’s not a hobby; it’s because of the calories!”


  “Seeing that he achieved first place in arm wrestling within the team as a result of his efforts to reach grade 1 in arm strength, we can say his future potential is promising.”


  “Hah…”


  Perhaps out of embarrassment, Choi Jeho raised his voice.


  You’d think he’d be grateful for how much effort I’d put in for the enemy who caused my overtime work.


  I kindly smiled at Choi Jeho, who didn’t seem to realize how much patience I had shown, and said, “Thank you for listening.”


  Judging by his expression, I should probably ask them to edit Choi Jeho out of my scenes as much as possible.


  

  As the debut song “『Untitled』—a title still undecided at that time, as the lyrics were not yet completed—neared its final stages of completion, the system dumped a mountain of tasks on me, as if it had been waiting for this moment.


  Thanks to this, I gathered a ton of exp and was able to forcefully increase my dance proficiency once again.


  
    Performance Evaluation (100)


    ― Vocal proficiency: 6/20


    ― Dance proficiency: 6/20


    ― Self-PR: 12/20


    ― Attendance management: 18/20


    ― Organizational adaptability: 10/20


    Total exp: 0


    Total fatigue: 20% (Work Support Service Activated)

  


  However, this time, my vocal proficiency didn’t automatically increase.


  I didn’t feel the same sense of progress in singing just from practice as I had before.


  If I lack the points to raise my skills… I just need to gather more.


  I opened my scheduler to check the piled-up tasks once more.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘New task’ has been assigned.


    ▷ Final approval of debut song


    ▷ Reward: Exp (5)


    [SYSTEM] ‘New task’ has been assigned.


    ▷ Perfect mastery of debut song choreography


    ▷ Reward: Exp (5)


    [SYSTEM] ‘New task’ has been assigned.


    ▷ Provide advice to improve stage quality 3 times (0/3)


    ▷ Reward: Exp (1)

  


  Looking at the packed list, I felt reassured, like stocking up on supplies before a new employee arrived.


  I had no idea why I had to give the final approval, but I had long since given up thinking about it, considering it part of the difficult path to becoming a producing member.


  “Let’s practice again!”


  Just as I was scrolling through the scheduler while pretending to drink water, Jeong Seongbin announced the end of the break with perfect timing.


  At Jeong Seonbin’s signal, Lee Cheonghyeon and Park Joowoo, who were lying on the floor, stood up weakly.


  The intensity of the practice is definitely increasing.


  I had never thought my basic physical strength was declining, but lately, I could definitely feel my body getting tired.


  What was the point of being able to put a chicken breast on my evening salad when I was doubling my personal training sessions?


  If it weren’t for the work support service or whatever it was, I would have been pretty exhausted.


  So, it went without saying how much those guys must be struggling, doing this without any support.


  Fortunately, no one showed signs of struggle during practice. Overall, this was a good thing.


  But not complaining didn’t automatically mean they were giving their best effort.


  Twenty minutes after practice resumed, I hesitantly opened my mouth.


  “Hey, can we stop the music for a moment?”


  At my request, Park Joowoo, who was closest to the music player, turned off the song, and only the sound of breathing could be heard in the practice room.


  “You all know our concept for this debut, right? You must have heard it through Cheonghyeon and the company. Do you remember what it was?”


  “Fresh but mischievous troublemaker classmates… right?”


  “That’s right. Now, can you all look in the mirror?”


  At that, the five pairs of eyes turned towards the large mirror occupying one wall of the practice room.


  The faces reflected in the mirror were terrible.


  It wasn’t about their features. The problem was their expressions.


  “It’s natural for our appearance to be a mess. We’ve been dancing for hours.”


  “…”


  “But our expressions shouldn’t be. None of us have a single smile on our faces. We can’t make bad expressions just because we’re tired from debut activities.”


  Since the lyrics weren’t out yet, we were practicing by rotating a selection of songs from other idols.


  However, despite the cheerful song selection, most of our faces were tightly scrunched up.


  Jeong Seongbin and I danced with smiles, but I didn’t think there was any need to divide the team over it.


  “And more importantly, we don’t look like ‘classmates sharing everyday life’ at all.”


  A heavy atmosphere never improved work efficiency.


  Manager Nam used to worry that the employees would slack off whenever he wasn’t around, but in reality, everyone worked in peak conditions without him.


  The practice atmosphere at Spark wasn’t much different from Hanpyeong Industry when Manager Nam was around.


  In other words, everyone was extremely tense, just without the hopeless old fart around.


  Of course, it was important to practice as if it was the real thing.


  But it was a different matter to be holding your breath and feel terrified of making mistakes.


  Such worries were enough for me alone, the only klutz in the team.


  “I’m not saying you should smile while practicing. But I’d like us to think more seriously about our concept and practice while being mindful of how well it shows.”


  “Yes…”


  “I’m sorry for saying this when I’m far worse than you guys. Instead, I’ll start to be more vocal from now.”


  “No, it’s okay! I’ll start the ‘100 cheers per day’ challenge for the members from today!”


  “A hundred times is a bit much.”


  “Then how about praising each other once every time we go through a song?”


  “No, that’s still too much.”


  Thanks to the enthusiastic interaction between Lee Cheonghyeon and Choi Jeho, my words were accepted without being dismissed as ‘What is this person with the worst skill saying?’. The others didn’t seem upset either.


  Well, that was great. Fostering a supportive atmosphere was more important than one might think.


  The sight of them starting to smile slightly despite being drenched in sweat wasn’t bad to see.


  Above their smiling faces, a notification appeared saying that ‘Advice for improving stage quality’ had been fulfilled once.


  

  Spark’s strength was their ability to learn quickly.


  Although their communication skills in front of the camera didn’t seem to improve much, everyone had an exceptional understanding when it came to building technical skills.


  Maybe that was why. Even during our last practice at 9:57 PM, when we were all so exhausted we could hardly stand, the six of us managed to dance with mischievous expressions.


  I’m not sure if this is growth or awakening, but…


  Everyone’s eyes seemed a bit crazed.


  I decided to leave it be, thinking it would be a hundred times better for them to be described as fiercely determined rather than lifeless.


  Then, it’s time to solve this.


  As it was approaching 3 AM, I stared at the system glowing brightly in the dark room, alone.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘New task’ has been assigned.


    ▷ Secure a location for the music video shoot


    ▷ Reward: Exp (varies depending on the condition of the filming location)

  


  I am telling you, if you’re going to make me do this kind of thing, you should make me a company employee instead of an idol.


  Chapter 43: Friendly Office Bonding (2)


  When you became a working adult, especially a junior employee, there was a high probability you’d be assigned certain tasks.


  Mr. Iwol, where did we decide to have the company dinner today?


  Team Leader Cho recommended a barbecue place, so I made a reservation there!


  Barbecue? Ugh, great, my clothes are going to smell.


  From booking the venue for a company dinner to reserving a chicken restaurant for a welcome party, choosing a location for a company outing, and even planning hiking courses for the executives’ goal of conquering 100 famous mountains.


  For the past few years, I’d been the one handling all the arrangements at Hanpyeong Industry.


  And yet, Manager Nam, that jerk, had no problem gobbling up meat when I wasn’t the one who made the reservation.


  I remembered apologizing about thirty times, thinking I was inconsiderate for choosing a barbecue place.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘New task’ has been assigned.


    ▷ Secure a location for the music video shoot


    ▷ Reward: Exp (varies depending on the condition of the filming location)

  


  I’ve never scouted a filming location before, what should I do?


  It felt like this system was holding me responsible for everything I’d changed since returning to the past.


  If this wasn’t the system picking a fight with me for changing the music, then what else this could be?


  The first thing that came to mind was a school, as an easy and accessible location, but the part about ‘varies depending on the condition of the filming location’ bothered me.


  It seemed that factors like location selection and production directing would be included in the evaluation.


  Normally, they would have filmed in at least two places, outdoors and in an indoor studio… do I have to consider all of that too?


  I had always believed in the power of experts.


  Why else would someone be considered an expert? Because they were good at doing their job.


  I couldn’t understand why I had to do this when there were professionals who were much better suited for the job. I was an expert in purchasing office supplies for goodness sake.


  The bigger problem was that even as a university student, I only did part-time jobs, and after getting a job, I’d been working overtime and hadn’t had a chance to go out much.


  If I had at least wandered around, I might have had some ideas, but the only thing I could think of right now was that there were a lot of good restaurants near Hanpyeong Industry.


  I have no time to go out and scout locations right now.


  The sweet days of getting some decent sleep at night for the past few days were over today.


  Thinking about diving into the sea of information until dawn made me want to cry with joy.


  Since it was a task that needed to be done, it was better to start as early as possible. Work was something that came knocking without regard for my circumstances.


  After lying down for about 2 hours, wanting to sleep, a familiar alarm went off above my head.


  It was Cheonghyeon’s alarm.


  The alarm turned off immediately. And soon after, I heard the sound of Cheonghyeon struggling to get up.


  “Why did you set your alarm at this hour? It’s 5 in the morning.”


  Just in case Lee Cheonghyeon might have set the alarm wrong, I asked in a low voice, careful not to wake Choi Jeeho.


  But the answer I got was, ‘I didn’t set the alarm wrong.’


  “I have exams coming up soon… I was going to study and then head to school.”


  “What?”


  Before I knew it, the exam period for high school students had crept up.


  

  Up until high school, I spent a significant amount of time studying.


  Aside from eating, washing, and sleeping, studying was all I did.


  There were many reasons why I studied so hard.


  Because in our country, there was still a tendency to value academic background.


  Because if I focused on studying, I could block out the loud noises at home.


  Because if I achieved grades good enough for a scholarship, I could go to college.


  By some stroke of luck, I received rewards that were far greater than my efforts. Although I received a lot of help from my sister, in the end, I was able to leave home.


  So I didn’t regret the time I spent just studying, nor did I remember it as a painful period.


  After graduating from college, I lived a life far removed from studying.


  Or at least, I thought so.


  I thought as I watched the students sitting in the living room, huddled together, opening their workbooks.


  How did things end up like this?


  After getting up from the bed in the morning, Cheonghyeon spent an hour studying in the living room, while I spent time searching for a music video filming location.


  Then Cheonghyeon started scratching his head.


  What are you doing?


  There’s a part I don’t understand. The answer key is at school, so I can’t even check it right now.


  Fortunately, it was a problem I could solve, so I roughly gave him the solution. Cheonghyeon then asked if he could ask me questions whenever he didn’t understand something.


  Several days passed, and now that the exam date was approaching, the students decided to have a large study session in the living room.


  And somehow that included me.


  Wait a minute. Why me?


  You said we could talk to you whenever we needed help.


  Did I say that?


  Jeong Seongbin, Lee Cheonghyeon, and Kang Kiyeon all had different weak subjects, so I had no choice but to sit at the table with them.


  It was a small relief that I still retained some of the knowledge from my own exam days.


  Jeong Seongbin and Lee Cheonghyeon, who were managing their grades, occasionally asked me questions, while Kang Kiyeon…


  “Kiyeon, your pen seems to have stopped moving?”


  —was practically out of it.


  He seemed to be solving the problems of other subjects well, but when it came to math, he had completely given up.


  As a result, I had to stop browsing for the fifteenth closed school and give Kang Kiyeon a math lecture in the style of an educational TV broadcast.


  I drew on all my experience from my tutoring days, and eventually, Kang Kiyeon’s pen began to move again, albeit slowly.


  With Park Joowoo cheering him on and giving him an ion drink, it really felt like I was giving a private lesson.


  “Hyung, why did you decide to become an idol?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked me as he took a break and sipped his drink.


  From a distance, I saw Park Joowoo, who was about to put the juice back in the fridge, flinch.


  Ah, right, he was still under the misunderstanding that the reason I didn’t go to university and became an idol was because I couldn’t afford the tuition.


  I deliberately asked in a loud voice, pretending it was not a big deal.


  “Why do you ask?”


  “Just curious. Hyung, you seem good at studying too, so I was wondering what made you interested in becoming an idol after graduating from high school.”


  That was actually something people were curious about regarding Cheonghyeon.


  He had studied classical music as a child and was preparing to enter a special high school for gifted students, but then suddenly switched tracks to become an idol trainee and enrolled in a general high school.


  But I couldn’t exactly tell Cheonghyeon, ‘No, I originally had no interest at all, but there was no other way to fulfill my filial duty and switch careers at the same time.’


  I smiled brightly as if practicing the saying of the wise that you can’t spit in the face of a smiling person, and pointed to a new page that had not been solved yet.


  “Cheonghyeon, is that important right now?”


  “Of course, studying is more important, hyungnim.”


  Ignoring Kang Kiyeon who looked at him with a face that said he was such a smooth talker, Lee Cheonghyeon started to focus on the test paper again. His concentration was amazing.


  As I watched Lee Cheonghyeon solve the test paper at a scary speed as if he hadn’t been chatting, I thought.


  Should I have prepared an answer in advance about the reason I became an idol?


  This question could come up anytime, anywhere.


  For now, I managed to dodge it by joking around with Cheonghyeon, but considering how seriously I was training, it would feel embarrassing to just say, ‘I was scouted.’


  Good thing I didn’t get tongue-tied.


  I never imagined that all those years of dealing with Manager Nam and responding politely to all kinds of nonsensical comments would come in handy here.


  After about a year of working there, I found that I could automatically deflect conversations like an answering machine.


  Up until then, I believed that I could solve various situations that would come up in the future with my own improvisation.


  In hindsight, that was a naive assumption.


  

  As you go through life, you come to realize that things you could never even imagine in your own world do, in fact, exist.


  Like a boss who treats you well or a professor who gives you less homework.


  I had those kinds of things too.


  Things that I ‘never had’ in my life—like a company that provided lunch as an employee benefit or a younger sibling.


  And this included ‘good parents.’


  Some people said that family conflicts stayed in their minds for a long time and tormented them, but for me, it was a bit different.


  Do you remember when we couldn’t sleep because it was cold and Mom kicked us out because she got sick of us? It was the middle of winter.


  I don’t remember any of that.


  Wow, I’m the only one who suffered then. How can you forget that, especially after you got frostbite?


  On the contrary, I was the type who hardly remembered anything.


  I only vaguely recalled my sister being frustrated that she could remember childhood events in such detail unlike me.


  In society, I encountered many adults.


  But they were teachers or bosses, not ‘guardians’.


  So I’d never met an adult who shared an emotional bond with someone my age.


  “Your parents are coming?”


  In that sense, the upcoming visit from Jeong Seongbin’s parents to our dorm was going to be my first encounter with this kind of adult.


  “Yeah, they said they want to cook something nice now that my debut is confirmed.”


  “Wow! Seongbin-hyung’s parents are coming?”


  From what I heard, it seemed Jeong Seongbin’s family had often visited the dorm, bringing food to fill the refrigerator.


  I… I’m not mentally ready yet.


  If I’d had any friends, I might have visited their homes and met their parents.


  Unfortunately, I wasn’t exactly a social butterfly.


  At this point, as the date of the meeting approached, I grew more and more anxious.


  Even among adults, the etiquette you would show to a professor, a doctor, or an executive was slightly different.


  Although my own family was a mess and raised me to be a ruffian, Jeong Seongbin’s home was the one that raised Jeong Seongbin.


  If I unknowingly acted inappropriately in front of someone from that kind of family, it would be a serious problem. After all, people were said to be unaware of their own mistakes.


  If I unknowingly did something that went against social norms…


  I swear on my life, I won’t let my son debut with someone as unfit as you!


  Please trust me just this once, Ma’am!


  …if something like that happened, it would be a disaster.


  I need to stay sharp.


  This was the second most unsettling moment since I returned to the past and faced the situation of having to become an idol.


  Chapter 44: Family Invitation Event (1)


  A while later.


  A middle-aged woman visited Spark’s dorm.


  “It’s been a while, everyone. Is this the newcomer, Iwol, that I’ve heard about?”


  It was none other than Jeong Seongbin’s mother.


  “Nice to meet you, I am Seongbin’s mom.”


  She set her luggage down at the entrance and extended her hand to me.


  I quickly reached out to shake her hand and greeted her.


  “Yes, hello.”


  I thought about adding ‘Nice to meet you too’ but I held back.


  Even though I had never met a friend’s parents before, I could tell from Lee Cheonghyeon’s excited behavior around Seongbin’s parents that such formal language wouldn’t be natural.


  Sure enough, Seongbin’s mother said to me with a smile.


  “My goodness, Iwol is much more polite than what I heard from Seongbin.”


  Already? I’d only bowed halfway.


  If I had said ‘Nice to meet you too’, she might have thought, ‘This kid is very formal and stiff’.


  More importantly, I wondered what Seongbin told his mom about me.


  I was anxious but didn’t really want to know. So instead of interrogating Seongbin, I decided to carry Seongbin’s mother’s luggage.


  “Let me take your bags, please make yourself comfortable.”


  “No, no. I’ll put them in the fridge myself.”


  Seongbin’s mother picked up the large shopping bag she had put down.


  After a brief back-and-forth, I managed to take the shopping bag and head to the kitchen.


  The bag was full of sealed containers. There were so many that I wondered if this was why she came dressed so lightly.


  Seeing this, Seongbin said.


  “You brought side dishes again? Even though you’re busy with work.”


  “It’s not like I come here often, so this much is nothing. Kiyeon, Cheonghyeon! Can you guys put these on the veranda?”


  Following Seongbin’s mother’s instructions, Kang Kiyeon and Lee Cheonghyeon moved quickly.


  Everyone moved so efficiently, it seemed this wasn’t their first time doing this.


  Just then, the doorbell rang again at the front door.


  Seongbin’s mother, who had been focused on unpacking the shopping bag, looked up and said:


  “Oh. That must be your father.”


  “Dad’s here too? Isn’t he working today?”


  “He took a day off. When I said I was coming to see you, he insisted on coming too.”


  When I heard that it was likely Jeong Seongbin’s father, I hurriedly ran to the front door.


  When I opened it, sure enough, a man who closely resembled Seongbin was standing there.


  He was carrying grocery baskets twice the size of what Seongbin’s mother had brought.


  “Huh? I’ve never seen you before. Are you Iwol?”


  “Yes, hello!”


  I had seen many men around Seongbin’s father’s age before.


  At convenience stores or when doing delivery part-time jobs, etc.


  Nevertheless, I couldn’t help but feel a strange awkwardness from the fact that the person in front of me was a ‘colleague’s father’.


  As a result, I had to showcase my ‘answering in a loud voice’ skill that I usually only used in UA.


  This time, I successfully managed to help carry some of Seongbin’s father’s luggage to the kitchen.


  At that moment, Seongbin’s mother’s stern voice rang out:


  “Why are you making the child carry this? I told you it’s heavy because there’s fruit inside!”


  “Oh, I forgot.”


  “It’s not heavy at all, it’s fine, ma’am!”


  Not wanting to get caught in the middle of their argument, I quickly reassured her.


  When Seongbin and I opened the grocery bag, it was once again filled with colorful plastic containers.


  “Iwol, is there anything you can’t eat? I tried to pack a variety, but I’m worried there might be something you don’t like.”


  “Don’t worry, ma’am. I eat just about anything!”


  “This hyung only eats jjolmyeon, but he does eat all the vegetables in it!”


  My answer came automatically, influenced by memories from Hanpyeong Industry where I had to drink even hard liquor if the boss offered it… but Cheonghyeon interjected.


  I really didn’t understand why he was so obsessed with my taste in food.


  “Do you like jjolmyeon, Iwol?”


  “Haha, a little bit!”


  It seemed I would need to have a long talk with Cheonghyeon in our room after the parents left.


  Look forward to it. I’ll give you a lecture you won’t forget.


  After we finished sorting out all three large grocery baskets, we were finally able to gather in the living room.


  While the others chatted with the adults, I decided to make tea.


  Having years of experience serving guests, it would hurt my pride to just sit there and let someone else do it.


  It feels strange, I feel like I am back in the office pantry.


  Before the musty memories could flood back, I quickly placed seven cups of warm Solomon’s seal tea and one cup of lukewarm water for myself on the tray and headed to the living room.


  Noticing my clear water, Park Joowoo asked,


  “…Why are you just drinking water, hyung?”


  “To prevent teeth discoloration.”


  If I couldn’t do anything about my face, I should at least maintain cleanliness, right?


  Despite my efforts to contribute to the group’s overall visual appeal, the expressions on their faces as they looked at me were less than impressed.


  I knew my shortcomings well enough, so I’d appreciate it if they didn’t emphasize them with their eyes.


  While I was receiving these piercing glances from the members, Seongbin’s parents checked on each member one by one, asking about their well-being.


  “Kiyeon, I heard you hurt your ankle last time. Is it all better now?”


  “Yes, it’s fine now.”


  “Jeho, you’ve grown so much since I last saw you. How do you keep getting taller?”


  From what the two of them said, it seemed they had been watching over the trainees for a long time.


  At the same time, for some reason, all I could think of was a scene from a soap opera weekend drama.


  You know, the one where the future mother-in-law said to the female protagonist, ‘How tacky. You’re not good enough to be with my son!’.


  It’s understandable to think that way when an unknown small fry joins the group their son has been preparing for as a trainee for years.


  The side dishes they brought might as well have been a real-life version of ‘I packed this so you wouldn’t feel left out’.


  If it were me, I’d be deeply troubled too if a son like Seongbin had to spend 7 years in the same boat with some guy who came out of nowhere.


  After they finished checking in with everyone else, it was finally my turn.


  “Iwol…”


  I quickly tried to predict what would come next.


  What made you think you could become an idol?


  Or…


  Are you really planning to stay at UA until debut?


  If not then.


  Do you often get told that you’re not very tactful?


  At this point, I desperately wanted to run away.


  This was more nerve-wracking than the stressful interviews I faced at Hanpyeong Industry.


  I shouldn’t be so quick to doubt someone else’s, especially an elder’s, intentions.


  Yet, it felt as if my head was using all the energy in my body to think negative thoughts.


  After what felt like an eternity, Seongbin’s mother finally spoke.


  “Isn’t it tough being a trainee?”


  “Sorry?”


  I was flustered. Her question was something I hadn’t anticipated at all.


  Everyone in the world had their own struggles.


  Though the conditions to debut as an idol were ridiculous, I was lucky to even get this chance to save my sister.


  Besides, my fellow trainees, while they caused a bit of trouble, were undeniably talented.


  Complaining about difficulties in this situation would be a luxury.


  I answered with a smile.


  “Yes, I’m working hard!”


  …And I meant it, honestly.


  

  Jeong Seongbin’s parents stayed for about an hour before leaving.


  I asked if they would at least have dinner before leaving, but they both stubbornly refused. They said they didn’t want to interrupt the kids’ rest.


  When I asked Jeong Seongbin if they had any plans after this, he surprisingly told me they were heading straight home.


  In my house, once the adults left the house, they wouldn’t return for about three days.


  Now that I thought about it, as I grew older and heard more from others, it seemed that in most households, the family gathered at home by nighttime.


  As we divided up the tasks to clean the living room where the guests had been, Jeong Seongbin approached me with an empty cup.


  I had taken on the task of washing the dishes, wanting to ensure that the members’ hands, which their fans loved so much, wouldn’t get wrinkled from cold water.


  “Is that a cup that needs washing? Just leave it there.”


  “No, uh, hyung. I’m sorry about today…”


  “What for? Did you spit in the cup on the way here?”


  Manager Nam used to spit near my shoes whenever he was in a bad mood. That was why I hated people who spit on the street.


  However, what Jeong Seongbin confessed was not something unpleasant like that.


  “Were you uncomfortable because my mom and dad came over?”


  “Huh?”


  Jeong Seongbin fidgeted with the handle of the cup as he struggled to continue.


  “I know you’re not the type to be shy around new people, but you seemed a bit nervous today.”


  Nervous? Not just flustered?


  It’s just… I was a little overwhelmed because it was the first time I encountered such a situation.


  Looking back, my judgment was also wrong.


  If I were the type to not adapt to new environments, I would have messed up my college entrance exams or blown my interview at Hanpyeong Industry.


  However, I didn’t fail the CSAT, and unfortunately, I didn’t blow my interview at Hanpyeong Industry either.


  I wondered if I had been flustered because of an unconscious need to make a good impression. After all, there had been countless people I had to impress in my life.


  There were about twenty people I had to impress in college alone.


  It made me realize that there was no reason to be nervous about making a good impression anymore.


  So the conclusion was simple.


  I was nervous because I didn’t want to make a bad impression on a colleague’s parents.


  As embarrassing as it was, this explanation made sense.


  No, it wouldn’t make sense otherwise.


  If I had met someone else’s family before, I wouldn’t have been this awkward. Instead, I ended up getting worked up all by myself.


  This went beyond just worrying about making a mistake in front of adults.


  I cleared my throat, trying to cover up my embarrassment, and said,


  “I didn’t have much experience talking to people my parents’ age. I was just not used to it, I didn’t feel uncomfortable at all.”


  “Really?”


  “Yeah. Both of them took good care of us. So don’t feel bad about it.”


  I gently reassured Seongbin, who looked like he had ‘I’m sorry’ written across his forehead.


  In the first place, there was nothing for Jeong Seongbin to apologize for. Apologies were only necessary when people like those from my family showed up.


  I briefly imagined such a situation, and then realized it was a mistake.


  It felt so terrible that I almost dropped one of the few glass cups we had in the dorm’s sink.


  As I was trying to clear my head, a thought occurred to me.


  How did Jeong Seongbin notice my subtle discomfort?


  Chapter 45: Family Invitation Event (2)


  The HR team people used to say about me, who had been used as Director Nam’s diatomaceous earth bath mat for several years, ‘Mr. Iwol, you really know how to hide your emotions’.


  Even when Manager Nam cursed or threw documents around, I always maintained the same demeanor, serving that jerk of a manager without a hint of emotion.


  Even those who were adept at reading the mood of the organization acknowledged my secret weapon—’The art of not showing how pissed off you are’—so it was hard to believe that a mere nineteen-year-old, Jeong Seongbin, had seen through it.


  I pretended to casually ask while rinsing out the inside of a mug I received from Jeong Seongbin.


  “Did I look nervous to you?”


  Jeong Seongbin, perhaps believing that my mood wasn’t affected by his parents’ surprise visit, replied in a lighter tone than before.


  “Yes. Oh, but it wasn’t obvious from your expression or tone!”


  “If I let it show like that, my nickname would be ‘dead-eyed’ right after debut.”


  “Gasp…”


  Jeong Seongbin was startled and shut his mouth.


  What’s so bad about being ‘dead-eyed,’ anyway?


  An idol who’s not managing their expressions without a good reason has to be prepared to be called that, don’t they?


  Still, it was necessary to understand where Jeong Seongbin had noticed it. That way, I wouldn’t make a stupid mistake somewhere else.


  “So what made you think that?”


  I pretended to continue washing the dishes as if it wasn’t a big deal while observing Jeong Seongbin’s expression.


  I didn’t sense any discomfort on Jeong Seongbin’s face, like when he was trying to hide something.


  “Well, I’m not sure.”


  “What?”


  “I don’t really know what made me think you were nervous. I just felt that way.”


  It was a deflating answer.


  I felt foolish for even worrying that I might have let something slip.


  Still, it was much better than having made an outright fool of myself. Feeling a bit more relieved, I said.


  “It’s good to be perceptive, but don’t go around being too mindful of others. It’ll tire you out.”


  “I’ll keep that in mind. Oh, right, hyung! Should I text my mom to make sure she got home safely, then come back to help clean up?”


  “Do you think you’re the only one here who can clean up? Just go ahead and contact her.”


  Jeong Seongbin insisted on getting my permission for something so trivial.


  Contacting his mom, huh.


  It was something I couldn’t even imagine. To begin with, I didn’t even have my parent’s contact information on my phone.


  As I thought that next time someone’s parents visit, I should ask if they’d checked whether they got home safely, I continued wiping down the sink.


  

  Manager Kim! Reserve a pension in Jeju Island. One with lots of parking and a view of the ocean.


  A pension?


  Yeah. It just needs to be big enough for a family of three. Book it according to my vacation schedule.


  ‘You’ve submitted your vacation request, sir? When…?


  I just submitted it. Can you make the reservation today? I heard that if we don’t book it soon, the rooms might be gone.


  Manager Nam had no trouble using up his vacation days, unlike me, who never got to use even one day off during the holidays.


  Whenever he took a vacation, it was always four to five days in a row.


  And it was always my job to take care of his vacation plans.


  One day, it was booking round-trip flight tickets; another day, it was securing accommodations; and on another day, I even had to book theme park tickets.


  I had to prepare a full course of arrangements just for Manager Nam.


  It was better if it was a domestic trip.


  On days when Manager Nam planned an overseas trip with his family or a golf tour with his friends, I would find myself staying at the office until 10 PM, wracking my brain over places like Saipan and Guam, which I had never even been to.


  Because of this, I often thought that I might have been better off working at a travel agency.


  Of course, these idle thoughts would quickly dissipate when the boss, fresh from his vacation, came back with complaints.


  That was how I realized I had no talent for planning package tours.


  Assistant Manager Kim, what’s with the dull sea view from the accommodation? I paid extra for an ocean view, but I didn’t get to see clear waters even once during the entire trip.


  Manager, that’s because the weather in Jeju Island was…


  And why didn’t you make a reservation at that grilled fish restaurant I mentioned? I had to wait 20 minutes and then ended up going to another place. Are you going to compensate me for the time I lost?


  As I told you last time, that restaurant doesn’t take reservations…


  Seriously, Assistant Manager Kim, your work is so frustrating. It’s only because it’s me that I’m letting this slide; if it were anyone else, they would’ve cursed you out by now. Got it?


  “I don’t give a sh*t, you bastard!”


  I woke up with a single scream of vulgar language. It had only been two hours since I laid down in bed. The dream had been so vivid that it left me breathless.


  Was it because I searched everywhere for a music video shoot location? My sleep had been anything but peaceful.


  I worried that if I ever found myself dealing with another Nam with the same surname, I might just collapse foaming at the mouth.


  Though I was furious, I knew it would be hard to fall back asleep.


  So, while cursing Manager Nam, who still haunted me like a persistent ghost from nine years ago, I reluctantly got out of bed.


  When I walked into the living room, the night light that Choi Jeho had left turned on was faintly glowing.


  With the faint green light to guide me, I grabbed the shared laptop and sat at the dining table, letting out a sigh.


  If this wasn’t voluntary overtime, then what else could this be?


  Fortunately, the task of selecting a shoot location was almost complete.


  I couldn’t pursue overseas locations like the big groups like Parthe because I had to stick to the budget that I had heard from the planning team, but there were a few pretty good locations.


  And unlike during my time at Hanpyeong Industry, when I asked for estimates at UA, I could confidently ask the location rental companies, ‘Can we get the estimate first?’. This was a revolution in cost management.


  Manager, it’s currently a discount period, so we need to pay immediately. How should I proceed with the payment?


  About that. Just put it on your card for now and bill me later.


  Excuse me?


  I just can’t give you my card password, Assistant Manager Kim. Do you expect me to do a text verification every time you make a payment?


  Compared to the days when I had to pay the downpayment for Manager Nam’s trips, this was a much better environment. I was satisfied enough with this.


  If I were the project manager, I would’ve already submitted the payment request and completed the negotiations, but my role was merely to suggest.


  My job was to organize and report the preliminary designs, costs, and sponsorship possibilities.


  In other words, this was the extent of my responsibilities.


  After spending another hour or so on it, I was finally able to schedule an email to the planning team.


  When I finished, the system glowed brighter than the night light.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘New task’ is awaiting approval.


    ▷ Content: Secure a music video shoot location

  


  As the work I had been focused on for several days came to an end, I felt a sense of relief. I even felt a bit uplifted.


  While I still have some concentration left, let’s look at some more costume concepts.


  Thanks to the work support service, my remaining fatigue was still at 40%.


  After doing some light stretching, I looked for various costumes and typed on the keyboard until the laptop’s battery ran out.


  

  Everything seemed to be going smoothly, but there were things that didn’t go as I expected.


  The real issue was that it was clearly ‘my problem’, different from Jeong Seongbin’s wandering or Lee Cheonghyun’s runaway.


  I stared at the large mirror covering the wall of the gym for a long time.


  My body was noticeably thinner than the body I had nine years ago in my memory.


  My muscles aren’t building up as much as they should.


  It was strange that even with clothes on, there was such a difference in my physique compared to the past.


  Although I didn’t work part-time in logistics now, my activity level should be roughly similar since I was dancing day and night and even working out.


  In that situation, it was hard to accept that I had less muscle now than before.


  What on earth was the reason? Was it because I eat healthier?


  Now that UA was covering my food expenses, I ate salads and chicken breasts, whereas during my college days, I used to eat high-calorie ramen and instant foods.


  If it were a dietary issue, the difference should be in body fat, not muscle.


  It was troubling that muscle mass wasn’t increasing despite diet control and exercise.


  If I didn’t have enough strength to perform the choreography, it might give the impression that I was just going through the motions, depending on who was watching.


  ≫ While all the members are giving their all, this guy alone looks flimsyㅋㅋㅋ Looks like someone’s being forced to debut against their will


  └ They said they practiced the debut song for six monthsㅋㅋㅋㅋ Did he hibernate alone for six months?


  └If he got a different choreography from the rest and only realized three days before the debut, I’d understand.


  └ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ If that’s really the case, I’d have no choice but to tolerate it


  I couldn’t risk ruining the debut stage that would become someone else’s portfolio.


  So, I pushed myself harder with personal training, thinking that I needed to build my body. But the actual results were lackluster.


  Then a thought occurred to me.


  It was the explanation I saw when the additional work support service first appeared.


  It definitely mentioned something like side effects.


  As I tried to recall the details, the exact description from the manual appeared in my mind. The section I was looking for was at the very end.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Subordinate’ is being notified of ‘Additional Work Support Service’


    ▷ If the ‘Subordinate’ wishes to work additional hours but feels that physical limitations are hindering KPI achievement, support is provided to enable smooth additional work.


    ▷ Prolonged use of the service, excessive accumulation of fatigue, or exceeding a certain threshold of temporarily reduced fatigue may result in physical side effects.

  


  If this system was designed for a successful idol debut, shouldn’t it remove such side effects?


  I had never turned off the service since I started using it.


  So if there was a side effect of not gaining muscle, it was likely due to the extended use of the service.


  Should I turn this off only during workouts and turn it back on when I’m done?


  From what I remembered, my current fatigue level was 40%. The fatigue reduced through the support service was 20%.


  A total of 60% would probably be average for a modern office worker. After all, most office workers in Korea were practically zombies.


  I pressed ‘Yes’ when asked if I wanted to disable the service.


  Then, along with a message saying the changes were being applied, the system disappeared.


  Chapter 46: Group Merchandise Order


  The fatigue that had been slowly draining away returned in an instant.


  At the same time, my legs gave out, and I nearly collapsed onto the floor.


  Even while standing still, my head was spinning. It was a familiar kind of exhaustion.


  Wow. It really feels just like when I was working at the office.


  Whether to exercise after a long 10-hour workday or just drag myself home to collapse in bed.


  I remembered the past when I’d struggle between those two choices. I felt like crying.


  But I had no choice in the matter.


  I had a mission to debut Spark as an ‘incredible synchronized dance group’.


  I bit my lip hard to avoid groaning while exercising.


  And lying on the gym floor, fighting the urge to surrender to gravity, I somehow managed to complete today’s workout.


  When I returned after recovering my exhausted body through the labor support service, the atmosphere in the practice room was a bit different than usual.


  For one thing, I could hear laughter even before opening the door.


  In a place where Lee Cheonghyeon was usually the only one who engaged in personal conversations, it was a rare occurrence.


  What day is it today?


  As I entered the practice room, the expressions of some of the guys warming up in front of the mirror seemed oddly excited.


  The most notable were Lee Cheonghyeon and Jeong Seongbin.


  Combining the roster and the date, I quickly arrived at the answer.


  Right. It’s the day their exams end.


  I approached Kang Kiyeon, who, despite being in the same grade, was maintaining his usual calm demeanor.


  “You don’t seem any different even though your exams are over?”


  “I didn’t study hard enough to be happy that they’re over.”


  “Your self-awareness is impressive.”


  I was about to applaud Kang Kiyeon for not forgetting his duties as a trainee and focusing solely on debut preparations when someone jumped on my back.


  The only one who would do such a thing among us was Lee Cheonghyeon.


  Sure enough, Lee Cheonghyeon shouted loudly from atop my head.


  “Hyung! The stuff you taught me came out on the exam! Isn’t that awesome?”


  “So, did you get it right?”


  “Of course! If I got it wrong, hyung would probably call me out and say, ‘Cheonghyeon, how can you still smile after getting that wrong?'”


  “You know me well. And you’re good at impersonating voices. You should use that as a personal talent later.”


  “Haa. What should I do? I am so talented.”


  Then Lee Cheonghyeon laughed loudly.


  Supporting Lee Cheonghyeon’s thighs with both hands as he clung to my back, I said.


  “What do you mean, ‘what should you do?’ You should carry the team if you ever go on a variety show.”


  “Oh… That’s so real it’s scary, hyung.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s clinging show soon ended at Jeong Seongbin’s urging. However, Lee Cheonghyeon didn’t stop talking.


  “Hyung! Hyung! Our exams are over, should we all do something together?”


  “Do what?”


  “Going on a trip would be perfect, but that seems difficult due to our practice schedule… Hmm, it’s a dilemma.”


  He was so excited that you’d think he’d just come back from an extreme sports trip rather than exams.


  Unable to bear the excited atmosphere, Choi Jeho had moved far away from Lee Cheonghyeon.


  “Why are you so excited? Did you do well on the exam?”


  “Well, as long as I didn’t mess up the OMR sheet, I think I would’ve come in first in the class.”


  I casually threw out the question as a joke, but Cheonghyeon nonchalantly dropped this bombshell.


  “Really?”


  “Really.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon grinned as he saw me repeat the question in surprise.


  I knew he was smart, but this was truly remarkable intelligence.


  I had to study day and night for several days just to barely get first place, but this kid managed to achieve similar grades by cramming only during the exam period.


  I now understand why his family initially opposed him becoming an idol.


  Coming from an intellectual family, Cheonghyeon had faced strong opposition from his family before his debut.


  It seemed that K-Pop idol was a somewhat unfamiliar occupation to his mother, who was the deputy director of a research institute, and his father, who was a high school teacher.


  Perhaps because of this, scenes of Lee Cheonghyeon solving workbooks often appeared in corners during Spark’s vlogs.


  Sparklers, isn’t it exam season now? Turn off the live quickly. I’m going to finish grammar after today’s live too!


  I really need to study today. If I do poorly on the exam, my mom will scold me.


  Fans loved this side of Lee Cheonghyeon, calling it ‘Idol K-high school student moments’.


  Unexpectedly, I had to scrape through the vlogs to create a video called ‘Study with Cheonghyeon (SPARK Lee Cheonghyeon)’ at the request of Manager Nam’s daughter.


  He was so tucked away solving workbooks that when making the video, I had to zoom in so much that his face looked like a pixelated game character.


  Anyway, if he felt pressure at home, it made sense why he would wake up early to study for exams.


  Looking at Cheonghyeon, who finally got off my back thanks to Jeong Seongbin’s intervention, I said.


  “If there’s something you want to do to celebrate finishing exams, tell me. If it’s something we can do together, I’ll do it.”


  “Really?!”


  “Nothing too fancy though… We can’t go out for a meal since Kiyeon is on a diet. And we definitely can’t skip practice. We’re short on time as it is, and I’m under a lot of pressure right now.”


  “Hey, then there’s nothing we can do!”


  “If you’re dissatisfied, aim for the next final exams.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon looked at me incredulously.


  What, why do you look at me like that?


  It’s your grade that turns out good, not mine.


  While the smart Lee Cheonghyeon struggled to find maximum joy in an environment with limited money, time, and gourmet options, Park Joowoo approached.


  “…How about friendship items?”


  “Friendship items?”


  Friendship item, huh.


  It was a word that didn’t seem likely to come from Park Joowoo’s mouth.


  All of us in the practice room—including Choi Jeho, probably—doubted our ears.


  Park Joowoo calmly held out the shared phone we used in the practice room.


  The screen showed search results for ‘students who finished exams’.


  Below were search histories like ‘post-exam bucket list’, ‘things to do after exams’, and so on.


  “I thought you’d like this kind of thing, Cheonghyeon…”


  “I love it! How did you know my taste so well?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s face as he said this really looked excited. It made me wonder, ‘Was he always such an affectionate member towards the team?’


  “Friendship rings sound good. What do you think about rings, hyungs?”


  “You guys are in the middle of your growth spurt. If we get them now, they might not fit later.”


  “Is that so? Then let’s get them for Jeho-hyung and Iwol-hyung first, since they’re done growing.”


  “Can we call it a friendship ring if we get them at different times…?”


  Before we knew it, we were putting our heads together to select an item to show off our friendship.


  Some were less enthusiastic about it. Like Choi Jeho, for instance.


  Seeing the look on his face that seemed to be thinking, ‘Do we really need to get something matching?’, I pointed to Kang Kiyeon.


  Choi Jeho quickly clammed up. It seemed he hadn’t forgotten why they’d fought last time.


  But even after 10 minutes, no good ideas came up.


  There were too many reasons why certain items wouldn’t work for everyone.


  “Where on earth would we wear rabbit headbands?”


  “They’re cute! And funny too.”


  “You just want to make the members look silly.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon suddenly went crazy and suggested animal ear headbands.


  “Why don’t we just go with necklaces or something?”


  “Doesn’t Joowoo hate necklaces? They make him feel suffocated.”


  “Yeah… But I’ll wear it if we all get matching ones.”


  “Come on, there must be better options than necklaces!”


  Necklaces, bracelets, and anklets were all rejected due to personal preferences.


  We could have compromised, but everyone seemed fixated on the idea of ‘friendship items’, insisting that ‘we need to get something everyone can be satisfied with!’.


  Still, it wasn’t good to waste practice time endlessly on this unproductive conversation.


  “You’re not planning to talk about friendship items for the entire practice time today, are you?”


  “Oh no, it’s already been almost 20 minutes…!”


  “Yeah. It’s great and all, but we need to get back to work…”


  At that moment, a thought occurred to me.


  Something that would suit these guys well, that everyone could wear.


  A friendship item that could be used for a long time compared to the cost invested.


  Three days later, a fairly large package arrived at the dorm. It was the friendship item we had ordered.


  While Jeong Seongbin and Lee Cheonghyeon were opening the package, Choi Jeho asked me.


  “Hey.”


  “What is it?”


  “Do people usually get matching workout clothes as friendship items?”


  Right.


  We had ordered matching workout clothes that we could wear 365 days a year. In black, so it wouldn’t show dirt easily.


  “Can’t we think of it as a uniform?”


  “How is this different from giving a student a stationery set as a Christmas gift?”


  “What’s wrong with a stationery set? If you receive one, you should say thank you and accept it.”


  While Jeho and I were having this pointless conversation, Seongbin approached with clothes in our sizes. The others were already opening their packages.


  “Hyung, should we film a dance practice video wearing these later?!”


  “That’s the reason we got them. So if you lose them before filming the video, you’ll be in trouble.”


  I don’t want to watch your choreography practice video in your end-of-the-century casual clothes. It was painful to watch.


  I didn’t embroider numbers or names on purpose.


  So it wouldn’t be noticeable when I left later.


  It’s been a while since I had group clothes, after the company hoodie zip-ups.


  Holding the black friendship tracksuit set gave me a strange feeling. It was inexplicable.


  

  The joy over their first friendship item following the end of the midterms was short-lived, as Lee Cheonghyeon soon had to return to reality.


  The deadline for the debut song was fast approaching.


  In fact, Cheonghyeon’s song was already of high quality.


  It was much better than when it had been included as a B-side track in the past, and it had received good evaluations from the A&R team.


  However, it seemed that the planning PPT and choreography practice guidance I had sent him as references felt like a different kind of feedback to Cheonghyeon.


  With his creative passion ignited, Cheonghyeon began a major revision process, reworking the song as soon as the exams ended.


  I stayed up late as well in case I needed to intervene if the revisions went in a strange direction, but fortunately, no such mishap occurred.


  After going through a schedule even more intense than the exam period.


  “…What do you think?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked cautiously as the audio playback ended.


  His voice was hoarse from staying up until nearly sunrise.


  I removed my earphones and looked at Cheonghyeon. The area under his eyes was dark.


  “You want me to be honest, right?”


  “…But maybe say it gently?”


  Cheonghyeon responded playfully, though it was clear he was being completely serious.


  There was only one thing I could say to Lee Cheonghyeon.


  “It’s the best version I’ve heard so far. Let’s go with this.”


  “Really…?!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon clenched his fist in excitement.


  A raspy sound came from Cheonghyeon’s throat. He probably wanted to shout an exclamation like ‘Yes!’


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Task’ completed.


    ▷ Reward: Exp (5)


    ▷ Total exp: 5


    ▷ Total point: 0

  


  At that moment, a system notification appeared, confirming the finalization of the task.


  “Yeah. For real.”


  This marked the moment of overcoming the biggest hurdle on the path to debut.


  Chapter 47: A Colleague's Sick Leave (1)


  Once the song was completed, UA immediately started recruiting a lyricist to write lyrics for the debut song.


  Since it was a company specializing in music production, there was no need to worry about finding a suitable lyricist.


  When UA asked if there were any specific points I wanted included in the lyrics, I elaborated on the previously shared proposal and added some references before submitting it anew.


  Fortunately, the achievement rate for ‘advice for the stage’ went up again this time.


  With this, the large-scale project for debut was more or less finished. At least within the scope of what I could handle.


  But that didn’t mean I could rest at all.


  It was common knowledge among office workers that when one task ended, a new one came along.


  Now it’ll probably assign me a bunch of weird tasks again…


  So instead of relaxing, I had to think about how to make the most of the little bit of free time I had.


  Whether it was catching up on overdue account management or drawing those ‘love lines’ between members that I hadn’t been able to for a while.


  Before I knew it, work piled up like a mountain. The blessings of tasks were endless.


  As long as I lived in the Republic of Korea, the land of labor, it was clear I’d never have to worry about a lack of work—at least not until I was six feet under.


  So when I quit being an idol, I hoped companies would post lots of job openings. I’d work with all my heart and soul.


  “Hyung, are you using the vocal practice room today? I saw your name on the board.”


  “Yeah, I’m going to practice until I master it.”


  I gave a casual response to Jeong Sengbin’s suggestion not to push myself too hard.


  Objectively speaking, I was in a position where I had to practice even if it meant pushing myself.


  It was impressive that he could say such things despite knowing my skills stick out like a sore thumb among the six of us.


  No matter how many times I saw it, it was truly admirable.


  When you say things like that, it only makes me feel more guilty…


  Now I could understand why Seongbin’s fans always said, ‘Even kindness is a sin’.


  Back then, I thought being kind was just a good thing. Now I agreed. Kindness was indeed a sin.


  Even though my conscience had been ground to dust, there was still a speck of it left. After all, I was still wearing the guise of a human being.


  I was also receiving work support that I had never received at Hanpyeong Industry, so the least I could do was burn my vocal cords.


  Determined to improve my vocal skills, I headed to the practice room.


  But the results weren’t great.


  The growing pains were too severe compared to the minimal growth.


  I aimed to reach at least a two-octave high note, even if I couldn’t hit a three-octave one, but instead, I lost half my voice.


  I realized I lost my voice when I greeted Jeong Seongbin, who was briskly walking out of his room in the morning.


  “Good morning, hyung.”


  “Yeah. ….?”


  I was about to ask, ‘Did you sleep well?’ but it was like my throat was grinding out cement.


  It was as if the acrid air of a construction site had been transplanted into my throat. Belatedly, I felt the scratchiness in my throat.


  “Hyung, what’s wrong with your voice?!”


  “It must be, ahem, because it’s morning.”


  Unfortunately, my lie didn’t work.


  My voice sounded like someone who had spent three hours at a karaoke bar last night. Or like someone who had spent three hours shouting curses at their boss from the top of Bugaksan Mountain.


  “Hyung, you really shouldn’t force yourself to use your voice.”


  Seeing my struggle to clear my throat, Jeong Seongbin handed me a cup of warm water.


  I appreciated the kindness, but my condition was worrisome.


  How could my vocal cords be so shredded while my skills only improved by a tiny bit?


  This was so unfair. Even Hanpyeong Industry paid minimum wage, but this idol gig seemed to be operating outside the bounds of the law.


  To think I was in this state even with work support. I couldn’t help but think the physical damage was disproportionate to the results.


  “I. under. stand. Damn it. I can’t, ahem, even say anything.”


  “I told you not to say anything…!”


  As Jeong Seongbin’s voice grew louder, Kang Kiyeon came out of his room asking what was going on.


  “Iwol-hyung’s voice is really messed up. He must have overdone it yesterday.”


  “His voice?”


  “Yeah. Hyung, we’ll take care of breakfast ourselves, so you should rest and then go to the hospital.”


  “What does my voice have to do with baking bread?”


  With a voice that could probably register as ‘hazardous’ if you measured the ultrafine dust levels, I tried to convey, ‘Stop talking and just sit down and wait for the bread’. Kang Kiyeon’s expression rapidly darkened.


  “Uh… I really think you should go to the hospital first.”


  Everyone was overreacting just because a rookie trainee strained their voice once.


  It was frustrating that I couldn’t tell them I wasn’t going to sing for the rest of my life. It was not like something terrible would happen just because my voice was a bit hoarse.


  If something really impaired my ability to practice, I’d head to the hospital without hesitation, but losing my voice didn’t seem urgent enough for that.


  I tore open the bread bag and said,


  “Hey, guys.”


  “Hyung…”


  “My throat hurts, so don’t make me say it twice.”


  At that, they finally shut their mouths.


  For someone aiming to be an idol, these guys sure were clueless. I could see how hard it would be for them in the future.


  Even though I repeatedly told them it wasn’t that bad, Jeong Seongbin woke Choi Jeho up anyway and said, ‘Tell Iwol-hyung to go to the hospital!’ before going to school.


  “How bad is your throat?”


  “It’s just so-so.”


  “But it sounds so raspy.”


  Choi Jeho’s expression was one of shock. Wait, is it really that bad?


  It was not the first time my vocal cords had been overworked.


  During interview seasons or when there were inspections or construction at the company building, my daily routine involved chattering like a parrot for 8 hours straight.


  So I hadn’t thought much of it, but apparently, it sounded pretty bad to others.


  “Hyung.”


  Just as I was about to tell Choi Jeho that I’d take care of going to the hospital myself, someone called out to me from behind.


  At this time, the only younger member left in the dorm was Park Joowoo.


  When I turned around, Park Joowoo was standing there holding a mug. Hot steam was rising from inside the mug.


  “What is it?”


  “…Please drink this. It’s honey water.”


  Park Joowoo set the mug down next to my plate of toast.


  The water had a deep yellow color, likely from the generous amount of honey he’d added. But since I couldn’t smell the honey, my nose must have been blocked too.


  As I was about to say thank you, my words of gratitude was cut off mid-air by Joowoo’s gesture to stop talking.


  The honey water I drank without a word was incredibly sweet and hot.


  “Joowoo.”


  “Yes, hyung?”


  “How much… ahem, honey did you put in?”


  “About this much.”


  Park Joowoo pointed to a spot about a quarter of the way up the cup.


  It seemed our main vocalist wanted to cure me not with cold remedies but with an overdose of sugar.


  Despite the overwhelming sweetness, I decided to take another sip out of consideration for his effort, but then Park Joowoo asked,


  “…Should I add more water?”


  At that moment, I was reminded of a time long ago when I was fifteen times more exhausted and in pain than I was now.


  Why do you take medicine so often, Assistant Manager Kim? Are you sick?


  It’s nothing serious. I’ve just been having some headaches lately.


  It was about two years after I joined Hanpyeong Industry.


  I started suffering from chronic headaches from then on. I tried to visit the hospital whenever I had the time, but they just told me that the cause was unknown.


  In the end, all I could do was take painkillers whenever it got bad.


  And every time I did, Manager Nam would always make sure to say something to me in passing.


  Young people shouldn’t rely so much on medicine. That’s a lack of willpower.


  I couldn’t forget Manager Nam’s words about how willpower alone could cure headaches and improve blood circulation.


  Meanwhile, as he aged, Manager Nam would go up to the rooftop every lunchtime to smoke for an hour, claiming that he had trouble digesting his food.


  He was the reason I had a headache in the first place.


  As my head was on the verge of being split open, Manager Nam took the medicine from my hand and threw it in the trash can, saying,


  Anyway, don’t keep taking medicine. Take care of your health.


  Yes, I understand.


  It’s not like you’re protesting because you’re sick… Anyone could think you’re making a scene just to avoid working. You know what I mean, right?


  The problem was that I understood all too well what he meant, even though I wished I didn’t.


  Rain or shine, in sickness and in health, Manager Nam’s unwavering dedication to nagging me was truly impressive.


  After that, every time he saw me, he would ask how I was feeling. If any of the staff, who didn’t know what was going on, asked if I was sick, he would make a big fuss and talk about me as if I was going to die tomorrow.


  Everyone, make sure to rest well over the weekend. Especially you, Assistant Manager Kim! Don’t do anything foolish; just stay put and rest!


  At that point, people who didn’t know the situation thought I was someone who did foolish things all the time. Thanks to that, I even got scolded by the executives about how taking care of one’s health was also a skill.


  Compared to those times, the treatment I was receiving now was almost embarrassingly luxurious. I wasn’t sure whether to laugh or cry about this.


  Still, it wasn’t bad to receive concern without any malice, even if it was a little embarrassing.


  Trying to suppress my embarrassment, I looked at the bashful Park Joowoo and said,


  “No, it’s good. Thanks.”


  At that, Park Joowoo smiled, a smile much lighter than the honey water.


  Seeing that, I couldn’t bring myself to leave any honey water behind, so I ended up drinking it all, even though it was so sweet it could have been straight from the honeycomb itself.


  Up until this point, I had been somewhat complacent.


  I mistakenly thought that as my accumulated fatigue decreased due to the work support services, if I assisted the members, they too would be able to endure their grueling schedules without issues.


  I forgot that, in terms of both mental and physical strength, these kids were still in the midst of growing up.


  Chapter 48: A Colleague's Sick Leave (2)


  The dorm was quiet at 4 a.m.


  Everyone else was asleep, except for me, living my bat-like lifestyle.


  This is the perfect time to monitor.


  I turned on the shared phone I had picked up from the living room earlier and dimmed the brightness as much as possible.


  Neither Choi Jeho nor Lee Cheonghyeon were the types to wake up from light, but it felt uncomfortable to blatantly use a phone while people were sleeping.


  If it weren’t for Jeong Seongbin, I would have comfortably watched with the night light on in the living room.


  If Jeong Seongbin caught me lurking in the living room at dawn, I’d have to endure a day of surveillance disguised as concern.


  I’d rather rely pitifully on this minimum light than end up like that.


  My only pride was being able to read every label on the soju bottles in the cafeteria fridge without glasses. But my eyesight seemed to be deteriorating by the minute.


  What I had to do on this dark bed was to browse the comments on Jang Junhoo’s music video.


  The goal was to see the reactions regarding Choi Jeho. I had been too busy to check it out when the music video was released, despite my initial plans.


  As expected of a singer who was only moderately well-known in Korea, all the comments were in Korean. I wish he would fall off quickly and have 0 comments.


  I quickly scanned through the comments that mentioned Choi Jeho.


  ≫ The song was so good that I turned up the screen brightness to watch


  ≫ Who’s the guy in the music video?


  ≫ Diligently enjoying the eye candy recommended by the algorithm


  These were pretty much all the comments referring to Choi Jeho. Since no one knew him, there weren’t even any replies.


  With so few comments, it was difficult to see any meaningful reactions.


  In times like these, I had to go to community forums.


  Thanks to Manager Nam’s daughter, I knew quite a few famous communities and bulletin boards where celebrity information was posted.


  Indeed, there were many more raw posts here.


  ≫ Who’s the melancholic guy in JJH’s MV?


  Damn, he’s handsomeㅎㅎ Did he train somewhere?


  ≫ Who is JJH


  └ Jang Junhoo


  └ Why would they even bother to feature a non-celeb?


  ≫ Isn’t he a rookie actor? I’ve never seen his face before.


  └ Wow, finally a young and handsome male actor appears


  └ Pls, pls;;;;; As long as he’s handsome, that’s good enough; just don’t act too badly


  ≫ He’s a UA trainee


  └ A singer?


  └ No, an idol


  └ Huh, there aren’t any idols in UA


  They’re quick with information.


  Even though UA had never released any profiles of their trainees, comments about ‘UA trainees’ were already circulating.


  Considering the time left until our debut, the comments came at a perfect time.


  Switching between searching ‘UA’ and ‘유에이 (yu-ei)’, I was able to find posts with more detailed information.


  ≫ Looks like ua is really debuting an idol group


  6-member boy group, lineup confirmed


  Scheduled to debut in the first half of next year, self-produced group


  The guy in Jang Junhoo’s music video is also in the same group


  └ These days every entertainment company is debuting idols;;


  └ It’s easy moneyㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ A company that couldn’t even properly hold one concert for their signed artist is doing idol business?ㅋㅋㅋㅋ Has the CEO gone senile?


  └ Is this official?


  └ [Author] A friend in the industry told me.


  └ Why are there so many ‘industry friends’ in these communities? I don’t know a single one, yet there seem to be 500 friends of people of industry here, yet ironically none can provide proof


  There were some unfamiliar abbreviations, so it took quite some time to search and understand.


  But I managed to read most of the posts. This was possible because the buzz generated from Jang Junhoo’s MV wasn’t that big to begin with.


  Someone had already compiled Choi Jeho’s dance competition videos and awards. I clicked on the links and carefully reviewed the videos.


  I made sure there was nothing that could potentially cause problems and even deleted the search history before turning off the phone.


  Then I headed to the living room to put the shared phone back in place.


  But something felt off.


  The bathroom light was off, and there was no sound of water, yet I could faintly hear someone’s voice from somewhere.


  Is someone awake?


  The sound became clearer as I got closer to Jeong Seongbin’s door.


  Hearing what sounded like someone groaning, I lightly knocked on the door a few times and then opened it.


  Using my phone to light up the dark room, I noticed a particular spot where the blanket was bunched up.


  I wasn’t sure whose spot it was, but I could guess who it was just by the sound of their voice.


  “Park Joowoo?”


  I softly called out Park Joowoo’s name. But there was no response.


  I put my hand on the blanket and shook it slightly, calling his name, but Park Joowoo still remained silent.


  What’s going on? Is he sick?


  I had a bad feeling, so I pulled the blanket back a little and placed my hand on Park Joowoo’s forehead.


  Park Joowoo’s forehead was excessively hot. It was even damp, perhaps from cold sweat.


  I shook Joowoo’s burning shoulders and called his name.


  “Joowoo, wake up for a moment.”


  “Who… Iwol-hyung?”


  Fortunately, Joowoo woke up before I had to call his name a fourth time.


  His voice was as hoarse as mine had been a few days ago.


  “Yeah, it’s me. I woke you up because you have a high fever. Are you feeling very unwell? Do you want to go to the emergency room?”


  “…No, it’s not that bad…”


  Contrary to his words, Park Joowoo couldn’t even open his eyes properly. I thought it might be due to dizziness.


  It was a relief that he was conscious, but it wasn’t good for the high fever to continue.


  If he wasn’t going to the hospital right away, it would be better to at least take some fever reducers.


  I don’t think there are any first-aid medicines in this dorm.


  The pharmacy would have closed long ago at this hour.


  Recalling the location of a convenience store near the dorm, I hurriedly woke up Jeong Seongbin.


  “Hyung? What brings you to our room…?”


  “I’m sorry for waking you up. But Joowoo is sick.”


  “Joowoo?”


  Jeong Seongbin, who was mumbling in his sleep, suddenly got up.


  “I’m going to the convenience store now, can you watch Joowoo until I get back?”


  “Right now? It’s too late…”


  “I can’t tell him to hold out until morning. It’s dangerous to leave a high fever alone. I’ll be back quickly.”


  I rushed out of the dorm with just my wallet.


  I ran frantically. Even though there was no way the convenience store would be closed, I felt anxious.


  Those guys made such a fuss over me when I just lost my voice a bit, taking care of me.


  Considering how Joowoo, with his lower stamina compared to the other members, had been sprawled on the floor during every break, I should have anticipated this situation to some extent.


  Even if I hadn’t anticipated it, I should have at least prepared some basic medicines. That was the most basic common sense.


  Especially since this was one of the tasks I used to handle at the Hanpyeong Industry.


  Have you become self-centered now just because your life’s a bit easier? You old fa*ts, pathetic b*ch.


  Profanities kept ringing in my head.


  Just as I was gasping for breath and cursing inwardly, the convenience store came into view. My mouth was parched.


  “Where are the fever reducers? The ones kids take when they have a fever.”


  “Ah, those are over there…”


  I swept up every type of fever reducer from the section I was directed to.


  I also grabbed painkillers and digestive medicines that weren’t immediately necessary and threw them into the basket. My hands kept shaking even though I was in a hurry.


  While the clerk scanned the items, I looked around and asked.


  “Is there a large hospital nearby? I’m new to this neighborhood.”


  “Yes, it’s about a 5-minute taxi ride away.”


  “…Thank you.”


  My tension eased for a moment when I heard that there was a hospital nearby.


  I barely managed to keep my legs from giving out. I felt as though my spirit had left my body.


  The way back to the dorm felt even longer than the trip to the convenience store.


  When I finally rushed back to the dorm with the bag full of medicine, all the lights in the living room were on. It seemed Jeong Seongbin had turned them on.


  “Hyung!”


  “There’s fever reducer in here. Let’s give him one first.”


  Seongbin, who had rushed to the front door, took the bag from me.


  As I bent down to take off my shoes, I noticed that I was wearing someone else’s sneakers.


  Seongbin and I helped Joowoo, who could barely sit up in bed, take the medicine and then lay him back down.


  Soon after, Joowoo fell asleep with a flushed face.


  You scare people like that and then just go off to dreamland? It’s infuriating, but I’ll let it slide since you’re sick.


  As we had a moment to catch our breath, I started to come to my senses.


  At the same time, I recalled the faintly brightening sky I had seen on my way back from the convenience store.


  “Wait.”


  “Yes? What is it, hyung?”


  “What time is it now?”


  “It’s 5 am.”


  “5 am?”


  Just as I suspected, the morning was already approaching.


  It wouldn’t bother me much to miss a few hours of sleep, but Seongbin had to go to school in the morning.


  I motioned for Jeong Seongbin to lie down.


  “You should go to sleep. I’ll watch over Joowoo.”


  “What about you, hyung? You need to sleep too.”


  “I’ll sleep when you guys go to school.”


  I wasn’t sure, but I remembered hearing that it could be dangerous if a fever got too high.


  I couldn’t just go to sleep when I wasn’t certain if Joowoo’s fever would come down.


  I said good night to Jeong Seongbin and turned off all the lights in the living room.


  Then, relying on the light from my phone, I returned to Joowoo’s bedside.


  Somehow, it felt like I was going to be pulling an all-nighter today.


  

  Fortunately, Park Joowoo showed signs of improvement as time passed.


  I, too, was only able to relax after confirming that his fever was dropping every 30 minutes.


  The manager, who came at dawn as soon as he saw my message, took Joowoo to the hospital early in the morning.


  After sending Joowoo to the hospital.


  I figured I might as well organize the medicine I had bought since there was no point in trying to sleep at this point.


  The bag was filled with all sorts of medicines.


  Including a few items that didn’t even qualify as medicine.


  “…Why on earth did I buy a hangover cure?”


  It seemed I grabbed it because it looked similar to digestive medicine.


  It was a miracle that it didn’t break despite being tossed around in the bag while I ran.


  The next item I pulled out was just as ridiculous.


  “Children’s fever reducer? Did I buy it without reading the label…”


  I let out a dry laugh at my own stupidity. It had been a hectic morning.


  “So the manager came by this morning?”


  Choi Jeho, who ended up having breakfast alone with me thanks to Joowoo’s absence, asked.


  I nodded with a face that must have looked haggard from not sleeping a wink.


  “But how did you know? It happened at dawn, wasn’t it?”


  “I stayed up late because I was watching something.”


  My eyes, which hadn’t gotten even 30 minutes of rest the night before, felt sore.


  As I was rubbing my eyelids with my fingers, Choi Jeho said.


  “Hey, at this rate, you’re going to end up dead yourself.”


  “Didn’t I tell you to speak more nicely?”


  Regardless of whether I asked him kindly or not, Choi Jeho was busy examining the neatly arranged medicines in the empty side dish containers.


  In my haste to organize them, the container that Jeong Seongbin’s mother had used for radish kimchi had been demoted to a medicine box.


  “You’ve organized the medicine just as carelessly as yourself.”


  “I’ll take that as a compliment.”


  At my words, Choi Jeho closed the lid of the medicine bottle, telling me to do as I pleased.


  I wondered if I should start doing roll calls in the morning and evening to check on everyone’s health. Every day, I felt like I was getting older.


  Maybe Seongbin picked up on my exhaustion, he suggested during our group meeting, ‘Let’s make sure to tell each other if we’re feeling sick’.


  I was so touched I could almost cry. It was one of those days when my eyes were feeling hot.


  Though, it seemed more like my eyes were getting hot not from emotion, but from increased intraocular pressure due to stress. But whatever. I just hoped no one else got sick from now on.


  Chapter 49: Work Distribution


  Park Joowoo quickly recovered thanks to the members’ sincere attention.


  Of course, my nursing couldn’t be left out. Thanks to my meticulous care, Park Joowoo’s complexion became radiant.


  Afterward, I took advantage of the weekend evening to kindly instruct them on emergency procedures.


  “If you notice any abnormal signs, report to Jeong Seongbin immediately and go to the hospital during the day. Got it?”


  As a consideration, I had the patient, Park Joowoo, sit on the sofa while conducting the special lecture. The rest were all on the floor.


  In the midst of this, Lee Cheonghyeon raised his hand with a serious face and asked,


  Hyung, should I write this down?


  Yeah. It’ll be on the test.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, who showed an excellent attitude in class, was sent to his room early to compose.


  Seeing one of them released, the others started listening attentively.


  The trainees, who had now absorbed the importance of health management and maintaining good condition, evolved into disciplined individuals who ate, slept, and exercised regularly like clockwork. It was a desirable change.


  The lyrics for the debut song were also completed smoothly.


  It was exactly the atmosphere I was aiming for. The members’ and company’s reactions weren’t bad either.


  Seeing everything going so well, I thought something was bound to happen soon, but even the system remained quiet.


  This was the first time I’d had such peaceful days since becoming young again. How many tears of blood had I shed dreaming of being a high-teen star that was never in my destiny before?


  “What are you thinking about, hyung?”


  “I was just thinking even a mouse hole wouldn’t get moldy.”


  Feeling the warm sunlight of the universe, I focused back on the lyrics sheet.


  That was because Lee Cheonghyeon and I had been assigned the role of calculating the part distribution, with him as the composer and me as the producing member.


  “I have some thoughts about which member would suit which part, but nothing feels just right yet.”


  “It’s your first time doing this, so it’s normal not to have a good sense of it yet. For now, just organize your thoughts.”


  “Can we really decide this by ourselves?”


  “The company will review it once too.”


  Upon hearing this, Lee Cheonghyeon furrowed his brows and began concentrating intensely.


  “First of all, relax your brows. You’ll get wrinkles.”


  “Geez.”


  Geez? Geez?


  Here I am meticulously preventing vertical lines from forming on his forehead, and all I get is ‘Geez’?


  I almost flipped over the lyrics sheet I was holding to draw a human face and explain the cost of Botox by area, but I stopped myself.


  If I did that, this guy might get distracted again and ask, ‘Why didn’t you pursue a career in plastic surgery instead of becoming an idol, hyung?’


  Seeing the lyrics sheet crumple in my hands, Lee Cheonghyeon finally relaxed his brows.


  If only he had done that from the start. These kids always make me repeat myself.


  “I think… dividing it this way would be the safest bet.”


  Then I marked on the lyrics sheet the parts that each member sang 9 years ago.


  After years of doing all-out streaming, distinguishing parts in the songs became second nature.


  Anyway, only Park Joowoo and Jeong Seongbin could handle the high notes at this stage.


  It didn’t take long to distribute the remaining lyrics after handing over the blank rap parts to Lee Cheonghyeon.


  Cheonghyeon watched Kim Iwol’s lyric deconstruction show with great interest from beside me.


  Then, looking at the lyrics sheet divided with various colored highlighters, he exclaimed in admiration.


  “Oh, I can roughly imagine how it’ll sound now!”


  “Right?”


  I smiled shamelessly.


  But then Cheonghyeon, who had been staring intently at the lyrics sheet, raised an objection.


  “But, hyung.”


  “What?”


  “There’s no part for you at all.”


  Oops. I didn’t think of that.


  I was so focused on perfectly reconstructing the parts that I completely forgot about the existence of sub-vocal Kim Iwol.


  “Are you planning to run away the day before our debut, hyung?”


  No. I’ll run away after my debut. I have to debut due to circumstances.


  However, Cheonghyeon’s eyes, unaware of how desperate I was to debut, were already full of suspicion.


  I tried to cover up the mistake I had made.


  “It’s not like that. I just forgot.”


  “How do you forget something like that and not even secure a single line for yourself?”


  “The harmony of your five voices was so good that I just…”


  “Are you seriously using that as an excuse?”


  Cheonghyeon furrowed his brow again. I told him to unfurrow his brow, but he really didn’t listen.


  “I’m serious. Anyway, we’re short on time, so let’s focus.”


  There was no time to argue with Cheonghyeon about whether I had parts or not.


  Although Cheonghyue looked displeased, he didn’t push the issue further.


  The points fans consider important were the intro, chorus, and high note parts.


  All the positions that came with titles like ‘intro fairy’ or ‘high note specialist’ had to be distributed to the members.


  Besides the chorus, I had to avoid the killing parts that were always mentioned in each song.


  As a result, I had to find parts that wouldn’t matter who sang them in this song.


  Thanks to Lee Cheonghyeon’s incredible work on the song, every melody was beautiful, but I still managed to find the most neutral and unremarkable melody.


  Watching me highlight two lines of lyrics that I had painstakingly excavated, Cheonghyeon asked,


  “That can’t be your part, right, hyung?”


  “It is. Why?”


  “Isn’t that too little? Look at the other members’ parts.”


  “This isn’t the final version anyway. Besides, our abilities are different, so it can’t be helped.”


  Evenly divided parts? That would be great.


  In the idol world, it was common to measure time in seconds and compare it based on skill, meaning only those with the ability could earn their parts.


  In such a market, nothing could be better than all members sharing parts equally.


  However, this only applied ‘when everyone has the skills.’


  Imagine holding a microphone while struggling with dizziness among members who excellently handle live singing while dancing. There was nothing more embarrassing.


  In the first place, no one would feel upset about my parts.


  So two lines of lyrics were enough for me.


  One of them happened to be a line originally sung by Choi Jeho, whom Manager Nam’s daughter passionately adored, but I decided to overlook this as compensation for the hardships I endured as an office worker.


  Daughter, these lyrics are mine now.


  However, my perfect plan to use those 14 seconds well and return the part after debut was shattered within a few days.


  “Iwol. About the parts, can you rework it with Cheonghyeon?”


  “Yes?”


  My perfectly distributed parts were rejected at the planning team’s level.


  I couldn’t understand the reason at all. UA’s operating policy hadn’t changed from 9 years ago to now.


  Didn’t the events at the agency unfold similarly to what I knew?


  Reusing the original parts as they were should have been the closest thing to the ‘Final_Part_Distribution’ UA would have released.


  That was why I forced Jeong Seongbin, who felt burdened about the intro, to take it on, saying, ‘Just trust me on this’.


  “Your part is too small. Did Cheonghyeon agree to this too?”


  “No, Cheonghyun pointed out the same issue.”


  “Still, there needs to be some balance. It’s best if all six of you have similar amounts. Even if we can’t divide it exactly equally, it should be roughly balanced.”


  But that was not true. Their song was the most perfect when 5 people sang it.


  This was also acknowledged by the majority of the public.


  In a certain survival program, a team that covered Spark’s song received all sorts of harsh criticism from judges and commenters.


  ≫ I appreciate your challenging spirit. I’ll give you 3 points.


  └ Is it out of 5 points?


  └ out of 100 points.


  ≫ Spark’s songs are truly unique… They make it look easy when the members sing, but try it in karaoke and your throat will explode


  └ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ I boldly picked it and then quickly canceled after the first verse ended


  ≫ It’s amazing how they haven’t become popular despite singing so well.


  They’re not ugly, and they’re not short either.


  At this point, it’s a talent.


  └ They have scandals every year, as many as their members.


  └ They’re a group harsher than seasonal changes. They come suddenly one day, make you cry your eyes out, and leave on their own.


  ≫ I wish the trainees would stop covering Spark songs in survival shows…


  The skill gap is just too obvious, it’s off-putting


  It would be better if they sang more modest songs that match their skill level.


  └ You’re expecting too much from rookies.


  Some of these posts were unclear whether they were praising or subtly criticizing Spark.


  The system should have given me the original 5-member Spark’s audio files instead of a hologram scheduler.


  Then I could have plugged the audio into the planning team staff’s ears to persuade them.


  I felt a headache coming on. But as someone with no power, I had no other choice.


  “Understood. I’ll rewrite it.”


  I was a genius at repetitive labor, doing it again if they asked me to.


  In the end, I had to bow my head to Cheonghyeon, saying I was sorry, and redistribute the lyrics again. I felt ashamed.


  

  After a 100-minute discussion between me and Lee Cheonghyeon, an emergency meeting with the planning team, and a meeting with the Spark TF team, the parts were finally confirmed without any issues.


  When I watched the behind-the-scenes of the recording, I saw them casually writing their names next to the lyrics on an A4 sheet with a pen, so I thought it would take about 10 minutes to decide. But as expected, nothing was ever easy.


  Once everyone’s parts were determined and the choreography designed by Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon was finalized, the trainees began their live practice in earnest.


  This meant that all practice sessions involved both singing and dancing.


  For someone like me, who could only master one thing at a time, singing and dancing while maintaining eye contact was more challenging than organizing a web spreadsheet at 4 AM.


  Trying to conquer two mountains at once made me feel like my head was about to explode.


  Whenever that happened, I thought of Hanpyeong Industry.


  Assistant Manager Kim, isn’t it boring to do the same thing all the time? The CEO wants us to organize an in-house study group. Why don’t you take charge and come up with some ideas? Oh, and make sure to hand in the report before I leave work.


  Oh, Assistant Manager Kim. I heard that the CEO’s closet won’t open, you should go and take a look.


  When I remembered those memories, I couldn’t help but keep practicing.


  I’d rather meet my end in the practice room than return to the Hanpyeong Industry to create a study club and open other people’s closet door.


  Maybe because I practiced so hard that my shoes’ soles were wearing out, I eventually reached the point where I could dance even right after waking up, and the system recognized my mastery of the choreography.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Task’ completed.


    ▷ Reward: Exp (5)


    ▷ Total exp: 95


    ▷ Total point: 0

  


  That wasn’t all.


  The problematic self-cam finally secured about 10 episodes worth of content, allowing us to start full-scale video editing.


  Concepts, subtitles, and effects for each member had already been organized and handed over to the planning team.


  This time too, I actively used web novel keywords. If I had read beyond the preview, I could have gotten more ideas. I should spend at least 10,000 won on it when I get my paycheck.


  As a result of stockpiling a decent amount of content:


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Task’ completed.


    ▷ Reward: Exp (5)


    ▷ Total exp: 100


    ▷ Total point: 1

  


  I was finally able to earn a point for what felt like the first time in a million years. My heart swelled with pride.


  I invested the point into vocal proficiency, thinking about the recording session that was coming up soon.


  
    Performance Evaluation (100)


    ― Vocal Proficiency: 7(▲)/20


    ― Dance Proficiency: 6/20


    ― Self-PR: 12/20


    ― Attendance Management: 18/20


    ― Organizational Adaptability: 10/20


    Total exp: 0%

  


  Since it was impossible to manually invest in proficiency once it reached 7 points, the last thing I could raise with experience points would probably be dance proficiency by 1 point.


  Still, it’s not bad to have come this far.


  Without the system’s help, let alone debuting, I would have been picking up Manager Nam’s cigarette butts next to the Hanpyeong Industry building entrance by now.


  Although the road ahead was a fiery one, I thought it was fortunate that I hadn’t been roasted yet.


  However, peace in the workplace and society never lasted long.


  Along with the autumn wind, it seemed an early storm was brewing at UA, heralding a harsh winter.


  Chapter 50: Unverified Talent


  The trainee system that required debuting as young as possible, and the idol market that changed faster than the barely gathered data could keep up with.


  These two factors meant that time was truly money.


  However, UA couldn’t afford to rush. The reason was simple.


  They had no one to work.


  UA, which had been trying to launch a new business with only existing employees and no dedicated personnel for the idol team, had recently come to realize how arrogant they had been.


  We need a manager solely responsible for business related to Spark!


  It was a realization that came far too late. The company had no manpower, no experience, no know-how… In short, they were utterly unprepared.


  Still, UA had at least some sense of conscience.


  Seeing Kim Iwol, the newest trainee, who practiced during the day and for some reason worked at night, becoming as worn out as the employees, the company made a decision.


  They brought in a team leader-level experienced professional who had launched idol groups before and worked in the entertainment industry for a long time.


  UA thought this was the best support for their trainees.


  Little did they know that their trainee Kim Iwol would experience the urge to resign exactly three days later due to this new face.


  

  New personnel will be coming on board…


  The news delivered through the manager wasn’t all that surprising.


  I had anticipated that UA would eventually realize the need for more staff.


  Even though UA was in the entertainment business, the idol business was a new challenge for them. There was no way they could manage it with just the existing staff.


  The important thing was what kind of person the newcomer would be.


  I didn’t learn much about UA’s internal affairs while doing my proxy fangirling.


  Fans’ discussions about the agency mostly focused on management policies or activity plans.


  ≫ You bastards, how dare you make the photo cards such poor quality XX XX


  └ Never experienced something like this while stanning before… This is a new low in album sales history.


  ≫ The previous initial sales were 500,000 copies, but why prepare only 300,000 copies for the initial stock this time? The kids are trying their best to achieve good results, but the company is holding them back


  ≫ At first, I thought UA was just new to idol-making, but now it feels like they’ve gotten lazy because they know fans will spend money no matter what.


  First time I’m considering quitting being a fan because of the agency


  └ Can’t you quit quietly? Why are there so many people announcing their departure to the whole neighborhood? No one cares, XX


  Most of the talk was filled with such anger-fueled criticism.


  So, unfortunately, I was clueless about who the new hire was.


  What was the use of knowing the future 7 years ahead when I couldn’t even predict what would happen 7 days from now? It was an ironic situation.


  “They’ll probably be in charge of producing for you guys. Iwol, you’ll be able to learn a lot too.”


  “Does this mean we’re finally getting an idol team?”


  Jeong Seongbin asked.


  It seemed he was quite anxious about the lack of a dedicated idol team in the company.


  Given his long experience as a trainee, he must have seen and heard many things, which made him more worried.


  In response to Jeong Seongbin’s question, the manager answered.


  “That should happen soon. The new person graduated from a good university and has worked at several idol agencies. You guys will be able to rely on them.”


  I’m sorry, but I don’t trust people’s academic background or career. Even Manager Nam graduated from a good university.


  While listening to the manager’s explanation, I asked casually.


  “Could you tell me his name in advance?”


  “My bad. I forgot to tell you the PD’s name. It’s PD Yoo Hansoo.”


  The manager said.


  It was a familiar name.


  A person my body instinctively remembered, and the only individual who was singled out and stoned from all directions in UA, a company where usually the entire company would be criticized rather than one person being targeted.


  ≫ Please, I’m begging you


  Get rid of that XXX Yoo Hansoo


  If you do, I’ll forget all the crappy albums you’ve released so far


  The lifelong wish of the early-day Sparklers was ‘Get rid of UA’s PD’.


  The PD who was the subject of that wish was none other than Yoo Hansoo.


  It would take more than two days and nights to list all of Yoo Hansoo’s achievements.


  All the masterpieces, including the ‘Cyborg Warrior’ that kept haunting my dreams, were born through Yoo Hansoo’s hands.


  And that was not all.


  Yoo Hasoo even committed the heinous act of forcing Park Joowoo to remain silent at the 21st Century Fan Meeting, claiming that it would strengthen each member’s identity.


  The community’s reaction at that time was…


  It was hard to even recall. It was scary even for a 29-year-old adult to see.


  The backlash was so severe that even UA, which seemed invincible to criticism, couldn’t withstand the fanbase’s relentless attacks and ended up posting an apology.


  It was an apology filled with nonsense about wanting to give fans a new experience, stating that the concept reinforcement had not been communicated well.


  Nevertheless, UA was the kind of company that cherished every employee it hired, which was probably why they didn’t let go of Yoo Hansoo easily.


  And so, Yoo Hansoo thoroughly ruined Spark’s albums during their three-year golden period.


  Looking back, it was quite strange. The results Yoo Hansoo had produced before coming to UA weren’t particularly bad.


  In fact, many idols who were directly produced by Yoo Hansoo achieved moderate success or gained new attention.


  So why did his demonic talent suddenly bloom only after coming to UA?


  If Yoo Hansoo’s production for Spark was the only thing that went disastrously wrong, I could only think of two possible reasons.


  Either Yoo Hansoo suddenly became senile, or the company collaborated on some bizarre ideas with Yoo Hansoo.


  Either way, it was a headache. I already felt like a piece of pickled radish on a keyboard.


  Still, I doubt things went that far solely due to Yoo Hansoo’s personal issues.


  After all, things going wrong were rarely the responsibility of just one person. Wasn’t that how company matters usually were?


  Maybe Yoo Hansoo tried his best, but UA was too small a vessel to contain Yoo Hansoo.


  So instead of immediately going on high alert, I decided to investigate. As soon as night fell, I logged into Job Planet and Work.com from the dorm.


  Then I searched for companies where Yoo Hansoo had stayed or collaborated, matched the job positions, and after comparing the timelines, I could see reviews mentioning individuals presumed to be him.


  The reviews were overwhelmingly despairing.


  ≫ Everyone’s good except for one person who ruins everything


  If you don’t get rid of that person, there’s no hope. Keep working like that forever. I’m leaving.


  ≫ An extreme job where you have to applaud when your superior makes trash without even putting in effort


  It’s an extreme job where you can’t even call trash what it is. It’s like living in the shoes of Hong Gildong, who couldn’t call his father ‘father’


  And in the end, that person gets all the rewards… Come here if you want to have your career stolen


  ≫ The company is trash and the boss is even trashier


  Pros: There’s only one problematic person


  Cons: That person won’t leave


  After legally and illegally scouring all corporate review pages, I thought.


  This seems fucked up.


  First off, his personality seemed to be rotten. And judging by the repeated mentions of ‘performance thief’ his abilities didn’t seem that exceptional either.


  But he received good evaluations from the company and monopolized the rewards?


  This was 100% a sign of office politics. And a very severe case at that.


  Maybe UA wanted to teach me a harsh scolding for being so insolent.


  Unless they wanted me to deeply experience how hard it was to debut by making me taste the bitter reality of society, there was no other reason UA would do this to me.


  “Ha…”


  I let out a deep sigh. I really didn’t want to work anymore.


  

  Unfortunately, Yoo Hansoo joined UA just a few days later.


  At the same time, a small meeting was arranged for us to formally meet the person who would be in charge of us.


  A simple introduction in a meeting room would have sufficed, but UA, a company proud of its harmonious atmosphere, went out of its way to book a restaurant during lunch hours, insisting that we all ate together.


  Thanks to that, we had our first meeting at a traditional Korean restaurant.


  After everyone’s introductions, Yoo Hansoo spoke up.


  “Was it Choi Jeho? I had high expectations after seeing Jang Junhoo’s music video, and you look good in person too. CEO, you must have worked hard to gather these trainees.”


  Evaluating someone’s appearance right after meeting them? This was already not going well.


  But I couldn’t make a sour face, so I just smiled with my eyes like I did at Hanpyeong Industry. Then Yoo Hansoo looked at me.


  “You’re Kim Iwol, right?”


  “Yes.”


  I once again put on the social smile I had trained at the Hanpyeong Industry.


  And he was wearing the same smile. Damn it, we are fu**ed.


  “I’ve heard a lot about you from the CEO and the planning team. They say you’re very interested in planning?”


  “I am, though I still have much to learn.”


  Can’t we talk about this later? I just want to eat in peace at the restaurant.


  But Yoo Hansoo, like a fool who only knew work, didn’t stop talking.


  “Your ideas aren’t bad. There’s a lot of room for improvement, though. But it’s good to have enthusiasm.”


  Although his tone didn’t sound like he approved at all, I expressed my gratitude as gently as possible.


  Yoo Hansoo’s ‘evaluation of a passionate trainee’ continued.


  “Still, it’d be better for you to focus on practice for now. I heard you only recently decided to become an idol?”


  “Yes, that’s right.”


  “It’s good to be enthusiastic, but I’ve seen many kids who try to do everything and end up ruining both. I’ve seen a lot of those kids.”


  While Yoo Hansoo was rambling, all I could do was desperately pray for the rice to arrive quickly.


  When someone tells you to shut up and focus for the time being, what else can you do?


  A quick glance to the side showed that the others didn’t look too happy either.


  While it was good they were getting better at reading the room, it was disappointing that they still hadn’t fully grasped the importance of managing their expressions, despite all my explanations.


  The CEO, possibly trying to be considerate since we were still young, spoke up.


  “PD Hansoo probably sees some areas that need improvement. But Iwol has a good sense, so PD Hansoo, please guide him and help him grow.”


  It sounded like he was acknowledging Yoo Hansoo, but there was a hidden message.


  He was saying not to completely separate me from planning. It was better than becoming a kite with a broken string.


  Yoo Hansoo, not entirely oblivious, nodded repeatedly, saying, ‘Of course’.


  After thinking a hundred times about how I just wanted to eat and get this over with, the long-awaited food finally arrived.


  I made a big show of thanking the CEO for the meal, then waited until the CEO and Yoo Hansoo took their first bites before opening the lid of my hot pot. Just then, Yoo Hansoo spoke up.


  “CEO, since we’re on the topic of planning, there’s something I’d like to discuss.”


  “Hmm, what is it?”


  Let them chat or whatever.


  Like a child trying not to butt into adults’ conversations, I fixed my gaze on the food.


  As I was counting how many chestnuts were in my portion of rice, Yoo Hansoo made a statement that made me doubt my ears.


  “About these kids’ debut album. I think we need to scrap the plan and redo it, at least for the music video.”


  Steam rose from the pot.


  My vision became blurry. Just like my future.


  Chapter 51: Collaborating with Human (Trash) Resource (1)


  A whirlwind of thoughts flashed through my mind in an instant.


  From ‘Was my planning really that immature?’ to ‘How much was the cancellation fee for the music video location?’, the thoughts kept expanding endlessly.


  A suffocating silence dominated the table, making it difficult to even pick up a side dish.


  Only the CEO and Yoo Hansoo seemed unfazed.


  “Why? Isn’t it fine as it is?”


  “It’s too weak and common. The high-teen youth concept for a debut is too cliché now.”


  At first glance, it sounded right. There were numerous groups debuting with a youth concept.


  But I had clearly presented points of differentiation in my proposal.


  Including potential concerns and ways to address them.


  Did he only read the first page of the proposal?


  It was entirely possible.


  That was exactly how Manager Nam used to work. What a useless person.


  Whether I was cursing him internally or not, Yoo Hansoo continued his passionate speech without concern.


  To summarize, he argued that Spark should pursue the image of a skilled ballad boy group with a mature image.


  It seemed he had picked up a discarded initial concept proposal for Spark from somewhere.


  I felt as if a horde of ice fairies were rushing towards me on an express train.


  I couldn’t even touch the food when someone poked my leg. It was Lee Cheonghyeon.


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s face was alternating between pale and green


  His face seemed to say.


  Hyung, say something!


  He must be freaking out, having created a song with 50 or 60 metal fanfare, only to face a change of direction to become winter boys.


  Still, I couldn’t open my mouth rashly.


  Setting aside complicated issues like age or hierarchy, there was an unbridgeable gap between me and Yoo Hansoo—the difference between a non-specialist and a hands-on practitioner.


  Even if Yoo Hansoo said ninety-nine pointless things, if he made one valid point, it was worth considering.


  The knowledge gained on-site was vastly different from what you learned by just studying.


  Moreover, it seemed Yoo Hansoo intended to arrange UA’s initial concept in his own way.


  If so, I couldn’t ignore his opinion. I always had to remember that I could make wrong choices too.


  Let’s observe for now.


  I could always create an opportunity to intervene. I’d keep a close eye and step in if he started talking nonsense…


  “I’d like the outfits to be more distinctive too. You know, like ‘fashion ahead of its time’? Something modern with distinct points tends to give a sophisticated impression.”


  F**k.


  Maybe I should just scrap everything now.


  

  After the meeting with Yoo Hansoo, the atmosphere among the Spark members was incredibly gloomy.


  Seeing them all with ‘I’m upset’ practically written on their foreheads made me feel conflicted as well.


  “What did you guys think of the new PD?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked. But no one answered.


  “No, why aren’t you saying anything? Am I the only one who’s taking this seriously?”


  I assure you, I am probably the most serious one here.


  If the plan got scrapped, I might have to give up all the proficiency and experience points I’d gained from planning work. That was why my hands were shaking so much.


  “Let’s just wait and see for now. The PD said he has a plan in mind.”


  “But everyone in the company liked the concept Iwol-hyung set up, so why…?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s emotions were growing increasingly intense.


  To prevent it from escalating further, I gently warned him.


  “Lee Cheonghyeon, didn’t I tell you not to badmouth other people carelessly?”


  “But it’s just us here now!”


  “It’s the same even if it’s just us. It’s best not to talk about others if you can help it.”


  I could understand his frustration, but nothing good came from discussing company matters within the company itself.


  Lee Cheonghyeon seemed displeased, but he kept his mouth shut, perhaps agreeing with my point.


  “The CEO has suggested that the planning team, the PD, and I have a meeting soon, so I’ll assess the situation then. Until that time, don’t worry too much about the concept.”


  “…”


  “I know it’s an issue you can’t help but worry about. If things seem to be going in a strange direction, I’ll try to stop it somehow.”


  When I said this, the members all looked at me. Among them, Park Joowoo asked,


  “…How?”


  “There are plenty of ways. I could beg on my knees, or lie down at the door and tell them to step over me if they want to go with that plan.”


  Then, Choi Jeho chimed in.


  “Would that even work?”


  “If I get stepped on and then head to the Ministry of Employment and Labor, it might.”


  After sharing a tip I learned firsthand at the Hanpyeong Industry, I fell into contemplation.


  I wondered how I could extract only Yoo Hansoo’s practical experience.


  But all this was pointless worry.


  A few days later, Yoo Hansoo’s tiring presentation completely changed my mind.


  Yoo Hansoo, who had requested the materials I used for concept planning, called the planning team and me together precisely two days later.


  Even the PPT title was grandiose. The title was ‘Reconsideration of New Group Spark’s Plan’.


  I thought that forward-thinking aspect was something to admire… but then.


  “Considering the image of UA as a company, we need to emphasize that they are more of a ballad idol group.”


  “To establish an impression of them as a skilled idol group, it’s essential to focus on their vocal abilities. Right now, there’s too much emphasis on dance practice.”


  For the entire 40 minutes, Yoo Hansoo’s comments didn’t stray from this scope.


  Since when were we a ballad idol group?


  Since joining UA, this was the first time I’d heard such a thing. If that was what they wanted to do, they should lock me in the vocal practice room right away.


  And what, only vocal ability counts as a skill? Does dance skill not matter? Are we just going to bring six chairs to every music show and sing while sitting down?


  My blood pressure rose the entire time I was listening.


  However, the planning team was listening to Yoo Hansoo’s opinion quite seriously.


  I understood their feelings. Yoo Hansoo’s view might effectively make Spark look like a ‘UA-style idol’.


  But it would contradict the original goal of creating traditional idols. Everything would go back to square one…


  Tears flowed down my heart. I could already hear the sound of my exp points being taken away.


  The planning team leader, who had been silently listening to Yoo Hansoo, placed the printed materials on the table and asked,


  “So, PD-nim, what do you think would be the best approach?”


  Then Yoo Hansoo flipped to the next slide, asking us to look at it first.


  On the white slide were Jang Junhoo’s recent album cover and a graph showing a significant upward trend.


  “As the planning team knows, I participated in planning Jang Junhoo’s music video this time.”


  I was wondering why that as*hole’s album was showing up here.


  The unexpected connection gave me a headache.


  “As you can see, the view count trend rises very steeply from a certain point. Considering that the rate of increase typically decreases over time unless it goes viral, it’s clear that an effective concept plan contributed to the content’s longevity.”


  How does that even connect?


  It seemed Yoo Hansoo thought anything that came out of his mouth automatically became valid.


  It was true that unless it went viral, it was difficult for content with a rapid increase in views or an upward trend to show.


  But the premise itself was wrong. Jang Junhoo’s music video went viral because of Choi Jeho.


  Even just in online communities, you could often see Choi Jeho’s name.


  ≫ Found out who the male lead in Jang Junhoo’s MV is


  He’s a UA trainee named Choi Jeho


  20 years old this year and a dance member


  Said to be the oldest among the trainees


  └ Wow, I thought he was an aspiring actor


  By the way, during the monitoring process, I didn’t see a single comment about how this new song was particularly good or how the MV direction was great.


  The story didn’t have much to write about either. It was just about a guy going through a miserable everyday life due to the sadness of a broken heart.


  So, that upward trend was all thanks to Choi Jeho.


  Trying to take credit for someone else’s work, are we?


  Moreover, Jang Junhoo’s music video had only been released recently, so it was hardly suitable evidence for whether a concept contributes to the longevity of content.


  I had plenty more to say, but it felt like a waste of breath.


  Perhaps taking our silence as a sign that we were paying attention, Yoo Hansoo continued,


  “Don’t you think that maximally referencing and correctly adopting successful cases is a way to reduce risks that could occur in new businesses? That’s what I think.”


  I was impressed. You had to be so shameless to make a living.


  How could he so confidently label that ordinary breakup story as a success case?


  As the listener, I was troubled, but Yoo Hansoo, the person doing the talking, was as relaxed as a professional. It made my head spin.


  “So that’s why we should continue pushing for a ballad idol concept. Please look at the next slide.”


  With that, Yoo Hansoo moved to the next slide.


  The new slide displayed a poorly photoshopped image of a wide grassy field with a group photo of unknown men.


  Under the picture, there was a small title.


  It read, ‘Emotional Boys, Staying in Winter’…


  Yoo Hansoo said many more things after that. But I didn’t bother listening.


  

  After the meeting, when I returned to the practice room, the Spark members gathered around me.


  The first to speak was Lee Cheonghyeon.


  “Hyung! How did the meeting go?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon looked at me with his hands clasped together.


  Park Joowoo, looking back and forth between Lee Cheonghyeon and me, muttered,


  “…I don’t know the details, but it seems it didn’t go well.”


  Instead of answering Park Joowoo, I had the guys sit on the floor.


  Then I explained the situation as concisely and clearly as possible.


  “…So the conclusion is that we might become emotional winter boys.”


  Silence fell over the practice room after I finished speaking.


  I know what you’re all thinking. You’re probably thinking that the simple winter boys concept that UA initially proposed would be better.


  Once again, it was Lee Cheonghyeon who broke the silence first.


  “Does that even make sense? If there were a solid reason, I could understand, but is the entire justification for the concept just that we’re debuting in winter?”


  “From what I heard today, that seems to be the case.”


  “The concept is too weak. Does this mean we can only be spring boys, summer boys, and autumn boys in the future?”


  “When you all become adults, they’ll probably go with something like, ‘Boys Become Men.’”


  “Then we might become men every quarter…”


  For some reason, Choi Jeho said exactly what I was thinking. Lee Cheonghyeon’s expression, which had been indignant, turned to despair after hearing my words.


  Putting aside Lee Cheonghyeon, who looked upset, I looked at the other members and asked.


  “What do you guys think?”


  “Us?”


  “Oh. If you like it, say it honestly. That way we can decide the direction for the future.”


  Choi Jeho immediately answered my question.


  “I don’t like it.”


  “Why?”


  “If we’re going to go with a ballad idol concept, then what’s the point of having me and Kang Kiyeon in the team? Wouldn’t it be better for Park Joowoo or Jeong Seongbin to sing one more line instead of me?”


  “What? Why are you dragging me into this?”


  I could hear the spark of conflict reigniting among our little rascals. They really can’t go a day without fighting, can they?


  “I don’t think the concept itself is bad. But if you’re asking whether the PD’s concept is better than the one hyung wrote, then no, it’s not.”


  “…I prefer the concept hyung planned too.”


  Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo’s opinions were the same as Choi Jeho’s.


  They weren’t just trying to curry favor with me by saying they preferred my idea. After all, there was no reason for these guys to try to please me, the biggest klutz in the group.


  Finally, with Kang Kiyeon also siding with me, Spark’s opinion was unanimous.


  Putting aside how I felt about Yoo Hansoo’s presentation, if the guys had wanted the emotional winter boys concept, I would have at least considered it positively.


  But now that it’s come to this, I’ll make sure that winter boy concept hibernates for good.


  I made up my mind firmly.


  As if responding to my determination, the system appeared, my field of vision brightening.


  Chapter 52: Collaborating With Human (Trash) Resource (2)


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from your ‘Superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ Assistant Manager Kim, you can land this deal, right? I’m trusting you, so I won’t check in.


    [SYSTEM] ‘New task’ has been assigned.


    ▷ Preserve the concept


    ▷ Reward: Exp (20)

  


  Even the system was backing me up.


  Yoo Hansoo’s idea must be that terrible.


  As someone who didn’t miss out on the exp points given to me, my determination to protect my plan became even stronger.


  Assistant Manager Kim, have you lost your mind? Why are you recklessly suggesting we cancel the year-end party? If you’re going to just let young people do whatever they want, why even work for a company?


  Assistant Manager Kim is good in everything, but the problem is that you lack affection. If you keep cutting down ideas with cold realism every time, who’s going to feel motivated to pitch anything?


  Hey, Assistant Manager Kim, why don’t you handle that? You love using shortcuts, don’t you?


  In the past, I had challenged my superiors and never met a good end.


  But now, I had no place to retreat. I had to face this head-on, even if it meant putting everything on the line.


  Then… Where should I start?


  It was the first time in a long time since graduating from high school that I had to use my brain.


  

  Yoo Hansoo’s new plan didn’t pass easily.


  Of course, it wouldn’t. It lacked solid reasoning and originality.


  In addition, the company must have expected performance from Yoo Hansoo, so it was difficult for that subpar proposal to get approved.


  Still, for someone like Yoo Hansoo, who had been a producer for over ten years, being asked to improve a proposal created by a trainee must have been a blow to his pride.


  Perhaps that was why Yoo Hansoo shifted his approach to nitpicking my plan instead.


  “Iwol, haven’t you considered that the references here are too weak? Can you share your source materials with me?”


  “Why is this part connected like this? Write it out more clearly. So that people understand it just by reading it.”


  …And so on.


  I was already swamped with practice, and being called in three times a day was downright irritating.


  If it were during the Hanpyeong Industry era, I would have edited the sheet and given it to him since I was getting paid for it.


  Since Yoo Hansoo was adamant, saying things like, ‘You’re still inexperienced, so you might have come to the wrong conclusion. Let me review the raw data and give you feedback,’ I just handed over the 3,800-rows spreadsheet. Go ahead and analyze those statistics until your eyes pop out.


  However, there were limits to how much I could fend off Yoo Hansoo with petty tactics.


  I needed a secret weapon to maintain my small and precious concept no matter what nonsense Yoo Hansoo spouted.


  Thanks to this, I ended up living like a shut-in, monitoring comments on Jang Junhoo’s ugly-as-sh*t music video until 5 AM and summarizing the rise and fall of youth concept idols throughout history.


  “Aren’t you sleeping, hyung?”


  “I’ll sleep later.”


  “The sun is rising coming up…”


  So what if the sun was rising? Spark was about to rise up in this industry as soon as they debuted.


  I never thought I’d pray so earnestly for Spark’s success in my life. Life was so unpredictable.


  Sometimes Choi Jeho would approach me with a serious expression.


  “Your dark circles are no joke.”


  “I know. I’ll look into a clinic that’s good at fat redistribution.”


  “Can’t you just get some sleep?”


  Even if I did, I’d probably have a nightmare where Yoo Hansoo would email me, ‘Could you summarize the lyrics of last month’s music chart TOP 100?’. So why bother?


  At times like these, I was grateful for my ability to function on less sleep than most. It allowed me to keep going, even with minimal rest.


  It was a bit of a shame that I wasted this precious ability on the Hanpyeong Industry.


  …But should I still take care of my dark circles?


  My hand, which was typing, unconsciously moved towards the area under my eyes.


  I hadn’t been aware of it since I didn’t see my own dark circles, but people had been saying that they’d gotten darker.


  It hadn’t been long since both Jeong Seongbin and Lee Cheonghyeon scolded me about this.


  If I neglected it any further, I’d probably get pelted with twice as many stones, accused of dragging down Spark’s collective looks. I’d rather pass on that.


  I wiped my dry face with both hands.


  I longed for the cozy bed I’d have nine years from now.


  Fortunately or unfortunately, the mishap of me getting double stones for appearance issues didn’t happen.


  That was because I was attacked by a triple overtime from Yoo Hansoo before that.


  Yoo Hansoo would summon and work me like a dog as soon as individual practice time started. It was clear and simple harassment.


  I felt thankful that I had to turn in my phone to the company and couldn’t receive personal calls.


  If I hadn’t learned in advance from Manager Nam, I wouldn’t have been able to endure it with my weak mental state.


  Yoo Hansoo’s sarcasm was now…


  “The CEO’s really too nice. Do you even realize how lucky you are to have landed at this agency? At other places, they wouldn’t even bother looking at such sloppy documents.”


  …It had gotten to that point.


  Judging from his skill, it seemed he had reached a similar level as Manager Nam.


  I agreed with Yoo Hansoo to some extent.


  How many companies would actually pay attention to a trainee’s proposal?


  But I wasn’t the only one benefiting from a generous CEO, was I?


  Even someone like him was making a living under that same CEO.


  Nevertheless, I had to smile brightly and answer, ‘Yes, I think I was lucky too.’


  It wouldn’t do me any good to get on a producer’s bad side. It was a bitter reality.


  “PD-nim, it’s almost time for group practice, can I go back now?”


  “What? It’s that time already?”


  Yoo Hansoo checked the clock on the office wall. Then he told me to wait a moment and left the room.


  After a little over 10 minutes, Yoo Hansoo came back with a thick stack of papers in his hands.


  Yoo Hansoo handed me the papers, still warm as if fresh from printer, and said,


  “This is the draft of the plan I talked about when we all had dinner together the other day.”


  “Ah, yes.”


  “Now, imagine you’re actually planning this, and organize it with statistics and references like you did with your planning document. If you do a good job, I might even bring it up in the meeting.”


  “…Pardon?”


  So now.


  You’re telling me to clean up the planning document you wrote half-assedly?


  And you’re saying this as if you’re doing me a favor?


  For the first time in a long time, I felt blood rushing to the back of my head.


  This irritation… it made me feel alive.


  “What are you waiting for? Go practice already. You’ve got to move quickly to survive in this industry.”


  Is there any industry where you can move slowly and still survive, you fucktard?


  With a bright smile, I shouted, ‘I’ll be going now! Thanks for your hard work!’ and left the office.


  As soon as I closed the office door, I burst into laughter.


  Worried that I might look creepy laughing alone in the hallway, I covered my face with the documents I received from Yoo Hansoo while laughing.


  “Ah… What should I do about this?”


  There were many companies in the world. And there were several garbage bosses in each company.


  So there was no need to be happy or sad about someone like Yoo Hansoo.


  “But I really hate people who try to steal credit.”


  This time, Yoo Hansoo was in the wrong.


  Of all people, why did he have to resemble Manager Nam?


  

  If it goes well, it’s my doing, if it doesn’t, it’s your fault.


  There was no better way to describe Yoo Hansoo than this.


  For Yoo Hanoo, the success of group projects, group contests, and collaborations was all thanks to him.


  Right after graduating from a prestigious school known for its directing program, Yoo Hansoo jumped right into the industry. It was a position connected by a senior from the same school.


  Although it wasn’t a place suitable for such an outstanding talent, it wasn’t a bad environment for gaining first social experience.


  When peers who joined at the same time were dividing and taking on odd jobs, Yoo Hansoo did nothing.


  He was a talent who had been recognized and brought in through a reliable person, and the other peers were not.


  See, you should’ve started on the right foot.


  Yoo Hansoo thought that as he looked at his peers.


  In reality, he lacked the ability to work for a long time, but it didn’t matter.


  Instead, Yoo Hansoo had the audacity to snatch ideas from peers, juniors, and sometimes even seniors who were being sidelined in the broadcasting world, in the blink of an eye.


  To him, it wasn’t stealing.


  He was just presenting ideas that he had processed to the best state at the appropriate timing!


  Unfortunately, by the time people started to speak up, all he had to do was present his own version of the work.


  If he just hired one good outsourced worker, he could quickly improve the quality of his portfolio.


  He would bring in someone else’s plan. Then, when he felt like rumors were about to start, he would hire someone to come up with a new plan. He would get a new gig with that idea. Then, he would collaborate with someone else’s idea again…


  As this cycle continued for over 10 years, Yoo Hansoo’s algorithm began to get a little tangled.


  And in the end, it degenerated to this extent.


  I’m a capable person. I’ve been working continuously for a time long enough for mountains and rivers to change, haven’t I?


  As his stolen ideas piled up, so did the rumors surrounding him.


  Of course, Yoo Hansoo dismissed such things as nonsense. After all, he had a well-crafted career to back him up.


  But even he was starting to feel burnout.


  He was tired of constantly having to prove himself.


  So, Yoo Hansoo made a choice.


  A company that was new to the idol business and thus not savvy about entertainment planning.


  A company that wasn’t particularly rumored to have a high firing rate.


  A company where the idol-related department hadn’t been established yet, so he could expect to lead a new business.


  He decided to take a new step at ‘UA’.


  When he saw the photos of trainees affiliated with UA with such goals in mind, Yoo Hansoo felt inspiration surging.


  He would make these unpolished gems shine with his abilities!


  It was a challenging task, but Yoo Hansoo was confident.


  While waiting for the inspiration to strike, Yoo Hansoo sketched out his ideas.


  He subtly incorporated the plans he claimed to have initially conceived, so as not to overly surprise the agency with his groundbreaking ideas.


  He even thought of words of encouragement to give when first meeting the trainees who hadn’t debuted yet. After all, kids that age need advice from someone in the industry.


  After making such thorough preparations and entering UA, the first thing handed to Yoo Hansoo was a planning document.


  [Spark Mini 1st Album Concept Plan]


  It was baffling. Hadn’t he come here to plan the A to Z of the group called Spark?


  The CEO’s next words were even more absurd.


  “Our trainee did everything from planning to organizing and PT. I hope PD Hansoo can work with him to improve the album’s quality. He’s only been a trainee for a short time, so he has a lot to do besides planning.”


  Yoo Hansoo felt like he had been scammed.


  When he went home and belatedly checked the offer letter, he realized the CEO’s words weren’t far off from what the letter had promised.


  He had only focused on the company’s name and the mention of a new business unit, failing to pay attention to the details.


  Annoyed from the start, Yoo Hansoo read the first page of the plan.


  He didn’t read beyond that, as content that could be compressed into one page was written in lengthy detail afterwards.


  After reading the paper, Yoo Hansoo’s impression was very simple.


  It’s cliche.


  Youth? How many idol groups debut with a concept other than youth?


  The CEO’s words also irritated him.


  He didn’t ask to ‘mentor’ this guy but ‘ work together’ with him.


  Was he seriously expected to collaborate with some kid who was still wet behind the ears?


  But soon he decided to generously let slide the CEO’s mistake.


  Didn’t they say it was their first time in the idol business?


  Anyone could make mistakes if they didn’t know better.


  Yoo Hansoo figured he could make the CEO and thet trainee Kim Iwol realized through his ablities that they were underestimating the idol market.


  Yoo Hansoo requested a general meeting two weeks after joining the company.


  While preparing for the meeting, he focused on brainstorming and left the rest of the work—data collection and analysis—to Kim Iwol, who would send materials day and night for him to review.


  The plan was to show the stark difference between the proposal Kim Iwol had spent a month on and the one Hansoo had crafted in just two weeks, proving the gap between a rookie and a seasoned professional.


  Thinking about that made him motivated. Yoo Hansoo gave his best as if he had returned to his undergraduate days.


  And now.


  “Oh, wait a moment. PD Yoo, are those graph numbers correct?”


  In the middle of his presentation, which should have been fine according to plan, the CEO interrupted and asked a question.


  Chapter 53: Collaborating With Human (Trash) Resource (3)


  The beginning of the meeting was literally like a skit.


  Yoo Hansoo explained the data I had researched all night long as if it were his own work. The content did not deviate one bit from the explanation I had written in script form.


  The ideas I had worked so hard to come up with were instantly transformed into Yoo Hansoo’s project with just a few words from him. He was practically a linguistic alchemist.


  I couldn’t help but feel impressed by Yoo Hansoo’s audacity and confidence, he even made it look natural.


  No wonder there are so many reviews about Yoo Hansoo stealing ideas from the staff.


  It was fortunate that my job was an idol. If I had been on the same team as Yoo Hansoo, I would’ve already been enraged.


  The atmosphere changed when the CEO interrupted the PT for a moment and asked a question.


  “Can the graph really come out like that? Is the highest proportion really from two years ago?”


  Yoo Hansoo was visibly flustered by the CEO’s question.


  “Some figures might be missing, but the graph itself should be correct, CEO.”


  No. That graph was all wrong.


  This happened because Yoo Hansoo misunderstood the main point.


  To create the data you’re asking for, a full survey would be required, but it’s realistically impossible, PD-nim. It’s hard to investigate every idol debuting in the country unless we’re a statistics agency.


  Just inflate the numbers. Leave out the units and figures in the graph.


  I knew this would happen from the moment he said that nonsense.


  In the idol market where trends change every time, how can you get meaningful data just by multiplying a few numbers? If you don’t know, then don’t commit fraud.


  If this were Hanpyeong Industry, I would’ve stayed up all night or pleaded with Yoo Hansoo through tears to provide decent data.


  Even if I got scolded by Manager Nam, as long as it passed through the executives, I’d get fewer scoldings that day.


  But this time, I had no intention of doing that.


  I gave him a chance once, but he didn’t listen, so I was certain that I couldn’t work with that guy.


  I sat at the far end of the conference room, watching how flustered Yoo Hansoo became.


  Then I made eye contact with Yoo Hansoo.


  Yoo Hansoo suddenly made a stern expression when he noticed me and said.


  “Iwol, did you check this data?”


  Oh. Are you going to shift the blame like this?


  It was not an unexpected move.


  Manager Nam was an expert at getting away with things like this.


  Thanks to him, I got a full taste of the bitterness of society.


  Here…


  Ah, yes. I put in exactly what you asked for, PD-nim…


  …If I said that.


  When did I ever say that, sigh… I’m sorry, CEO. It seems there was a mistake. Iwol, let’s have a word later.


  …It was obvious that he would pretend as if he had never given such an instruction.


  Let’s stay calm.


  “Ah… I’m sorry. I think I put in the wrong data.”


  Don’t panic, calmly pretend to act ‘flustered upon discovering your own mistake’.


  “There were some changes, and I didn’t reflect all of them. I’ll correct it.”


  While inserting words enough to get nitpicked.


  It was best not to make mistakes.


  However, mistakes could happen as long as you were human.


  Furthermore, I was twenty years old on the outside and hadn’t even started my social life. My mistakes could be tolerated to some extent.


  Then what about Yoo Hansoo, who was more or less twenty years older than me, had long been in the industry, was in a position to manage me, and was presenting his own project?


  “Alright, Iwol, please correct the data after the meeting. PD Hansoo.”


  “Yes, CEO.”


  “You can continue to the extent of explaining the general flow, right? Please continue.”


  “Pardon?”


  There was no way he could.


  Yoo Hansoo couldn’t have drawn any meaningful conclusions from the raw data.


  If he had actually read the data, there was no way he would’ve come up with such garbage logic.


  He can’t read when given the file, rejects ideas when presented with them, doesn’t even review when materials are made…


  As a superior, he scored zero points.


  I watched with interest as Yoo Hansoo broke into a nervous sweat.


  “What are you doing? Aren’t you continuing?”


  “I’m sorry. The numbers suddenly got mixed up in my head…”


  Without missing a beat, he lied through his teeth. Even though there was nothing going on in his head.


  The CEO rested his chin on his hand and tapped his fingers on the desk a few times.


  “Hmm…”


  An agonizing silence filled the conference room.


  How many seconds passed like that?


  The CEO, who had been watching Yoo Hansoo silently fumble with the materials, called my name.


  “Iwol.”


  “Yes.”


  “Do you roughly remember the data that should be included here?”


  At the same time, Hansoo’s gaze turned to me.


  Don’t worry. I don’t plan on acting as a talented genius trainee with an excellent memory. I can’t even act anyway.


  “I can’t remember, but I brought all the files I used to create the data.”


  “Good job. Let me see those.”


  The CEO held out his hand to me.


  I walked straight to the CEO and handed him the printed Excel document.


  The CEO flipped through the file, read it, and asked.


  “Why is there ‘estimate’ in front of the summary here?”


  “Since it’s an estimate… I put it there.”


  I answered carefully as if my previous mistake earlier was bothering me.


  “Estimate? Didn’t you say it was a complete survey?”


  “Um…”


  When I hesitated, the CEO made a face that seemed like he didn’t understand.


  I tried not to let my gaze turn to Yoo Hansoo, who was turning pale over the CEO’s shoulder.


  Then I spoke with the corners of my lips that were about to go up firmly fixed.


  “I adjusted the sample survey values, so I marked it that way for PD-nim to verify.”


  “Adjusted? Is that how statistics work?”


  “…”


  The CEO’s brow furrowed.


  Even without turning my head, I could feel it. The atmosphere in the conference room was becoming uneasy.


  It was now up to the CEO to decide who would be held accountable.


  Even if I alone had inflated the data, I’d be satisfied with just giving the impression, ‘Did PD Yoo Hansoo not even check his own project?’


  It would be best if they decided that ‘It’s still a little too early to give PD Yoo Hansoo full authority.’


  If the rumors spread around the company, it would be even better if they reached the vocal teacher’s ears.


  That teacher had been keeping a close eye on me every class ever since I used my brain a little during the monthly evaluation.


  It seemed she was curious about just how far ahead I was thinking…


  Hopefully, she’d hear this story and thought, ‘Iwol, huh. Making such a rookie mistake, he really is just a kid.’


  Anyway.


  I waited for the CEO’s next words while trying my best to look as apologetic as possible.


  “Iwol.”


  “…Yes.”


  “Leave the data and head out for now. We’ll continue the meeting with the staff.”


  It might look like I was being dismissed, but it was essentially a declaration of innocence.


  You’re leaving now and we’re going to take care of Yoo Hansoo, that was what they meant!


  There was no more satisfying outcome than this.


  I smiled inwardly and, in a subdued voice, said,


  “Yes, understood. I’ll be more careful next time.”


  Then, I quietly left the meeting room, relishing the refreshing sensation that washed over me from head to toe.


  It felt like the dark circles that had built up because of Yoo Hansoo were being washed away all the way to the basement practice room.


  

  Not long after the meeting ended, I was called up to the rooftop.


  The atmosphere wasn’t much different from the time I was called to the break room in the past, so I stood politely with my hands clasped.


  Yoo Hansoo stood there and lit his second cigarette. Then he took a deep drag.


  “Hey.”


  “Yes.”


  “You sure know how to respond well, don’t you?”


  Assistant Manager Kim.


  …Yes.


  Our Assistant Manager Kim is great at responding, huh?


  How come our boomers always have such identical repertoires?


  The only difference with the Hanpyeong Industry era was that I was summoned to the break room instead of the rooftop, but the conversation that followed was not much different.


  I bet the next line would be something like, ‘Kim Iwol, are you trying to make a fool out of me?’


  “You almost made me look like a complete fool, Iwol. You know that?”


  Told ya.


  What was the point of having the system? It never gave me things like ‘Read your boss’s mind!’ as hidden tasks.


  Honestly, I half-expected it, but of course, the system didn’t even bother to show its nose.


  “It wasn’t intentional. I’m sorry.”


  I’m not sorry at all, but whatever.


  Still, I apologized politely because I humiliated him in front of everyone.


  Yoo Hansoo flicked his cigarette ash near the tip of my shoe. Should I be grateful that he didn’t blow smoke to my face?


  “You’re still young so you don’t know this, but when someone asks you to do something, you really have to check it thoroughly and do it. Do you understand?”


  True. But did you even pretend to listen to my suggestions?


  Do you know how much I’ve agonized over intentionally making that mistake, when I’d never made one during my entire tenure at Hanpyeong Industry?


  I fought the instinct to refuse such a ridiculous task and did exactly what he asked, yet he still had a lot to say.


  “Aren’t you going to answer?”


  “Yes, I’ll make sure to remember that.”


  “See? You’re good at responding.”


  He hated if I answered and he hated if I didn’t answer.


  I’d always wondered, what did people like this really want from me?


  “If I hadn’t handled it, you would have been in deep sh*t. Be grateful.”


  I almost clapped when he said he managed to handle it. This guy was really something. I wondered how he wiggled his way out of that mess.


  It did feel like things got resolved a bit too easily, though.


  Given that he’d survived in his career purely through office politics, I figured he’d know how to escape, but something felt off.


  Regardless of whether I was deep in thought or not, Yoo Hansoo kept puffing on his cigarette and said,


  “The CEO likes you, so I’m letting this slide, but screw up again, and you’re out. If you don’t want to be cut loose, stay sharp.”


  “Yes.”


  I wanted to disagree with the part about the CEO liking me.


  It was not that he liked me; it was more like I’d gained a tiny bit of trust. About as much as my salary bump from last year.


  Seeing my head bowed seemed to please Yoo Hansoo, and he added,


  “If you think you can’t handle it, just give up early.”


  I could tell without even looking. That son of a b*tch, the corners of his mouth were probably twitching.


  I raised my head as if I had really been disciplined.


  Sure enough, I saw the corner of Yoo Hansoo’s mouth twitch.


  “Yes, PD-nim. I’ll work hard!”


  “Good. Take it to heart and go practice.”


  Yoo Hansoo patted my shoulder a couple of times as if encouraging me, and then squeezed hard.


  This amount of power had nothing on me.


  I’d seen Choi Jeho crack a walnut with his bare hands live.


  I glanced at Yoo Hansoo, who clearly hoped this intimidation would work, with a bit of pity, then left the rooftop with a light heart.


  A few days later.


  I opened the door to the practice room, carrying the hot news I received from the planning team.


  “We’re sticking with our original concept!”


  “Really?!”


  Jeong Seongbin, who usually never raised his voice, shouted, while Lee Cheonghyeon jumped up in excitement behind him.


  I didn’t bother trying to calm Lee Cheonghyeon down.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Task’ completed.


    ▷ Reward: Exp (20)


    ▷ Total exp: 20


    ▷ Total point: 0

  


  As long as my experience points were safely delivered, that was all that mattered.


  I was enjoying the feeling of satisfaction when Lee Cheonghyeon approached me.


  “Feels like that took off ten years of our group’s life. Right?”


  “Indeed.”


  You guys didn’t even last 10 years, you disbanded after 7 years. Who are you trying to kid?


  “It really feels that way. Now that the debut lineup is confirmed, when I go home this time, my Mom will ask if the debut preparations are going well… Ugh, if we had stuck with that concept, I wouldn’t be able to proudly say things are going well.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon grimaced.


  “It’s confidential anyway, so you couldn’t really explain anything to her.”


  “But there’s still the matter of feelings, you know!”


  Then Lee Cheonghyeon grinned ear-to-ear. He seemed quite excited.


  “By the way are you going home? When?”


  “What do you mean when? It’s Chuseok next week.”


  Chuseok.


  When did time… fly by so quickly?


  Chapter 54: Chuseok Holiday (1)


  What was a holiday for an office worker?


  It was like an oasis in the desert, a lighthouse in the sea.


  A box of zero-calorie cola arriving in an empty pantry.


  An absolute force that gave you the strength to live once in the first half and once in the second half of the year, and created a shackle that made it impossible to quit.


  There was a time when holidays felt that way to me.


  When the year started, I counted how many statutory holidays there were this year, and would desperately try to use up vacation days for the holidays.


  Even when working late until the night before a holiday, the thought of ‘I can rest for a few days while still getting paid’ would make me happy.


  Just a little while ago, I was breaking my back making these guys’ 7th-anniversary banner just so I could use up my vacation days during the Chuseok holiday.


  I suddenly felt dizzy.


  It had been 8 months since I started this miserable trainee life. I could only cry.


  “Now that I think about it… Are you guys going home for the holidays?”


  “For Seollal and Chuseok, we each go to our hometowns! We stay for two nights and come back!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon made a V-sign with his fingers.


  Hometown. It was fitting for the holidays.


  …Wait.


  Did this mean I had to vacate the dorm?


  This was an unexpected crisis.


  Even if I tried to book holiday accommodation now, there wouldn’t be any rooms or they’d be ridiculously expensive.


  The 15 million won my sister left me… No.


  I couldn’t waste the remaining 14.2 million won after spending 800,000 won like that.


  Unaware of how flustered I was, Lee Cheonghyeon stuck close to me and asked.


  “Where’s your home, hyung? Mine’s in Seoul!”


  “Me?”


  I don’t know. All the adults in my family vanished overnight.


  “I… want to stay at the dorm.”


  “If you get permission from the manager, you should be able to stay. But why? Don’t tell me you’re going to practice?”


  “No, just. To rest a bit.”


  It was fortunate that I could stay at the dorm. Otherwise, I might have had to spend all night searching for available rooms on accommodation apps.


  At that moment, Lee Cheonghyeon looked around and said in a low voice,


  “Maybe Joowoo-hyung will stay too. He didn’t go home for Seollal either.”


  “Joowoo?”


  “Yes. Joowoo-hyung has his own reasons, so please don’t directly ask him about it…!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon added cautiously, then looked around again. He seemed to be checking if Park Joowoo was around.


  “Okay. I won’t bring it up first.”


  “Thank you. Sigh, if hyungs are staying, should I stay this time too?”


  “Didn’t you say you only get two vacations a year? You still want to practice?”


  “I’ll be back soon, hyungnim.”


  With that, Lee Cheonghyeon made a run for it.


  I wasn’t interested in Park Joowoo’s personal life. Especially when it came to family history.


  So I thought I would never have a conversation with Park Joowoo about this topic.


  So I never imagined that I’d be chatting with him over grilled skewers in the near future.


  

  When the holidays came, younger employees would often talk about what they were going to do during their vacation.


  Meanwhile, the older or married employees would talk more about ancestral rites or memorial services.


  Setting up the ancestral table during the holidays is such a hassle. I’m already stressed out.


  Does your family do ancestral rites, Team Leader?


  We do both memorial service and ancestral rites. It’s so annoying.


  When asked, ‘What are you doing for the holiday, Assistant Manager Kim?’, I usually replied, ‘I’ll meet up with my sister for a bit, then just rest at home’.


  That was until my sister passed away.


  The day before Chuseok, the first Chuseok after my sister died, I lay in bed and searched for ‘how to set up an ancestral rites table’.


  Even after turning off my phone and lying down, sleep wouldn’t come.


  So I stayed awake until the supermarket opened, then went there right at opening time. I bought loads of ingredients I’d seen in the search results.


  I hadn’t realized how much work went into preparing food for ancestral rites.


  I hadn’t cooked much, and it was even before my sister’s first death anniversary.


  For someone like me, making seasoned vegetables and skewered pancakes was a high-level challenge.


  The vegetable lost its color, and the pancakes spread out so much that no matter how much egg batter I used, it just kept spreading sideways.


  By the time I was frying donggeurangteng, the whole house smelled of oil.


  After wrestling with piles of ingredients all day, I was finally able to set up a late ancestral table after the sun had set.


  Without a proper ceremonial tray, I brought out as many plates as I could find at home, and even opened a 1.8L bottle of cheongju to pour the ceremonial alcohol.


  “Noona, this is probably the first time you’ve seen an ancestral table set up at our place, huh?”


  I couldn’t help but laugh. Looking at the messy pancakes made me laugh even harder.


  At the sight of macarons and financiers piled high on a ceremonial table without ancestral tables—how could I not laugh?


  “Many dessert shops in our neighborhood are closed on holidays. Next time, I should buy macarons in advance.”


  With that, I started unwrapping the individually packaged desserts.


  “I figured you’d be disappointed if you came for something delicious and there wasn’t any, so I bought these. If there’s no flavor you like, blame the lineup at the local macaron shop. I bought one of everything they had, so I’m innocent.”


  Even though I was mumbling to myself, why did it feel like I was talking to my older sister?


  That day, I built a colorful tower of macarons on our low dining table. It looked pretty impressive.


  And then, after finishing a bottle of cheongju, I lay down next to the ancestral rite table and fell asleep.


  

  After setting up the ancestral table and holiday offerings three times a year, I became quite skilled at making ceremonial dishes.


  Every holiday morning and on my sister’s memorial day, I would wake up at dawn, go grocery shopping without a list, and cook without looking at recipes.


  Yeah. It’s good to be familiar with this.


  I thought to myself, feeling the weight of the bag in my hand.


  But why am I still doing this…!


  Right.


  After 9 years had passed, I woke up early on Chuseok, realized what day it was, and instinctively went to the nearest supermarket to buy a bunch of ingredients.


  I did it with the unconscious thought of preparing an ancestral table for my sister, who should still be alive at this point. How messed up was that?


  By the time I fully came to my sense, I had already paid for everything.


  I thought about returning it all, but since there was frozen food in the ingredients and because, as Lee Cheongyeon mentioned, Park Joowoo was staying at the dorm too, I figured I could use the food to at least enjoy some holiday dishes. So I took everything home.


  I’m sorry, noona.


  Think of this not as an ancestral table but as traditional learning to preserve our cultural identity.


  “…What is all this?”


  “… Preparations for holiday cooking content?”


  “Cooking content…?”


  At my words, Park Joowoo opened a plastic bag. It was a bag containing donggeurangteng, fish, and flour.


  Park Joowoo looked back and forth between the inside of the bag and me with a subtle expression.


  I wasn’t going to repeat the mistake of saying something awkward like last time when I told him I couldn’t go to college due to lack of money.


  Stay calm.


  “It’s a holiday after all, so I thought we could do something festive. I’ll do the cooking, Joowoo, you should go rest.”


  “No. Let’s do it together.”


  “Well, that works for me. Oh, if you don’t like the smell of oil, we don’t have to fry the pancakes.”


  “Wouldn’t it be fine if we ventilated it well…?”


  “That’s true.”


  Thanks to Park Joowoo’s consideration, I decided to fry donggeurangteng as well. It started off smoothly.


  While Joowoo beat an entire carton of eggs into egg batter, I stir-fried and sautéed the other ingredients.


  Just as I was thinking that with this level of skill, I could quit being an idol and get a job as an assistant at a side dish shop, Park Joowoo called me over after preparing all the flour.


  “I’ll fry the pancakes, so could you coat them with flour and egg? Make sure to wear gloves and put on a mask—an KF94 one.”


  “Why gloves and a mask…?”


  “You’re a singer. You shouldn’t be inhaling smoke.”


  “…You’re a vocalist too, hyung.”


  I’m a temporary vocalist and you’re the main vocalist.


  I gave Park Joowoo the mask I had bought just in case.


  Because he insisted I wear one too, we both ended up frying pancakes indoors with masks on.


  Now that I’d gotten the hang of it, the pancakes turned out beautifully. It was even good enough to sell.


  Park Joowoo said as he watched me put red peppers and green peppers on the donggeurangttaeng.


  “Hyung, you’re really good at cooking….”


  “Not at all. Feel free to have one if you want. They’re low-sodium.”


  “Can I eat it before it’s finished?”


  “Why not? I made it for us to eat. The peppers look hot, but they’re not spicy.”


  I assured Park Joowoo, who preferred bland food, that my donggeurangttaeng was harmless.


  Even though I had absentmindedly bought way too many ingredients this morning, I hadn’t forgotten my role as an idol and opted for healthy food choices. Good job, me.


  When I took out the appetizer plate and served him one donggeurangttaeng, Park Joowoo waited for it to cool down and then carefully took a bite. Park Joowoo’s eyes widened a little.


  “How is it?”


  “Hyung, it’s really good…!”


  “Have two. They’re made with tofu, so they’re lighter than ones made with meat.”


  Park Joowoo’s expression brightened at my words. It was the same expression he usually had only when talking about rock bands.


  After tasting the donggeurangttaeng once, Park Joowoo also tried the skewered pancake and pollack pancake.


  Both the lightly seasoned fish pancakes and the mini skewered pancakes, filled with finely chopped ingredients, passed the test.


  “Do you like cooking, hyung?”


  Park Joowoo asked as he watched me boil spinach.


  “Not at all. Aside from ceremonial dishes, I’m not great at other things. I can…make ramen really well.”


  If the former was a dish that I had mastered with concentration, the latter was a dish that I had eaten so often that it had become a habit.


  “Why do you only learn to make this kind of thing…”


  Park Joowoo spoke cautiously. He was curious, but he seemed to be hesitant because the ingredients were typically served for memorial dishes.


  “I just like it. And since you were staying at the dorm today, I thought I’d try making something.”


  “I see… Thank you.”


  “Don’t mention it. I’m eating it too, after all.”


  As I pulled the spinach out of the pot to rinse it in cold water, Park Joowoo called out to me.


  “Hyung.”


  “What is it?”


  “Why… didn’t you go home?”


  Chapter 55: Chuseok Holiday (2)


  My home.


  Actually, it was not difficult to answer.


  I could just say, ‘I ended up getting kicked out of my house.’


  But when I thought about the look on Park Joowoo’s face when he misunderstood that I couldn’t go to college because I didn’t have money, I hesitated.


  There was nothing better than changing the subject to gloss over awkward moments.


  I cut a donggrangttaeng in half and put it on Park Joowoo’s plate and asked.


  “What about you?”


  “Huh?”


  “Why didn’t you go home?”


  If it were Lee Cheonghyeon, he’d say, ‘I asked first!’ and nitpicked on me, but Park Joowoo wasn’t like that.


  Sure enough, he picked up the halved donggrangttaeng with his chopsticks, pick it up and put it down repeatedly, and then finally opened his mouth.


  “…Well, I feel like holidays are days that should be spent with family.”


  That was a strange thing to say, considering he hadn’t gone home and stayed at the dorm.


  Perhaps noticing my confusion, Park Joowoo continued.


  “I lived at my aunt’s place. It’s been about 10 years, I think…”


  This was the first time I’d heard this.


  Now that I thought about it, Park Joowoo’s family story had never come up in any of Spark’s usual TMI conversations.


  There must be a reason he didn’t mention his parents, so I didn’t press him on it.


  Instead, I asked trivial questions, pretending it was no big deal.


  “How many people do you have in your family?”


  “Four. My aunt, uncle, hyung, and noona….”


  “So, you were the youngest at your aunt’s house. Must be tiring looking after two dongsaengs here, huh?”


  “No, I actually enjoy the noise and bustle.”


  Park Joowoo had a smile on his face as he said that. It seemed his life at his aunt’s house wasn’t all that bad.


  Maybe it’s not that he’s avoiding going home because it’s uncomfortable, but rather, he’s choosing not to go to be considerate of them.


  Just as that thought crossed my mind, Park Joowoo spoke again.


  “After living off of someone for a long time, I just feel like I should give them space on days like this.”


  “…I guess that makes sense.”


  The sound of pancakes being fried filled the quiet kitchen like BGM.


  I felt awkward. I hadn’t expected such a heavy conversation to come up so suddenly.


  I knew the feeling of being a burden all too well.


  I’d been living in a place I got with money my sister lent me, after all.


  But the thought of not having anyone to meet on holidays felt kind of sad. At least I met my sister whenever I had a break from work.


  I sighed inwardly.


  I hesitated for a moment and then said while flipping the skewered pancake.


  “I didn’t go home because I’m not really close with my family.”


  Geez, now that I heard his reason, I couldn’t avoid it.


  “It’s not that things are bad, it just feels awkward. That’s why I didn’t go.”


  Park Joowoo, who was laying a new sheet of kitchen paper on the plate, opened his eyes wide and looked at me.


  Even though I’d phrased it vaguely so that there wouldn’t be another major misunderstanding, he seemed quite surprised.


  “…Did you have a fight?”


  “It wasn’t that serious. I just took the opportunity to move out when I became an adult.”


  They say to speak straight even if your mouth is crooked. I didn’t have a fight with my family; I was one-sidedly beaten up. It was 100% their fault.


  “That’s why you never called them…?”


  “How did you know?”


  “When we all get our phones once in a while… you’re the only one who doesn’t call anyone.”


  At UA, they gave us our personal phones for about 30 minutes once a month to check in with our families.


  During that time, the guys would contact their families.


  Someone like Jeong Seongbin, who had a ton of friends, had to make the most of those 30 minutes.


  So, what I did during that time…


  What else? I just zoned out.


  I mean, I could ask the manager for my phone whenever I needed it, and I didn’t have anyone to call, so there was nothing for me to do.


  I wasn’t into stocks or anything like that, so even when I had my phone, there wasn’t much for me to check.


  “I didn’t realize you were watching.”


  “I just happened to notice it. … I’m sorry if it offended you.”


  “No. I am just a little surprised.”


  Actually, I was really surprised.


  I thought everyone would be too dazzled by the phones they hadn’t seen in 30 days to even notice me.


  I’d been too complacent. I didn’t want to stand out for no reason, so next time I should at least pretend to take a survey call or something.


  “Who do you usually call?”


  “My aunt. Or… hyung or noona?”


  “What’s this? Why are you excluding your uncle?”


  Park Joowoo smiled slightly at my words. It certainly seemed like his relationship with his aunt’s family wasn’t bad.


  “Next time, I’ll call my uncle, too.”


  “Yeah. And make sure you tell him you ate some tofu donggeurangttaeng.”


  With that light-hearted conversation, we ended our meal party.


  After spending most of the day in the kitchen, we had a basket full of fried goodies, neatly packed side dishes in three containers, and…


  “Joowoo.”


  “…Yes.”


  “The dishes… Will we be able to finish them today?”


  …There was a huge amount of dishes left to wash.


  I looked at the frying pan soaked in oil and pulled out a kitchen towel with a heavy heart.


  

  “Ha…”


  After two long hours of dishwashing, Park Joowoo and I were freed from the cleaning up duty.


  As soon as we finished cleaning up, we closed all the windows we had opened for ventilation and took refuge in a cafe near our dorm.


  I thought there wouldn’t be many places open since it was the holiday, but I was wrong. I didn’t know because I always rested at home after the ancestral rites.


  Park Joowoo and I ordered a yogurt smoothie each and sat on the terrace.


  As I was inhaling down my smoothie to relieve my sore throat from the long hours of cooking, Park Joowo asked me.


  “Is that… to prevent your teeth from staining too?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Wow…”


  Park Joowoo let out an exclamation that I couldn’t understand.


  I thought he was being sarcastic, but his expression seemed to say, ‘I’m genuinely impressed.’ Fine, I’ll let it slide this time.


  “You worked hard today. Preparing food for the ancestral rites is no easy feat, really.”


  “No. But you must be tired too, hyung… I’ll buy you some on New Year’s Day.”


  “I’d like it but my heart doesn’t like that.”


  If it were someone else, I would have said, ‘Why go through the hassle? Just buy it.’


  But when it was my own task, it was a different story.


  “Well, I might not have a choice, though.”


  “Why not?”


  “Prices have gone up too much…”


  I was shocked when I went to buy some green onions.


  Though it was cheaper than nine years ago, the price for one bunch still startled me.


  I learned once again that memories tend to be glorified with time.


  I had briefly considered buying some meat too, but that idea quickly evaporated.


  “It’s a good thing I only bought apples and pears. IIf I had bought chestnuts and persimmons too, I wouldn’t be enjoying these yogurt smoothies today.”


  “…It’s because of the holiday, right?”


  “Yeah. But prices don’t really drop even after the holiday is over.”


  “My aunt always said that.”


  Park Joowoo laughed silently. He seemed to be recalling holiday memories.


  Though he was being cautious, it seemed the atmosphere at his aunt’s house was pretty harmonious, just as I had thought.


  As I thought this far, I felt a bit sorry for Park Joowoo, who probably didn’t get to eat much of the holiday food.


  “I should have made japchae too.”


  The regret slipped out of my mouth without thinking. Park Joowoo, who had sharp ears, caught it and asked.


  “Hyung, do you know how to make japchae?”


  “I can. Though I can’t guarantee that it’ll be delicious. I didn’t make it this time because it’s high in calories…”


  “Ah…”


  I wished I had made at least a small portion for these guys to eat.


  As we were talking about how much the radish cost this time and how the pancakes were bland because they weren’t seasoned, I suddenly felt a burning sensation on the side of my face.


  When I turned my head, the ladies in the next seat were staring at us.


  I hurriedly avoided their gaze, bent my upper body, and asked Park Joowoo:


  “…Was my voice too loud?”


  Even if there weren’t that many people around, It wasn’t polite to be loud in a space shared by others.


  Fortunately, Park Joowoo shook his head.


  If that guy who preferred quiet said that, that meant I wasn’t being a nuisance.


  Perhaps sensing my self-consciousness, the ladies soon turned their attention away.


  Instead, I could hear their conversation, which had briefly paused, resumed.


  “Unnie, where did you buy songpyeon this year?”


  “You know that rice cake shop under the apartment complex? I bought it here.”


  “Unnie, you buy it from there every year.”


  Aha.


  It seemed they overheard two young men sitting stiffly like blanched spinach, talking about the same topics as them.


  If I were them, if there were two elementary school kids in the next seat sipping misutgaru and chatting about stuff like…


  Do you think the new student recruitment will go well this year?


  I’m not sure. We might not be able to fill the quota.


  …If I heard a conversation like that, I’d naturally stare too.


  “…Should we buy some songpyeon too?”


  “I’d like that.”


  Feeling somewhat embarrassed, I gathered my things with Park Joowoo and we quietly slipped out of the cafe.


  

  Although many quick shoppers had already bought their share, Park Joowoo and I still managed to successfully purchase some songpyeon.


  After enjoying the pancakes and songpyeon, we headed to the Han River at 10 PM to burn off the calories—just eating five of them was equivalent to a bowl of rice in calories.


  If you eat, you must run.


  With the gym closed for the holiday, running along the Han River was our only option.


  As I was warming up, prepared to run for about 2 hours, a phone rang. Park Joowoo took out his personal phone, which he had received as a gift for the holiday.


  “Uh…”


  Park Joowoo paused after checking the screen.


  “What? Is it one of those survey calls?”


  “No, it’s a call from my aunt… Hyung, is it okay if I take this call…?”


  “Why are you asking me for permission? Answer it quickly!”


  Making an elder wait on the line? If it were Manager Nam calling, he’d have yelled at me the moment I picked up the phone.


  Assistant Manager Kim! Did you put your phone away to make a soup pot?! Why didn’t you answer right away!!


  Assistant Manager Kim, what were you doing not picking up? What if it was something super important?


  …I’d heard such words once or twice.


  Those calls weren’t even work-related. The reasons varied, but I didn’t want to recall them all.


  I urged Park Joowoo, asking why he wasn’t answering already.


  Yielding to my prodding, Park Joowoo reluctantly answered the phone.
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  “Hello…?”


  Before Park Joowoo could even ask why they were calling him, the voice of what was presumed to be his aunt came through the phone.


  ― Joowoo! Have you eaten?


  “Yes, I have…”


  ― With who? Seongbin must’ve gone back home, right?


  “There’s a hyung staying at the dorm, so we ate together.”


  ― Then you should have come together with that hyung! The galbijjim here tastes good.


  ― Joowoo, did you eat songpyeon? Should Dad pack some and deliver it to the dorm?


  — Can you be quiet for a second? And wouldn’t it be faster to send it via delivery than for you to go?


  When the person who was presumed to be his uncle joined in, the call became chaotic.


  While I lost track of the flow for a moment, the topic had shifted to whether they should send songpyeon with or without the pine needles still attached.


  It was a completely different atmosphere from Jeong Seongbin’s family.


  Park Joowoo… can’t even get a word in.


  The race hadn’t even started, and Park Joowoo already seemed a bit worn out.


  After a few more exchanges, his aunt spoke again.


  — Can you come for the Lunar New Year? Or should Mom come and visit Seoul?


  Park Joowoo flinched at those words.


  But he didn’t show it and spoke in a calm tone.


  “It’s okay. I’m doing fine”


  And I saw it clearly. A slight smile was forming on Park Joowoo’s lips.


  Judging from the fact that they referred to themselves as ‘Mom’ and ‘Dad,’ they were already a family. Trying to keep some distance wouldn’t change that.


  After barely managing to stop the songpyeon delivery to Seoul, Park Joowoo ended the call.


  “Park Joowoo.”


  “Yes, hyung. Sorry for keeping you waiting so long…”


  “For the Lunar New Year, go visit your aunt’s house.”


  “Huh?”


  Park Joo-woo looked at me, confused.


  “What do you mean ‘huh’? I am telling you to go.”


  “Still, it’s a holiday…”


  Park Joowoo hesitated, slipping his phone into his pocket.


  I didn’t really know what it meant for family members to gather.


  “It’s exactly because it’s a holiday that you should go.”


  Otherwise, you might regret it someday.


  

  We ran for an hour.


  A cool weather and quiet riverside. Weren’t these the perfect conditions for exercise?


  Well, that was my thought, anyway.


  Next to me, Park Joowoo was slowly falling apart. He didn’t complain about being tired, but he looked pitiful.


  Before Park Joowoo’s breathing got any rougher, I stopped and looked for a bench.


  How are you going to hold a concert with such a lack of stamina…


  As soon as I thought that, the system flashed. Additional labor support services were being activated.


  I guess I am not one to talk, huh?


  Though, in the first place, this had nothing to do with me. I wasn’t going to hold a concert.


  Since I had decided to rest anyway, I figured I’d drink some water from what I brought with me from the dorm and catch my breath, but I suddenly heard a loud voice from under my feet. Even just hearing it in passing, it was full of vulgar language.


  Are they drunk?


  I slightly lifted myself to look down and saw two men sitting on the stone steps below. Thankfully, it didn’t look like they were fighting.


  “…Are they going to fight?”


  Park Joowoo asked in a small voice.


  “I don’t think so.”


  I also spoke in a volume close to a whisper.


  However, as if to contradict my answer, one of the men started to snap again.


  “Ah, fuck.”


  This time, the profanity was crystal clear. There was no mistaking the tense atmosphere.


  “He seems angry…”


  Park Joowoo muttered. This was really awkward.


  Just as I was about to suggest moving from the awkward atmosphere, the man’s companion stopped the man who was expressing anger.


  “Hyung, what if someone hears you?”


  “Let them hear, I don’t give a fuck. Can’t I even speak my mind? This is really f***ed up.”


  The man’s curses didn’t stop.


  I cursed in my head too, but usually, when you grew up, you stopped letting those words spill out like that.


  I grew up hearing my family members curse all the time, so my head was filled with vulgar language, but when I realized how ugly it sounded, I tried not to curse out loud.


  I thought, ‘He must have a really bad day,’ and closed the cap on my water bottle. I was about to get up from my seat.


  But something felt off. The man’s voice sounded familiar.


  Where have I heard it before?


  First of all, it couldn’t be one of the Spark members.


  They had sent me photos of their old albums they found at home to prove their arrival―I made them do that because I thought it might be used in a variety show.


  If it was someone I had talked to even once, I would usually remember their voice, so it probably wasn’t someone close.


  Is it someone I met at UA?


  As I hesitated to move, the man stood up first.


  “Stop bothering me, you b****! Are you going to keep pestering me? You’re nothing without me, you f***ers!”


  Gaun, do you hate it when I pester you? That makes me sad. I’d die without you and the other members.


  I remembered.


  It was the voice of Song Minil, the center of the group Parthe, who would soon become Spark’s biggest obstacle, and who had one of the largest individual fandoms among rookie idols.


  It went without saying, but there were always basic truths in our lives.


  Anyone can swear.


  Idols are people.


  Idols can swear too.


  Of course, anyone could swear, but there were times when they shouldn’t.


  Idols were held to stricter standards than regular people.


  So, it was better to be cautious about swearing.


  Though it seems some people don’t care.


  I thought, watching Song Minil venting his frustrations at my feet.


  He had just been so upset that Gaun wasn’t paying him attention, but now he looked like he was ready to eat the guy alive.


  I tried to pretend not to hear, thinking that he must have some personal circumstances or difficulty but…


  “Just because I got a sasaeng’s number, the fucking company and everyone else thinks they can fuck around with me, fuck them.”


  I ended up hearing his pathetic excuse that he got caught getting a sasaeng fan’s number and was scolded by the agency.


  More importantly, a sasaeng? Of course, that’s a big deal, you b****.


  Just as I was about to make some noise and get up, not wanting to dirty Park Joowoo’s ears any further, Han Gaun’s desperate voice held me back.


  “Hyung… If someone hears, we’ll be in trouble…”


  Damn it, now I can’t get up.


  Fortunately, it was particularly dark under the bridge, and they were below us, so it seemed they hadn’t noticed us…


  If we were caught moving now, Han Gaun would probably beg us not to post about this on community sites.


  No, who knew, maybe Song Minil would even threaten us.


  Park Joowoo must’ve thought the same, because he didn’t even make a sound.


  Still, as I was about to cover his ears out of courtesy, I felt my phone vibrate in my pocket.


  And about 0.02 seconds later, the quiet Han River Park was filled with my ringtone.


  At the same time, the medley of vulgar language that had been playing endlessly below stopped as if it were never there.


  Fuck.


  If I wasn’t careful, we’d look like trainees who were about to debut and had been eavesdropping on an industry senior’s dirty laundry.


  Park Joowoo’s pupils were already trembling like a leaf.


  I had no intention of letting Park Joowoo get caught up in this. It was my fault for choosing the wrong place to rest.


  But I couldn’t just turn myself in and leave Joowoo to keep hiding either, so I braced myself and answered the call.


  ― Hello. Iwol-hyung?


  “Huh… Hey, what time is it?”


  ― Yes?


  “Fuck, hey. I think I fell asleep while drinking at the Han River.”


  This was the so-called ‘I was too drunk to hear your conversation!’ strategy.


  This time, the Parthe members below us went quiet. I must have sounded like someone they didn’t want to mess with.


  Whatever they were feeling wasn’t my concern. They were probably holding their breath, just like us.


  I put on my best performance, recalling the countless drunk people I’d seen during my night shifts at convenience stores in college.


  “Fuck, I’m freezing. Hey, sorry. If I leave now, it’ll take me about… 30 minutes?”


  Fully immersed in the role of a typical drunk man in his 20s, I rambled on alone until Jeong Seongbin asked,


  ― Hyung, is something wrong?


  “Kihoon’s here too. This b**** is completely wasted. Can I just leave Park Kihoon behind?”


  Park Joowoo, who was suddenly renamed to Park Kihoon, swallowed.


  You’ll have to understand. If we use real names here and you debut, Parthe will remember this Han River incident.


  Furthermore, Park Joowoo’s voice was quite distinctive. Later, even the general public, not just fans, would be able to recognize Park Joowoo by his voice alone.


  We couldn’t rule out the possibility that if Park Joowoo spoke now, those two might recognize him.


  So there was no other choice. We had to go with the setting that Park Joowoo was drunk and unconscious.


  “Uh, uh. I’ll be right there. I’ll call you once I catch a taxi.”


  With that, I hung up the phone.


  Then, after sending a text to Seongbin saying, ‘Seongbin, I’m sorry. I’ll call you in 5 minutes, I exaggeratedly scratched my head and muttered to myself,


  “Ah, f***… This sucks…”


  Then I carried Park Joowoo on my back.


  Park Joowoo helped by giving me a running start without being obvious. His effort moved me to tears.


  With that, I carried ‘Park Kihoon’ off to hail a taxi, getting as far from them as possible.


  

  ― You ran into Parthe sunbaenims?


  “Yeah. Though, they probably didn’t see us.”


  ― What does that have to do with pretending to be drunk…?


  Jeong Seongbin asked, but Park Joowoo and I couldn’t answer.


  Because we had promised to keep everything we heard a secret when we got out of the bridge.


  Regardless of whether they were talking loudly in a public place or we heard it unintentionally, it was not right to talk about things that people didn’t want others to find out.


  Besides, Park Joowoo had to continue his career as an idol.


  It wouldn’t hurt to develop the habit of not talking about others.


  “It just happened.”


  ― If hyung says it’s nothing, then it really must be not a big deal, but…


  “Don’t worry about it. More importantly, why did you call?”


  ― I was just checking on-hyung. And Joowoo too.


  Jeong Seongbin, this guy, must have been really concerned about the ones who stayed behind at the dorm.


  Wouldn’t it be better for him to forget about trainee life during the few vacations he got each year?


  I guess I should be thankful that he’s at least not cursing by the river somewhere.


  For a moment, I imagined Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon yelling, ‘Fuck you, UA!’ by the river. I squeezed my eyes shut.


  “We’re fine. We’ve been eating on our own, so enjoy your break.”


  ― Yes, I will. Is there anything you want to eat? I was thinking of bringing something back.”


  “There’s plenty of food here, so come back empty-handed.”


  I firmly told Jeong Seongbin before hanging up the phone.


  When all these guys got home, we probably would be stuck eating three-color vegetable bibimbap, so what was the point of bringing food here?


  “What did Seongbin say?”


  “He asked if we wanted anything to eat.”


  “…I’ll send him a text saying there’s a lot of food in the fridge.”


  As soon as he finished speaking, Park Joowoo left to remind Jeong Seongbin. Then, the surroundings became quiet.


  Yes, this is what a holiday should feel like.


  I never would have imagined that spending Chuseok with the reserved Joowoo would turn into such a chaotic experience.


  As the familiar calmness settled back in, I finally started to relax.


  It’s not so bad to experience a holiday like this once in a while.


  Thinking it would be a good experience, I laid down in bed and relaxed.


  However, I didn’t know until then.


  A holiday wasn’t over until it was completely over.
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  How sweet was the luxury of sleeping in on a holiday?


  For a corporate worker who woke up every day at 6:30 a.m., rubbing sleepy eyes, taking a quick shower, dressing up in a suit, and squeezing into the hellish subway, a holiday morning was literally a time to ‘cherish and waste away previously’.


  The trainees at UA probably felt the same way. They woke up early in the morning and danced and sang every day.


  So, Mr. Kim, who not only worked in an office for years but was now also a trainee, wanted to enjoy the rare opportunity to sleep in!


  “Why are you here so early?”


  I asked as I hurriedly ran out to the sound of an unidentified outsider pressing the password to the dorm.


  I thought it was some drunk person banging on the door early in the morning.


  But to my surprise, the intruder, struggling with the door lock outside, shouted loudly:


  Iwol-hyung! Joowoo-hyung! Open the door!


  That was how the early morning unexpected visitor, who advertised to the whole neighborhood that Mr. Iwol and Mr. Joowoo lived here, managed to get into the dorm before breaking the door down… It was Lee Cheonghyeon, a member of this dorm.


  This trouble happened because I had locked the security latch on, thinking that no one would come.


  Who came over early without a heads-up?


  I felt like I had heard somewhere that beautiful people were sleepyheads, but it seemed it was all just a lie.


  “This is the first time someone’s been unhappy to see me arrive early. How upright of you.”


  “You could have just called first.”


  “I didn’t want to wake you guys up if you were sleeping.”


  “And yet here you are, waking everyone up anyway.”


  “Well, how was I supposed to know you’d even lock the latch?!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon kept trying to plead his case, but I wasn’t having it.


  As we were arguing, Lee Cheonghyeon took things out of the large supermarket shopping cart and placed them on the floor.


  “What is all this?”


  “Chestnuts. Oh, and watermelon-flavored jelly, too! I heard you guys already ate some pancake?”


  “Who told you?”


  “Seongbin-hyung. I spoke with him last night. Didn’t Seongbin-hyung call you?”


  Was he referring to that nerve-wracking call on the Han River?


  It seemed Jeong Seongbin contacted Lee Cheonghyeon after that call.


  I thought he had called only to keep an eye on the members who were left in the dorms, but apparently, he called each of us one by one. What a ridiculously diligent guy.


  In the meantime, Park Joowoo came out half-asleep and staggered around, moving the watermelon jelly to the cupboard.


  The uncle was pleased that the division of household chores seemed to be going well.


  As I moved the food Cheonghyeon brought to the refrigerator, I asked.


  “So. Why did you come so early?”


  “I thought hyungs might be bored.”


  “What?”


  “You know the saying, ‘You may not notice who’s there, but you definitely notice who’s missing’!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon shouted confidently. Wasn’t it the quality of an idol to say such embarrassing things so confidently?


  I briefly wondered if it was okay for him to spend his long-awaited vacation like this.


  Even Joowoo, who had finished organizing the food, asked,


  “…Are you sure it’s fine not to be with your family?”


  Cheonghyeon was unbothered.


  “What’s the point of being there? I’ll just get nagged. Oh, but since my grades were good this time, they didn’t say much!”


  “Your family must care a lot about academics.”


  “Not just a lot, but completely. Honestly, I think it’s a bit much to have three children and expect all of them to focus on studying.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon said firmly.


  Well, if there were five people in a family and only one of them was pursuing the path of music, it would not be easy for them to get along with the other family members.


  We continued chatting, each munching on a couple of chestnuts that Cheonghyeon had brought.


  A few hours later, Seongbin returned, carrying a black plastic bag.


  “Seongbin-hyung!”


  Jeong Seongbin, greeted by Lee Cheonghyeon who was happy to see him, handed the bag to Park Joowoo.


  The envelope that Park Joowoo received was filled with yakgwa.


  Park Joowoo looked at the sheer amount of yakgwa inside the bag with puzzled eyes and asked.


  “What is all this…?”


  “It’s yakgwa. Hyung, has everything been okay? I see Cheonghyeon’s already here.”


  I asked, full of worry.


  “…Do you like yakgwa?”


  It would be a problem if he did. Yakgwa contained a whopping 140 kcal per piece.


  “No, I brought it for the members to eat.”


  Fortunately, Seongbin quickly put my worries to rest.


  What Jeong Seongbin brought wasn’t just yakgwa.


  This time, Jeong Seongbin’s mother sent a sealed container filled with dumplings she made herself. Apparently the whole family had made them together to celebrate Chuseok.


  “Hyung, some of the dumplings are a bit burst, though?”


  “Oh… Those are probably the ones Jeong Seongjun made.”


  With a small sigh, Jeong Seongbin mentioned his younger brother’s name.


  That dry tone and a tone of voice that seemed to hide a feeling of pity…


  My noona must have spoken like that too when she talked about me somewhere. I’m sorry for being a lacking younger brother, noona.


  As I suddenly felt a strange sense of kinship with Seongjun, whom I’d never even met, Seongbin said to me.


  “You’re supposed to steam these dumplings. I learned how to do it, so I’ll take care of it.”


  “I know how to steam dumplings too. But how did you carry all this?”


  “Dad gave me a lift.”


  I see. You should’ve invited him in for a drink or something… Now I feel guilty about not meeting your father properly.


  The holiday food blessings didn’t stop there.


  Not long after, Kang Kiyeon arrived with a whole box of ginger hangwa.


  “…Do you guys like ginger?”


  He asked with a sheepish look.


  It seemed Kiyeon wasn’t fond of ginger, but I, who absolutely adored ginger tea, welcomed the ginger hangwa with open arms.


  Seeing all these snacks his friend brought from home, Cheonghyeon laughed and said,


  “At this rate, isn’t Jeho-hyung going to bring something too?”


  “No way. Jeho-hyung lives far away.”


  When Lee Cheonghyeon joked, Jeong Seongbin, who was opening the box of hangwa with sparkled eyes, laughed and waved his hand dismissively.


  “It takes him three hours just on the KTX…”


  Even Park Joowoo doubted it would happen.


  And sure enough, Choi Jeho didn’t bring anything.


  Instead, he carried something on his back.


  “So you carried plum extract all the way here from your house?”


  “Yeah. Mom asked me to bring it.”


  Choi Jeho put down the clearly heavy backpack and plopped onto the couch.


  Through the bag’s outline, I could make out the silhouettes of two 1.5-liter bottles.


  “If you don’t want to drink it, just leave it. I’ll take care of it.”


  “What are you saying, hyung? I love plum extract!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon quickly put the two plastic bottles in the refrigerator before Choi Jeho could think of throwing away the plum extract.


  You’re saying that everyone below the manager level should get the same holiday bonus as regular employees?


  Yeah, That’s what the higher-ups said. Plan your budget accordingly.


  There’s going to be up to 400,000 won difference compared to last Lunar New Year… Won’t there be a backlash?


  What? That much?


  Some companies even cut bonuses for employees who had worked more than five years because they felt it was a waste.


  “Hey guys.”


  I said, thinking of the chestnut plate, yakgwa bag, hangwa box, and the plum extract bottles in the fridge, and said,


  “Everyone, gather around. Let’s start by making a thank-you call to Choi Jeho’s house.”


  

  Thanks to everyone who brought food thinking of each other, we almost gained 500 grams each.


  If the six of us hadn’t lined up in two rows every night to run along the Han River, our families’ love and care would have turned directly into extra weight.


  That was how we tried our best during that short holiday to fulfill our idol duties…


  “I’ve been thinking while everyone was resting. About what we need to do to help this group survive in a unique market.”


  If there’s a god, I’d like to ask them:


  Why didn’t you strike Yoo Hansoo with lightning for not fulfilling his duties?


  I wanted to either tear apart the PowerPoint slide titled ‘Spark – Stage Name (Draft)’ in front of me or gouge out my own eyes to avoid seeing it. Very violently, too.


  Stage names were not uncommon in idol groups.


  Sometimes, using stage names was trendy, and at other times, sticking to real names was the norm.


  However, stage names were only created when there was a need to show idols in a more effective way after thorough discussions, by considering the team’s color or the individuality of its members.


  “See, these stage names would reflect how the six of you belong to a single group…”


  Not by giving all six members matching names.


  I took the chance while everyone was staring at Yoo Hansoo to rub my eyes, then looked at the screen again.


  But the words ‘The Six Yoo Brothers’ were still there.


  Along with the names Leewon, Jaewon, Sungwon, Joowon, Cheongwon, and Kiwon.


  What were the ancestors doing during Chuseok? They didn’t even bother to take Yoo Hansoo with them.


  Apparently, this was the best he could come up with after squeezing his brain, using examples like character limits, the alphabet, or even pure Korean names.


  I was not a very creative person.


  And I knew how annoying it was to just critique someone’s work without contributing, but…


  Isn’t this too lame?


  I read the trend survey data that Yoo Hansoo had brought once again.


  The fans like groups that feel like family? Sure.


  It was also true that the fans often assigned roles like ‘parent’, ‘first son’, ‘second son’, ‘uncle’, ‘youngest’.


  But did we really need to turn not just a few video concepts, but the entire group’s identity, into a chaotic brotherhood story? Not an album concept, but a group concept?


  At this point, I wasn’t even angry anymore—I was just confused. At the same time, I was at a loss as to how to handle this.


  I even seriously considered whether it might be better to just leave the room. Sitting here felt like the most pointless thing I could be doing right now.


  But I couldn’t. What if they put ‘Iwon’ under my profile picture?


  By the way, that ‘Won’ stands for ‘One Team.’


  Lee Cheonghyeon, who was obviously going to end up with the nickname ‘National Petition’ after debuting with a name like Cheongwon, didn’t look happy today either.


  And sitting next to him, Kang Kiyeon, who was clearly going to get stuck with the nickname


  ‘Lotto Prayer’, was biting his lip in frustration.


  “Don’t you think all the members’ real names are fine? Having one or two stage names is okay, but giving everyone matching stage names… There’s no precedent for that.”


  One of the planning team members spoke up. Their firmness made me want to pledge eternal loyalty to them.


  However, Yoo Hansoo was resolute.


  “Can you succeed just by doing what others have done? Since UA is challenging a new market, the public must have some expectations, so I think we need a spirit of challenge that matches that.”


  Yoo Hansoo shrugged.


  I saw Lee Cheonghyeon across from me tightly close his eyes. Clearly, Yoo Hansoo had never heard the saying that there’s usually a reason people don’t do certain things.


  Yoo Hansoo continued his presentation, seemingly oblivious to the expressions on the faces of the people in the meeting room.


  “Let’s emphasize that from the name. Isn’t a name supposed to represent a person?”


  Why not just go all out and make the team slogan ‘Spark is always one!’?


  Let’s make the debut song titled Only One, and we’d only have to promote it once per album on music shows.


  In the first place, teamwork was a basic requirement for idols. It was not something you had to emphasize—it was an essential skill you needed to have from the start.


  Is he trying to claim credit by hijacking someone else’s work, while still wanting to keep his pride intact by pushing some new idea?


  It’d been a while since I’d dealt with someone this frustrating. My head ached.


  The only good thing was that the rest of the room wasn’t responding too favorably to Yoo Hansoo either. Judging from the rotting expressions of the planning team, it seemed I wouldn’t have to step up this time.


  Sure enough, the planning team leader opened his mouth.


  “I understand for now. Is there anything else we need to discuss?”


  It was a subtle way to change the subject. The planning team leader seemed to want to end this exhausting meeting as soon as possible.


  “Oh, this is connected to the stage names.”


  Yoo Hansoo turned the page of the PPT.


  On the screen, ‘Spark Fandom Name Proposal’ was written in clear Gothic letters on a white background.


  No.


  Why is the fandom name coming up here…?


  Chapter 58: Filming the Corporate Promotional Video (1)


  I didn’t really know how fandom names were usually decided. The only idol I knew was Spark.


  However, I distinctly remember how Spark’s fandom name came to be.


  It was during a live event where they were recruiting for the first generation of the fan club and revealing the light stick… or something like that.


  As I searched through my memory, Yoo Hansoo passionately preached about how important the relationship between Spark, the stage name, and the fandom was.


  To summarize all of that in one sentence, he said that we should name the fan club ‘Only One’.


  “They are the one and only existence that supports Spark and makes Spark a unique entity…”


  Yeah, sure. ‘Only One’ sounded nice.


  It was unique. As a Korean fandom name, it sounded pretty too.


  If you attached it to Spark, you could even call it ‘The Only Spark’ which didn’t sound too bad.


  But so what? I was so obsessed with the original concept that now I felt like I had just been devoured.


  It was also unpleasant that the first letter of the fandom name was aligned with his last name, ‘Yoo’.


  It felt like he was trying too hard to leave his mark. Was this even about the fandom?


  The reaction we’d get when the fandom name was revealed was also obvious.


  ≫ Give it a rest already


  Cutting off your brain should be done in moderation


  ≫ It’s disgusting that you keep pushing the ‘one-ness’ concept but still releasing 12 different photo cards, pathetic b****


  └ True that


  ≫ Changed my Bubble Pop nickname to the Only ATM


  └ As soon as I changed it, I got a lot of praise from the enthusiastic supporters


  (The only ATM, are you busy right now?)


  It sounded like they were asking to lend money…


  └ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ New type of scammingㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ Paid message leaks are prohibited. Please take down the post


  The concept, the relationships, they were great and all.


  But for the fandom name… Shouldn’t we at least focus more on the bond between the fans and the idols?


  “If we emphasize that fans are an essential part of Spark’s journey, it could strengthen the fandom even more. That’s what I think.”


  Instead of fitting it into a singular worldview like that.


  After Yoo Hansoo’s long speech, the meeting room fell silent.


  It was that familiar atmosphere when a project was heading in the wrong direction. It felt comforting but also uncomfortable.


  Even if their mouths were tightly shut, the planning team’s hands were busy moving.


  It seemed they were desperately brainstorming to somehow decide on a different fandom name.


  Normally, I would have joined in, trying to come up with something, but this time, I didn’t need to.


  The name existing fandom name ‘Sparkler’ was created by Spark themselves, not the company.


  Even if I just sat still, I figured they’d come up with their own opinions.


  Since the group name was still ‘Spark’, the fandom name shouldn’t be any different.


  As expected, the employees who had been coming up with various ideas looked at us and asked.


  “What do you think?”


  It was outrageous to voice an opposing opinion in front of the person in charge who brought the proposal (note: a high-ranking official), but what else could I do? If I didn’t want to become the Only Spark in the idol market, I had to speak up assertively.


  I pretended to think seriously and watched their movements. I was ready to applaud for the moment the name ‘Sparkler’ came up, saying it was an incredible idea.


  I thought, ‘Think about it, you guys! Quickly mention Sparkler and then end this meeting!’


  But something was strange.


  Time passed, and yet none of them spoke up.


  “PD-nim. Since the fandom name is a name that will be used with the group for a long time, it would be good to take some time to think about it…”


  The planning team leader stepped forward, perhaps sensing the idols’ discomfort. However, Yoo Hansoo was stubborn.


  “No. Spending too much time on things like this is a waste of resources. If we want to use our personnel efficiently, we need to cut unnecessary tasks.”


  Did he just call the fandom name ‘things like this’ while running an idol business? Did he even know what he was talking about?


  And if he was going to reduce unnecessary work in the first place, he should have come up with several name options.


  If one example was eliminated, we had to come up with another example and had another meeting to decide whether to pass it. It was frustrating.


  Well, he probably never even considered that his idea might get rejected.


  It was obvious just by looking at that confident expression and attitude.


  This guy truly believed his idea would be accepted without question. That was why he kept babbling like that.


  How could someone be so sure of themselves? At this point, I was starting to suspect he had a spy planted at the company.


  Meanwhile, the silence on our side continued.


  Someone had to say something…


  What’s going on? Why is no one speaking up?


  For a moment, I doubted whether the past interviews where they claimed to have come up with ‘Sparklers’ themselves were true.


  And then it hit me.


  
    ▷ Excessive changes to the existing schedule may result in corresponding disadvantages.

  


  This was also an effect of the system.


  For instance, let’s say Spark needed about a week to think of their fandom name.


  Because I drastically adjusted the debut date, a character named Yoo Hansoo suddenly barged in, and all the things that had to happen in the meantime were brought forward, leaving them no time to think.


  On top of that, I had weakened Yoo Hansoo’s position, fueling his drive even more.


  In short, I’d turned their already limited time into ashes.


  Fuck, they meant it when they said they spent a lot of time thinking about it!


  I thought they came up with it on the spot, like a flash of inspiration. Now, I almost felt like crying at their sincerity.


  Whether the fandom name ended up being Sparkler, Only One, or something else didn’t concern me.


  It didn’t concern me, but…


  You know we exist because you Sparklers exist, right?


  ≫ They say they can shine because we exist


  My babies, why are your words so beautiful…


  └ That’s why I love the name Sparklerㅠㅠ It makes me feel proud


  ≫ It’s Spark-Sparkler, what a cute name


  Actually, isn’t it fireworks and firecrackers?


  Sounds like it came from a fireworks company


  but I like the strong vibe.


  └ I actually like it


  Memories of what I’d accidentally learned from Spark’s fans surfaced in my mind.


  ‘Please write ~Your Sparkler, always lighting up your way~ on the bottom right! Please take care of us this time too!’


  Even the email that Director Nam’s daughter had sent.


  I held back the sigh that was about to come out reflexively and spoke up.


  “I-I talked with the members about the group name recently, and we came up with a name.”


  Making sure not to take all the credit, I added the mention of the members.


  “How about… Sparkler?”


  Since I’ve been on the receiving end, I’ll help you guys just this once.


  The meeting wrapped up in the best possible way, even if it wasn’t satisfactory.


  The stage names were put on hold, and the fandom name was settled as ‘Sparkler’.


  Yoo Hansoo glared at me like he was going to kill me, but it wasn’t my problem.


  Outside the meeting room, Lee Cheonghyeon, looking relieved, called to me in a quiet voice.


  “Hyung.”


  “What is it?”


  “Can’t you just be in charge of our activities from now on, hyung?”


  “Are you telling me not to debut and to switch to being a producer? Are you picking on-hyung right now, Cheonghyeon?”


  “That won’t work… But can’t you do both?”


  No way. Would the fans like it if a member who left the group were to produce?


  And besides, it wouldn’t be good for them to be stuck with an amateur producer.


  “My mom always told me society runs on merit. But these days, it doesn’t seem true.”


  “It’s merit-based, but age comes before ability.”


  “Aha.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon quickly accepted my explanation. I felt bitter that I had already shown the bitterness of society to a boy who was still a high school student.


  Jeong Seongbin, who overheard our conversation, chimed in:


  “Still, he might be able to help in other ways, so don’t be too negative.”


  It was the kind of cautious remark I always emphasized, something safe to say even if someone else overheard.


  But this time, we needed to be a little more extreme.


  In my opinion, that person needed to go.


  There were people in the world who only created more work. It would be better if such people did not exist.


  “I’ll… have a lot to talk about with PD-nim.”


  Hearing my words, Jeong Seongbin and Lee Cheonghyeon looked at me.


  Even if they didn’t say anything, I could read their gazes. They were looking at me with pity.


  If I ever suddenly leave the group, I hope you guys remember at least some of my efforts.


  

  While there were tasks being hotly debated between the company and Yoo Hansoo, there were also tasks that progressed smoothly.


  Recording and music video shoots, where all the planning had already been decided, were examples of this.


  The planning team must have been working tirelessly day and night to achieve this. I truly respected them.


  Among all the tasks, the recording went exceptionally well.


  Everyone miraculously finished recording in one take without a single NG… It would have been cool and nice if it had been like that.


  But even though it didn’t go perfectly like that, everyone did their part excellently.


  In fact, even though Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo received OK signs on their first takes, they still insisted on doing additional takes. Their dedication was impressive.


  How fortunate that I was able to be included in this ‘everyone’.


  It was pure luck that I didn’t end up stuck in the recording booth all night, unable to get out.


  And now, with the audio track completed, the moment had finally arrived.


  Spark’s first music video shoot!


  My condition was also perfect.


  I had been getting eight hours of sleep each night thanks to Jeong Seongbin’s constant monitoring, making sure I kept my dark circles in check.


  Lee Cheonghyun, who also had been under strict surveillance, spoke in an excited voice.


  “Hyung, this is my first time wearing such heavy makeup! What do you think? Is it too much?”


  “It’ll all wash out under the lights anyway. And with your face, you’d still look fine even if you painted with ink, so don’t worry.”


  “Wow, I’m touched!”


  “But don’t paint it with ink. Don’t put anything on your face.”


  “Of course. Skin troubles caused by neglect are one of the seven deadly sins for idols…”


  Lee Cheonghyeon walked away, his eyes suddenly looking empty. As expected, he was good at memorizing things.


  More importantly, now was not the time to worry about Lee Cheonghyeon’s makeup.


  That was the most important thing, of course, but since the staff must’ve put their heart and soul into Cheonghyeon’s makeup, I wasn’t too concerned…


  The real problem was somewhere else.


  Specifically, on my face.


  Chapter 59: Filming the Corporate Promotional Video (2)


  “Wouldn’t #21 be too dark for Iwol?”


  “If we go too light, his features will all get washed out. We can’t have that.”


  “Hmmm… Should we change the makeup for each set?”


  Three professionals surrounded me, engaged in a heated discussion.


  I still hadn’t gotten used to the experience of them applying all these famous-brand cosmetics. As a 29-year-old office worker, this was far more attention than I was comfortable with.


  On top of that, all three of them looked quite serious, as if there was something wrong with my skin tone.


  To my eyes, #17 to #23 all looked the same, but the staff members’ eyebrows were all furrowed. With them acting like that, I couldn’t help but feel concerned.


  “It would be fine if it was just a matter of brightness but Iwol looks a little pale… Iwol, are you sick?”


  “No, I’m perfectly fine.”


  The staff member smiled brightly, relieved by my answer.


  Then she patted my face with something like a sponge.


  This feeling, this was the second time I experienced it after the profile photoshoot, but I couldn’t seem to get used to it.


  How many more makeup sessions would I have to go through before my debut? My heart raced for various reasons.


  The transformative power of makeup was truly remarkable.


  First, Choi Jeho.


  This guy was given the role of ‘rough but charming’, so he was given the flashiest style among us.


  He didn’t bother with a tie, and left two buttons undone, as if he had no idea where his tie went, and his hair was styled dramatically with wax. He even dyed it dark gray.


  Do high school students use wax these days? I didn’t know because I just had a plain hairstyle for three years.


  Compared to him, Jeong Seongbin looked like a neat class president.


  Unlike the other five who you wouldn’t want to meet in the hallways, Jeong Seongbin had a gentler aura, so his hair was dyed a dark brown.


  A lighter brown probably would have been too soft for his ‘cool on the outside, warm on the inside’ concept, so the darker tone was a good choice.


  For Park Joowoo, he got a special sky-blue knit vest.


  That was because Park Joowoo’s birthstone was that color. Fans didn’t miss even these small details.


  Even for me, who didn’t care about anything Spark wore, Park Joowoo’s knit outfit looked good.


  I predicted that once the music video was released, there would be comments like, ‘Park Joowoo looks so fucking awesome in that vest’.


  They even tousled his hair with a blow dryer to give him a disheveled look, and the final result was surprisingly good. He looked like a kid who just got dragged to the back of the classroom after getting caught napping.


  Lee Cheonghyeon looked normal but with subtle quirks.


  For instance, his tie would casually be tucked into his pocket, or he’d wear socks with a splash of colorful paint patterns against his dark school uniform. For the drama scenes, they even planned to smudge some ink on his sleeves.


  This guy even dyed his hair purple. To match his role in the music video, he created an eccentric scientist look.


  If you looked closely, unlike Lee Cheonghyeon who looked free-spirited, Kang Kiyeon wore an outfit so tidy that it looked almost suffocating.


  His shirt was buttoned all the way to the neck and his tie was tied tightly, giving off a strong impression in contrast to his sharp face. He even wore a black turtleneck underneath.


  Since Choi Jeho was wearing clothes as fancy as his face, they went in the opposite direction with Kang Kiyeon, and it worked just as great.


  As a bonus, Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon each were given a friendship item that Lee Cheonghyeon loved so much.


  As I had discussed with the planning team in advance, I put matching straps on Lee Cheonghyeon’s belt hole and Kang Kiyeon’s bracelet. It was in the shape of a cute doll.


  After organizing the contents up to this point and handing them over to the planning team, all of the ‘three pieces of advice for improving stage quality’ task that had been clinging to me like leeches were met.


  After all six of us had our makeup done and changed into gray uniforms arranged to match our personalities, the actual filming began.


  We had rehearsed the choreography so much that our shoes were worn out in the practice room.


  I even chose the filming location carefully, after staying up all night brainstorming, so it was perfect for gaining exp without complaints from the system.


  So, just like the recording a while ago, this music video filming would also proceed smoothly.


  …or so I naively thought. It was a foolish assumption.


  “Stop filming for a moment.”


  At the director’s words, the music video set instantly fell silent.


  I was out of breath after dancing three times in a row, but I couldn’t make a sound.


  Everyone, from the staff to the manager, gathered around the monitor with serious expressions to review the footage.


  What could be the problem?


  Did we not practice how to hold the center of the stage enough, so the axis was tilted to one side?


  Or was there a member who still had a dark expression?


  Or worse yet…


  Is it because I’m in it that the picture is different than before?


  While I was thinking about all sorts of things, the manager’s gaze turned to us.


  “Guys, come here for a moment.”


  At the manager’s call, we cautiously headed toward the monitor.


  Then the director played the video he had just shot.


  My embarrassing face kept popping in and out of the screen… no, that was not the point.


  “…The shape of the lips doesn’t match the lip sync at all.”


  “You can see it too, Iwol?”


  Yeah.


  The Spark members, who had never practiced lip syncing before, were concentrating on the director’s instructions to ‘dance while being conscious of the movement!’, so they just moved their lips slightly.


  Despite the lyrics playing, some of us had already closed our mouths halfway through the chorus.


  The tracked clearly showed everyone singing the chorus together, but their mouth shapes were all different.


  Could you imagine releasing a video like this into the world, where fans captured every frame and share slow-motion clips of even the smallest mistakes?


  ≫ What has one body but six mouths?


  └ Spark


  └ Correct answer, I’ll give you this year’s lip-syncing fail GIF as a prize


  └ Is that really a prize?


  I didn’t even have to watch the video to know. We’d probably get a humiliating nickname like ‘idols known for their synchronized moves (except when it comes to their lips).’


  This was all my fault for forgetting that Spark’s debut music video was a sentimental ballad.


  Back then, everyone was just sitting still and opened their mouths so things didn’t get this bad.


  Since we couldn’t learn how to lip-sync on the spot, we ended up having to shoot a music video with a live performance that was full of emotion and tension.


  I just hoped the video team could capture this scene well.


  

  After the music video shoot, which seemed to have strained my throat even more than the recording, UA began planning the album.


  Of course, planning the album wasn’t easy either.


  That was because Yoo Hansoo had returned, full of determination.


  “So… you’re saying we should release three versions of the debut album?”


  “Yes. The idea is to show the flow of a day through three concepts: before school, during class, and after school.”


  This time, it seemed like he at least understood the concept of a school-themed youth album, but still, it was impossible.


  Who released three versions of an album right when they made a debut? Especially at a small company like this.


  If you were me, would you want to buy three albums from kids whose faces and names you hadn’t even memorized yet?


  It was quite a sight to see him proudly come up with the three ideas.


  It seemed Yoo Hansoo didn’t know the basic common sense that sometimes the best way for incompetent people to help was by not getting involved.


  It was at that moment I realized I wasn’t wrong in thinking we needed to get rid of him.


  Even while I was seriously thinking about how to get rid of Yoo Hansoo, Yoo Hansoo’s mouth didn’t stop.


  I wasn’t the only one who didn’t pay attention.


  The planning team that had to work directly with Yoo Hansoo already had no light in their eyes.


  From what I’d heard, the planning team had been locked in a battle with him for some time.


  The planning team leader had an argument with PD Yoo?


  Yeah. Since they’ve both been in the field for a long time, I guess they have trouble resolving their differences in opinions.


  I didn’t need to hear the rest of the manager’s sentence to know what came next.


  ‘It’s less a difference of opinion and more that one side is trying to block the other’s stubbornness…’ or something like that.


  What did that guy even know about actual production work?


  The only reason my own proposal had gone through smoothly with the planning team was, first, because the company didn’t have a clear plan at the time.


  Second, my age and position as a trainee made my actions looked like ‘the passion of a young trainee’.


  However, in a situation where a project was in progress, a third party who didn’t even understand the background story came in and started making demands.


  That would be seen as reckless rather than proactive.


  So, from the perspective of the planning team who I had worked with so far, Yoo Hansoo must have looked like a troublemaker.


  Compared to the planning team, I was actually listening to Yoo Hansoo’s nonsense. He should be grateful.


  In the bleak atmosphere, the PPT that I had to organize all night under Yoo Hansoo’s instructions passed by without anyone paying attention. It was painful to watch.


  Perhaps noticing everyone’s soulless attitude, Yoo Hansoo stopped his presentation and said.


  “Everyone, are you even paying attention to what I’m saying right now?”


  His tone was snarky enough to rival Choi Jeho’s.


  Still, I commended him for knowing how to keep talking despite being terrible at his job. Not everyone could pull off that kind of shamelessness.


  “PD Yoo, what exactly do you mean by that?”


  The planning team leader asked without hiding his displeasure. Yoo Hansoo answered without hesitation.


  “Well, everyone seems so blatantly uninterested. How do you expect the person presenting to stay motivated in this environment?”


  The tension between Yoo Hansoo and the planning team leader as palpable—like a fight was about to break out any second.


  I hurriedly lowered my gaze to the keyboard where I was flipping through the PPT.


  Soon, the room was filled with sarcastic remarks from the planning team and blunt retorts from Yoo Hansoo.


  And that was when it happened. The system appeared above the keyboard.
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    [SYSTEM] ‘New task’ has been assigned.


    ▷ Separate Spark and Yoo Hansoo


    ▷ Reward: Exp(???)

  


  I couldn’t help but clench my fist.


  The system had just confirmed that debuting successfully while maintaining distance from Han Soo Yoo was possible, without directly kicking him out.


  Forcing someone away was not an easy task.


  Now that Yoo Hansoo was officially part of UA, it was highly unlikely he’d get fired just because he was a nuisance. Legally, companies couldn’t fire employees at will.


  Furthermore, Yoo Hansoo had not made any fatal mistake yet.


  He just gave off bad vibes, talked too much nonsense, and didn’t seem like he’d work well in the future.


  It wasn’t enough of a justifiable reason to get rid of him.


  The fact that no department had a particularly negative impression of Yoo Hansoo, except for the planning team, also played a part.


  If someone speaks like that, he’s definitely caused trouble somewhere before.


  Even the manager seemed to fully understand which side was at fault when he relayed the issue of the conflict between Yoo Hansoo and the planning team.


  And yet, there was still no word from within the company?


  In a place where rumors would spread before lunchtime if someone had a resignation interview in the morning?


  Then there was only one thing I could suspect.


  Yoo Hansoo has connections within UA.


  There were frequent cases like that at the Hanpyeong Industry,


  Like the nephew and the director’s younger brother that Manager Nam brought in, etc.


  It was difficult to talk back to someone with connections or ties to powerful figures.


  There was no point in causing a big problem with someone you couldn’t send away, so you just had to adjust to the atmosphere to some extent, even if it was unpleasant.


  I don’t know if his connections were established before or after joining the company.


  Either way, it was a headache.


  Kim Iwol, the career legend.


  After working for so long, I had even ended up rooting out and cutting off these ‘parachutes.’


  Up until now, all I could do was put up with the annoying things, since I had no choice but to listen to my boss.


  Being an average employee who couldn’t do anything against the boss also played a role in that.


  But now, things had changed.


  There was clear evidence that someone in the company was covering for Yoo Hansoo’s wrongdoings. This provided a legitimate reason to cut him out.


  Should I make Yoo Hansoo leave on his own? But I couldn’t engage in office politics… My previous dilemmas felt insignificant now.


  This made the solution much simpler.


  “PD-nim, Team Leader, I’m really sorry to interrupt during your conversation.”


  “Kim Iwol, didn’t I tell you not to interrupt when the adults are talking?”


  “PD Yoo, why have you been so aggressive since earlier? Iwol, what is it. Tell me.”


  All I had to do was deliver results and get them accepted.


  In that case, there was only one answer.


  “It’s not much, but I have some items in mind for the album.”


  “Huh?”


  “If the company is still discussing it… I’d like to organize it and make a suggestion.”


  This was my way of saying: Let’s drop the ranks and settle this with skill alone.


  

  Idol albums were as diverse as the characteristics of the group.


  In Korea, there were dozens of idol groups that debut every year.


  However, if you were to categorize them into two types based on the nature of the album, you could probably divide them into photo albums and concept albums.


  First, photo albums. Photo album type included a photobook with numerous pictures of the artist.


  Next, concept albums. They included a photobook but with fewer photos, and instead incorporated a small amount of merchandise or event-related items.


  While every fan had different preferences, Spark’s fans particularly disliked the former. The reason was simple.


  ≫ Because the otakus say all the identical photos are beautiful, they literally just filled the album with a million identical photos.


  ≫ What’s the point of including 100 unreleased photos if all the backgrounds are the same?


  └ I haven’t received the album yet, but are they really the same…?


  └ Yes, they were all taken in the same studio.


  └ Huh… I guess I can’t get a refund now ㅠㅠㅠ


  This was because UA, being strapped for cash, opted for cost-effective shoots, resulting in bottom-tier quality.


  While newer agencies were packing photos in USB kits and sharing them, UA was stuck doing things that made people naturally say, ‘Sorry, Earth’.


  Who would want to buy several copies of an album that cost a lot of money and was not worth the price? Especially an album from a rookie group where the chances of getting a fan sign photo weren’t even that high.


  So, it was all about quality no matter what.


  High-quality content came from capital.


  And UA, which had cut costs on outfits and studio rentals, clearly didn’t have that kind of capital.


  I involuntarily sighed. It seemed I’d have to start the hellish research all over again.


  

  Assistant Manager Kim, gather some welcome kit references.


  Small business… No, medium-sized business owners regularly experienced a period of innovation.


  When this period of innovation came, the owners suddenly wanted to do something grand as if they were possessed.


  Like renewing the homepage or reorganizing the organization.


  Or they wanted to do something they’d never done before to feel like their business was keeping up with the times.


  The president of Hanpyeong Industry went through a similar period around this time two years ago.


  Whether it was because he didn’t like the old-fashioned impression the company name gave off or because he was displeased with the rapid rise in the average age of employees due to young staff resigning one after another, the president wanted to create a youthful sensible company culture.


  These short-sighted remarks of the president were relayed to the brain-dead executives.


  And then they passed through Manager Nam, who had no brain, and reached me, whose brain had rusted.


  The task given to me was to create a welcome kit as part of the ‘Great Operation to Recruit Young Employees.’


  As my clients included the mouths of Manager Nam and about 20 other people, the demands were, naturally, endless.


  It shouldn’t cost too much, but it shouldn’t look cheap.


  Put in something the younger generation likes. Don’t they like stuff like that? Characters?”


  Assistant Manager Kim, the director is asking if we can just rent VR equipment.


  It was just a bunch of nonsense. I still felt dizzy when I thought back on that time.


  Following their demands, I worked hard to find something reasonably priced yet not too cheap-looking, something sleek and even a bit retro.


  What was it again? I’m sure it was…


  “Gasp!”


  I woke up from my dream, gasping for breath.


  In front of me was a laptop with its screen turned off and a crumpled notebook.


  I vaguely remembered searching for the album components. My back ached because I fell asleep face down.


  It was a good thing the other members didn’t come out to the living room during the night.


  If they had seen the shadowy figure of a man slumped over the dining table, there would have been quite the commotion in the middle of the night.


  When I moved the mouse, the laptop light came back on. The file I was working on before I fell asleep was still open.


  Welcome kit.


  I didn’t remember what item I had chosen at the time.


  By the time I had organized and presented my ideas, the president had already shifted his focus to solid management.


  I didn’t know how much it had to do with internal management, but I still vividly remembered getting chewed out for not printing the welcome kit report on the backside of scratch paper


  But this time it was different.


  In order to send Yoo Hansoo away, I had to bring an item that UA had no choice but to accept and commercialize.


  Since I had dared to step in without any prepared ideas, I had to bring something substantial to back it up.


  I blinked my heavy eyes a few times and checked the time on my laptop.


  There was still about an hour left before the students woke up.


  I stretched, pressing down on my elbows, and refocused on the laptop screen.


  

  Soon, the presentation day that no one was looking forward to arrived.


  As if to say there was no rule saying I had to just sit back and suffer, the planning work was wrapped up smoothly after some straightforward tasks.


  At the same time, the skin under my eyes, which had cleared up briefly during the music video shoot, became dark again.


  My appearance must have been quite rough, as Kang Kiyeon even spoke to me last night.


  Are you staying up all night again today?


  Staying up all night? I am getting two solid hours of sleep.


  You said you had something in mind. But it takes this long?


  It was taking that long because I didn’t actually have any ideas.


  With Yoo Hansoo and the planning team on the verge of tearing each other apart, saying, ‘I’ll start preparing now!’ would obviously get me nowhere, so I lied. This was why people shouldn’t lie.


  Still, thanks to all my hard work, I came up with a pretty decent plan.


  If the junior who had taught me the three major mayo had been here, I would have been able to get an objective evaluation. What a pity.


  The atmosphere in the conference room where I entered with my USB was so different from when I first entered UA.


  How could anyone have a pleasant expression when a certain villain was spewing nonsense?


  The deep frown etched into the Planning Team Leader’s face, as if chiseled in with a sculptor’s knife over the past few months, was pitiful to witness. It was a case study that could be included as a photo reference for ‘Why companies should hire good people.’


  I looked at the CEO who was slightly upset because there was no progress despite hiring more staff, the planning team who wanted to wrap things up soon, and Yoo Hansoo who was glaring at me with his arms crossed.


  If it had been like usual, I would have started by saying something like ‘Thank you for giving me a chance despite my shortcomings’, but now there was no time for that.


  I cut it short and got to the point.


  With a PowerPoint slide depicting an old, dusty box hidden in a school storage room, waiting to be discovered by Sparkler.


  

  What was the best approach to capture both the ‘desire to buy’ and the ‘fan loyalty’?


  The answer for the former was quite clear.


  Make it either broadly appealing or incredibly rare. Either one of the two.


  It was like either making delicious bungeoppang that everyone liked, or making a giant carp candy that no one necessarily sought out but everyone wanted to try at least once.


  On the other hand, the realm of fandom was a different matter.


  The way the fandom operated might seem obvious in some ways, but the more I looked into it, the more I couldn’t figure it out.


  Even the Manager’s daughter was the same way.


  She said that Choi Jeho would look good with whatever, but when I attached a photo of Choi Jeho wearing a fluorescent orange vest as his civilian clothes, she didn’t forget to say, ‘Please take that damn vest off!’.


  It wasn’t just her. At least all the fans of Spark that I had seen were contradictory.


  There were many fans who said they wanted to see the members crying tears of joy after winning first place, but when the boys’ eyes actually welled up, they’d cry even harder, telling them, ‘Don’t cry, guys!’ in the most positive kind of contradiction.


  There were also fans who saved up money, eagerly awaiting a comeback, only to say, ‘Ah… Honestly, this comeback is kind of disappointing,’ once it finally happened.


  After all my years of being a proxy fan, this was how I’d translate their mindset:


  I’ll accept everything so long as it’s still normal, so please think it through before you release it!


  That was why I prepared it.


  A concept that mixed the nostalgic school days everyone’s experienced with something no one had ever seen before…


  Namely, ‘Sparkler’s Special Secret Box Discovered in a Hidden Corner of the School’s Clubroom’.
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  Every Korean had experienced school days at least once.


  A student who was trying to bring a line-marking tool to the storage room found an unknown box in the corner of the room.


  Debating whether to throw it away, they opened it to find items left behind by unknown students, things that might not be valuable but somehow feel too precious to discard…


  “…And that’s the concept of this album package.”


  With these words, my unconventional presentation came to an end.


  There were various reactions in the meeting room regarding the concept album ‘The Secret Box Left Behind by Spark.’


  Some thought it was too experimental, while others felt it was too elaborate for a mini-debut album.


  All of these opinions were within my expectations. So, I presented the cost analysis, references, and viral reactions from social media for concept-driven albums, all carefully prepared.


  For the opinions that it was too elaborate…


  “I think losing traction right after debut would cost us more in the long run.”


  I refuted with these words.


  Come to your senses, people. If this flops, Spark won’t see the light of day for the next two years after their debut.


  As I stood there quietly, hoping for a positive review, the CEO called out to me.


  “Iwol.”


  “Yes.”


  “Open that community reaction page again.”


  When I opened the page, the CEO stared at the screen for a few minutes without saying anything. It seemed he was trying to read all the screenshots.


  And after a while, the CEO opened his mouth.


  “Team Leader Jang.”


  “Yes, CEO.”


  “The planning team, develop Iwol’s plan together and submits it to us. When the time is right, let’s have Iwol sit down for a meeting.”


  It was an approval. I felt a weight lift off my chest.


  Of course, this joy didn’t last long.


  Not long after the meeting ended, Yoo Hansoo called me through the manager.


  When I heard that Yoo Hansoo was looking for me, I didn’t think much of it.


  At best, he probably would just vent his frustration about his plan being useless.


  But as soon as I entered the meeting room, I could tell.


  This guy was really pissed.


  Yoo Hansoo reclining so far back in his chair that it was on the verge of tipping over, stared at me and, without any greeting, asked:


  “Hey.”


  “Yes, PD-nim.”


  “Am I a fucking joke to you?”


  It was raw emotion, surprising that he’d reveal it to someone 20 years younger than him.


  Thankfully, I had enough common sense not to escalate things.


  I clasped my hands together politely and replied, ‘No, I don’t’.


  But Yoo Hansoo didn’t believe me.


  “What do you mean no, you piece of ***? Do you think I haven’t seen punks like you before?”


  Amazing. I thought he only learned how to be a bully during his career, but maybe he learned how to read people’s minds too?


  Yoo Hansoo sighed dramatically, as if to show just how angry he was.


  I, Mr. Kim, a 29-year-old office worker who was not afraid of sighs, had to wait quietly for Yoo Hansoo’s next words.


  What kind of words would Yoo Hansoo say to me?


  Do you like making fun of your boss? Or do you feel like you’ve achieved something just by getting praised once?


  I wasn’t too worried since I’d probably heard that at the Hanpyeong Industry at least once.


  Just then, Yoo Hansoo opened his mouth.


  “You, be honest with me.”


  “I don’t know what you mean.”


  “Whose parachute are you?”


  Wow. That was a new one.


  This was a fresh assumption that a HR staff, who knew the personal details of the employees, would never have heard. Bonus points for creativity.


  More importantly, this guy is beyond saving.


  Yoo Hansoo wasn’t even considering the possibility that my proposal succeeded by chance.


  To him, it was only because of some connection I had.


  It seemed Yoo Hansoo had never actually seen a parachute.


  In that sense, I’d seen so many that I had gotten sick of them, and I’d never lived the life of a parachute, so I could confidently respond.


  “Yes?”


  With a mocking tone that asked ‘What nonsense are you spouting out?’


  Yoo Hansoo’s expression distorted in response to my sneer.


  “Did you just laugh at me?”


  Yoo Hansoo asked.


  Yes, I just did, you b*tch.


  Wouldn’t you laugh if you were me?


  For the first time in my life, I’d reached a historic moment where I could actually stand up to my boss.


  It was absurd that he went around spewing insults and abusing his power, yet expected a trainee like me to not even laugh.


  Yoo Hansoo’s face turned red when I didn’t even say ‘I’m sorry’ like I had always done.


  “I knew you were this kind of punk. You teamed up with the Planning Team Leader, didn’t you? The CEO seems to like you, so you probably got the proposal from Team Leader Jang and passed it off as your own, didn’t you?”


  Yoo Hansoo got up from his seat and jabbed at my shoulder with his finger.


  There was only one thing I could say to Yoo Hansoo.


  “I don’t do things like that.”


  I looked at his clenched fist, trembling with anger, and continued.


  “Someone else might though.”


  As soon as I finished speaking, Yoo Hansoo pulled back the hand that jabbed at my shoulder.


  And in the next moment, with a dull thud, my head snapped to the right.


  For a moment, everything was silent, as if time had stopped.


  But then, gradually, I began to hear the sounds that made the situation clear, even without seeing: Yoo Hansoo was breathing heavily, seething with rage.


  Still facing the other way, I cautiously lifted my left hand to my cheek.


  Pain came slowly and belatedly.


  Did this b*tch really hit me just now?


  Why on earth? In this situation, there was nothing he could gain by using violence.


  Was it just because he was angry and impulsive? This guy, who knew how to use his brain to suck up to people and made a living out of it?


  Maybe it was because of the blow to my head, but I couldn’t fully grasp the situation.


  However, unlike me, Yoo Hansoo’s face only showed a look of anger, and I couldn’t see the shock that might come from unconsciously hitting someone.


  When I lowered my gaze, I saw Yoo Hansoo’s fist still clenched.


  Hitting someone with the palm of your hand would have been bad enough, but he even hit someone with his fist? And right to the face at that?


  And in the middle of winter, when my face was already frozen from the cold? Just because he’d been sitting comfortably in the warm meeting room?


  Let’s say it was me who got hit this time. Then, how could I guarantee that he wouldn’t hit someone else next time?


  The feeling that had been nothing more than annoyance gradually turned into anger. I thought of Jang Junhoo throwing an empty water bottle, and my mood went sh*t.


  I looked straight at Yoo Hansoo in front of me and said.


  “PD-nim, are you the kind of person who hits people?”


  “What the fuck did you just say to me?”


  People who hit others didn’t deserve to be treated with respect.


  That was my principle and belief.


  “You seem to have a habit of throwing punches. You want to hit me a few more times?”


  “Hey!”


  “Why are you the one yelling when I’m the one who got hit?”


  When I threw that question, Yoo Hansoo paused.


  Fuck.


  I didn’t know how to describe this feeling. It was just so annoying.


  Yoo Hansoo, who hit me and then lashed out at me as if I was at fault.


  In similar situations, Manager Nam, who didn’t touch me but used a file or a ballpoint pen, and tried to harass me in all sorts of ways.


  My parents, who hit me until I hated getting hit so much.


  And me, who barely made up my mind to confront Yoo Hansoo only after getting confirmation from the unknown entity called the system.


  In a situation where there was no device to record the current conversation, it was meaningless to continue talking to Yoo Hansoo.


  However, I couldn’t help feeling like something that had been suppressed was about to burst out. As if a screw had come loose, my mouth wouldn’t stop.


  “Does the CEO know that PD-nim is going around assaulting trainees like this?”


  “Assault? Don’t try to make a big deal out of it by using strong words. Do you think I don’t know that you’re trying to manipulate the situation?”


  “How could I possibly manipulate anything? I can’t even think straight after getting punched.”


  No sooner had I said this than Yoo Hansoo slapped me across the face again.


  He even hit the same spot. Seriously, where’s the garbage truck when you need it to take out this trash?


  As I cursed inwardly, my cheeks burned and they stung. The bones in my face were throbbing.


  Even then, Yoo Hansoo grabbed me by the collar, still unsatisfied.


  “You little punk, I’ll make sure you’re blacklisted in this industry no matter what.”


  “Blacklisted?”


  “You’ve only been a trainee for six months, so I guess your pride’s still intact, huh? It’s easy for someone like me to bury a nobody like you. Got it?”


  “Do I need to know?”


  I pulled out the MP3 player I usually used during vocal practice, an old device with no real function except for playing a few stored songs.


  “If I had this one, someone else would be blacklisted before me, right?”


  When I showed him the MP3 player that only had about ten songs on it, Yoo Hansoo ran up to me and forcibly forced my hand open.


  Then he screamed at me with a mixture of curses and stepped on the MP3 player until the screen broke.


  Shortly after throwing that tantrum, Yoo Hansoo stormed out of the meeting room, unable to control his anger.


  Once his footsteps completely faded away, I finally let out a deep sigh, full of mixed emotions.


  “Whew…”


  Sure, it felt good to piss him off, but now I was a trainee who’d been slapped twice and lost my MP3 player. How pitiful.


  Still, I couldn’t just leave the trash behind, so I crouched down to gather the shattered pieces of the MP3. As I did, I cooled my head and replayed the recent events in my mind.


  No matter how you look at it, he seemed way angrier than necessary.


  For people like him who sucked up to higher-ups, image management was important. That way, they could manipulate others with their words more easily.


  Yoo Hansoo, who had just started working at a new company, couldn’t possibly not know that.


  It didn’t make sense that Yoo Hansoo would throw all that away and risk such a high-stakes outburst over a few words from me.


  He even hit me in the face.


  Earlier, I provoked Yoo Hansoo by asking if he had a habit of hitting people, but truly vicious people hit in spots that didn’t show. In that sense, Yoo Hansoo didn’t seem to be a calculating abuser.


  There must be something.


  Something triggered him to throw a punch without caring about the image he had worked to maintain.


  As I thought about what nerve I might have struck, I carefully wrapped the broken MP3 pieces in some scrap paper from the meeting room to make sure no one would get hurt by the fragments.


  Then I put the wad of paper containing the remains of the MP3 in my pocket and headed to the practice room.


  I didn’t think he would go that far, but just in case Yoo Hansoo would rummage through the trash, worried I might have recorded something, it’d be bad if he found out the MP3 had no recording function.


  If he found out that I had deceived him, that guy might hit me on my right cheek and then my left cheek.


  Compared to the other members, my face was already far inferior, so I had to protect it from getting hurt.


  Thinking that I should take this trash to the dorm, I opened the door to the practice room.


  The sound of music playing made it clear that the guys hadn’t stopped practicing in my absence.


  “I’m sorry I’m late. Did the practice go well?”


  “No… Hyung?”


  Jeong Seongbin, who ran to the music player as soon as I came in and turned off the music, asked with a suddenly serious expression.


  “Hyung. What’s wrong with your face?”


  Face? What’s wrong with my face?


  I raised my hand to the left side of my face that Jeong Seongbin was staring at.


  A sharp sting, like an electric shock, ran across my skin.


  Everyone else’s eyes were also on my face. A chill ran down my spine.


  Right.


  If your skin got hit, it would show right away.
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  I tried to cover up the spot where Yoo Hansoo had hit me, even though it was late.


  But I failed because Choi Jeho was already right in front of me.


  “Did you get hit?”


  “Huh?!”


  Jeong Seongbin was startled by Choi Jeho’s question.


  “No, I just bumped into something.”


  “Where would you bump into something to leave a handprint like that?”


  “Handprint? No way.”


  I turned my gaze toward the mirror to avoid Choi Jeho’s eyes and saw my face swollen and red.


  The outline was faint, but not clear enough to be identified immediately as a handprint. This bi*ch was clearly trying to corner me with his leading questions.


  “Hyung, are you okay…?”


  Park Joowoo brought a cold water bottle with a very serious expression and handed it to me.


  When I put the water bottle to my face, my cheeks felt cool.


  It was only then that I realized how hot my face was.


  “Relax. If someone saw this, they’d think I got hit.”


  “So, you really got hit?”


  “I told you I bumped into something. And Kang Kiyeon, stop slouching. Your spine will get messed up.”


  I answered them twice, but no one seemed to believe me.


  I straightened Park Joowoo’s eyebrows with my finger and said.


  “Besides, even if I did get hit, what’s the big deal? It’s nothing.”


  “How can you say it’s nothing if you got hit?”


  Kang Kiyeon replied. This guy was particularly venomous today.


  “Who did it? Was it Jang Joonhoo sunbaenim?”


  Even Lee Cheonghyeon asked without a trace of a smile.


  “I told you not to go around mentioning people’s names recklessly, didn’t I?”


  “So, was it Jang Junhoo sunbaenim or not?!”


  When I denied it, Lee Cheonghyeon crossed his arms and asked, ‘Then you did get hit, right?’.


  Why is there not a single person who believes me? This ahjussi is upset.


  I tried to change the subject by saying, ‘Let’s stop talking about this and practice’, but they didn’t seem ready to back down easily.


  I had no choice but to sigh and say,


  “I just had a difference of opinion with the PD. It’s more noticeable because it happened to be my face.”


  Jeong Seongbin looked at me and asked,


  “PD Yoo Hansoo?”


  Jeong Seongbin’s eyes trembled slightly.


  I felt a little guilty for reminding him of what happened with Jang Junhoo.


  The atmosphere gradually became more and more gloomy, perhaps they thought that they could get hit next.


  It made sense that they’d be anxious. The presence of a violent older man was threatening.


  Putting aside my plan to get rid of Yoo Hansoo, this atmosphere was bad. We needed to focus on practice.


  So I said loudly as if nothing happened.


  “Okay. Are we done now? Let’s play the song back again.”


  I turned my back on the members.


  As I picked up the player to play the music, someone grabbed me.


  Jeong Seongbin was looking up at me while holding my elbow.


  “We should go talk to the manager.”


  “What?”


  “We should tell the PD that he hit you. He already calls hyung often, so there’s no guarantee that something like this won’t happen again.”


  Jeong Seongbin spoke softly. However, despite his calm tone., his fingertips were trembling slightly.


  But what good would it do to tell anyone now?


  I still didn’t know Yoo Hansoo’s weaknesses yet, and I wasn’t sure how the company would weigh between Yoo Hansoo and me.


  I admitted that UA had shown a certain level of kindness so far.


  But I couldn’t trust a company.


  They could suddenly lash out at employees who had worked there for 13 years and cut the salaries of all employees while the CEO drove around in a foreign car. That was how the company and the executives were.


  Even if UA happened to see some potential in me by chance, it was unlikely they’d choose me over Yoo Hansoo, who already had a signed contract.


  If I got unlucky, I, the victim, might end up being punished. I’d seen that happen all too often at the Hanpyeong Industry.


  Since Yoo Hansoo might end up hitting the other members, I agreed with the system’s directive to separate him from the idol business.


  But that was all. In a situation where I had no solid weapon, I couldn’t afford to get a backlash for trying to take down Yoo Hansoo.


  I couldn’t afford to jeopardize our debut over something like this.


  I tried to comfort Jeong Seongbin, hoping he would understand my sincere desire not to stir up trouble.


  “I just upset the PD a little. It won’t happen again.”


  “How can you be so sure? And even if he was upset, hitting someone isn’t okay.”


  And I failed. I had momentarily forgotten that he was one of the top-ranking members of the team in terms of stubbornness.


  At the Hanpyeong Industry, a simple ‘I’m sorry, it’s all my fault’ would fix everything. But not here. How unfortunate.


  I tried to gently ease the situation, speaking as calmly as possible.


  “He wouldn’t do that again.”


  Then Jeong Seongbin asked with a serious face.


  “Who can guarantee that?”


  At that moment, I had a gut feeling that this guy was thinking of Jang Junhoo.


  Jeong Seongbin knew all too well that bullying didn’t start suddenly one day, but rather slowly and continuously repeated itself.


  I ended up bringing up bad memories for no good reason..


  I swallowed a sigh inwardly. Since it had come to this, I had no choice but to end this talk properly.


  “Seongbin.”


  “…”


  “Thank you for worrying. I’ll think about what to do next, so let’s just start practicing now.”


  I pretended not to see Jeong Seongbin’s expression and stubbornly turned on the music.


  Jeong Seongbin was a rational guy, so I thought he would fully understand what I meant after a night’s sleep.


  However, the situation went in a direction I had never expected.


  

  It was a few days later that I sensed the strange air current.


  I asked Choi Jeho, who was warming up in the practice room.


  “Hey. Didn’t Seongbin seem mad at me the day before yesterday?”


  “A bit.”


  Choi Jeho answered without even looking at me, focusing only on stretching.


  For the past few days, I had been busy trying to figure out what had pressed Yoo Hansoo’s anger button.


  I hadn’t noticed that I’d also hit the ‘displeasure button’ of our group leader. And I was only now realizing it.


  I glanced at one side of the practice room and said.


  “But why do Seongbin and Joowoo seem so awkward with each other…?”


  Right.


  Whether it was because the arrow of Seongbin’s anger had shifted away from me or for some other reason, something felt off.


  For some reason, the two guys who were usually the calmest and most easygoing in our dorm seemed noticeably awkward with each other.


  Jeong Seongbin in the practice room acted the same as usual. Park Joowoo was also not very talkative, so he didn’t seem much different.


  But during breaks, the two, who used to huddle together and whisper, were now keeping their distance, so I couldn’t help but notice.


  They had always displayed a close bond with a different vibe than Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon, so this was unfamiliar and odd.


  While I was trying to figure out the cause, Choi Jeho got up and said.


  “How would I know?”


  What a useless guy.


  Still, if even the dull Choi Jeho had noticed, it meant the awkward tension between Seongbin and Joowoo wasn’t just my imagination.


  “Those two would have resolved it through conversation, they’re not the type to fight.”


  “That’s true.”


  “Do Seongbin and Joowoo often fight?”


  “No. I don’t think so.”


  “Really?”


  “…Maybe?”


  Choi Jeho, who usually paid no attention to others, could be trusted on this.


  After all, the two had once introduced themselves in an interview as ‘best friends who have never fought’.


  Never fought? Really?


  Yes. Joowoo tends to give in to people, so we’ve always gotten along well.


  But how can you not fight even once while living in a group?


  We find that surprising too. Haha.


  Since Jeong Seongbin was not the type who would lie for the sake of interviews, his words back then were probably true.


  Then this situation could be seen as an unprecedented exceptional incident. Just like Lee Cheonghyeon’s attempted runaway.


  At this point, I felt like my involvement was actually a bad thing for this team. The members were causing trouble that they never had before since I joined.


  Ah, maybe it was indeed a bad thing. I was lowering the group’s overall capability.


  While I was nursing my throbbing head and trying to calm my complicated feelings, Choi Jeho asked.


  “But you, when Jeong Seongbin was bullied by Jang Junhoo, you insisted on reporting it to the company. Why are you doing the opposite this time?”


  “An adult getting hit and a minor getting hit is totally different. Besides, Seongbin is different from me…”


  “…?”


  I tried to say, ‘He’s a trainee that the company can’t let go of.’ but I held back.


  Instead, hoping that the awkwardness between the two was only temporary, I decided to talk to Park Joowoo after practice and casually brought up the topic.


  But his response shattered my hope that this would be easily resolved.


  “So… It seems we ended up fighting.”


  I had to admit. At that time, it really took a lot of effort to swallow my sigh.


  “Can I ask why you fought?”


  I asked worriedly.


  I was genuinely worried. If the two of you fight, the group will fail, the company will fail, and my KPI will be completely ruined.


  Instead of telling the story right away, Park Joowoo took his time.


  This guy was known for his voice that melted fans’ eardrums, but it seemed to also melt my liver.


  It was only when I started to feel suffocated that Park Joowoo finally opened his mouth.


  “Uh, that day… when-hyung had a problem with PD Yoo Hansoo…”


  Park Joowoo’s thoughtfulness was evident in his way of phrasing that didn’t indirectly state, ‘That day when you got slapped by Yoo Hansoo’.


  “That day, I talked with Seongbin, and we had a bit of a disagreement… I know it might upset you since we talked about you behind your back, I’m sorry.”


  “It’s fine, I don’t really mind about that.”


  Park Joowoo smiled kindly, but my head was filled with questions.


  What reason would there be for the two of them to have a disagreement just because I got slapped?


  It was me who got slapped!


  I wanted to hear specifically what they talked about, but unfortunately, Park Joowoo kept his mouth shut like a clam, so I failed.


  In the end, I had to resort to a desperate measure.


  “That’s why I need you guys to do something for me.”


  “Huh?”


  Choi Jeho, Kang Kiyeon, and Lee Cheonghyeon, who were called out to the living room, looked bewildered.


  “Go hear the whole story from them.”


  “Us?”


  Choi Jeho, who looked the most reluctant among them, was the first to ask.


  “Then should I go and ask? They fought because of me. You think they’ll talk to me?”


  “I don’t think they’ll tell us either!”


  “That’s why I’m telling you to make the effort and get the answer. I didn’t raise you to be weak, Cheonghyeon.”


  I also preferred to solve things on my own rather than relying on others, but what else could I do? The situation turned out this way.


  I patted the shoulders of the spies who looked bewildered and encouraged them.


  And the very next day, the spies returned with information.


  Chapter 63: How to Resolve Conflict With Your Boss: Get Rid of Your Boss (1)


  Our strategy was this.


  #Take 1.


  Lee Cheonghyeon joined Jeong Seongbin and Kang Kiyeon halfway home, and the two youngest members asked their leader what happened.


  Cheonghyeon: Hyung, is something going on these days?


  Kiyeon: We weren’t going to say anything because you seem like you’re trying not to show it, but we’ve been worried…


  In this way, they looked like they had been observing their hyungs’ reactions lately and had finally decided to bring it up.


  Then, Jeong Seongbin, who was soft-hearted, would definitely give an answer. Jeong Seongbin was not the type who would treat others poorly just because he was upset.


  #Take 2.


  At the same time, in the practice room hallway near the water dispenser, Choi Jeho awkwardly tried to talk to Park Joowoo.


  Jeho: You, uh… Did you have a fight with Jeong Seongbin?


  Jeho’s lines were not very smooth, but it was intentional, designed to give the impression of hesitation.


  First of all, Park Joowoo would be surprised. This was because the number of one-on-one conversations between Choi Jeho and Park Joowoo was practically 0.


  Although Park Joowoo probably would hesitate for a while, he’d eventually respond.


  The more information we could get, the better. If Jeho could at least pick up one key point, it would be a success.


  I had no expectations to hear the A to Z of the incident from the silent brat and the quiet softie. So just extract the important things.


  #Take 3.


  When Jeong Seongbin was called to see the manager and Park Joowoo went into the vocal practice room, the rest of us gathered to share what we had found out.


  “So? Did you find out anything?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon was the first to answer.


  “Wow, unexpectedly, Seongbin-hyung didn’t open his mouth much.”


  Oh no. This was doomed from the start.


  “You should have shaken Seongbin’s heart even if it meant faking tears. Were you just messing around?”


  “I was ready to shed tears even if it meant poking my eyes out! But Seongbin-hyung just kept changing the subject so pitifully!”


  “Honestly, I couldn’t ask anymore because it was too sad to see.”


  Kang Kiyeon, sitting with his arms crossed, nodded at Lee Cheonghyeon’s protest.


  “Then tell me what you heard. Cheonghyeon, you first.”


  “They didn’t have a huge fight or anything. It was just a few differences of opinion.”


  “Then what do you think, Kiyeon? You share a room with those two.”


  “Even if I wanted to say they don’t fight… They barely talk in the room.”


  Kang Kiyeon shrugged, looking like he was at his wit’s end with the silent cold war between the two hyungs.


  “But saying that they have a fight doesn’t feel right either.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “It’s more like they’re avoiding each other. Usually when you fight, you get angry at the other person or something like that.”


  Certainly, that was unusual. There was a clear difference between someone leaving because they didn’t want to see you and someone avoiding you because they were too ashamed to face you.


  Kang Kiyeon continued.


  “Seongbin-hyung said he feels like he might’ve said something he shouldn’t have.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon also chimed in on Kang Kiyeon’s words.


  “That hyung isn’t usually the type to say the wrong things. Maybe it’s just a misunderstanding between those two?”


  “True.”


  I also agreed with Cheonghyeon’s assessment.


  Then, an unexpected remark came from someone unexpected.


  It was Choi Jeho who came up with a useful answer.


  “It’s true that those two are awkward with each other.”


  “What?”


  “I heard they both said some harsh words to each other.”


  I was so bewildered that I forgot to ask, ‘What are you talking about?’ and just blinked.


  They spoke harsh words? Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo? Those two, who were as soft as tofu at heart?


  When we crowded around him, Choi Jeho started talking about the conversation he had with Park Joowoo.


  You were arguing about whether you should report Kim Iwol’s incident to the company?


  …Yes.


  Didn’t this topic end already when Kim Iwol asked us to drop it?


  I guess Seongbin was still worried.


  It seemed Jeong Seongbin had wanted to try to persuade me one more time.


  And Park Joowoo had tried to dissuade Jeong Seongbin.


  “Joowoo said to Seongbin, ‘I don’t know what the circumstances are, so let’s not dig into it too much.’”


  “…”


  I was thankful that Jeong Seongbin didn’t bring up the issue again.


  However, it was unclear why Park Joowoo was suddenly considerate of my position and spoke up for me.


  If I had to guess, it might be because Joowoo had overheard more than anyone else about my personal issues that revealed my family history.


  He had heard that I couldn’t go to college because I didn’t have money (this was Park Joowoo’s misunderstanding) or that I didn’t have a good relationship with his family, so Park Joowoo must have imagined a lot of things about me.


  On the contrary, I felt like I could understand Jeong Seongbin’s position now.


  I still didn’t agree with Jeong Seongbin’s opinion that we should report Yoo Hansoo.


  But anyone would feel shocked if a close friend strongly opposed something they believed was right.


  “Seongbin must have been upset.”


  “Is that really the case?”


  “He’s already upset, and now his friend is trying to stop him. It must have unsettled him.”


  It had disheartened me too when the teammates I had believed I could rely on betrayed me by siding with Manager Nam.


  Anyway, having figured out the cause of the problem, the Emergency Response Committee disbanded before Seongbin and Joowoo returned.


  And, as fate would have it, I, the one who’d unintentionally sown the seeds of discord, decided to activate the ‘stick’ function while the members went back to practice.


  Since it was a function similar to looking into someone else’s mind, I had been refraining from using it, but because it was not a personal matter between the two, I decided to use it for the public good this time.


  [SYSTEM] Please write a combination name.


  ▶ [ ]


  I think the fans called them Main Vocal Bros… The system probably would reject it as cliche.


  What a vicious system.


  This was the same jerk who had rejected my combination name until I tied together Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon with ‘Sandpaper-Dapper’.


  As expected, this time again, I had to face countless ‘Improper combination name’ windows.


  The combination name that finally got approved was… one of those game nicknames you sometimes see in funny internet memes that my classmates used to share.


  [SYSTEM] The combination name is confirmed as ‘


  Mumruffin2


  [1]


  The literal translation is ‘long-tailed tit’, it’s some kind of bird. I looked up its nickname and picked the name I considered the cutest after a lot of agonizing. Fyi, its strong competitors are: poke pudding, bumbarrel, Huggen-Muffin, and fairy bird, among many others.


  ’


  I gave that name because those two looked the most harmless on the team… I just hoped that no one found out about my naming skills.


  Predictably, when I activated the stick, it gave off a ‘I’m upset!’ vibe.


  [Jeong Seongbin – I wish you treat me as a friend more casually → Park Joowoo]


  [Park Joowoo – I wish you could let go of some of your burdens → Jeong Seongbin]


  It was a touching friendship.


  As expected, they were friends who had been by each other’s side for over 7 years before. But this time, it was almost ruined because I got involved.


  If I were a morally responsible person, I should have resolved this issue amicably even if it had nothing to do with KPI.


  I joined the practice formation, thinking that I had to call an emergency meeting, which had been held countless times so far and would likely be held countless times before our debut.


  

  The next day, after practice, I called all the members who had returned home into the living room of our dorm.


  “Today’s agenda… I didn’t mention it in advance, but I think everyone already knows.”


  At my words, Jeong Seongbin flinched visibly. Park Joowoo glanced at Jeong Seongbin and immediately turned his gaze away.


  “Before that, there’s something I want to say.”


  The members looked at me.


  “A few days ago, I should have thanked you for worrying about me, but I didn’t. I’m sorry.”


  I started by apologizing to prevent the atmosphere from turning into a scolding of Jeong Seongbin for his excessive concern. Today, my goal wasn’t to blame anyone.


  They seemed a bit surprised by this unexpected start, but I didn’t stop and moved on to the next point.


  “I still think it’s better not to tell the company. However, I didn’t want you to feel uncomfortable because of my decision. That’s why I created a space where we can all talk.”


  “…”


  “It’s been a few days, so everyone’s calmed down, right? Let’s start by discussing whether you all want to report PD Yoo Hansoo to the company.”


  My plan was to vote on whether we should report Yoo Hansoo, and if the votes were split, we’d discuss and come to a unified decision.


  However, the vote was almost meaningless.


  Because all five members, excluding me, agreed that Yoo Hansoo should be reported.


  If I had known these guys would act like this, I would have taken pictures on the day I got hit. It felt a bit ironic after I had nagged Jeong Seongbin to leave some evidence.


  As I felt regretful, Park Joowoo asked.


  “Do we really need evidence? We all saw your face that day…”


  “He’s the kind of guy who could deny everything. We’d be lucky if he didn’t claim the trainees conspired to get him ousted.”


  Park Joowoo’s face turned pale at my words.


  It was unfortunate, but it couldn’t be helped. Yoo Hansoo had even meticulously called me to a meeting room without CCTV, so what else could I do?


  “But it’s not like there’s no evidence at all.”


  I pulled out a bundle of papers from my pocket.


  It was the remains of an MP3 player that I had bought through a second-hand transaction that Yoo Hansoo had broken.


  I had kept it, hoping to at least salvage the motherboard.


  Unfortunately, both the battery and the memory were broken in half, making it beyond repair.


  “This is my MP3, but PD-nim smashed it. I picked up the pieces to prevent anyone from stepping on them and getting hurt.”


  Looking at the pieces of the MP3 player, Jeong Seongbin asked with a pale face.


  “PD-nim broke this?”


  “Yeah. I bought it second-hand, so it didn’t cost much, but the company would surely understand that people who break other people’s things aren’t normal.”


  The members’ expressions darkened as they stared at what was left of the MP3, now too broken to even be called that.


  Lee Cheonghyeon frowned and asked.


  “What did he do to make an electronic device so broken?”


  “It broke after being stomped on a few times. Also, didn’t I tell you not to get frown lines on your face?”


  “Are frown lines important right now?”


  Isn’t it obvious? In the history of idols, nothing’s more important than that.


  “Anyway, if that’s what you all think… I’ll try to handle this.”


  As I began picking up the MP3 fragments again, Kang Kiyeon shrugged.


  “Will you be alright? From what you said, that PD sounds like a real piece of work.”


  “I’ll just act even worse.”


  It seemed he didn’t know what it looked like when an employee who had been bullied at work finally snapped.


  “Then, Seongbin, I’m sorry to interrupt practice, but I’ll step out for a bit.”


  “Where to?”


  “Where else? The Artist Management Team.”


  Choi Jeho’s eyes widened.


  “You’re going now?”


  “Yeah. Didn’t you all say to handle this as soon as possible?”


  At this, Lee Cheonghyeon looked somewhat uneasy.


  “Is it okay if we don’t come up with any countermeasures?”


  “I’ve thought about it all, so don’t worry.”


  It would be difficult to continue practicing with this kind of depressed mood and stagnant atmosphere.


  Now that we had come to a conclusion, it was time to move. I dusted myself off and got up.


  “Wait a minute, hyung. What are you going to tell them?”


  Jeong Seongbin asked with a worried face.


  I smiled brightly so that Jeong Seongbin could sleep with a peaceful mind tonight.


  “How else? I’ll make sure they can’t hear my story without shedding a few tears.”


  1.


  The literal translation is ‘long-tailed tit’, it’s some kind of bird. I looked up its nickname and picked the name I considered the cutest after a lot of agonizing. Fyi, its strong competitors are: poke pudding, bumbarrel, Huggen-Muffin, and fairy bird, among many others.


  Chapter 64: How to Resolve Conflict With Your Boss: Get Rid of Your Boss (2)


  Since Kim Iwol had submitted his proposal to the planning team, his visits to the management office significantly decreased. Naturally, Min Jukyung, who worked in management, also had very few chances to see him.


  That was until Kim Iwol requested a meeting through Lim Chanyoung, the manager of the trainees.


  Meetings with people of the management were usually the same.


  At most, the biggest issue was that they wanted to change the manager.


  When Kim Iwol entered the conference room with a tired expression, Min Jukyung thought that he must have been busy recently or that he must have been feeling stressed because of his upcoming debut.


  But the issue this young trainee brought up was unlike anything UA had dealt with before.


  “PD Yoo hit you?”


  Min Jukyung straightened up in his seat, repeating the question in disbelief.


  It wasn’t because he doubted Kim Iwol. It was because he couldn’t believe that something that shouldn’t have happened had happened.


  Kim Iwol, who had hesitated and barely managed to speak, nodded slightly.


  “When?”


  “…A while ago.”


  When talking to people, he always made eye contact and spoke clearly. Today, Kim Iwol could hardly raise his head.


  Does he really think this is somehow his fault?


  Min Jukyung’s heart sank.


  No matter how much the other person deserved it, hitting people was wrong, but even putting that aside, Kim Iwol wasn’t the type who would purposefully get into trouble.


  Everyone at UA knew how polite and diligent Kim Iwol was.


  Min Jukyung asked as calmly as possible so that Kim Iwol wouldn’t get even more nervous.


  “What happened with PD-nim?”


  “…To be honest, I don’t understand it either.”


  Kim Iwol said with an awkward smile. That smile made Min Jukyung even more concerned.


  At that moment, something flashed through Min Jukyung’s mind.


  It was a conversation that came up during lunch with a colleague from the planning team a while ago.


  Jukyung, be honest with me. Isn’t PD Yoo really a parachute?


  Why do you ask?


  That jerk is a total a**. He can’t do his job, he talks like sh*t, and he has zero awareness. How on earth the industry hadn’t caught wind of this?


  It was very well-known that after PD Yoo Hansoo came in, there was not a single day when the planning team’s expressions brightened.


  From Min Jukyung’s colleagues alone, the number of complaints increased so much to the point that it made you wonder if this person’s nature had always been like this.


  And all the frustration pointed toward Yoo Hansoo.


  Team Leader doesn’t say it out loud, but I think Yoo Hansoo feels inferior to Iwol.


  Inferior?


  Yeah. He always picks fights with Iwol. And whenever he brings in a lousy idea, and people question the history behind it, it’s ridiculous..


  Come on, there’s a huge age gap between them.


  I am serious. In this meeting, PD Yoo’s ideas were all rejected and Iwol’s was accepted. Jukyung, you should have seen PD Yoo’s expression at that time.


  Kim Iwol’s idea was selected over Yoo Han Soo’s idea, his colleague clearly said that.


  It wasn’t the first time something like this happened, but the complete rejection of the producer’s idea had spread throughout the company.


  “Iwol, when exactly did PD-nim hit you?”


  Min Jukyung asked cautiously. He hoped that it wasn’t just a grown man hitting a twenty-year-old out of an ugly inferiority complex.


  However, the answer he got in return was not what he had expected.


  “A few days ago. Is the exact date important?”


  “Not necessarily. I was just wondering if you remembered.”


  “If I look at the calendar, I can tell the date. It was about three days after the meeting with the planning team, I marked down the meeting schedule on the calendar.”


  The sight of Kim Iwol trying to speak calmly broke his heart.


  As Min Jukyung was thinking about what to say, Kim Iwol hesitated and took something out of his pocket.


  “I thought you might not believe me…”


  Min Jukyung couldn’t say anything and accepted the item Kim Iwol handed to him.


  As he unfolded the bundle of paper, small pieces of metal were revealed.


  Min Jukyung wasn’t stupid enough to not know why Kim Iwol handed this to him.


  Electronics in this country didn’t break so easily even if you stepped on them.


  Min Jukyung let out a sigh. It was clear that this wasn’t a problem that could be discussed and resolved on his own.


  

  Min Jukyung hesitated for a moment before asking for my permission and bringing in the team leader of the Artist Management Team.


  The expression of the management team leader who came in with a bright expression also turned pale in 3 minutes.


  If the company people showed a half-hearted response, I was going to make a fuss saying that Yoo Hansoo scared the other trainees. Fortunately, that kind of unfortunate incident didn’t happen.


  Thanks to that, I only had to explain how hard it was to work under Yoo Hansoo, putting on a look of exhaustion on my face.


  I was happy because I was in a position where I could vent my frustrations, something I’d never done at the Hanpyeong Industry, but the staff’s expressions got worse and worse.


  When I told them the story of being on the phone call with Yoo Hansoo until 4 in the morning, I could see the faces of the management team leader and Min Jukyung turning pale.


  The management team leader ruffled my hair and said,


  He made kids see all sorts of dirty things.


  Don’t worry about that. I’m already a bitter member of society.


  Standing next to the management team leader, Min Jukyung sighed deeply and asked.


  “Should we tell the planning team that PD Yoo should be separated from Spark?”


  “Of course. And while we also need to hear from PD Yoo’s side of the story, we also have to report this to the CEO.”


  It was surprising. The company’s employees were trying to protect me.


  No matter how hard I practiced my acting for this day, I never thought they would listen to the words of a low-ranking person so sincerely. They even believed what I said.


  Even if it was just for show, it didn’t change the fact that this was something I’d never seen before in the Hanpyeong Industry. It was something you had to live long enough to see.


  For them to care about me this much. It was really…


  Troublesome. I still had more to say!


  “Uh, and…”


  I took out the printed materials I had printed out in advance from my bag and handed them over. I was really in a hurry, but I tried to make it look like I was hesitating.


  “I don’t know if I should show you this but… I think I have to tell you.”


  “What is this?”


  It was a document on Yoo Hansoo’s alleged corruption, painstakingly compiled by none other than me, a former HR employee and current trainee.


  

  To explain how I ended up digging up all the dirt on Yoo Hansoo, I had to go back a few weeks.


  At that time, Yoo Hansoo was dumping all sorts of work on me day and night.


  One of my tasks was to get estimates from vendors that he had told me to contact.


  And in the process, I discovered it.


  The amount is strange?


  Signs of Yoo Hansoo’s attempted embezzlement.


  In order to make the most of the budget allocated to Spark, I had to save as much as possible.


  So, I put in the legwork, selling anything that could be sold. I contacted multiple vendors, knocking on the same doors two or three times, and carefully organized all the quotes.


  And then I discovered something peculiar.


  When I first asked for quotes on my own, when I used UA’s name to negotiate, and when Yoo Hansoo connected me with vendors he knew—these three scenarios had wildly different prices for the same vendors.


  Normally, you’d expect the highest price from individual inquiries, but strangely enough, the more I mentioned Yoo Hansoo’s name, the higher the prices got.


  At first, I thought maybe Yoo Hansoo was blacklisted by some vendors, but that wasn’t the case. It wasn’t just one or two companies—it was happening with multiple vendors.


  No way. He hasn’t even been with the company that long.


  Still, with a sense of doubt, I asked the vendors, hoping Yoo Hansoo wasn’t that hopeless.


  How should I handle the payment?


  The answer I got was disappointing.


  Just like last time, send the difference to his personal account.


  This wasn’t just a matter of character—it was something far worse.


  In the end, an embezzlement issue didn’t happen in UA. This was because a completely different vendor was selected.


  I thought I was going to die from all the effort it took to find a decent vendor untouched by Yoo Hansoo’s influence.


  I wished I could report it immediately, but there were more than one or two things that got in the way.


  The issue with Yoo Hansoo might cause a stir in the planning department, potentially delaying Spark’s debut.


  And if I acted rashly, it would be a problem if I got fired before Yoo Hansoo did.


  Considering all the various things, the only thing I could do at the time was to somehow prevent Yoo Hansoo from finding a way to embezzle money.


  However, I did record the series of events.


  I figured that if something like this happened again or if I achieved my KPIs and left UA, I could report everything with confidence.


  And not long after, on the day after I got beaten up by Yoo Hansoo.


  I went to the production team with the intention of ending Yoo Hansoo’s life.


  I took the pricing list of quotes I had gotten through Yoo Hansoo and planned to compare them with industry standards, hoping for some cross-verification from the experts…


  PD Yoo Hansoo decided on the vendor, right? Then we don’t need to look. It’s all been discussed.


  What the heck.


  The production team was acting suspiciously.


  An employee was conspiring with a vendor to embezzle the budget.


  But the relevant department pretended not to know about it?


  In that case, there was no other way to explain this—they were in on it together.


  Only then did I finally get the answers to all my questions. If there were people who were profiting from these schemes, of course, I would be seen as a thorn on their side, constantly getting in the way.


  They weren’t working that closely together, so it must’ve been easy for them to hide their tracks on the surface.


  At this point, I just wanted everyone involved to be punished and stop getting involved with Spark.


  With that in mind, I stayed up all night, transferring the recording to a transcript and attaching an estimate until my eyes turned bloodshot.


  There were likely more people connected to Yoo Hansoo than just those in the production team, but for now, I decided to cut off his immediate support first. I couldn’t afford to lose everything by trying to catch too many people at once.


  That report I had poured my soul into was now in the hands of UA staff.


  My heart was pounding. How would UA treat a whistleblower?


  At the Hanpyeong Industry, it’s the whistleblowers who got the death sentence.


  As I was thinking that, I heard the sound of a chair leg roughly scraping against the floor. It was the sound of someone kicking their seat and getting up.


  Chapter 65: New Year's Wish (1)


  The planning team leader called out Min Jukyung’s name.


  No more words were exchanged. The team leader took my report and left the room. I assumed they had communicated through glances about how to handle the situation.


  I stared at the desk and waited for him to say something.


  Then Min Jukyung grabbed my hands that were on the table.


  “You’ve been through so much, especially with barely adjusting and preparing for your debut. It must’ve been exhausting.”


  “…Sorry?”


  I was flustered by his unexpected words. I should have apologized for doing something unnecessary, but I missed the right moment to respond.


  “I’m sorry. I don’t know anything, and yet I….”


  “Why are you apologizing?”


  “I feel like it was disrespectful to those who have been here much longer. And I think the team leader was upset because of me.”


  “That’s not true, Iwol.”


  Min Jukyung was gentle but firm.


  “The reason the team leader left is because this is a really big problem. He left first to report it to his superiors quickly. Thanks to you, we found out quickly before the company suffered losses, so you don’t have to feel guilty! You understand?”


  “…Yes.”


  “And as for what happened between you and PD Yoo.”


  Min Jukyung let go of the hands that he had been holding.


  I took it as a sign. A signal that the conversation would take a slightly different turn from here.


  So what am I supposed to do? The HR team is part of the management support department, so is it really that hard to do a few favors for the manager?


  Assistant Manager Kim, you’re really young. Your way of thinking is still immature. You need to realize that if a superior behaves that way, there’s always a reason behind it. How long have you worked in society?


  I felt like the words I had heard at the Hanpyeong Industry were changing, one by one, into Min Jukyung’s voice.


  However, Min Jukyung still acted differently than I expected.


  “We didn’t take care of you properly. It’s embarrassing that the management team couldn’t even handle this. I’m sorry.”


  Min Jukyung bowed his head and apologized.


  What should I say in this situation?


  I had never received an apology like this before, so I had no idea. I just hoped that UA wasn’t the kind of company that forced employees to apologize profusely whenever something went wrong.


  I couldn’t stand the unfamiliar atmosphere, so I hurriedly ran out of the meeting room, saying that I would go practice. I felt strange.


  

  When I opened the door to the practice room, all five heads turned toward me.


  Jeong Seongbin, too preoccupied to stop the upbeat dance music playing in the background, asked anxiously,


  “How did it go…?”


  I raised my thumb and answered.


  “I’ve tattled on him.”


  “Wow!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon clenched his fists and shouted. Maybe it was because of the background music, but the place felt like a festival.


  “What did the company say?”


  Kang Kiyeon asked, wiping away the sweat dripping down his face.


  As soon as he finished his sentence, everyone fell silent and looked at me.


  “Nothing has been decided right now. But we won’t be working together for the time being.”


  “Is that okay? I thought they wouldn’t take any major actions because it’s right before our debut.”


  “I figured that might happen, so I also brought up the corruption issue. Shouldn’t they re-trained themselves before making us debut?”


  “Corruption?!”


  Their eyes widened. It wasn’t exactly pleasant to talk about in detail, so I didn’t explain it further.


  “So, from now on, let’s stay sharp and focus on practice. Seongbin and Joowoo, you’ll make up properly after practice, right?”


  Jeong Seongbin smiled faintly at my words and replied, ‘Of course’. Park Joowoo smiled faintly as well.


  At the same time, the system window lit up above Jeong Seongbin’s face.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Task’ completed.


    ▷ Reward: Exp (50)


    ▷ Total exp: 100


    ▷ Total point: 1

  


  

  The 50 exp points clearly showed how much of a piece of trash Yoo Hansoo was.


  Still, thanks to overcoming that difficult mountain, I was able to improve my dance skills.


  In addition, I was able to confirm that vocal proficiency, self-PR, and organizational adaptability had increased one by one while I wasn’t looking.


  
    Performance Evaluation (100)


    ― Vocal proficiency: 8(▲)/20


    ― Dance proficiency: 7(▲)/20


    ― Self-PR: 13(▲)/20


    ― Attendance management: 18/20


    ― Organizational adaptability: 11(▲)/20

  


  There was another change.


  After completing Yoo Hansoo’s mission, the ‘Total exp’ section under my resume disappeared.


  It seemed the feature naturally deactivated after reaching the limit of manually increasing my skills.


  With Yoo Hansoo out of the picture, peace returned to the practice room.


  To cut to the chase, Yoo Hansoo was not fired. Instead, he was disciplined.


  Additionally, he was barred from any involvement in UA’s idol department.


  As long as he stayed at UA, he’d be stuck planning Jang Joonho’s music videos—something he had prided himself on—for the rest of his life.


  The production team leader was removed from his position. He was demoted to assistant team leader, and the team leader position became vacant. I could only hope the vacant position would be filled soon.


  It was a satisfying conclusion for me, but it seemed the other members didn’t see it that way, as I could hear them grumbling quite often for a while.


  While Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo were careful with their words because they had a fight recently, Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon were less reserved.


  As soon as they entered the dorm, they’d take turns venting about how Yoo Hansoo’s punishment seemed too lenient.


  “Shouldn’t they fire him immediately for hitting someone?”


  “Well, at least we won’t have to work with him anymore. Do you think the company hands out disciplinary actions lightly?”


  After I managed to calm down Cheonghyeon…


  “I don’t think he’s the kind of person who would reflect on his actions just by writing a written apology.”


  Kang Kiyeon would immediately start nitpicking. Neither side would rest.


  “The written apology is just what you see on the surface. He was even disciplined, so that guy will probably have his salary frozen or cut next year.”


  “Hyung, are you just looking up this stuff because you used to handle reference checks?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked with a suspicious look. This was all I ever learned at the Hanpyeong Industry, so what.


  I told him to go play in his room and then refocused on what I was doing.


  With Spark’s debut fast approaching, I had to write a press release for the media.


  It wouldn’t give me exp, I was going to let UA write the press release, but…


  They were going to include everything—from the members’ useless awards to music videos that hadn’t even been released yet—in the press release so I told them I’d just write it myself. I’d rather die than suffer through that.


  I was used to writing these kinds of articles. When the executives at Hanpyeong Industries were caught up in lawsuits, I cranked out press releases like a machine—stuff like ‘ The Hanpyeong Industry: Selected as a Top 1,000 Small and Medium Enterprises to Work For.”


  To this day, I still didn’t know who decided to call the Hanpyeong Industry a great place to work.


  Or maybe there were 70 million companies out there that were worse than Hanpyeong Industry. It was hard to tell whether it was the former or the latter.


  Just as I was about to finish writing ‘UA Embarks on New Ventures’, someone suddenly grabbed me from behind in a tight hug.


  “Hyung! Do you have plans on January 1st?”


  “You surprised me…!”


  The culprit of the back hug was, unsurprisingly, Lee Cheonghyeon.


  I swept off my chest and scolded him.


  “Cheonghyeon. You know I get startled by small things, don’t you? What would have happened if I had hit you with my arm?”


  “I gave you a super tight hug because I was afraid that would happen. My grip was no joke, right?”


  “Would you still say that if I hit your chin with the back of my head?”


  “I’ll be very careful from now on.”


  Cheonghyeon covered his chin with his hand. He should’ve done that from the start.


  “I don’t have any plans for New Year’s. Why?”


  “Oh, then let’s all go watch the sunrise together!”


  Sunrise?


  Was this kid suggesting we go on some kind of retreat at the start of the year?


  

  Hiking.


  A hobby that had become the very soul of managers across the nation, driving them to climb a mountain even if the world were to end tomorrow.


  This collective madness, infiltrating everything from job interviews to workplace clubs, wielded its influence like some devilish force.


  Naturally, this hiking frenzy struck the Hanpyeong Industry as well.


  Fueled by Manager Nam, the executives of the Hanpyeong Industry eventually formed a bizarre organization called the ‘Health/Teamwork Recovery Committee’.


  And I, forced to join the team leaders, carried two 1.5L water bottles every weekend, following them from one mountain to another.


  From the moment they made me carry all the water I didn’t even drink, it was clear that this committee was doomed.


  Unfortunately, the ‘Health/Teamwork Recovery Committee’ lasted a long time, contrary to my wishes that it would collapse quickly.


  I thought we would just go over the mountains, but we ended up going across the sea all the way to Jeju Island.


  Of course, I was the one who had to book the ferry tickets to Jeju. I paid out of my pocket first and then reimbursed it later.


  It was to the point that the only goal I actively set at Hanpyeong Industry was to ‘eliminate the Hanpyeong Industry Mountaineering Club.’


  The only joy I had during that process was getting the stamp of achievement for the 100 Famous Mountains series…


  “Hyung? Why are you suddenly stopping talking?”


  Or at least it was supposed to be.


  I was so shocked that I couldn’t even answer Lee Cheonghyeon’s question.


  My famous mountain stamp.


  The stamps that had justified those grueling hikes, the one and only source of motivation during my freedom-less weekends, allowing me to rationalize enduring that hell by thinking, ‘Well, at least collecting the stamps is fun’.


  Those stamps, which could be said to represent everything about my life at the Hanpyeong Industry, suddenly came to mind.


  Should I ask the system? Is my stamp still alive?


  As soon as I had this thought, the system appeared.


  Its response time was so quick that I almost wondered if it had its own customer service team…


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from your ‘superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ Assistant Manager Kim, do you treasure that ballpoint pen on your desk? I used it because I was in a hurry, but it broke. Get a sturdier one next time.


    [SYSTEM] Due to ‘subordinate’ traveling back in time, all achievements previously earned by ‘subordinate’ have been invalidated.

  


  …It’s gone.


  Damn it, give me back my stamps!


  Chapter 66: New Year's Wish (2)


  The unexpected conversation about watching the sunrise unfolded like this.


  Lee Cheonghyeon had gone to borrow something from Kang Kiyeon’s room when he stumbled upon Park Joowoo, who was enjoying a relaxing time watching videos of Buddhist temples.


  The two, who had a good relationship with no awkwardness, sat next to each other and talked as they often did, taking a deep interest in each other’s activities.


  As they sat close together, watching videos of temple tours in South Korea and exploring nature within the city, they were eventually led by the algorithm to a video titled ‘Top 10 Must-See New Year’s Sunrises’.


  The sight of the blazing red sunrise, marking the beginning of a new year, left a strong impression on both Park Joowoo, who wasn’t the type to go out much, and Lee Cheonghyeon, who spent his childhood studying.


  Now, as they were about to debut, they thought it would be a great idea for the entire group to go watch the sunrise together.


  How wonderful it would be to strengthen their teamwork while watching such a magnificent view together!


  That was what they thought And they ran straight to the leader who had the decision-making authority on group activities.


  When they told this idea to Jung Seongbin, he responded enthusiastically, saying it was a great idea. Kang Kiyeon said he would go if all the members were on board.


  “…What did Choi Jeho say?”


  “Jeho-hyung said it’s a great idea!”


  “That guy said that? Really?”


  “Yes. he said he’s been feeling stiff lately.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s words were shocking.


  To think he’d willingly join a group activity that wasn’t even work-related. And the reason being he wanted to stretch his body? For a guy who could dance all sorts of different dances, it seemed the dance training he had up until now wasn’t enough.


  While I was still in disbelief, Lee Cheonghyeon started showing me pictures of temples, trying to sell me on the idea.


  “What do you think about this place, hyung? It’s a little over 2km, don’t you think it’ll be okay?”


  Hey, you think 2km in the mountains is the same as 2km on flat ground?


  Suddenly, I thought that it would be great if this young fellow could collect the 100 famous mountain stamps. I should tell him to try it next time.


  Anyway, if everyone wanted to go see the sunrise, we definitely had to avoid the temple Lee Cheonghyeon picked. The view there wasn’t great.


  Seeing the sunrise on New Year’s Day requires luck.


  Even Manager Nam, who had dragged me around for years, never managed to catch a perfect sunrise.


  Thanks to that, I had to trudge down the mountain with my shoulders aching from carrying his extra cup noodles and thermos, along with ringing ears from listening to him complain for three hours about his bad luck in never seeing the sunrise after so many attempts.


  To prevent this young soul from getting hurt, I told him in advance that seeing the sunrise was a matter of luck, and that we all knew that there was no difference between the sun that rose on December 31st and the sun that rose on January 1st.


  Then Lee Cheonghyeon answered like this.


  “If we manage to see such a rare sunrise on our first try. That’d be amazing, hyung!”


  That’s why I am telling you, it doesn’t just conveniently happen like that.


  My chest felt heavy, like I was chewing on a cold piece of dry bread. The hiking hadn’t even started yet and I already felt tired.


  The only good thing was that this hike would be with a younger generation more familiar with internet searches.


  These kids were young, so unlike Manager Nam’s group, they’d likely pack what they needed on their own. At least I wouldn’t have to scour online stores for hiking pole reviews.


  As expected, Jeong Seongbin and Lee Cheonghyeon had already begun searching the internet for hiking gear and routes.


  “It must be very cold in winter. Does anyone have a scarf?”


  “I only have these sneakers for practice. Isn’t it a bit weird to wear them to the mountains? I’m not going to go to high places, so maybe I can wear Converse?”


  They seemed to be very excited, perhaps taking my lack of response as approval.


  Putting these guys’ enthusiasm aside, there were more than a few things that bothered me in that short conversation, but I didn’t bother to get involved.


  Watching the sunrise had nothing to do with the KPI of becoming an idol.


  Why should I volunteer to look after these guys outside of work hours…


  “Kang Kiyeon, are you going to wear your padded jacket?”


  “It’ll be hot when you start hiking up. Let’s wear thin clothes.”


  Wait. I felt like I just overheard something concerning from the two maknaes.


  “Just bring a hot pack.”


  “There’s no place to throw away trash on the mountain, so why are you packing so much? Lee Cheonghyeon, you don’t get cold easily. Just dress moderately.”


  “Dress moderately? Do you guys want to catch a cold? Do you want to have your debut stage in front of a pharmacy?!”


  I blurted out loud without realizing it. The members opened their eyes wide and looked at me.


  What am I going to do with you, you clueless, soon-to-be-frozen novices who don’t know the cold of a winter mountain…


  

  At dawn on January 1st, we all climbed the snow-covered mountain under the guidance of our manager.


  The biting cold air pierced through the padded jacket that our manager had kindly lent me. My vision was fogged up by my breath.


  “Wow, if I hadn’t listened to Iwol-hyung, I would have frozen to death…”


  Lee Cheonghyeon, who was heavily armed with a neck warmer, thermal wear, and a hot pack, said as he rubbed his arms.


  Of course. Do you think we only have to wait an hour or two for the sun to rise?


  Standing still for hours on a dark winter mountain was no small feat. Aside from physical strength, you also had to deal with the cold.


  I kept serving warm honey ginger tea, which I had brewed at the dorm, to protect the precious vocal cords of the members from the cold wind.


  On their feet were the crampons I had ordered the moment we knew we’d be going to see the sunrise.


  In their hands were hiking poles, which I had researched and ordered myself.


  What, you think these gears are too much? It was a hundred times better to be heavily armed than to have someone twist their ankle on the mountain before debut. I might as well just sign up for a hiking gear membership at this point.


  “When does the sun rise?”


  Kang Kiyeon asked. His gloves were covered in snow, probably from building a nice cairn with Lee Cheonghyeon.


  “Soon. Didn’t you say you were going to make a wish when the sun rises? You even built a cairn for that?”


  “Lee Cheonghyeon insisted that if you wish twice, it’ll come true twice as fast.”


  How innocent.


  But life wasn’t that easy. I prayed every day for the Hanpyeong Industry to cut me off, but it didn’t happen.


  Just as I was about to get lost in memories of my past hundred-day prayers, Choi Jeho, who was sharing some fish cake soup with the manager, called out to us.


  “Hey, isn’t that the sun rising?”


  “Huh?”


  No way.


  A proper sunrise is harder to catch than you think.


  If the weather was even slightly cloudy, the sun would hide behind the clouds, and before you knew it, the day would brighten without you even noticing.


  Besides, even if the sky was clear, it was still too early to see the sun.


  “Oh, it’s true!”


  “Hyung, come quickly…!”


  Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo shouted at us loudly. A faint crimson sunlight was shining on their faces.


  I told them not to strain their voices in the cold.


  And even though I told them not to run in the mountains, Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon ran to where the members were.


  They all seemed to need some re-education.


  But before that.


  “How’s it, Seongbin-hyung? You’re glad you came here, right?”


  “Yeah. It’s really cool. Right, Joowoo?”


  “… Yeah. I am glad we came.”


  “Jeho-hyung, make a wish as the group’s representative. You’re the oldest hyung.”


  “Kang Kiyeon, why are you only doing this to me? Tell Kim Iwol to do it.”


  As the members started bickering among themselves while admiring the rising sun, I spoke.


  “Forget it. Make your wishes before the sun fully rises. That’s what you came here for, isn’t it?”


  At my words, Jeong Seongbin and the three others closed their eyes. Except for Kang Kiyeon, the three of them clasped their hands together.


  I walked over to Choi Jeho, who stood off to the side with his arms crossed, and asked.


  “Why aren’t you making a wish?”


  At that, Choi Jeho made a disgusted expression.


  Well. I thought you came along willingly because you wanted to make a wish, too.


  Looking at my face and then back at the younger members with their eyes shut tight, Choi Jeho, probably feeling obliged to play along, leaned back and closed his eyes.


  I borrowed my manager’s cell phone and took a picture of the five guys standing side by side with their eyes closed, making a wish in the morning sunlight.


  And while they were making their wishes to their hearts’ content, I quietly watched the rising sun.


  A wish.


  A wish, huh.


  The only wish I ever made in my life was to quit my job.


  But as I commemorated the first sunrise I’d ever seen on one of the many mountains I’d climbed, I made a wish that wasn’t about quitting.


  I hope noona is happy until we meet again.


  …That was what I wished for.


  Predictably, as soon as I made my wish, Lee Cheonghyeon came running and asked.


  “Hyung! What did you wish for?”


  “I wished that no one would go off-key during our debut performance.”


  “Ugh… I should’ve wished for that, too.”


  And so, I descended the snowy mountain with five troublemakers, knowing that on the day my wish came true, I might have to part ways with them.


  

  As long as they didn’t skip several days of practice, there was no way they’d suddenly lose their ability to dance well.


  Naturally, in the days leading up to our debut, the goal was not to improve on the parts that were lacking, but to improve the perfection.


  The same went for singing, practicing in front of the camera, and the team chant.


  If everything else was about improving our overall performance, there was just one thing that stood apart in nature.


  “Seongbin-hyung, can we eat dinner earlier tonight…”


  “Kiyeon, are you hungry…?”


  An idol’s lifelong homework—dieting.


  The Spark members were very thorough in their self-management.


  These guys’ self-management had never gone off track for the past 7 years. Even in the news article photos of their disbandment, their jawlines remained sharp and defined.


  That also connected to the fact that these guys were always maintaining their bodies in extreme conditions.


  Kang Kiyeon had been eating chicken breast for dinner until now because he needed to grow taller, but now that the debut was drawing near, he had to eat only grass without any side dishes.


  Next to him, Lee Cheonghyeon looked as if he had given up on life. He should be grateful that thanks to me, he had the option of combining exercise with his diet plan.


  “I want fried chicken… so bad…”


  “Chicken…”


  Even Park Joowoo, who usually had zero interest in food, was mumbling strange things next to Lee Cheonghyeon, who was craving chicken.


  I approached the two wilted souls and said.


  “You can just eat chicken and exercise more afterward.”


  “Chicken has so many calories! It won’t just take an hour or two to get rid of all of that!!”


  “You’re right. Then bear with it.”


  “You’re so cold-hearted, hyung. If I stabbed you, I bet icicles would come out instead of blood.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon grumbled and got up from his seat.


  It’s about time we hit our limit.


  To begin with, it didn’t make sense for kids their age, who should be eating well, to completely abstain from snacking in secret.


  Considering the group ranged from no-seasoning Park Joowoo to Kang Kiyeon, whose motto was likely ‘better to die with stomach full than die starving’, it was a miracle they’d held out this long by watching each other for motivation.


  I also couldn’t remember the last time I had jjolmyeon.


  That restaurant’s seasoning sauce was really delicious, what a shame.


  “Eating less and moving more really does make you hungry.”


  Jeong Seongbin smiled awkwardly.


  This was serious. For a guy like him, who rarely complained, to mention hunger meant he must have been starving.


  Then Jeong Seongbin scratched his head and laughed.


  Looking at that guy, I suddenly remembered my childhood when I was hungry every day.


  Chapter 67: Public Business Registration


  When I was young, I often went hungry.


  It wasn’t because we were poor. I realized that our family wasn’t poor when I looked at the income level for national scholarships.


  It was simply because none of the adults in the house were interested in a child’s food and living care.


  During that time, if a single snack disappeared while the grown-ups watched TV, or if food in the fridge was reduced, I would get scolded like I had committed a crime.


  The space called ‘home’ at that time was full of things I couldn’t understand.


  Why couldn’t I eat even though we had food? Why did saying I was hungry result in punishment?


  No matter how much I thought about it, my questions were never answered, and my hunger only grew.


  So, I would secretly cook a cup of instant noodles and sneak out to the apartment’s recycling area to dispose of the evidence. I did this until I started making my own money and could eat outside the house.


  Since then, the word hunger stirred complex emotions in me. You could say it tugged at my heartstrings.


  These guys starved even though no one would yell at them for eating food, it made me feel sorry for them.


  They weren’t exactly the kind of irresponsible people who would eat and then just lie down without a care in the world.


  After some thought, I glanced at them and said quietly.


  “…Then let’s order one and share it.”


  “Huh?”


  Jeong Seongbin looked at me wide-eyed like a startled rabbit.


  “Grilled chicken, but on the condition that we drink water instead of soda. If that’s fine with you, go ahead and order.”


  “Of course, that’s fine!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon shouted, regaining his energy as if he hadn’t been depressed.


  Jeong Seongbin, though hesitant, started seriously researching which chicken brand to order.


  In the end, they scraped together the last bit of their conscience and ordered just one charcoal-grilled chicken. From the place with the fastest delivery time.


  It was a stark contrast to my colleagues, who swore they would cut back on coffee, yet still put three packets of coffee mix into their tumbler the very next morning.


  While they were busy setting the table, I opened the chicken box that arrived first. I carefully divided the steaming chicken into five portions, evenly placing them on plates.


  As I was meticulously dividing the pieces, there was a commotion in the kitchen.


  “What? What is it?”


  When I asked, the guys surrounding the table turned around and looked at me.


  Lee Cheonghyeon called out to me with a shaky voice.


  “Uh, hyung.”


  “Yeah. What is it?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon put his hand into the bag that Jeong Seongbin was holding.


  What came out of Lee Cheonghyeon’s hand was… a cola.


  “They said the owner threw it in as a freebie. We can’t not drink it… What should we do?”


  “Yeah, nice try.”


  So that night, we ended up having an unexpected chicken party with a bonus gift.


  Oh, I didn’t eat any, so it would be more accurate to say ‘they’ had the party instead of ‘we’.


  Still, I did my best by running with them along the Han River. In fact, I ran the longest, so that said it all.


  That night, for the first time, I had the precious experience of sneaking out to the recycling area with others instead of alone to throw away the late-night snacks.


  And I went to sleep, hoping that the Spark members wouldn’t wake up with puffy faces from eating those extra salty pieces of chicken.


  

  With only one person, Yoo Hansoo, out of the picture, things went smoothly. The Spark members rarely caused any trouble, so everything was satisfactory.


  Iwol, you must have had a hard time.


  Thanks to all the support from the company, I’m doing fine now…


  You’ve worked hard. Gosh, I didn’t expect that from PD Yoo…


  Except for the fact that I was burdened by sympathies from all sides.


  Because of the whole situation with Yoo Hansoo, I couldn’t attend any meeting without people first asking how I was doing before getting to the main agenda. It was an overwhelming amount of attention.


  The meeting room today was the same way.


  There were so many people patting my shoulder, telling me to speak up if things got tough. I barely had time to lift my head from all the 90-degree bows I was giving in in gratitude.


  As I was returning to the practice room, receiving lots of warm gazes, Lee Cheonghyeon suddenly looked in my direction and waved his hand.


  “Hyung! Great timing. Our teaser is out!”


  “Teaser?”


  I thought it felt familiar.


  That line was exactly the same as what Lee Cheonghyeon had said when Parthe’s debut song teaser came out. It had been a long time since then.


  “Really? How was it?”


  “I don’t know. I haven’t seen it yet.”


  Then Kang Kiyeon moved aside slightly to make space.


  “You didn’t see it? Why?”


  “I thought hyung would be here soon.”


  Could it be that he was waiting to watch it with me?


  I glanced around and the guys were busy bustling around, saying, ‘Then should we play it now?’, ‘Should we watch it on the laptop?!?’.


  I didn’t get it. Wouldn’t they want to see their own debut teaser right away?


  I shrugged and sat down in an empty spot, telling them to do whatever they wanted.


  As the chaotic atmosphere died down, Jeong Seongbin said.


  “Then I’ll play it now.”


  When Jeong Seongbin hit the play button, the dark screen split vertically.


  Through the gap, Lee Cheonghyeon’s ankles were revealed as he ran in his mismatched canvas shoes with untied laces.


  Next, Choi Jeho’s hands hesitated while placing pliers into a bag, then switched to grabbing a small hammer instead.


  Then, we saw the back and shoulders of Park Joowoo, standing still in front of a fire extinguisher at a large supermarket, wearing a backpack. A grainy instrumental track played in the background.


  Immediately after, the camera focused on Jeong Seongbin’s eyes, engrossed in reading something.


  Then, the scene shifted.


  Kang Kiyeon’s hand, emptying the cans and bottles out of the recycling bin behind the school, and my hand, tearing up a notebook and throwing it on the floor in a dark space, passed by one after another.


  The moment Jeong Seongbin, who reappeared, inserted the key into the lock on the door of the warehouse.


  The screen suddenly turned black with the effect of suddenly being cut off.


  Soon, the faint crackling of a match being lit was heard, and a small white flame appeared on the black screen, slowly dissolving into ash.


  “Oh…”


  With a small gasp from Lee Cheonghyeon, the others groaned softly, pulling away from the small phone screen.


  Everyone seemed nervous. Even though we monitored so much on-site, this felt like a new experience.


  Still, it definitely feels different because it passed through the hands of experts.


  It was exactly the vibe I had wanted to go for. With this, my trust in the experts rose again.


  “What do you think, Iwol-hyung? Did it turn out the way you expected?”


  Jeong Seongbin asked cautiously.


  “Yeah. It’s appropriately vague.”


  “Huh?”


  “That’s exactly what I was going for.”


  To put it nicely, it was a classic teaser featuring rebellious characters.


  By only showing a part of the body, the sense of mystery and visual beauty stood out, and the sound harmony was also great.


  To put it badly…


  ≫ I just watched Jang Junhoo’s music video. I support you, Jeho!


  ≫ I saw the profile pictures, but which scene was Lee Cheonghyeon’s? Cheonghyeon, please show your face! I’ve watched it three times and still can’t figure out where you are…


  You could say it lacked impact. Not including a synchronized dance scene certainly contributed to that.


  “I’ll check the comment first and then join, so everyone, go start practicing first.”


  “Can’t we just check them and practice together?”


  “I told you, Kang Kiyeon, that monitoring is prohibited.”


  Was there any need for their self-esteem to take a hit before they even debuted?


  I pushed the members away to the mirror and then sat in the empty corner. Then I placed the laptop on my thigh and slowly scrolled down.


  As expected, there weren’t many posts related to the teaser in the comments section.


  There must have been many music videos depicting adolescent youth struggling through life.


  Especially in today’s market, where strong concepts were trending, it was even harder to grab attention with a pure-hearted concept.


  If this teaser made you expect such an ordinary music video, then this teaser was a huge success.


  This one is a bit more interesting.


  I read the comment I found while scrolling down the screen again.


  ≫ Hey guys, you guys are finally debuting ㅠㅠㅠ Please show lots of love to Spark, the famous group full of visualsㅠㅠㅠㅠ Please support them, everyone!!!


  Kim Iwol♡ Choi Jeho♡ Jeong Seongbin♡ Park Joowoo♡ Lee Cheonghyeon♡ Kang Kiyeon


  I had expected that some people would have picked their favorite members after the press release.


  But I didn’t expect them to leave comments like this for a group that only revealed six slightly edited ID photos.


  And…


  Why does my name have to be at the front?


  I fiddled with my name, which was placed in front of Choi Jeho’s.


  The names the commenter wrote were in the order of our ages and birthdays. They probably compared our dates of birth registered on the portal site one by one.


  The oldest member of Spark that I knew was Choi Jeho. Naturally, fans always started their cheer chants with his name.


  So, seeing a comment that didn’t start with Choi Jeho’s name felt oddly unfamiliar. Almost like it was directed at something foreign, not Spark.


  A sense of guilt surged through my mind.


  How should I deal with the complicated emotions that always come up at moments like this? This was also homework.


  Isn’t it better to be stuck in the middle and then fall out later?


  I tried to slightly cover my name with my left thumb.


  Then I pressed and rubbed my name, pretending as if I was wiping the dust off the LCD screen so that my action didn’t look strange.


  ≫ Hey guys, you guys are finally debuting ㅠㅠㅠ Please show lots of love to Spark, the famous group full of visualsㅠㅠㅠㅠ Please support them, everyone!!!


  ♡Choi Jeho♡Jeong Seongbin♡Park Joowoo♡Lee Cheonghyeon♡Kang Kiyeon


  “…Yes. This is right.”


  I smiled at the familiar sight. Maybe because of the heat, my fingertips were tingling.


  After reading through the few comments, I turned off my phone and got up.


  “Hey, Spark Visuals, can I join you now?”


  “Of course!”


  But I still had to think about it.


  When I left someday, what three-letter word would be natural to replace ‘Kim Iwol’ in the fan chant?


  Chapter 68: Business Etiquette Education (1)


  After the teaser dropped, mentions of Spark increased slightly but noticeably.


  Once the teaser was released online, my debut became inevitable as well.


  At the same time, all of us were thrust into hellish training.


  Didn’t the company avoid forcing us to practice?


  “Guys, is it hard?”


  “Yes, hyung…”


  “I’m having a hard time too. But I can still open my eyes, so let’s try a little more.”


  Yeah, I was the one forcing them. They were already great, but they got better the more time they spent practicing, so I kept squeezing them to the last drop.


  After the Park Joowoo incident, I made sure to consider the members’ conditions, whipping them into shape carefully. At this point, it was practically VIP treatment.


  My accumulated fatigue was also skyrocketing… But I could still open my eyes in the morning, so it should be fine.


  As I was trying to catch my breath and drink some water, Park Joowoo came up to me and asked.


  “Hyung, we’re practicing for the signing event tomorrow morning, right?”


  “Yes.”


  Spark’s ‘practice’ wasn’t limited to the debut stage.


  I created a separate comprehensive onboarding program for Kim Iwol’s debut.


  As soon as the debut date was confirmed, I sought permission from the company and arranged for the members to practice for their stage during the day and for fan signings and meetings at night.


  UA didn’t provide much education on fan service, and the reason Spark was involved in minor controversies during their debut was because of their responses in fan events.


  ≫ Sharing my fan sign experience and why I left the fandom


  To be honest, I knew my idol’s fan service was badㅎ


  When you’re deep in the fandom, you just close your eyes and ears and do fan activities, right?? I was the same


  I just covered up their sh*t, saying my kids were shyㅋㅋㅋ


  But when I spent hundreds of thousands of won on a fan sign event and all five of them just said, ‘Ah.. Thank you,’ I was hit hard by reality.


  Ah, these pieces of sh*ts are just parasites. That day, I stayed up all night and quit the fandom the next day


  └ Totally agree… I got all dressed up, full makeup, bought a new outfit, and even got my nails done, while they arrived in a manager-driven car, fully styled by their salon, and still had the nerve to act tired. Infuriating.


  └ Could you give us a hint about who you were stanning, even just with initials?


  └ SPK


  └ You spent your own money and didn’t get the fan service you wanted, and now you’re blaming the idolㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Did you leave something with them to take care of?


  └ I spent my own money to buy albums and get into the fan sign, so why can’t I expect at least that? I hope the person who wrote the comment will order a set menu and not complain if they only receive individual items and just eat whatever is served.


  The forums were full of harsh comments back then. Even Manager Nam’s daughter was up in arms, debating whether to compile all of this into a PDF or not.


  The reason Spark ruined the fan signing event was later revealed through Jeong Seongbin’s mouth. It was because all the members were extremely nervous.


  They had seen other senior idols get slammed for having blank expressions during fan sign events, so they were determined to do something, but had no idea what to actually do.


  Some people took this as an honest explanation, while others thought it was a cowardly excuse.


  However, I could understand Jeong Seongbin’s feelings to some extent.


  At that time, he had been sitting next to Choi Jeho, who could say something unexpected at any moment.


  Although Choi Jeho never crossed the line at a fan sign event, the other members had said multiple times that they were hurt by his tone during their trainee days, so Jeong Seongbin’s worries were understandable.


  I, too, had joined Manager Nam during some interviews and ended up sweating through my shirt more than once.


  Whether the eldest member was reliable or not could have a significant impact. In that sense, while Choi Jeho was a good center, he wasn’t a good hyung.


  Furthermore, at that time, Kang Kiyeon was the type of person who would lose his temper whenever he was nervous, so the only people Jeong Seongbin could count on were Park Joowoo, who had to scrape together his social skills, and Lee Cheonghyeon, who was younger than him.


  How could they possibly focus during an event? It was a miracle they didn’t spout nonsense.


  But that didn’t justify their inadequate fan service. If you’re getting paid, you have an obligation to deliver on what you’ve received.


  So let’s go ahead.


  To Spark’s mock fan signing event.


  

  Last weekend, I analyzed about 200 boy group fan signing reviews and post-its to create a FAQ list and shared it in the group chat.


  [★Notice★ 1. Check the gas before leaving if you’re the last one out. 2. Trash should be…]


  Me


  [By the day after tomorrow, come up with three answers to each question.]


  [We’ll be practicing how to respond when asked random questions.]


  Cutie Pretty Visual Lee Cheonghyeon


  [Maknae has checked in~]


  Mental Pillar Jeong Seongbin


  [Seongbin, Joowoo checked in. :)]


  Mental Pillar Jeong Seongbin


  [I told Jeho-hyung too! :)]


  Me


  [Jeho *^^* You didn’t make dongsaeng do this because you were too lazy to reply, right? *^^* You’re not that kind of boomer who can’t reply, are you? *^^* If you’re really that kind of person, I’m a little disappointed ㅠㅠ *^^*]


  Center Emperor Choi Jeho


  [Tsk, I didn’t make him do it]


  Putting Choi Jeho’s wronged feelings aside, the day to check on their preparedness came around quickly.


  To create a realistic setting, we set up long tables and chairs in the practice room, recreating the scene like in the photos from fan sign reviews.


  Choi Jeho, who was placing water bottles on the desk according to the number of people following my instructions from across the room, asked.


  “But who will play the role of the fan when we practice?”


  “Me.”


  “You?”


  Choi Jeho asked back in a shaky voice.


  But think about it.


  Between me, who might only do fan sign for 3 months at most, or might not have a chance to do a fan signing event at all.


  And you, who have to do signing events for at least 7 years.


  Which of the two of us should practice signing more diligently? Of course, it’s you guys.


  “Is that a good choice? It probably won’t be easy to meet a fan like hyung.”


  “What kind of fan is a fan like me?”


  “Do you really want to hear it?”


  Even Kang Kiyeon chimed in to support Choi Jeho.


  It seemed they were all doubting my acting skills.


  How absurd. I’ve watched so many fan signing event videos to the point where I can practically lip-read you guys now.


  There must be about 15,000 Sparklers that I had seen in videos. Thanks to that, I could imitate the gestures of the fans without even looking at them.


  Can’t be helped.


  Let me show you. The dignity of the first-place winner of the Hanpyeong Industry HR Team Manager Nam’s voice impression contest.


  The first batter at the first Spark (mock) fan signing event was Jeong Seongbin.


  Jeong Seongbin seemed slightly nervous, as he clenched his fists tightly.


  Unlike the others, he seemed to be taking this situation seriously to some extent. As expected, he was a guy who didn’t disappoint expectations.


  Deeply moved, I handed Jeong Seongbin the scheduler I had prepared as a prop.


  And I laughed brightly and shouted.


  “Seongbin, I’ve made you my bias!”


  “…Yes?”


  Jeong Seongbin, who was trying to pretend to sign, froze and looked up at me with a creaking sound.


  Why couldn’t this deeply moving moment last even 5 seconds? I said with a serious expression.


  “Seongbin, your fan has made you their bias, and you’re zoning out? Do you want to go from being their bias to (former) bias during the signing?”


  “No, I was just too flustered for a moment… I’m sorry!”


  “That comes from a lack of practice. Keep that in mind.”


  I gave a warning to the other four people sitting next to Jeong Seongbin and then sat back down in my chair.


  Now, the atmosphere between us was more than just tense; it was tense and serious.


  “Post-it! Check the answers to the Post-it questions!”


  “Y-Yes!”


  Get your heads together, you guys.


  After this, we still have to practice the talent show for the fan meeting.


  

  When Kim Iwol first suggested practicing for the fan signing event, Kang Kiyeon didn’t think much of it.


  It was not that he was indifferent to it. It was that he was just doing what he had to do, so he didn’t feel any special emotions.


  Still, it was surprising that Kim Iwol had even considered something like this. Moments like these always made Kang Kiyeon feel that Kim Iwol’s obsession with perfection could sometimes border on the extreme.


  However, by now, he was no longer surprised by such eccentricities from Kim Iwol.


  In fact, considering Kim Iwol’s personality as a perfectionist, it had reached a point where he could understand this older man’s eccentric behavior.


  For example, watching Kim Iwol meticulously arrange the tables, water bottles, and chairs to match the photos he’d seen on social media seemed entirely natural at this point.


  But still…


  “Gasp… Cheonghyeon, you’re really handsome…”


  Now, as Kim Iwol spoke to the second member, Lee Cheonghyeon, it was clear to anyone that he wasn’t in his right mind. Either that or he was possessed by something.


  His acting, with the way he covered his mouth and made an expression of awe, was top-notch. If Kang Kiyeon believed in local superstitions, he definitely would have thought his hyung was possessed by a ghost.


  “Aww, if you keep complimenting me like that, what if I start getting spoiled?”


  And his friend, who was accepting that…


  Well, that guy had always been a weird one.


  Kang Kiyeon gave up on trying to make sense of it.


  “It’s okay. If power is determined by look, then our Cheonghyeon would be the president.”


  “Really? You won’t say that to the other members later, right?”


  “Sorry, I’ll have to pretend I didn’t hear that.”


  They were having a blast.


  Kang Kiyeon held back from shaking his head. He didn’t know what kind of trouble would happen if he shook his head cockily at the virtual fan signing event.


  However, despite Kang Kiyeon’s efforts, Kim Iwol’s head turned to the remaining members.


  There was no light in Kim Iwol’s dark, deep eyes.


  “Guys.”


  “…Yes.”


  “Why have your smiles faded during the fan sign? Didn’t I tell you to maintain a bright smile unless you had a valid reason not to? People might say, ‘Spark in the fan sign event ended up looking like discounted frozen fish at the end’, do you guys want to hear something like that?”


  “Just smile, just smile!”


  “Yes, Choi Jeho, especially you. Why haven’t you smiled yet and made me repeat myself?”


  “…”


  “Understand it perfectly when I say it once, okay?”


  Kim Iwol’s face radiated murderous energy but his eyes smiled kindly. It was the smile that Lee Cheonghyeon had dubbed ‘false kindness.’


  Kang Kiyeon swallowed hard. He knew for sure that if he got on this man’s bad side, there was no way he’d be going home peacefully today.


  And of all times, it had to be Park Joowoo’s turn, the third member to step up.


  Park Joowoo, who was notoriously shy and had received countless one-on-one lessons from Kim Iwol, caused everyone to hold their breath — but they all maintained their smiles — as they watched the two closely.


  They could only hope their proud main vocalist would not be dragged to the vocal practice room and receive harsh private lessons.


  “Hello, Joowoo!”


  Kim Iwol’s cheerful greeting came out once again, not dying down.


  Then Park Joowoo smiled faintly and answered.


  “Hello. Hyung, the ring looks good on you.”


  What?


  Park Joo-woo… to Kim Iwol?


  In such a kind and affectionate tone… What?


  Chapter 69: Business Etiquette Education (2)


  Kang Kiyeon couldn’t believe his ears.


  It wasn’t just Park Joowoo’s soft voice and warm gaze that felt strange, but the topic of conversation he had chosen was something that would typically come up at a fan signing event.


  It was so natural that it seemed like he had memorized the entire script, but there was one problem.


  Kim Iwol rarely wore accessories.


  Isn’t he going to get scolded for losing his concentration…?


  Startled, Kang Kiyeon hurriedly checked Kim Iwol’s hand.


  His worries were for naught, Kim Iwol indeed had a really thick silver ring on his left ring finger.


  It was a fashion ring that their manager, Chanyoung, often wore. It seemed Kim Iwol had borrowed it for today.


  Still maintaining a cheerful tone, Kim Iwol replied confidently.


  “Goodness, how did you know I got a new ring?”


  “It suits your hand so well… Did you get it recently?”


  “Yeah, I bought it just to wear today.”


  It was unbelievable.


  Who would have thought that there would come a day when Park Joowoo and Kim Iwol would say things like, ‘I wore it for you’ and ‘It suits you well’ about silver accessories?


  For a brief moment, Kang Kiyeon worried if today was the day the world would end.


  For the next three minutes—timed to the second—Park Joowoo and Kim Iwol engaged in a meaningful conversation.


  When the timer eventually went off, Kim Iwol got up from his seat and clapped his seat.


  “Joowoo, you don’t have to practice anymore. Go home.”


  “Really…? Thank you, hyung.”


  “Hyung! What about me? I worked hard too!”


  “Lee Cheonghyeon, you lose points for not voluntarily bringing the stuffed hat while Joowoo was talking.”


  With Kim Iwol’s cold response, Lee Cheonghyeon couldn’t argue back and stepped aside.


  At that moment, the rest of Spark’s members, except for Park Joowoo, thought to themselves:


  There’s no way we’re sleeping peacefully in our beds tonight.


  The ominous feeling was not wrong.


  Kim Iwol, who had been acting like an angelic fan, suddenly transformed into a demon, tearing into the members like a tyrant.


  It reached its peak when Choi Jeho’s turn came.


  What’s with the silence? You don’t want to talk?


  No, wait a minute…


  You think it’s funny that I spent time making up 20 questions, practicing outside the door just to make sure I wouldn’t mess up in front of you? I said Cheongyeon was handsome earlier so you think I am just Cheongnyeon’s fan and let your guard down? Are you not even your own fan or Spark’s?


  The feedback was harsh until then, but it was especially harsh toward Choi Jeho.


  Choi Jeho also criticized him for speaking harshly, but Kim Iwol did not give in.


  Do you think I don’t know you won’t be affected by words like this? People out there will say much worse. If we can fix it now, it’s better to do it before it becomes a problem.


  Choi Jeho clicked his tongue. There was no denying that Kim Iwol was right.


  However, logic and feelings were a separate matter.


  Choi Jeho frowned. It was obvious that he was holding back a sigh.


  Kim Iwol quietly looked at Choi Jeho. And when Kim Iwol opened his lips again, Kang Kiyeon tensed up.


  What was he going to say this time?


  Would he call him out for not controlling his expression? Or tell him to quit if he didn’t want to do it?


  In either case, it was impossible to imagine the atmosphere in the practice room would get better after his.


  However, what came out of Kim Iwol’s mouth was something completely unexpected.


  It’s not like you don’t have any questions for your fans. Why are you keeping your mouth shut like that?


  Kim Iwol sounded certain of this. It wasn’t just a guess.


  Kang Kiyeon exchanged quick glances with the colleagues sitting next to him. No one understood what was going on.


  However, Choi Jeho just stared at Kim Iwol with a twisted expression.


  A few seconds later, he ran his fingers through his hair and responded in a nervous tone.


  It’s not like that, my noona told me not to go around asking useless questions.


  Your noona?


  ‘Yeah, she used to come home every day complaining about annoying kids at school or work who would ask her too many weird questions. She kept telling me to watch my mouth. …Haa, just thinking about it drives me crazy


  Was he seriously trying to use that as an excuse? Kang Kiyeon was shocked.


  Surely, Kim Iwol’s fury would rain down now. And they’d all be reduced to ashes floating in the practice room…


  Aha. I understand what you mean.


  …?


  Kim Iwol, who had been listening quietly, stroked his chin and nodded.


  Was he really the type to be this understanding with such an explanation? That Kim Iwol?


  Kang Kiyeon couldn’t figure out in what context Kim Iwol understood Choi Jeho’s thoughts.


  And his confusion was resolved by the conversation that followed.


  The annoying kids you mentioned are the people who keep pestering her or seniors and juniors she doesn’t care about, right?


  Yeah.


  They’re gross because they keep asking questions with impure intentions, even when the other person isn’t interested.


  Exactly.


  In summary, Choi Jeho’s sister had been so fed up with constant unwanted attention that she had given him strict instructions: ‘Don’t live like that, and especially watch your mouth’. And Choi Jeho had been diligently trying to follow that advice.


  I wasn’t just sitting there doing nothing. I was taking time to think about whether the question I had was appropriate.


  I like that. But your noona was talking about people with impure intentions, right? Are you a jerk**s who harbors bad intentions toward fans, or are you planning on saying just anything when you meet them? Should I knock some sense into you?


  How did you even make that connection?!


  If not that, then just have a genuine conversation with them with sincerity and interest. If I feel like you’re crossing the line, I’ll stop you.


  Then, the two of them continued practicing for the autograph session as if nothing had happened. And they did so with a very serious attitude.


  Kang Kiyeon thought that the eldest hyungs weren’t in their right minds. However, he was relieved that no fight broke out, and he was thankful that Choi Jeho was someone who knew how to ask questions in a gentle and sincere manner.


  

  I found myself standing in the middle of a familiar campus.


  Students bustled around, the sun shone brightly, and laughter echoed from afar. I even felt a pleasant weight on one of my shoulders.


  As I walked into the familiar student center, I saw the club room where I stayed the longest after the lecture halls in campus.


  As always, the seniors’ chatter was loudly leaking out from beyond the door.


  As I opened the door and entered, the seniors waved me in as usual.


  Although it was a band club, there was always more talking than actual playing. They talked as much as they played their instruments.


  And everyone seemed strangely interested in the uncharming youngest member.


  Iwol, what did you want to do that made you come to the business department?


  I had made it to college, but I wasn’t particularly focused on studying, and I spent all day tutoring and working part-time at a convenience store.


  Other than that, I spent endless hours playing the shared bass in the club room, so it might seem strange to others.


  But I never thought deeply about the future. People who were struggling to survive reality became short-sighted.


  As I opened the bass case, I responded.


  Wouldn’t you apply to any place that will accept your major?


  Aren’t you thinking of taking the civil service exam?


  The senior asked again.


  Every other day, I would hear about someone in our department going through the grueling preparation for the civil service exam.


  But I didn’t have time to prepare for months or years, nor did I have living expenses, and I was so busy that I would just collapse when I got home. It wasn’t a place I could afford to go.


  So I smiled awkwardly and answered.


  Not just anyone can become a civil servant.


  Hey, don’t put pressure on the kid. He should audition for one of those music competition shows like the ones on Ennet and become a singer.


  Aren’t you the one who’s putting the most pressure on him?


  Even though the vocalist never showed up in the club room, the seniors gathered around me and pushed me into the spotlight.


  They would passionately discuss how far I might get if I went on an audition program and what songs I should choose to improve my chances of winning.


  After talking for a long time, the seniors would always reach nearly the same conclusion.


  Hey, that’s okay. Iwol just needs to try it out. Don’t worry about anything else.


  Iwol, even if you debut later, you shouldn’t forget me, okay?


  If Iwol becomes a top star because of you, he will probably say in an interview that he grew musically by overcoming the oppressive military discipline of his seniors.


  What are you talking about? You are the one to blame.


  During that time, I didn’t have much to say.


  All I could do was perfectly tune the bass handed down to me by a senior who had graduated a while ago.


  After finishing preparing for the ensemble performance as usual, as I was about to say to start practicing.


  The alarm rang at my bedside. My eyes opened at the same time.


  The wooden ceiling right in front of me informed me that what happened just now was a dream.


  How funny. The memory was so vivid that it appeared in my dreams, but now I couldn’t even enter that club room.


  The funniest thing is that I actually debuted.


  Even though it didn’t seem like I would become a top star, my long-awaited debut date had arrived.


  Instead of growing through the seniors’ tough discipline, I grew through the grueling and unfair contracts of the system.


  And speaking of the system, it seemed to know today was the contract expiration day, showing up at the crack of dawn.


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from ‘Superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ Assistant Manager Kim, you know today is the deadline for your performance evaluation, right? Don’t feel too pressured. If you have done well, you’ll get good results, if not… Well, you’ll just have to go with the flow. I hope it goes well for you. Don’t forget, I’m always cheering for you, Assistant Manager Kim.

  


  You probably thought I’d get angry if you said it like this, right?


  Too bad, you’re wrong.


  Up until yesterday, I had been practicing my debut song, fan signing, and fan meeting routines like crazy, so now I was looking forward to my debut.


  Come, sweet debut


  Chapter 70: First Day at Work (1)


  Entrance ceremonies, first days at work, sign-up days…


  There had been many days when I began something new.


  Some days, there was so much to prepare that I couldn’t think straight. On other days, I kept checking my alarm in fear of being late on the very first day. Then there were days when I felt nothing at all.


  But today, it was my first time experiencing a ‘debut day’ in my life.


  Today, a historic day for Spark, was a busy day right from the morning.


  After we stop by the salon, we’ll head straight to the set, so everyone, stay sharp! Once we’re at the station, make sure to greet everyone properly!


  Did you hear that? If anyone doesn’t greet properly, you’re in for a fun surprise tonight.


  I am really sick of you…


  I only added a comment to the manager’s words, but Choi Jeho responded with a frown.


  Did he think I wasn’t sick of him? What a funny guy.


  Regardless of Choi Jeho’s grimace, Lee Cheonghyeon remained unfazed and just radiated positive energy.


  “Isn’t the weather great today? It’s a great start, don’t you think?”


  I already knew the weather would be nice. Even though the sun was setting, it was always nice outside this time of year, even for winter.


  How much time had passed since we got all dressed up at the salon and headed to the broadcasting station?


  “Guys, let’s get out now!”


  At the manager’s signal, Lee Cheonghyeon opened the car door.


  There were always suspicions surrounding the profile pictures of new idols.


  That this must have been edited, or that their skin tone couldn’t be like this.


  But all those words would be meaningless in front of Lee Cheonghyeon’s face.


  There was a reason why I sent Lee Cheonghyeon out first.


  Sure enough, as soon as Lee Cheonghyeon stepped out of the car, the surrounding commotion was palpable even from inside the vehicle.


  “Wow, hyungs! There are so many people!”


  “Don’t be loud in public places.”


  I scolded Lee Cheonghyeon with a ventriloquist’s whisper as I got out of the car.


  Soon, as a line of guys with legs as long as a moving company’s ladder trucks stepped out, everyone’s gaze turned in that direction with a frightening intensity.


  I followed them to a position where I could stay somewhat hidden behind them. I tried my best to avoid being photographed.


  Even though it was still early, there were already people gathered in front of the photo zone.


  They were probably fans of the artists who were appearing on today’s music show.


  I looked at the slogans the people were holding and tried to guess today’s lineup of performers.


  At that moment, I heard a familiar name from somewhere.


  “Spark is so handsome!”


  I turned my gaze and saw a woman waving her hand in my direction.


  Spark… She said that just now?


  Did someone recognize Spark already?


  No, I should greet her.


  My mind became complicated in an instant. Amidst the chaos in my head, I pulled out the mental files of countless fan-cam videos I had studied.


  In the countless fancams I looked up while commuting to work, idols waved both hands or raised one hand slightly to greet fans cheerfully.


  But was that really okay?


  On such a bitterly cold winter day, where she had come to this barren place with no other fans to talk to and waited until our entry time, was a mere wave enough?


  For me, who used to bow my head to greet people at the Hanpyeong Industry, greeting with one hand was an act that pricked my conscience.


  So I just bowed 90 degrees. I could only hope she understood how sincerely grateful I was.


  

  Without even a moment to lift our heads, we entered the broadcasting station after greeting everyone, only to be faced with an immense waiting time.


  I heard that this was common for rookies, but it was different to just hear about it and actually be left alone for over 3 hours.


  Still, it wasn’t boring. All six of us were busy with self-development activities.


  Doing some productive activities in the waiting room?


  Yeah. But don’t do anything too focused. We might have to film some footage in between.


  As soon as I answered Jeong Seongbin’s question, Lee Cheonghyeon interrupted and asked.


  Are you going to film something like a waiting room vlog?


  That too, and you’re not going to waste the waiting time of several hours doing nothing, are you? If you’re not going to nap, at least bring something to do.


  At my comment, for some reason, the members put on slightly determined expressions.


  I had meant that it would be better to take a nap rather than waste energy doing useless things, but they all diligently brought something to work on anyway.


  They all pulled out their tasks so seriously from their bags that I found myself awkwardly filming the waiting room with a camcorder the video team had handed me.


  I approached Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo with the camcorder and asked them.


  “First, leader. What did you bring?”


  “There’s a song I want to try, so I brought some writing materials to memorize the lyrics!”


  “What about Joowoo?”


  “I’m going to study English… I brought a vocabulary book.”


  The two even went so far as to neatly hold out their notebooks and vocabulary lists in front of the camera.


  What an exemplary figure. These two were the perfect idols to introduce to kids who were at a stage where they should be focused on their studies. I should get them to do a ‘Study With Me’ livestream later.


  Next, I filmed the maknaes who were sitting in a corner.


  “What did you guys bring?”


  “A cube. Lee Cheonghyeon said if I can solve it today, he’ll treat me to the convenience store,”


  Kang Kiyeon presented a small cube.


  Lee Cheonghyeon must have racked his brain to keep his friend from getting too nervous ahead of the debut stage. It seemed I wouldn’t need to pull out the bubble wrap I stashed from the UA warehouse.


  Lee Cheonghyeon was busy sketching musical notes on sheet music.


  I made sure not to capture the sheet music on camera and asked him.


  “What song is this?”


  “Oh, it’s fine to film it! I’m just thinking about arrangement ideas for our debut song.”


  “Do people still draw their music scores by hand like this these days?”


  “It can be done automatically, but I learned how to write by hand first, so I think it’s easier this way. Do you want to see it?”


  Then Lee Cheonghyeon suddenly handed me the sheet music.


  The notes were neatly arranged, as if they were drawn with a ruler. It was pretty cool.


  “Are you filming the members? Are we the last ones?”


  “No. I haven’t filmed Choi Jeho yet.”


  I picked up the camera and took a video footage of Choi Jeho doing push-ups on the opposite corner of the waiting room.


  I approached Choi Jeho and asked.


  “How many are you at?”


  “This is exactly the 50th push-up.”


  “Don’t break a sweat. What if you use up all your energy for dancing?”


  “This much won’t make that happen.”


  Choi Jeho stood up with a calm face, not a hint of bragging. Then he reached out to me.


  “What?”


  “Give me the camera. You should be filmed too.”


  That was unexpected.


  I had only planned to film the members, and it never occurred to me that someone would film me.


  Choi Jeho took the camera away from me and asked as I stood there dumbfounded.


  “What did you bring?”


  What did I bring?


  I told you I hadn’t planned to do anything here?


  If I just took turns filming these five guys, it would obviously take up too much time, so why would I bother doing something so useless?


  It was not that we didn’t have people to film us. The video team had come to support us, after all.


  But I couldn’t rely entirely on the video team. The style of filming for idols and ballad singers was slightly different.


  There was a difference in group versus individual shots, and the flow or atmosphere was also a little different…


  The problem was that this difference was so minimal that filming experts would think, ‘Isn’t that just a difference in personal taste?’


  So, who could sense this difference enough to make me take up the camera role?


  ≫ I am begging you, film the kid’s face properly pleaaaase


  I am not interested in the waiting rooooom


  Stop focusing on weird thiiiings!!!


  ≫ Hey, come on… Increase the number of cameras… When they’re talking, only one kid appears on the screen…


  └ My kid only appeared in subtitlesㅎㅎ I thought he had turned into a spritㅎㅎ


  ≫ The framing is fine


  The problem is that the kids aren’t on the frameㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  The ones who cared were none other than Spark’s devoted fans.


  UA, realizing the situation too late, promised to increase the camera crew next time, but until the next round of activities, Spark’s fans had to search for their favorite members by their voices alone.


  I volunteered as a cameraman to prevent such unfortunate events.


  Still, I wasn’t caught off guard. I’d brought along small hobby items just in case.


  I confidently took out my supplies from my bag.


  “I brought a coloring book.”


  “…What did you say?”


  I waved the coloring book at Choi Jeho, who moved his head out of the camcorder’s view to double-check with his own eyes.


  “Coloring book. I brought colored pencils too.”


  “Did you buy that?”


  “No, it was in the dorm.”


  “Why was it in the dorm?”


  “The manager gave it to me. He didn’t use it, so he passed it to me.”


  “Why did he even buy a coloring book?”


  He bought it for you, hoping it would help you with some mental discipline.


  But apparently, on the day the manager brought the coloring book, you threw a bucket of cold water on that idea at the dorm.


  Since then, it hasn’t seen the light of day, so I took it. I’ll put it to good use.


  “Do you like drawing hyung?”


  Now even Jeong Seongbin had popped out of nowhere to ask.


  This was tricky.


  When a former member and a current member appear in the same frame, fans would have to painstakingly edit the footage with mosaics.


  For the sake of future Jeong Seongbin fans, I lowered my head and pretended to pick out colored pencils.


  “Not really. But it’d be a waste not to use what I have.”


  I’d already wasted enough resources blowing air conditioning on someone like Director Nam. While he was busy overusing things, I might as well be the one to conserve.


  As I was busy picking out my 12-color pencils, Jeong Seongbin and Choi Jeho didn’t stop chattering above my head.


  “That’s right. Conserving is important…”


  “Aren’t we conserving pretty well?”


  Enough. If you’ve finished filming, just leave already.


  When everyone wrapped up their self-improvement activities, except for Kang Kiyeon, who still couldn’t solve the cube, the manager called for us.


  It was the time for the so-called ‘paying respects’, where we would go around the waiting rooms of artists appearing on music shows to introduce our group and give them our albums.


  I’d heard that this practice was fading, but apparently, it still depended on the broadcasting station.


  Still, there wasn’t really anything to worry about. I had fixed the postures of all five members… no, I had corrected them so that they would look polite no matter where they were seen.


  With several new idol groups being created every month, there was no way that any senior artists would pay special attention to us.


  Some of the older seniors, who were friendly with artists under UA, would say, ‘Ah, these are ○○ noona’s kids’, and take care of us.


  Except for the startled reactions everyone had when they saw Lee Cheonghyeon’s face, it was a smooth first greeting.


  That was until we reached the waiting room of Parthe, who were wrapping up their last performance today.


  Chapter 71: First Day at Work (2)


  After knocking on the door of the Parthe’s waiting room, I asked from outside, ‘Sunbaenim, may I come in?’ and received a cold reply.


  “What?”


  It was Song Minil’s voice.


  The guy who almost ran into me and Park Joowoo on Chuseok, who got scolded at MYTH and vented his anger at the Han River.


  We barely managed to get permission to enter and only then could we properly greet everyone as a group.


  Then Song Minil got up and asked,


  “Which agency are you from?”


  “UA, sunbaenim!”


  Jeong Seongbin answered energetically.


  The atmosphere throughout the waiting room made it clear we weren’t welcome, but Jeong Seongbin didn’t seem intimidated at all. His confident attitude was commendable.


  On the other hand, the people in this room seemed so full of themselves that they seemed to be in need of a reality check.


  As proof of that, Song Minil said with a dumbfounded expression.


  “They’re debuting idols too now? That’s… something.”


  I kind of think the same way, but it’s not your place as an outsider to say that.


  To be blunt, you don’t know if we have connections in high places, so how can you act recklessly without knowing where or how we might report you?


  Even though our debut articles had been released, it was obvious they hadn’t bothered to check, which showed they didn’t monitor groups from smaller agencies.


  It seemed they only saw major companies as their target to keep in check. It was not surprising.


  While Song Minil stood there, chatting with the others and leaving us awkwardly standing, I subtly scanned the room.


  There were two guys who giggle at Song Minil’s words, and two who didn’t care what he said.


  And a few more looked uneasy, unable to stop him but visibly fidgeting from a distance.


  It seemed Song Minil, who had a pretty face and many solo fans, had quite a bit of influence on the team.


  The ones who had the most solo fans in Spark were…


  Choi Jeho and Lee Cheonghyeon. Maybe I needed to manage these two so they didn’t get too cocky.


  As I was wondering how to manage the good-looking men on our team, Song Minil scanned us with his eyes. Then he stopped in front of Lee Cheonghyeon.


  “What’s your name?”


  “I’m Lee Cheonghyeon, sunbaenim!”


  “Where did you train?”


  “UA is my first agency!”


  “Seriously?”


  “Yes!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon responded, looking stiff.


  Song Minil chuckled at that, then tapped Lee Cheonghyeon on the shoulder and said.


  “Scared? How are you going to survive as an idol with that kind of chicken heart?”


  If it weren’t for a jerk**s like you, he’d do just fine.


  Every word he spoke was laced with arrogance. He hadn’t even been debuted for a year, yet his attitude was off the charts.


  Why do you have to make me take Spark’s side?


  I desperately prayed for Song Minil’s turn to get his makeup done to come soon.


  Fortunately, there was no unfortunate incident where we had to stand around awkwardly until Song Minil’s turn.


  It was because one of the Parthe members got really annoyed and complained about wanting to get some sleep.


  Thanks to that sleep-deprived person, we were able to escape the suffocating waiting room. It was a 5-minute moment that reminded me of my days at the Hanpyeong Industry.


  I watched the Spark guys closely to see if they would complain as soon as they came out of the waiting room.


  I had already prepared my lecture, ‘Maintaining good manners, even when you’re tired, isn’t easy. So don’t take etiquette lightly, and always put in the effort.’


  But such a thing didn’t happen.


  The boys exchanged glances, signaled each other to keep quiet with a finger to their lips, and then returned to our waiting room in stoic silence. A commendable attitude.


  They sat on the sofa for about 5 minutes as soon as the waiting room door closed with a somewhat solemn look on their faces.


  Then, Jeong Seongbin got up with both fists clenched and said.


  “Let’s practice.”


  “Huh?”


  “It’s almost our turn. Can we practice just a little more together?”


  It was a praiseworthy remark.


  He seemed inspired by the poor attitudes of Parthe’s members. Those guys were more useful than I thought.


  “Can we practice here?”


  Choi Jeho asked. As soon as he finished speaking, I grabbed my bag from the floor and said.


  “I think it’ll be fine if we clean up this space a little. Let’s just adjust the arm and hand movements, leaving out the formation lines. Joowoo, can you help me out a little?”


  “Yes. I’ll clean up this side…!”


  “Yes. But make sure you get permission from the owner before cleaning up other people’s staff.”


  “Yes!”


  We cleaned up the stuff in unison and started additional practice.


  They were already good, so how much could they improve by practicing just a few more minutes?


  Building this kind of habit would only benefit them in the long run. It certainly wouldn’t hurt. For now, that was enough.


  And before long.


  “Spark, get ready!”


  It was Spark’s turn to take the stage.


  

  Backstage was chaotic.


  Many staff members moved busily and idols dressed up in fancy clothes went up and down the stage following their turns.


  In the distance, you could hear fans cheering for their favorite idols, along with the sound of the director giving cues for filming coming and stopping repeatedly.


  A single ray of intense purple light was visible behind the dark stage. It was the light leaking out from the stage.


  ‘I’m going there.’ Not anyone else—me.


  If it had been about giving a presentation or making a formal apology in front of a crowd, that I could have imagined, but never in my wildest dreams did I think a day would come when I’d be singing and dancing. Life really was full of surprises if you lived long enough.


  Yet, even in the midst of this controlled chaos, there were particular noises that caught my ear.


  “Whew…”


  The sound of Kang Kiyeon sighing from afar.


  “Kang Kiyeon, if you sigh too much, your luck will run away!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s playful teasing, trying to ease Kang Kiyeon’s tension.


  “Is there any water?”


  “I think there’s some that Iwol-hyung prepared earlier… …!”


  Even the conversation between the strong-hearted duo Choi Jeho and Park Joowoo.


  As I mentally checked everyone’s presence by their voices, the only one I didn’t hear was Jeong Seongbin.


  Looking around, I found Jeong Seongbin silently mouthing something to himself, his fingers touching his lips, eyes closed.


  I walked up to him and called his name.


  “Seongbin.”


  Jeong Seongbin jumped, startled.


  “Yes, hyung! Do you need anything?”


  “No, I want you to relax.”


  If Jeong Seongbin were the type to calm himself down with mind control, I would’ve left him alone. But he didn’t seem to be that kind of person.


  My guess was right, Jeong Seongbin smiled awkwardly and scratched his head.


  “Uh… It’s just that, since this is our debut stage, I’m really nervous… I’m scared I might mess up.”


  Anyone who had watched Jeong Seongbin work hard would know that fear of failure came from genuinely giving your all.


  But there was no need for someone with that level of ability to feel pressured.


  “Don’t worry too much. This is just one of the hundreds of stages you’ll perform in the future.”


  “Your perspective is really something, hyung.”


  Then Jeong Seongbin laughed weakly.


  This guy seemed to think I was joking.


  He’d faint if he knew that he’d been an idol for 7 years straight. And that he worked hard right up until disbandment.


  “And this is just a side note.”


  I leaned in and whispered softly into Jeong Seongbin’s ear.


  “The ancestors said we have good luck today.”


  Anyway, this wouldn’t be counted as a case of leaking secrets. It was a lie.


  “Haha, that’s fortunate!”


  Fortunate indeed. With just a few words, I brought out the main vocalist’s spirit without any penalty.


  And once each member had a microphone in their hands.


  “Spark, let’s go up!”


  From afar, we heard a voice calling us.


  The stage was hotter than we expected. The lights poured down like the sun from above.


  The audience was much clearer than I had imagined.


  I could see who was holding which lightstick, what kind of expressions they had, and so on.


  Probably 50% of the people here were fans of a popular group that finished recording before us. The next 30% were likely fans of another group.


  The members might be nervous, knowing they had to perform in front of an audience that wasn’t there to see them, but I liked it. I was used to performing alone without anyone listening.


  I knew that everyone practiced with the determination to give it their all, so they probably wouldn’t have any regrets or feel the need to blame others.


  But if anyone really felt the need to blame someone, blame the CEO who gave us a smaller budget, or blame me for taking all the showcase funds and pouring them into the music video and album. And, of course, blame the skyrocketing prices that made holding a showcase impossible.


  Either way, we ended up with better costumes and new name tags for every performance, so it all worked out in the end.


  While thinking about this and that, I looked around until the staff was done organizing, and then a few women in the front row caught my eye.


  They looked surprised when our eyes met. Then they hurriedly unfolded the small slogan they were holding in their hands.


  [♥Congratulations on Spark’s debut♥]


  [Celebrating Spark’s Debut+first day]


  [Let’s Only Walk on the Firework Path Together]


  They had actually made banners just for our group. Firework Path sounded a bit intense, but…


  I went around tapping the shoulders of the Spark members, guiding them with both hands toward the direction where the fans were seated.


  Thanks to the delay in preparations, we managed to gather on one side of the stage where the fans were.


  As we did a group greeting at Jeong Seongbin’s cue and waited for the members to introduce themselves one by one, I felt a little uneasy.


  I wondered if I could introduce myself alongside the members in front of these people.


  But I couldn’t be negligent towards fans who had waited hours in worse conditions than ours just to see us.


  So I smiled and said as kindly as I could.


  “Hello. I am Spark’s Kim Iwol!”


  Then the person holding the banner ‘Let’s Only Walk on the Firework Path Together’ shouted.


  “Kim Iwol is so handsome!”


  “Me?”


  For a moment, I thought I had misheard.


  I pointed my finger at myself and gave her a chance to correct her statement, but she remained firm.


  “Yes, you!”


  “Th… Thank you.”


  Those who waited for hours on site to see their idols were truly built different. They didn’t hold back on giving such excessive praise.


  But they’d miss out if they didn’t recognize Spark’s true gem.


  I still remember how countless veteran K-pop fans (or so they referred to themselves) lamented.


  ≫ Fuck, it’s so unfair… I can’t believe I discovered Lee Cheonghyeon so late…


  ≫ Choi Jeho, that bastard… How was this face hidden for so long? It’s one of the world’s eight mysteries.


  If these fans didn’t take a good look at the other members’ faces today, they’d definitely regret it later.


  So I crouched down on the edge of the stage and whispered to them.


  “The other members are in charge of the visuals, not me. I think you should focus on their faces.”


  “You’re handsome too!”


  And the fan still didn’t back down. Her momentum was like that of the generals in the old Romance of the Three Kingdoms.


  Still, I felt truly grateful. Thanks to her, I felt like I could perform today’s stage without any guilt.


  Chapter 72: First Day at Work (3)


  The stage soundtrack for Spark’s debut song, 『Flowering』, began with the sound of a heavy iron gate opening.


  As I turned my body in sync with the beat, I saw the back of Lee Cheonghyeon, who was in charge of the intro of our debut album, opening the stage.


  Lee Cheonghyeon sat down on one knee, resting his chin on it, and looked at the camera.


  Lee Cheonghyeon must be wearing a meaningful and mysterious smile that was playful but not excessive.


  I didn’t have to see it to know. I’d practiced with him several times and watched him through the mirror.


  And…


  『Let’s Go』


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s voice, which sounded like narration, coolly announced the start of the song. At the same time, the stage lights burst into brightness.


  A bright and cheerful accompaniment resonated. This was the part that Lee Cheonghyeon had worked hard on for several days.


  Iwol-hyung, can’t we make this feel refreshing like the summer sunshine while keeping the cold image alive?


  Reference… No, I mean, pick out a few reference images and work while looking at them. Something like a picture of a blue sky over a snowy field.


  Wow, hyung, you’re a real genius!


  Lee Cheongyeon didn’t even know he was the genius. Only a genius would be able to write a song like this, like a warm iced Americano.


  I thought to myself as I danced to the song I had heard thousands of times.


  Are my movements perfectly in sync with the other members?


  Did I miss a note during my part just now without realizing it?


  Why is it still the first verse? It feels like I’ve been through 130 verses by now.


  I was worried that I was the only one messing up. Especially since the Spark members were nailing it effortlessly.


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s song was beautiful and gorgeous.


  Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo didn’t miss a single note, and Kang Kiyeon also performed his part without a hitch.


  Choi Jeho was perfect beyond comparison. Even to me, who had moved to the back of the formation, Choi Jeho standing at the center seemed larger than life.


  It was just me. I was the only one who didn’t fit in on this stage.


  My heart pounded. At this point, I was amazed I could still find the camera with the red light on.


  But losing composure wasn’t good. A lack of stability could lead to a mistake at any moment.


  Stay calm.


  I took a moment to catch my breath as I moved my position,


  You know that if you just do what you practice, you won’t make a mistake.


  I muttered the words to myself as if reciting a spell. I quickly pushed them out of my head instant, fearing that I would forget the lyrics.


  The next minute passed in a blur, with no time to even grasp my thoughts. It felt like my head was spinning.


  It was hot.


  I couldn’t breathe.


  I didn’t want to hinder these guys, but I didn’t think I could help it…


  Just as those thoughts came to my mind along with the shortness of breath,


  As the six of us gathered in line and the melody reached its peak.


  The moment when all the members had to sing the first chorus of this song together.


  I spotted the fans I had a brief conversation with earlier in the crowd.


  Their slightly flushed faces and their hands tightly clutching the slogan.


  I couldn’t hear them because I was wearing earphones, but I could clearly see their mouths cheering loudly among the indifferent crowds.


  And…


  [Congratulations on your debut]


  A paper banner with those 4 words.


  My stomach lurched. Emotions that were difficult to articulate swirled inside me.


  Maybe it was because of the stage lights, but my face felt hot…


  『Until the world heats up, until it burns!』


  The melody that Lee Cheonghyeon had worked hard on every night saw the light of day for the first time.


  My heart pounded again.


  『Look here, I’ll show you a one-time magic』


  Why did I have to be the one singing these lines?


  It would’ve been better to let the spotlight shine on the other members.


  This song, this stage, and the audience—they were all for those guys.


  As I was lost in thought, the chorus returned as if it were natural.


  I gripped the microphone tightly, ensuring I wouldn’t drop it.


  And I sang while stepping forward with all my might.


  『Let the warning sound ring out, let the cheers explode』


  『Until my heart boils over and overflows!』


  The harmony we painstakingly perfected, recording until we drained ourselves, until we finally found the perfect combination, resonated flawlessly.


  Now, I felt like I could hear the cheering through the earphones. Maybe I could actually hear it.


  The fact that there were lyrics for someone like me to sing, that I was included in the cheering, and that there was a place for me in the layered melody.


  All of this was so strange and tender that the fleeting moment felt like a long dream.


  

  The stage was a success.


  Park Joowoo and Jeong Seongbin flawlessly hit their high notes that seemed capable of even splitting ice, and Kang Kiyeon also fulfilled his role without making a single mistake in the lyrics.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, who was naturally made for the stage, had practiced well but performed even better in the actual performance.


  If we had debuted with a ballad instead of a dance track, we wouldn’t have made this much of an impact at our debut. Thinking about it that way made UA’s past decision even more regrettable.


  As for Choi Jeho, he was flying high on his own.


  Even in the midst of all the chaos, you could feel the audience’s attention being drawn to him. He really was something special.


  After finishing the first recording brilliantly, the area beneath the stage turned into a sea of tears.


  As soon as the staff gave the signal, ‘Yes, great work, everyone!’, half of the members burst into tears, as if they couldn’t believe how they had managed to endure from the rehearsal all the way through to the recording.


  Kang Kiyeon, after watching the video recorded by our manager several times and confirming that he had completed the stage without any major mistakes, finally broke down into tears and Lee Cheonghyeon, eyes brimming with tears, teased him playfully.


  Then there was Jeong Seongbin, sobbing as he finally reached the end of a long wait to truly debut. The area beneath the stage wasn’t just damp—it was practically soaked with tears.


  Thinking that I had no right to appease their overwhelming emotions, I silently patted their backs and herded them into the waiting room as if they were a flock of sheep.


  At that moment, Choi Jeho spoke to me.


  “You’re not crying.”


  “I didn’t suffer enough to cry, did I?”


  “Is that so?”


  “Why? Are you going to comfort me if I cry?”


  “You’re crazy…”


  Choi Jaeho shuddered and went into the waiting room alone.


  You cold-hearted brat. Like I’d ever cry in front of you.


  

  Baek Haewon, a high school student in South Korea, was lying in bed during the vacation, reflecting on her life.


  At that time, Baek Haewon was lying in her pink bed, pondering on how to become an adult without going through the ordeal of the third year of high school.


  Baek Haewon’s cell phone vibrated several times, desperately seeking its owner’s attention.


  It was a familiar SNS notification.


  Recently, Baek Haewon hadn’t posted anything new, meaning there was no real reason for her to get a notification.


  With a puzzled expression, Baek Haewon picked up her phone. Someone had tagged her.


  ≫ Ah I think they might be @minamhunter’s type


  It was a tagging that piqued her curiosity.


  Baek Haewon immediately checked the posts she was tagged in.


  ≫ It’s been so long since I saw such a good-looking guy, my heart almost stopped, had to flee to my private account;;;


  └ You said you were going to watch Ennes. …Did you catch a big fish?


  └ Yes… I think I’m losing my mind. If I talk about this on my main account, I’ll get roasted, but I can’t keep this to myself.


  └ Ah I think they might be @minamhunter’s type


  There, Baek Haewon’s old friends were having fun talking.


  Once upon a time, they had bonded over their shared love for a certain boy group’s looks and charms.


  In other words, they had become online friends while fangirling over their idols on social media.


  Their love for their idols and their friendship seemed like it would last forever.


  But the only things that lasted forever were the agency’s terrible handling of the group, their bias’ three-syllable name, and their friendship.


  An agency that did sh*t job for 4 years.


  Their bias, who aged faster than them due to lack of proper management, with no trace left of his former glory.


  And the final blow came when they saw their idol not in the entertainment news, but in the general news section.


  Baek Haewon had never agreed more with the statement that idols who embarrassed their fans this much deserve to fail.


  Did they really need to keep fangirling like this?


  Baek Haewon and many other fans had a harsh moment of reality check.


  And after much thought, they decided to abandon the fandom.


  However, even as they resold their albums and merchandise, there was something they couldn’t let go of.


  It was the camaraderie they had formed—cheering for their bias together, cursing those who had cursed their bias together, and eventually even criticizing their bias together.


  The struggles and hardships had evolved their relationships beyond just being casual fan friends.


  ≫ It may sound funny to say this now that all the fans are leaving, but… Honestly, I don’t want to lose you guys. Where else can I meet such entertaining people…


  └ Yeah, everyone, let’s make a private account


  That was how Baek Haewon…


  No, Minam Hunter and her gang of about 30 bandits roamed the vast entertainment world like outlaws in search of a treasure-like genre.


  The journey wasn’t smooth, so they only confided in their private accounts, where they gushed over their respective men (who were real people, characters on paper, or even 2.5D hybrids) and indulged in all kinds of chatter in spaces that embraced everything about them.


  But.


  Recently, in a place where only information like ‘Which place sells the best pancake?” was uploaded,


  someone had called out to Baek Haewon, saying that an idol of her type had appeared.


  These were the same people who knew better than anyone how Baek Haewon had a habit of falling for the visual members in every group!


  Baek Haewon replied right away.


  └ So, why tag me without telling me who it is? Is this all our friendship amounts to? I’m disappointedㅡㅡ


  As expected, they also gave a quick response.


  └ I thought Hunter-nim had already caught them in the net


  After a playful push and pull, Baek Haewon was able to get his hands on the name ‘Spark’.


  The intel was reliable. Her friends never judged based solely on heavily edited photos.


  Baek Haewon typed ‘Spark’ into the search bar with a pounding heart.


  And then she found it.


  The perfectly symmetrical, sculpted faces of the gorgeous men in their clean-cut profile photos.


  Without hesitation, Baek Haewon saved the images from the portal site and rushed back to SNS.


  ≫ I’m about to faint right now


  This isn’t a fake listing, right????? If what I see on the screen is different from the real thing, I’ll sue you all for fraud


  └ Nope, they’re the real deal~


  └ How dare you call them fake? They’re real


  Everyone laughed, but Baek Haewon was being serious. Of course, the unnies were being serious too.


  Thanks to the words of her trustworthy colleague, Baek Haewon even found a video of a stage that had just been uploaded.


  Wow. They’ve only had one debut stage.


  There had never been a rookie group this new.


  But the surprise was short-lived, as Baek Haewon clicked on the video, mesmerized by the thumbnail featuring an incredibly handsome member in close-up.


  Chapter 73: Registering a Notice of Interest


  The sound of a rusty iron door opening echoed through the dark stage.


  Followed by the sound of heavy footsteps, a man walked to the center of the stage, sit on one knee, rested his chin on his hand, and stared at the camera.


  The man smiled slightly and whispered.


  [Cheonghyeon]


  Let’s go.


  At the same time, the stage lit up brightly.


  A man with black hair and round-rimmed glasses and a man with fancy gray hair and a character band on his face appeared side by side.


  The glasses-wearing member, ‘Iwol’, was neatly dressed in a school uniform, while the member ‘Jeho’ was missing his tie.


  [Iwol]


  There are times when a single dream


  Feels so vivid


  [Jeho]


  The power that makes me


  unable to fall asleep


  in the long darkness of the night


  The next member to appear was just as impressive as Jeho.


  [Kiyeon]


  A flare sent


  to the night sky


  by lighting a spark


  with a wish-filled fuel


  Kiyeon, dressed far more neatly than Jeho, mimed shooting something into the air, and someone from the other side ran to the center of the stage, continuing the song.


  [Seongbin]


  Let the warning sound ring out,


  Let the cheers explode


  And when all six people gathered in line, the melody reached its climax.


  [Joowoo+ALL]


  Until the world heats up


  Until it burns


  As the music hit its stride, Cheonghyeon appeared again.


  Now clearly visible in the lights, his clothes and hair were smeared with paint.


  [Cheonghyeon]


  A clear goal becomes the driving force


  To kick off the ground and rise


  To divide the day


  where the sun pours down.


  A bright smile accompanied the fiery lyrics.


  And to match that, the choreography was well-organized, like a performance.


  The stage was filled with refreshing blue lights and the clear smiles of the six members, harmonizing beautifully.


  [Joowoo]


  Let the warning sound ring out,


  Let the cheers explode


  [Seongbin + ALL]


  Until my heart boils over


  and overflows


  As the stage stormed toward its climax, the performance ended with all six members holding a red-tipped paper ribbon, staring at each other.


  It was truly a stage like fireworks in broad daylight.


  

  F***.


  Only curse words came to Baek Haewon’s mind. Wasn’t it true that many people, including Baek Haewon, couldn’t help but swear when they were extremely happy?


  Baek Haewon thought, ‘Ah… Wait a minute.’ and rubbed her forehead.


  And then she replayed the video she had just watched.


  After the video ended, she cursed inwardly again.


  This is crazy.


  That was all Baek Haewon could say.


  There were many handsome idols in the world.


  However, it was rare for all the members of a group to be handsome.


  Even more for all the members of the group to ‘suit her taste’!


  Baek Haewon slapped her innocent bed three times. Out of habit, she also slapped her forehead a few times.


  This… I have to watch the music video.


  Without even having the time to post a short message on SNS, Baek Haewon typed ‘Spark Flowering MV’ into the search bar.


  The music video was over 5 minutes long.


  Was it a drama style? Baek Haewon vaguely guessed and clicked the video.


  The video started with six split screens showing six hands turning off alarms.


  All the hands on the beds disappeared, except for the one that fell asleep again with the hand still on the phone.


  Jeong Seongbin, who was the first to arrive and put his textbooks in the drawer.


  Kim Iwol, who threw his school bag on the windowsill and fell asleep again on his desk as soon as he arrived.


  Park Joowoo, who walked in quietly and stared out the window, and Kang Kiyeon, who was playing with his cell phone with his earphones plugged in.


  The members gathered one by one in the classroom, including Choi Jeho, who came in after him.


  And a few tools inside Choi Jeho’s bag were zoomed in.


  What? Is this a delinquent story?


  As she enjoyed the warm-toned music video, Baek Haewon furrowed her brow, wondering if they were going to glorify delinquent behavior.


  For a moment, she considered turning off the music video, but Baek Haewon pressed the play button again, determined to keep watching it for now.


  After a brief scene of someone flipping an unknown switch, the camera returned to the school.


  As all the students arrived, and the teacher came in to take attendance, Lee Cheonghyeon rushed in with his disheveled hair, and the song began alongside the title.


  The six members all had different attitudes toward class.


  While some members were sitting upright, eagerly participating in the lesson,


  Kim Iwol’s forehead was still on the desk, and Lee Cheonghyeon was just doodling with another notebook spread out under his textbook.


  What caught Baek Haewon’s attention the most was that the video kept showing Kang Kiyeon’s bracelet, Lee Cheonghyeon’s key ring on his belt loop, and Choi Jeho’s suspiciously heavy bag.


  Of course, the music video didn’t just show drama-like scenes.


  Every time a different dance shot came up, Baek Haewon debated whether to screenshot it now or wait until the video finished. Ultimately, she decided to watch the whole thing first and screenshot it later.


  After the group dance shot, the background changed to a large container box.


  The six of them put their heads together and discussed the school map on a desk full of junk.


  As the camera followed Jeong Seongbin’s finger, it zoomed in on the paper’s edge where the word ‘Boom!’ was written.


  Are they really going to blow up the school?


  Somehow, except for one or two of them, everyone’s expressions were unusual.


  True to her expectations, the members started preparing something in earnest.


  Jeong Seongbin took a bundle of papers out of Kim Iwol’s bag and stuck them on the wall following Kim Iwol’s instructions.


  Park Joowoo also put a ‘Caution against fire’ sticker on the outside of the container box door.


  Kang Kiyeon came out with his jacket thrown away and his sleeves rolled up because he was carrying a heavy load, and Choi Jeho had his tie snatched away by Lee Cheonghyeon who was searching for something.


  Are they actually blowing up the school, not the cheers?


  Did they change the lyrics for their debut stage to pass censorship? Baek Haewon couldn’t help but chuckle.


  There were also scenes in the video that she couldn’t understand.


  It was mostly a video of a golden ball passing under objects at high speed or falling from a high place.


  She didn’t know what it was, but if she just waited quietly, someone would definitely post a definitive interpretation.


  So rather than pausing the video and analyzing it, it was more important to watch the dance break unfolding before her eyes.


  Having been an idol fan for years, Baek Haewon didn’t need a screenshot to know. That their choreography was perfectly in sync.


  Scenes of the members in school uniforms against the backdrop of an abandoned school and in jumpsuits inside the container box alternated rapidly. The song rushed toward its climax.


  『Let the warning sound ring out


  let the cheers explode』


  Kang Kiyeon pushed all the planks over and Lee Cheonghyeon lifted up a welding mask.


  Park Joowoo stood with his arms crossed, leaning against the wall, watching everyone, and Choi Jeho passed by with a crowbar resting on both shoulders.


  Then, Jeong Seongbin received a match from Kim Iwol and lit the fuse in front of him.


  Flames flickered across Jeong Seongbin’s face.


  『Until my heart boils over


  And overflows』


  The camera tilted upwards toward the sky, and the screen darkened.


  At the same time, the song stopped and it became quiet.


  “…What is this?”


  So the school ended up exploding, or what?


  Baek Haewon tilted her head.


  At that moment, the screen brightened again.


  The classroom where the members had first gathered was revealed.


  On the blackboard was the phrase ‘Group Assignment (Draw Lots)’ written in large letters, and the six members were gathered in front of it.


  Each holding a lot with a red-tipped end.


  Huh?


  It was definitely the lot that the members had held one by one at the end of their debut stage.


  Only then did the scenes of the members toiling away, exhausted, flash through Baek Haewon’s mind.


  It was a group project…!


  No wonder the kids looked really roughed up. Baek Haewon, currently a high school student, understood that feeling completely.


  So what on earth did they do for their project?


  Just as she thought that, the camera zoomed in on the miscellaneous objects in front of the container wall, which had previously only served as background.


  Wood blocks tied together with Kang Kiyeon’s bracelet and Choi Jeho’s tie were oddly arranged on various machines.


  It was a ‘Goldberg’ device where everything was connected as one.


  As the heat from the flames cut the string, the golden ball rolled down a split PVC pipe and along wooden chopsticks, moving ceaselessly.


  The mysterious scenes from earlier in the music video were spliced into this sequence.


  The metal ball knocked over a domino, bounced off Lee Cheonghyeon’s keychain, circled the container, and finally pressed a wooden button. The fishing line attached to the button pulled, and a ‘bang’ sound echoed.


  At the same time, flower petals poured like a waterfall over the heads of Choi Jeho, Jeong Seongbin, Lee Cheonghyeon, and Kang Kiyeon, who stood under the box.


  A handmade banner that read ‘Group Project Great Success!’ unfolded on the box fluttered shabbily.


  As everyone shook or spat out the flower petals, Jeong Seongbin paused and asked:


  But… who filmed this?


  The expressions of the other three stiffened.


  The four of them slowly turned their heads toward one of the walls.


  There, Park Joowoo, wearing protective gear and holding a fire extinguisher, pointed toward the corner of the container.


  Kim Iwol, who had been filming with a tripod there, raised his thumb.


  With that, everyone cheered in triumph, hugging each other, and the video finally ended for real.


  There was even an ending credit.


  Director Jeong Seongbin


  Planning Kim Iwol


  Design Lee Cheonghyeon


  Production Kang Kiyeon


  Support Choi Jeho


  Inspection Park Joowoo


  .


  .


  .


  Cinematography Kim Iwol


  Only the cinematography credit had a different font and slant, as if hastily added.


  It was truly… the perfect embodiment of a goofy group project.


  

  Baek Haewon had a very busy time that day.


  Even though she searched through the ocean of information, no one uploaded an interpretation of Spark’s music video, so she had to tearfully cobble together her own interpretation.


  She also had to painstakingly savor each frame of the newly debuted group’s content that was flooding in.


  It wasn’t until almost 10 p.m. that she finally managed to post on social media.


  ≫ Guys, don’t you want to try out Spark?


  Their faces are delicious and they do strange things


  └ ㅋㅋNo, don’t people usually write it the other way around?


  └ They’re too good-looking for that


  ≫ Are you going to be a fan of SPK?


  └ I’m not a fan yet. Um… just testing the water?


  └ Don’t lie, you said the same thing before and then ended up watching the Marbling Series five times.


  After writing down her overflowing feelings, Baek Haewon lay down on the bed.


  If they brought out those lots for this stage, I wonder what they’ll bring next…


  At the same time, the chorus of the song she’d just heard kept playing in her mind. A sign it was starting to sink in.


  Chapter 74: Expected Resignation Date


  “Thank you for your hard work!”


  “Thank you!”


  As soon as the sound of ‘cut’ was heard, I bent over and loudly expressed my thanks. Another recording for a music show had just ended.


  This was already the third music show.


  As I gathered up today’s prop, the so-called ‘Lee Cheonghyeon’s must-have’ pen with a stuffed doll attached, I thought to myself:


  How many more music shows do I have to do…?


  When the first music show ended, the system had definitely appeared before my eyes.


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from the ‘Superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ Assistant Manager Kim, I saw the draft you submitted! But I have too much work to do today. It isn’t urgent, is it? I’ll definitely see it this week, Assistant Manager Kim, please understand. Okay?

  


  It was so urgent.


  My heart felt like it would explode, like when a worker ran to the bank during lunch break only to find out the expected wait time was 50 minutes.


  Because of this, I had stayed up all night with my eyes wide open, afraid that I might miss the system’s mission completion alarm while sleeping.


  After all, Spark’s hot debut happened last week.


  Even if a review period was needed, it should’ve been done long ago.


  Fuck, it was lying about seeing it!


  I had let my guard down. There was no way a guy who spoke like Manager Nam would see the draft on time.


  Even though I was just a subordinate, this was just too much. Did the world the system come from not have a ministry of labor?


  …I was planning to start writing the handover document from today.


  Spark’s first activity period was 4 weeks.


  These four weeks were the optimal time to raise Spark’s recognition, something I had fought for with the UA.


  From the beginning, I had planned to finish at least one promotion activity before leaving the team, but I would only feel relieved once the system processed my resignation letter.


  I shook the ballpoint pen anxiously. The carrot doll attached to the end dangled violently.


  Manager Nam… No, the system, I had blocked any chance of them suddenly saying something like, ‘Assistant Manager Kim, your performance is too poor. You’ll need to keep working for a while longer.’


  The number of views for Spark’s music video alone had more than doubled compared to their debut days.


  It was partly because Spark’s performance was bad in the past, but in the community monitoring that I did every day, Spark’s name was definitely being known step by step in a positive way.


  ≫ The assignment distribution is perfect


  Delinquent who sleeps as soon as he gets to school → Model student who stayed up all night doing homework.


  Delinquent who brings tools to school → Model student who brought all the materials.


  Delinquent who looks like a real villain → Group leader.


  Mysterious outsider → Safety monitor.


  That guy who goofs off in class → Diligent, skilled student.


  Delinquent with a messy uniform → Model student who takes care of all the hard tasks.


  └ They’re the dream team


  ≫ Where did they sell the doll’s head?


  All of them pretending to write with a pen during the music show ending, but one boy hastily hides his pen.gif


  └ What’s the name of the kid who hides the ballpoint pen??


  └ Spark’s Jeho~


  ≫ Who knew six high school boys working on an assignment could be so addictive?


  I can’t stop watching


  └ The homework looks really fun, especially with those students’ faces


  ≫ Evolution of the stage-ending props.zip


  Group assignment lottery > ruler > pen lol I wonder what they’ll bring out nextㅋㅋㅋ I’m looking forward to what they’ll come up with next


  └ I’m seriously worried they might bring out a gourd and smash it on someone’s head during the final show…


  └ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  Of course we wouldn’t bring any. Anything that could harm their faces was strictly prohibited.


  This was the post I liked the most out of all the ones I had read so far.


  ≫ I thought another sacrificial lamb would come out of this mess, but…


  They’re killing it on stage… seems like good genes run in the family.


  Of course, not all the feedback was favorable.


  From criticism disguised as insults to blunt negative comments, there was a wide range of reactions.


  But I didn’t bother paying attention.


  About half of them were about my fancams where my skills were noticeably inferior to those of the other members, and the other half were aggro-like comments that any celebrities dealt with.


  Just hold on a little longer, everyone. The klutz Kim Iwol, a thorn in the group’s side, will be gone soon…


  My grade had improved compared to before, and I’d already planned what I needed to do for the next year or so.


  I resolved to start writing the handover document as soon as possible to prevent the system from secretly changing its mind.


  “Hyung, I’ll post a notice about our live!”


  Alright.


  Let’s just finish tomorrow’s live broadcast smoothly.


  

  Baek Haewon had been completely immersed in MiTube for the past few days.


  It was all because of a recently debuted idol group.


  Why were their performances so good, and why was there so much content to consume?


  Baek Haewon, who had been swimming in the sea of ​​content for 4 hours without stopping, had to admit. That she had fallen for Spark.


  I should’ve waited until they got more popular before getting into them… then at least I’d have some fan friends. No, no, they say the sooner you join, the better…


  Baek Haewon’s head was filled with agony.


  Even though she was exhausted, the reason Baek Haewon was still clutching her phone was, of course, because of that idol group.


  After the music show yesterday, a live broadcast notice was posted on the official SNS of the newly-established group ‘Spark’.


  ≫ ★ Announcement ★


  Hey guys, our presentation is coming up…


  Is everyone free tomorrow evening?


  Let’s prepare together at my place!


  Don’t forget to bring your phones!


  It was a simple but shockingly on-brand announcement. Could any other group make such a normal yet unique post?


  And so, the much-anticipated live broadcast was fast approaching as Baek Haewon scrolled through SNS, chatting with friends.


  [Spark] (2X02XX) Group project presentation starts now!


  They even put the date in the broadcast title… makes it easy for fans to archive this.


  Baek Haewon, not yet thinking of herself as one of those fans, pressed the broadcast button.


  Then a screen revealed six people sitting together wearing identical black training suits.


  『Manager, is the broadcast on?』


  Kim Iwol, who was looking at a tablet, quietly asked someone off-camera. Of course, Baek Haewon, with her supersonic hearing, picked up every word.


  First of all, his manner passed.


  Personality was crucial when deciding whether to become a fan.


  Once you started liking someone, you might overlook a lot of things, so it was better to set things right from the beginning. That was Baek Haewon’s philosophy after years of experience in the fandom world.


  An idol with a terrible personality on camera?


  They existed. Not that Baek Haewon’s former bias group was like that or anything…


  Actually, yeah, they were like that, fuck.


  Oh, no. Focus, focus!


  It would be a hundred times better to focus on the Spark in front of her rather than thinking about those m*****s who were buried in the industry.


  The members, having confirmed that the connection was stable, began the broadcast with a group greeting.


  We’re finally having our first live broadcast since our debut. Let’s give an applause!


  When the leader, Jeong Seongbin, spoke up, everyone clapped along with Jeong Seongbin.


  The only thought that entered Baek Haewon’s mind upon seeing this was:


  Our Seongbin… how is he going to survive in this cold-looking group with a face that soft?


  To Seongbin’s left and right sat Kang Kiyeon and Lee Cheonghyeon, both of whom exuded intense energy, while behind them sat the older members, looking like they’d just come from collecting debts.


  Fortunately, the older brothers’ speech was very gentle.


  『Choi Jeho, do you want to read the comments?』


  『Okay, I’ll read them.』


  One of them seemed a bit like a cyborg, but well. He might be nervous on his first broadcast.


  『Since it’s our first broadcast, we really wanted to talk about a lot of things… Iwol-hyung, could you bring that out for me?』


  『Yeah.』


  At Jeong Seongbin’s request, Kim Iwol took out a large foam board from behind the sofa.


  Thoughts on debut


  Behind the scenes of the music video


  Today’s TMI


  Future plans


  The topics of today’s conversation were written down in order.


  Isn’t that the same board they used during their member introductions in their self-produced content?


  The familiar color and recognizable size that briefly caught her eye made Baek Haewon unable to stop her reasonable suspicion. Reusing props? These guys were quite eco-friendly…


  But more importantly, what was this TMI? Was it really something worth discussing so seriously?


  Baek Haewon felt a bit confused.


  However, unaware of this, Spark, attached a red star shape that seemed to be made of non-woven fabric to ‘1. Thoughts on debut’ and talked about the joy and gratitude of debuting.


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s accusation that Kim Iwol couldn’t sleep for several days after his debut was quite interesting.


  In their previous content, he had seemed like a perfectly wound-up FM (field manual) type.


  After they each took turns sharing their thoughts on debuting, the topic shifted to the music video’s behind-the-scenes.


  『We can’t leave this out when talking about the music video. The Goldberg!』


  Lee Cheonghyeon pulled out a printed scene from the music video from under the table. How many visual aids had they hidden beneath the camera?


  At that moment, Jeong Seongbin said something surprising.


  『This entire Goldberg machine was made by Cheonghyeon.』


  『Well, Iwol-hyung planned it, and I only designed it! All the members helped build it!』


  So, in the end, Lee Cheonghyeon himself had constructed that massive contraption.


  『Cheonghyun worked really hard…』


  Park Joowoo said with a smile. It seemed Baek Haewon was the only one surprised by the situation.


  Was it really easy for everything to fit together so perfectly, like stop-motion? She didn’t know much about it, but you’d need precise calculations for it to work.


  Just then, Kang Kiyeon pointed this out.


  『We failed a lot in the middle. We went through a lot of trial and error.』


  『Really. At one point, we considered filming in cuts, but Cheonghyeon insisted on doing it in one take.』


  『That’s why it came out great! I love our members who helped!』


  After the back and forth between Kang Kiyeon and Jeong Seongbin, Lee Cheonghyeon winked and made hearts in all directions.


  At that moment, Kim Iwol kindly adjusted Cheonghyeon’s position so he faced the camera directly. Thank you, Speedy Iwol!


  『It was tough using my brain after a long time, but I had fun! I think I won’t need to study math for a while!』


  『But Lee Cheonghyeon, don’t you have exams in two months?』


  『Ah, Jeho-hyung…!』


  Their playful banter was so endearing. It felt like being in a class full of boys at school.


  It’s like they come straight out of a slice-of-life high school drama…


  During the live broadcast, when she briefly checked the SNS timeline, she saw similar people stating similar opinions.


  Baek Haewon thought about chatting in fan group chats after the broadcast ended, but then the discussion moved on to the third topic.


  TMI probably meant talking about what they ate today or some snack they saw at a convenience store.


  Baek Haewon put her phone down for a moment, thinking she would take advantage of this opportunity to get some snacks.


  But she didn’t get up. Instead, she was busy questioning her ears


  .


  On screen, Kim Iwol was clearly talking about what they ate today, a very ordinary topic.


  『Choi Jeho had a steak and egg salad. The sauce was mustard, but he didn’t really feel like it today, so he used the oriental sauce that Joowoo didn’t eat. He left the yolk, didn’t he? Seongbin had…』


  The level of detail was almost like how she used to jot down notes, trying to replicate how her favorite idol ate their meals.


  Chapter 75: Performance Review – Self-Evaluation


  You could tell that Kim Iwol had a unique personality just by looking at a few clips.


  『You forgot to put on sunscreen? How are you going to atone for that sin?』


  『Who didn’t hit the confirm emoji after reading the announcement? If it happens again, I’ll stick the notice to the back of your head』


  『Take selfies with the mindset that you’ll only get one good shot out of 200 photos. Don’t just rely on your face and take three or four.』


  To put it nicely, Kim Iwol was a thorough professional idol.


  Among fans, he was already known as a man who embodied the ideal traits of an idol, a guy who understood fan sentiment all too well, and someone who maintained strict discipline within the group.


  At the same time… to put it strangely, he seemed like someone who had lived two lifetimes.


  It was like that even now.


  『Hyung, the comments say you’re handsome!』


  『Huh? Uh, huh…. Thank you..』


  In moments like these, he was just like any rookie idol who had just debuted.


  『You want to try making a Goldberg machine? I actually have a design I drew up for practice… should I send it via email?』


  『I’ll ask if I can open a shared drive at the company. If that doesn’t work, I’ll set up a Doc page or something.』


  He had a talent for catching people off guard.


  For the office workers watching this, Kim Iwol’s remarks seemed even more strange.


  ≫An idol who knows what a Doc page is? That’s just strange.


  Feels like he works at a well-run company or something.


  └ Your analogy made me tear up.


  ≫ Iwol is kind of mind-blowing, but in a different way.


  When asked to give a message to the members, he said, ‘When interest rates rise, make sure you all get savings accounts’ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  He looked like the mature eldest hyung when he was tying the kids’ neckties, but now he’s just like a student council president who nags a lot


  └ But after hearing him, I opened a savings account too. The interest rate was over 5% at a first-tier bank.


  └ That’s some positive influence


  └ Positive influence ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  Baek Haewon couldn’t understand all of it, but she could tell one thing.


  As he searched for Kim Iwol’s name and checked reactions about Spark, she realized:


  She had just become a fan of a brand-new rookie group who only had a single album out.


  

  2 weeks after Spark’s debut.


  And roughly one year and three weeks since the forced contract between Kim Iwol and the system.


  I watched Spark’s content again, absentmindedly shaking a pen with a broken neck.


  And I thought to myself.


  … Not bad.


  Judging by the current reactions, Spark seemed poised to surpass their past debut numbers and mentions.


  The same was true for the online communities as well.


  Although they hadn’t yet earned a dedicated forum, new posts about Spark appeared on the idol boards daily.


  It seemed Spark was being consumed as something like an ‘eight-star cider idol group, providing a refreshing burst in the flashy idol scene.’


  A refreshing burst, huh.


  I turned my gaze to my laptop, which had just been paused. The screen was filled with Choi Jeho’s radiant smile.


  Who would’ve thought the day would come when this guy would smile like that?


  Choi Jeho’s rare smiles were infamous among the old Spark fandom.


  Sure, he might’ve smiled a bit during performances for the sake of the concept.


  But because Spark only did bad concepts, Choi Jeho’s smiling face only earned him honorable titles like ‘The Master of Sinister Grin’ or ‘The Man Who Surely Schemes’.


  But now it was different.


  On the screen, Choi Jeho was dancing energetically, smiling so brightly that you wouldn’t even recognize him as the same person.


  Was this really the same Choi Jeho with the 0.5-degree frozen fish eyes that I knew?


  His smile was as stunning as the scenic views of Geumgangsan, rivaling the ‘Top 10 Iconic Idol Landscapes’ of Kim Iwol’s personal pick. It was a sight I quite liked.


  Choi Jeho wasn’t the only one who improved. The others also showed remarkable growth.


  Park Joowoo was good at finding the camera that was changing quickly and made eye contact, and Lee Cheonghyeon showed off his pure charm by using the right amount of makeup to highlight his facial features.


  Maybe it was just a hunch, but with every member pulling their weight, even Jeong Seongbin seemed much more at ease handling his parts.


  Most impressive of all was Kang Kiyeon, who could finally showcase his dancing skills in full in front of the camera.


  All my nagging was finally paying off. Look at you, you punks, see how great it feels when you listen to me?


  Overwhelmed with emotion, I couldn’t stop replaying their music video and stage performances as if possessed.


  These guys were talented, so their skills were beyond words.


  They looked healthy thanks to their balanced diet and it was quite impressive to see them smiling brightly and working hard to the point of dripping sweat…


  Wait.


  What am I thinking right now?


  Have I forgotten what kind of people these guys are?


  Manager Nam might’ve created the extra work, but it was these guys who doubled it during late nights.


  Do you think my anger would fade just because we’ve spent one year together?


  I shook my head vigorously, imagining myself clearing my mind of distracting thoughts. Then I focused on monitoring again.


  There were departments that bring in money for the company, and there were departments that only spent the company’s money.


  If I had to pick a typical example, it would be the HR team.


  As befitting of the back office, our team’s work was rarely visible on the surface.


  My work was the same. The most visible thing I had ever produced was the image for a job posting.


  Maybe that was why.


  Seeing my ideas come to life in a place I scouted, exactly as I intended, felt strange.


  This wasn’t the only odd phenomenon.


  ≫ Tried out a new rookie boy group


  These days, everyone’s coming out with strong songs, and their teaser had kind of a dark movie vibe, so I thought they’d be another similar group.


  But they came out super fresh and pure, which was kind of surprisingㅋㅋ, totally unexpected.


  Still, it actually makes them stand out more.


  If they’d come out with a conceptual style, they would have been buried ㅍㄹㅌ


  └ If you’re trying to do a viral marketing, at least don’t make it obviousㅋㅋㅋ


  └ Who’s gonna pay for this half-baked viral marketingㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ You b****


  ≫ Is this level of hair and makeup coordination real for a debut stage?


  Normally, when rookies debut, no matter how polished they try to look, there’s always a hint of awkwardness, but these guys have none of that.


  You can tell the staff put their hearts and souls into this.


  └ Yeah, agreed… They’re all wearing school uniforms, gym uniforms, jumpsuits, but there’s not a single bad outfit


  ≫ A rookie group with super stable live performances.gif


  That’s Spark


  They just debuted, but their live performances are so solid on every stage!


  Even in their content, you can tell the members are all great at singing.


  └ If you install AR, anyone can make a good performanceㅋㅋ


  └ But isn’t this pretty good? Look at other groups that debuted around the same time. Their live performances are all over the place.


  Maybe it was because our fame hadn’t skyrocketed yet, but aside from the occasional trolling comment, there was almost no negative feedback about Spark.


  Of course, the high-quality styling wasn’t achieved effortlessly. It came from painstakingly compiling reference materials.


  Even so…


  This feels strange.


  I’d always worked hard to produce the best results.


  Whether at Hanpyeong Industries or in part-time jobs, since I was being paid, I always believed I had to earn my salary, so I worked hard.


  The reason I worked harder than the system required for Spark was the same.


  To compensate for the loss of image this team would suffer due to my departure.


  So all of this was the least I could do to repay what I owed.


  Assistant Manager Kim, if you’re too incompetent, that’s a problem too. Assistant Manager Kim, are you not planning to have a social life? Are you going to go to work all alone?


  Assistant Manager Kim, you really think you’re good at your job? Don’t get me wrong. Where else do you think you would be able to adapt if not here?


  ≫ A well-run agency + talented members.


  They just debuted, but they put in subtitles + member introductions that match the concept of their debut album


  I also love that they bring out props from the music video in chronological order for each stage


  I don’t know, it feels like they really pay attention to even the smallest details


  You can tell the members really put effort into their photocard shoots too… Looking at this, it seems there are many cases where small and medium-sized companies have better quality than large companies.


  └ It’s a single album, but it’s full of content, including not only photocards, but also student photos + lottery papers + class schedules, etc. You can tell they put a lot of thought into it.


  It was unsettling that what I heard from the Hanpyeong Industry and what I heard outside of the Hanpyeong Industry were so different.


  I hoped the System would quickly check if I’d met my KPIs.


  So that this awkward feeling wouldn’t last much longer.


  

  Just as there were schedules focused on stage performances like music shows, there were also many that weren’t.


  ‘Visible Radio’ was one of them.


  This ‘Visible Radio’, which broadcast live video of the broadcast site, quickly became popular after starting as a channel that invited idols as guests.


  Spark’s scheduled schedule for today was also to appear on that visible radio.


  ≫ 2X1023 Visible Radio capture shots


  Photo 1


  Photo 2


  Photo 3


  .


  .


  .


  It’s a shame that their faces are completely hidden by caps, but I’ll endure it since I get to watch them for a whole hour… ㅋㅋ


  (Source: SNS)


  I had the unforgettable experience of frantically taking screenshots of that visible radio show, nearly breaking my fingers in the process.


  All five of them came out wearing hats, no words could describe how angry I was while recording.


  If they were going to cover their faces, they should’ve at least worn different outfits. These guys stuck to wearing black hats and black clothes as if they had conspired to do it.


  I only recently learned why they had always worn those shadow-like outfits.


  Don’t you think there are too many black clothes in our closet?


  Since we only go back and forth to the practice room anyway, we don’t feel the need to spend money to buy clothes.


  My roommates told me that.


  These guys, as long as it was comfortable to wear in practice and wouldn’t look dirty even if they lay down on the floor, they were fine with any clothes.


  Are you office workers with a strict dress code or what? Why are you all wearing only solid colors?


  If I had known this sooner, I would’ve ordered rainbow-colored training suits for their practice.


  But there was no use regretting what had already passed.


  Instead, from now on, I banned them from wearing caps during visible radio appearances, unless they had a legitimate reason (like preventing spoilers of dyed hair).


  And in order to ensure that even new viewers or casual fans could easily tell the members apart in videos or screenshots…


  “Do I really have to wear this?”


  “If you don’t like it, write your name on your forehead.”


  “…”


  We all agreed to wear headbands with glittery name tags. In fact, we handmade them with the crafty Lee Cheonghyeon’s help.


  I said to Choi Jeho, who was holding the headband with a sour expression.


  “Don’t worry. We already checked last time to make sure no one had an allergic reaction.”


  “Fine…”


  Choi Jeho sighed as he looked at his burgundy-colored headband.


  What’s your problem? If you don’t like it, then just get so famous that people recognize your face without needing a name tag.


  And so, the six members of the rookie idol group Spark entered the radio booth, each wearing a glitter-colored name tag headband with solemn expressions.


  Chapter 76: Performance Review - Peer Evaluation Edition


  The first radio program that Spark appeared on was ‘Midnight Talk’, hosted by a famous idol group member.


  The DJ, ‘Polo’, who had been leading the show for a few years, was also the rapper of MYTH’s top group, ‘Hellas’.


  “Well, then, our Mr. Iwol… Pft. Sigh, I’m sorry! I mean, everyone looks so handsome, but those cute headbands you’re wearing are just too adorable!”


  He couldn’t help but laugh every time he looked at us. I thought he’d be more professional, but it seemed I was wrong.


  “For those watching through the live stream, you can see that the Spark members are all wearing cute headbands with their names on them.”


  “We wore them with the spirit of rookies!”


  “Did the company tell you to do this?”


  “No, it was Iwol-hyung…”


  At Polo’s question, Park Joowoo, who I trusted, immediately tattled. After all the food I’ve shared with you, how dare you tattle on me?


  “Do you buy custom-made headbands like that? Can they make them with your name?”


  “No, I made them myself.”


  “You did?”


  “Yes. We had the materials at the dorm.”


  I made it with great care, step by step, using my experience making school festival supplies for Hanpyeong Industry CEO’s son.


  “You’re surprisingly frugal, Iwol!”


  “Right? Hyung looks like a real gentleman, but he’s really frugal!”


  At Polo’s words. Lee Cheonghyeon excitedly chimed in.


  More importantly, a gentleman, you said. Shouldn’t that title go to you instead?


  After that, Mr. Polo and the members continued their boring conversation throughout the first part, reading comments like, ‘The headband is of great quality!’


  Even during the commercial break, the talk about the headband didn’t end.


  Mr. Polo looked at me with his hands clasped together and his chin raised, and asked.


  “I’m genuinely curious, why do you have these materials at the dorm?”


  “We had some leftover materials from when we made props for our content.”


  “You make props too? That’s amazing.”


  At first, I thought he was making small talk because he had nothing to talk about with a rookie group, but no matter how I looked at it, this person seemed to be firmly fixated on my handmade headband.


  I observed for about 3 minutes to see if his interest was genuine or just acting, and then said.


  “I made one for you just in case, sunbaenim, can I give it to you now?”


  “For me? A headband?”


  “Yes.”


  “Really?!”


  I took out a gold-shining headband from my bag outside the recording booth and handed it to Mr. Polo, hoping that he would wear it if he wanted it so badly. He held his stomach and laughed.


  “Mine is gold?”


  “You’re the DJ of Moonlight Talk. I designed it to look like a shining golden moon.”


  I made a weak pun while watching Polo wear the headband and applauded him. It was a habitual compliment, commenting that it suited him well.


  Kang Kiyeon, who was sitting next to me, leaned in and whispered.


  “When did you make his headband?”


  “I made that one first. Always take care of the boss’s stuff first.”


  I straightened Kang Kiyeon’s slightly crooked hairband and then tidied up his remaining hair. It was soon time for Part 2 to begin.


  “We’re back after the ad! And during the break, everyone, I got my own name headband too!”


  “Wow!”


  Thanks to all our reaction training, everyone’s reaction speed was top-notch. Of course, I also laughed and joined in enthusiastically.


  “In Part 2, it’s time to learn more about our Spark! We’ve prepared a member quiz!”


  The format of the quiz was simple. The member opposite you would ask a quiz about themselves and you had to answer as many questions as possible within the time limit.


  We had already filled out a pre-interview questionnaire with the writers before the broadcast.


  The problem was, I had a feeling these guys wouldn’t get any of my quizzes right.


  In this kind of quiz, it was common to reveal trivial details about the members. Things like birthdays, the number of siblings, or favorite songs.


  And I’d never shared that kind of information with them. In other words, they had no way of knowing the answers.


  I was afraid that if they got too many questions wrong, rumors of discord would spread, so I considered giving Jeong Seongbin, who was sitting across from me, the answers in advance, but I held back because I thought that if he got too many right, rumors of rigging would start to spread instead.


  At least there’s no question about siblings, thank goodness.


  If I were asked that question in this situation where my voice would fail me and my mind went blank whenever I tried to talk about my sister, I might end up saying I was an only child even though I had an older sister.


  First up was the Park Joowoo–Kang Kiyeon duo. They each got about four or five out of ten questions right, showing a decent level of mutual understanding. The years of being roommates paid off.


  The other roommates, Choi Jeho–Lee Cheonghyeon pair, weren’t bad either.


  Although Choi Jeho only got three questions right, Lee Cheonghyeon nailed seven, making up for it.


  “Jeho-hyung, aren’t you too uninterested in me?”


  “No, How am I supposed to know the color of your socks today…”


  “I even got the color of your shoelaces right!”


  “…Sorry.”


  Still, getting three answers right was an amazing growth. Last time I checked, he only got two right in their year.


  “Okay, now it’s Iwol and Seongbin’s turn. Seongbin, please say a few words of determination!”


  “I’ll try my best! Hyung, let’s do our best!”


  Sitting across from me, Jeong Seongbin cheered me on with a fist pump.


  And he lived up to his determination, performing surprisingly well.


  What’s the video I’ve watched the most recently?


  Our music video.


  Then which member do I think suits this concept the best?


  Cheonghyeon!


  He got four questions right. I was really surprised.


  I thought he was just guessing, but Seongbin seemed to have his own reasoning.


  “Does Cheonghyeon really suit the concept of this album well?”


  “Ah, Iwol-hyung really likes Cheonghyeon’s face!”


  “I do?”


  Was this because I once said Cheonghyeon was handsome during fan-signing practice? His reasoning seemed too flimsy, and I was taken aback.


  “Now Iwol has to get five questions right. How about that? Are you confident?”


  “I’ll try my best!”


  I answered energetically, and Seongbin clapped. This was all so ridiculous.


  Despite my inner turmoil, Polo enthusiastically continued the segment.


  “Okay! Let’s start!”


  “I am not sure hyung will get this right… Hyung, what’s my favorite song?”


  “Seongdo sunbarnim’s『The Sun Shines』.”


  “Correct answer! Which class was I in last year?”


  “Class 3?”


  I answered the second question as if I hesitated a bit, but honestly, I was confident I could answer anything. Unless they asked for the last digits of their social security numbers, I was good.


  “What’s my favorite color?”


  “Purple.”


  “Tell me the title of my favorite movie!”


  “『The Last Performance』!”


  Next to him, Kang Kiyeon muttered, ‘Hyung, what the…?’


  Of course, I would know this much. I’d been listening to Spark’s radio for years.


  The minute was over in an instant with one question left. Everyone around us gasped in amazement.


  “Iwol, you got nine in total!”


  “Hyung, if you had more time, you could’ve answered them all! What the hell, you’re like a living wiki!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon attempted a long-distance high-five. I waved my hand in the air in moderation.


  “Wow, Iwol must really care about his members!”


  “Luckily, the questions were ones I knew. I guess I was lucky!”


  I had to say this to avoid being labeled as ‘Kim Iwol, the diehard fan of Jeong Seongbin.’


  I hoped the system realized how much effort I was putting into avoiding excessive exposure with the members. So that they’d hurry up and process my reward faster.


  Thanks to me getting nine questions right, Seongbin and I ended up winning first place.


  The prize for the first-place team was a friendship selfie. Since Seongbin was terrible at taking selfies, I held the camera instead. It was a monumental schedule.


  

  The system didn’t respond much after that.


  Not only was its speech similar to Manager Nam’s, but its speed of approval was also in sync with Manager Nam’s. My frustration was building up.


  The system finally responded to me one day, right before our final broadcast.


  While in the car returning from filming a MiTube program, the manager surprised me with a completely unexpected remark.


  “We’re going to wear the uniforms we actually used in real life?”


  “Yeah, since it’s the final broadcast, we thought it’d be fun to go with a more authentic concept! The company’s already approved it.”


  Apparently, the planning team had come up with the idea ​​’Let’s show our kids’ real school days!’ before the last episode.


  “Manager, I didn’t go to high school, so I don’t have a high school uniform…”


  “Uh… Wouldn’t your middle school uniform still fit, Joowoo?”


  My head started to pound.


  Bringing our actual school uniforms was an idea that had crossed my mind too.


  But I never put it into action. Because not all six of us had uniforms.


  Even if we exclude the day when I ended up at the Spark dorm with nothing but a suitcase.


  Park Joowoo, who didn’t go to high school, wouldn’t have a uniform that fit him, and Choi Jeho, who graduated high school long ago, would have his uniform far away at his family’s home.


  So, with two members already lacking uniforms, I figured I didn’t need to worry about my own uniform…


  “I’ll ask my family if they can send mine via courier.”


  “Then, Jeho-hyung is sorted. Joowoo, how about you wear casual clothes that give off a school look? Manager, if we’re each wearing our own uniforms, the colors don’t necessarily have to match, right?”


  …The situation was taking a strange turn.


  Choi Jeho said he’d ask his family, and now Jeong Seongbin was helping coordinate other people’s outfits.


  “That’ll be fine. Then everyone will have no problem bringing their own clothes, right?”


  There are some problems.


  Lots of them!


  Chapter 77: Dress Code


  I returned to 9 years in the past with nothing but a small suitcase.


  In that suitcase, there was a bankbook and a few basic clothes.


  And there was no school uniform in it. On top of that, my family home had disappeared somewhere.


  ‘Should I buy a school uniform now? Will I be able to get a name tag sewn on before the final broadcast?”


  It was obvious that there wouldn’t be many uniforms in sizes outside the average in stores. Especially now that the school admission season was over, there would be even fewer left in stock.


  “So, everyone, can you prepare one set of clothes by this weekend? Seongbin, Cheonghyeon, and Kiyeon, make sure to wash your extra shirts.”


  “Yes!”


  Everyone answered cheerfully, but I couldn’t open my mouth.


  Why on earth did they tell me such an urgent matter only when the deadline was already close?


  I felt like I was about to foam at the mouth.


  I calculated in my head which would be faster: finding a used uniform or buying a new one.


  Then, suddenly, I came up with a faster and more certain solution.


  System, you piece of sh*t, come out right now.


  Then the system popped up.


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from your ‘superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ You want to have a meeting? Assistant Manager Kim, does it really have to be right now?

  


  If you don’t want to see Kim Iwol dancing in a three-stripe tracksuit alone on the final broadcast, you better cooperate.


  The system would give me absurd KPIs (Key Performance Indicators), but it would also provide me with the preparation process I needed in the form of tasks.


  In other words, it could said that the system wasn’t there to harm me, but rather to help me achieve my KPIs.


  And on top of that, it was using the Hanpyeong Industry and Manager Nam’s framework? With rules similar to labor laws?


  In that case, I had no choice but to demand something from this so-called superior.


  Give me my school uniform.


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from the ‘Superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ Assistant Manager Kim, do you really need that for work? Have you thoroughly thought about whether there’s a better way?

  


  Whatever, it’s necessary for work, so just give it to me.


  If you’re a company, you should at least provide the minimum support so that workers can do their job.


  Furthermore, I was just asking for stuff that the system had one-sidedly thrown away, so there was no way this unreasonable system, which could boost people’s abilities with a snap, couldn’t give me one shabby school uniform.


  They might not have expected this situation when they signed the contract as the superior, but since I was living as the subordinate now, I would fight for my rights as a worker.


  When there was no particular response from the system, I thought to myself in the system’s direction.


  I really tried my best to be an idol, but the system isn’t helping me… I was even willing to wear a school uniform at my age… such a shame…


  The system kept remaining silent to my words, but when my inner thoughts reached ‘If that’s how you’re going to be, stop taking paycheck too, you b*tch’, it changed its attitude


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from the ‘Superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ I’ll give you a list of supplies, so choose from them. You should appreciate that no other company takes care of you like this, Assistant Manager Kim. Tsk.


    Crisp new uniform


    A freshly ironed uniform that looks like it just came from the uniform shop. Spotless. Name tag not included.


    Your uniform


    A well-worn uniform with a great fit, as if you’ve worn it for three years. Realistic. Name tag included.


    ▶ Choose what to purchase and report back. Oh, and you can’t use it for personal purposes.

  


  Why would I use this for personal purposes?


  It would look better for the fans if I wore a brand-new uniform but—


  It felt odd to be the only one in a brand-new uniform when all the other handsome guys would be wearing more lived-in ones for the sake of realism.


  After much deliberation, I closed my eyes and chose my uniform. I consoled myself by thinking it would be fine since I didn’t dirty my uniform much back in school.


  Though it had an annoying habit of making things difficult, the system was undeniably capable.


  It was so capable that when I arrived at my dorm, there was already a familiar fabric of non-woven material already waiting in my suitcase. Truly a magical system.


  Taking advantage of the moment when Choi Jeho was in the shower and Lee Cheonghyeon was studying composition, I half-opened the suitcase to check the condition of the uniform.


  A crisp white shirt was neatly wrapped in a deep green jacket.


  Below that was a pair of pants with a thin red checkered pattern.


  What a striking color.


  It was indeed the uniform that earned the honorable nickname of ‘Walking Kimchi.’ The thought of dancing in this spicy outfit among the pastel-colored schoolboys made me want to cry. It was all because the kimchi was too spicy.


  As expected, the uniform was spotless. It didn’t have stains. But…


  Kim Han?


  There was a name I didn’t recognize on the chest of the jacket. No, didn’t it say ‘Your school uniform’?


  Was there a kid named Kim Han at my school? Then again, I didn’t have any friends back in school.


  Anyway, since Park Joowoo had agreed to just sew on a name tag on a plain sweater vest, I figured I could sneakily replace this name tag with mine.


  Up until this point, I had no interest in who this Kim Han person was.


  But the identity of that unfamiliar classmate Kim Han was revealed faster than I thought.


  

  “Wow. I feel like if I had met you guys in school, we wouldn’t have been friends.”


  “Why do you say that, Cheonghyeon? We even did a group project together.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon burst out laughing at my words. His laughter was full of mockery.


  This b*tch. Who was the one who ironed your uniform for you since dawn?


  The current students at the arts high school didn’t have much to prepare. Their uniforms were already neat and stylish to begin with.


  The problem was the non-high school students and the liberal arts high school graduates.


  Park Joowoo ended up just getting his name tag re-sewn, but surprisingly, Choi Jeho, who seemed like he’d be done after receiving a package, ran into a big problem.


  I sent him into the room to try on his uniform, but he came back out in his pajamas after only five minutes.


  What are you doing? I told you to try it on.


  It doesn’t fit.


  Then at least try on the pants.


  It’s too short. It was already short when I graduated.


  While everyone else was studying, Spark’s genius center was growing. His uniform pants had become cropped.


  In the end, Choi Jeho had to buy new pants and shirts in similar colors.


  As for Lee Cheonghyeon and I…


  Cheonghyeon, is your school okay with uniform alterations?


  “Not at all. For now, I’ll have to tailor my current uniform, and after the activity period, I might have to wear the uniform I inherited when I was a freshman, just in case.”


  I see. Your uniform will get a lot of adjustment this time.


  Hyung, I don’t think you’re in a position to talk.


  I had to watch as the stylists tore apart and refitted our uniforms right in front of me. Even when I was a student, the most I ever did was lengthen the sleeves. This was my first time seeing how such alterations were done.


  As the silent battle unfolded in one corner, Lee Cheonghyeon came up to me and said,


  “It feels weird that it’s already the final broadcast.”


  “Yeah. It’s kind of sad.”


  Jeong Seongbin nodded in agreement.


  Compared to Spark’s previous debut schedule, the current Spark had been handling a lot more activities.


  It must have been difficult but they said something like that. Their passion was truly admirable.


  I looked at these impressive kids and said.


  “What’s there to be sad about? As soon as the activities are over, we’re going straight into meetings for personal content and live broadcasts.”


  “Personal content?”


  Kang Kiyeon asked, pretending not to know, though it was obvious he did.


  “Yeah. Since we mostly move as a group during our activities, we should upload a lot of individual content during our breaks.”


  “Hyung, what you watch every night, is it for checking references?”


  “No, at night I’ve been monitoring the reactions to the music videos and performances. I’m not smart enough to do two things at once.”


  I answered, but I was slightly surprised to hear Lee Cheonghyeon casually use the word ‘reference’—such an adult-like term. Could it be that he picked it up from me?


  “…Hyung, you really don’t think about anything other than work, do you?”


  Park Joowoo muttered next to me. I almost replied that I wished UA would give us some extra pay for that but held back.


  “Alright, stop chatting. It’s almost our turn.”


  “Yes!”


  The members responded loudly to Choi Jeho’s instructions.


  As we started walking backstage, Jeong Seongbin approached me and called softly.


  “Hyung.”


  “Yeah. What is it?”


  “We can finish the last episode well, right?”


  That remark contained a hint of worry, but also a light hope that everything would go well.


  And transcending those complex emotions was an underlying confidence.


  “Yeah. I’ll make sure not to mess up and do my best.”


  That was all I could say in response.


  

  “Hey, at your age, you still watch idol shows?”


  “So what about it? Stop picking a fight and go play the game you love so much.”


  In the living room of an ordinary household, a friendly conversation was exchanged between siblings.


  The ones having this conversation were Baek Haewon, who was waiting for Spark’s turn on the music show, and ‘Baek Haein’, her brother who had come out to get some ice (Baek Haewon never understood why this guy liked to eat ice all day long).


  “Haewon, you’re a high school student now, so stop watching these things and study. When are you going to graduate from being a lazy slug?”


  “Yeah, shut up.”


  Baek Haewon responded mechanically, not even bothering to look in her brother’s direction.


  From what Baek Haewon knew, she could count on one hand the number of days that guy had actually studied during his three years in high school.


  “Is ‘Loraile’ performing today too?”


  “Oh, get lost already! If you start talking when Spark comes on later, you’re dead!”


  As Baek Haewon, who was on edge, glared at him, Baek Haein just shook his head as if to say, ‘Geez’.


  Baek Haein couldn’t understand why his sister would wait through all those long commercials for her band’s turn. Couldn’t she just watch the performance videos on MiTube?


  What’s so great about idols anyway?


  Baek Haein shrugged. At that moment, Baek Haewon let out a high-pitched scream.


  “Ah! Seongbin’s purple school uniform is here! The XX outfit is amazing!”


  The couch cushion in Baek Haewon’s hands crumpled like a wet paper cup. Baek Haein started to get a little scared of his sister.


  Baek Haewon’s rambling didn’t stop there.


  “Who choreographed this part, seriously… This intro is legendary…”


  “Joowoo’s name tag is so cute… Fuck, shouldn’t this be illegal? Oh, my forehead is going to break.”


  “Choi Jeho, this *****, this fox guy, you *************.”


  Baek Haewon was ready to heap endless praise on every guy who appeared on the screen.


  Sure, they were all good-looking, but was it really something to get this excited about?


  Just as Baek Haein was about to leave, puzzled, Baek Haewon grabbed him.


  “Hey, isn’t that your school uniform?”


  “What?”


  At Baek Haewon’s words, Baek Haein looked at the TV.


  “Huh?”


  Sure enough, the dull and familiar uniform of his old school was prominently displayed on the screen.


  Chapter 78: Personal Information


  “I can’t believe there’s another school besides yours with a uniform like that… I’m honestly shocked.”


  Baek Haewon clicked her tongue. She didn’t even consider the possibility that her brother might attend the same school as the idol she was watching.


  Baek Haein felt the same. He couldn’t think of anyone among his friends who would be into celebrities. So Baek Haein just grumbled.


  “Does our country only produce spinach-colored fabric?”


  Just as Baek Haein was about to turn his gaze away complaining, the face of the guy dancing in a uniform that looked like well-ripened kimchi was caught on the screen.


  “Huh?”


  Baek Haein paused. Baek Haewon, noticing, spoke up.


  “What? Even you can see that he’s way better looking than you, right? His face really is everything.”


  Ignoring Baek Haewon’s admiration, Baek Haein couldn’t take his eyes off the screen.


  After seeing a couple more zoom-ins of the guy in the green uniform, Baek Haein muttered.


  “Why is he there…?”


  Baek Haewon looked up at Baek Haein, wondering what he was talking about. Baek Haein’s next words were even more shocking.


  “I know him. He’s from our school.”


  “What?”


  “The one in our school uniform. Isn’t he that guy? Kim Han.”


  “Ah, you surprised me. No, that’s Kim Iwol.”


  “Is that his real name? Not his stage name?”


  “They all use their real names.”


  Baek Haewon replied, disappointed. She had hoped for a situation like, ‘My idol turns out to be a distant cousin of my sibling’s friend’s aunt’s nephew’, but life wasn’t that easy.


  Despite Baek Haewon’s disheartened tone, Baek Haein insisted.


  “No? But he really looks exactly like Kim Han.”


  “Come on, if there was someone like that at your school, don’t you think I’d know about it?”


  “What do you even know about me?”


  “Fair point.”


  Baek Haewon turned her back on Baek Haein, telling him to stop lying.


  But really, the guy on the screen looked exactly like Baek Haein’s classmate.


  “Are you sure his name is Kim Iwol? He never changed his name?”


  “I don’t think so, since he never mentioned anything like that.”


  At Baek Haewon’s response, Baek Haein stroked his chin thoughtfully and nodded.


  “Yeah, there’s no way that guy would become an idol.”


  “What? Are you looking down on idols or something?”


  Baek Haewon snapped back. Regardless of what his sister said, Baek Haein continued unfazed.


  “Can you stop picking fights? I wasn’t trying to be sarcastic at all. Seriously, your attitude is just…”


  “Ugh, if you’re going to keep yapping, get lost already!”


  Baek Haewon threw the cushion at him, and Baek Haein quickly dodged it. It was a move that spoke of years of experience.


  “No, I said that because Kim Han always studied hard. He always seemed to be a top rank. Would someone like that really become an idol?”


  “You weren’t close to him, were you? You were just goofing around after all.”


  “We only talked when we played soccer, you a**hole.”


  Sparks continued to fly endlessly between the siblings.


  Then, images of Kim Iwol, who always seemed exceptionally sharp, flashed through Baek Haewon’s mind. She also recalled hearing that Kim Iwol started his trainee life at the age of 20.


  Baek Haewon spoke to Baek Haein.


  “Hey, go get your yearbook.”


  “If you’re so curious, go get it yourself. I’m too much of an idiot to remember where it is.”


  “Ugh, you’re so annoying!”


  Frustrated, Baek Haewon ruffled her hair.


  In the end, despite having to dig through the storage herself, she managed to find her brother’s yearbook with the power of overflowing love.


  There, printed clearly alongside a younger-looking Kim Iwol’s face, were the two characters for his name: ‘Kim Han’.


  

  ≫ Is Iwol his real name?


  The moment I saw that title, I couldn’t believe my eyes. I rubbed my eyes and read the post again.


  But nothing changed. The sentence asking if Iwol’s name was real stood out clearly.


  The time this post was uploaded was about 3 hours ago.


  When I searched, there were a few similar posts. Fortunately, there weren’t that many.


  It seemed it was a rumor that spread after being mentioned somewhere. It must have been on a community forum or a private account.


  I did change my name. That was true, but…


  Having my old name spread around is a bit much.


  It was a headache. I hated my old name so much.


  When people who didn’t know my situation found out I changed my name, they would ask, ‘But it’s a precious name that your parents gave you. Don’t you regret changing it?’


  For the record, I didn’t regret it at all. Every time I thought about how my parents, who always preached filial piety, named me ‘Hyoil’ but ended up neglecting me, I couldn’t help but change my name out of fury.


  (TL note: the first character hyo in Hyoil means ‘filial piety’.)


  What was even sadder was that my circumstances were better than my older sister’s.


  I heard that my sister’s name was hastily derived from abbreviating the name of the local district office where her birth was registered. It was a name chosen from whatever they saw at the time.


  My sister didn’t change her name, but I changed mine. As soon as I came of age, I immediately applied for a name change.


  Now that I’d also changed my name in this life, I wanted to live as if my old name never existed.


  If my real name was revealed before I left Spark, when I returned to civilian life, I would hear people asking, ‘Assistant Manager Kim, your real name was ‘Hyoil’? Is there a reason you changed your name?’.


  However, it seemed things would not go the way I wanted.


  What kind of people were idol fans? They were cyber archaeologists who used their amazing search skills to find stories from the past that even the person concerned had forgotten.


  No matter how much I wanted to hide my three-letter name, if someone got a hold of my graduation album, it would all be over.


  It was a name that I had desperately tried to hide at the Hanpyeong Industry, but I had no other choice. I’d have to tell the members first that my name was originally Kim Hyoil and that I was almost forced to live as a Confucian boy focused on filial piety.


  I let out a deep sigh as if the ground would sink beneath me and got up.


  Then, I tried to issue a detailed certificate to prove my words, but…


  “Huh?”


  Something was strange.


  The ‘Name after the name change’ section correctly showed ‘Kim Iwol’, but the ‘Name before the name change’ wasn’t ‘Kim Hyoil’.


  It was written there as ‘Kim Han,’ the name on my school uniform.


  The school I attended remained the same, but only my name and name tag changed.


  Before, I had been accepted into college but couldn’t attend.


  Analyzing the things I had experienced before, the current situation…


  Major social factors such as prices, key events, and stock prices are mostly consistent with my memory.


  Personal factors such as my name, my parents’ residence, and my academic background are arbitrarily changed based on criteria determined by the system.


  …could be summarized by these two points.


  Did this even make any sense?


  The fact that I’d returned nine years into the past was already bizarre enough, but what was the point of manipulating these sh*tty a** details to make me an idol?


  My old name had nothing to do with becoming an idol.


  This interference suggested that the system wanted to control me in ways beyond just achieving KPIs.


  Why? What does that mean?


  What difference did it make if my name changed from ‘Kim Hyoil’ to ‘Kim Han’?


  Seeing how those people, who treated their children like trash, disappeared without a word, it didn’t seem like their feelings toward us had changed much, so why did the system do such a bothersome thing?


  At this moment, I really wanted to fight the system. If it weren’t for my sister, I would jump out the window right away and render all this s**t the system had painstakingly designed meaningless.


  But anger wouldn’t change anything. I knew that very well.


  Instead, I started to think. If I couldn’t remember the past, I had to at least predict the future. I tried to focus and looked back at the current situation.


  Either my parents’ expectations of me were shattered, or they were more upset than I was in my last life and kicked me out early.


  The structure of my family had already changed a lot from what I knew.


  And my memories of my family were incomplete.


  When I combined the two, an unsettling hypothesis I didn’t want to imagine came up.


  What if my sister, like me, had been separated from the family, and because of that, it was impossible for me to find any contact with her until I fully recovered my memories or achieved all my KPIs?


  So, regardless of what situation my sister was in, if I was one-sidedly manipulated by the system due to my lack of information…


  My mind, which had been spinning like crazy, suddenly stopped.


  “Fuck!”


  I slammed my hands on the table. I tried to hold back my anger.


  The thought that I might have been played by the system this whole time made me feel like my head was about to explode.


  I buried my face in my hands and took deep breaths. At that moment, I recalled the last interaction I’d had with the system.


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from your ‘superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ Assistant Manager Kim, do you really need that for work? Have you thoroughly thought about whether there’s a better way?


    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from your ‘superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ I’ll give you a list of supplies, so choose from them. You should appreciate that no company takes care of you like this, Assistant Manager Kim. Tsk.

  


  That time, the system had clearly behaved differently.


  Instead of giving me tasks like usual, the system spoke to me, reacted to my thoughts, and gave me alternatives.


  Realizing that interaction with the system might be possible, I called the system out.


  The system didn’t appear immediately. So I fueled my anger, making sure it was strong enough to be felt by the system.


  Come out, you piece of s***.


  Before my mind could fully erupt in obscenities, the system appeared.


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from the ‘Superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ Assistant Manager Kim, do you know what time it is? Is your superior a joke to you? Do you think I’m someone you can just summon anytime?

  


  Enough, speak properly.


  I glared at the system and asked.


  Is my noona alive right now?
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  The system, which had been rambling on so far, suddenly fell silent for a long time.


  I wasn’t a very patient person. So I kept pushing the system.


  Is my sister alive?


  If this can’t be confirmed, why should I care about KPI and idols?


  Why the hell am I going through all this, causing trouble for these promising kids?


  I couldn’t calm down at all. I felt like a thousand fires were burning inside me.


  And then, the system finally appeared and spoke. Just a short sentence.


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from the ‘Superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ Assistant Manager Kim, do you think the company is a joke?

  


  Fuck you, so what if I do?


  From the moment the system assigned this absurd goal of debuting a sloppy person like me as an idol, I had a hunch.


  How many people were more suited to being an idol than I was? And how many tasks could be simpler than turning back time for the living or bringing someone back from the dead?


  Yet, this happened only to me? To an ordinary office worker like me?


  That led to one hypothesis.


  Just as I had no choice but to rely on the system to save my sister, the system must also have a reason why it needed me to become an idol. Even if it had to go to great lengths to do that.


  So what would happen if I, a human being that the system needed, did not prioritize achieving my goal and deviated from their path?


  For example, I could jump off this building’s balcony right now, undoing all the progress before the KPI goals were met.


  Since the system could read my thoughts, it should be able to sense that I wasn’t joking around.


  So the system had to prove it.


  That my sister was alive and well, and that it could interfere with what happened to her in the future.


  If it didn’t want to see your one and only subordinate die while it was abusing its power.


  At that moment, the system flickered, as if static had interrupted it.


  And then, a new sentence appeared.


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from the ‘Superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ So what do you want, Assistant Manager Kim?

  


  Prove it.


  Just like how the Hanpyeong Industry proved it could pay me by giving me a paycheck every month.


  Then a long document appeared. It was a new service.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Subordinate’ is being notified of ‘Welfare Service’.


    ▷ ‘Superior’ protects ‘Subordinate’s’ blood relatives from external threats in all cases except when ‘Subordinate’ fails to achieve KPI.


    ▷ ‘Superior’ will share the status of one ‘Subordinate’s’ blood relative (only one can be designated, and once set, cannot be changed) upon ‘Subordinate’s’ request, within the scope of privacy and ‘violation of confidentiality’.

  


  It felt strange to label this as a ‘service’.


  But at least it brought me some relief knowing that my sister was still safe, and that as long as I didn’t do anything reckless, everything would continue to be fine.


  I immediately registered my sister under the ‘Welfare Service’ and requested her status to be shared.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Welfare Service’ usage details


    ▷ Relation: Blood relative


    ▷ Health status: Good


    ▷ Psychological status: Good


    ▷ Other: Currently sleeping

  


  “Ha…”


  An indescribable wave of emotion hit me. I stared at the bright ‘Good’ status for a long time, then buried my face in my hands, sitting silently at the table.


  

  After a lot of agonizing, I finally managed to fall asleep at 5 a.m., only to have the alarm go off at 5:30. Who knew the saying ‘Tomorrow will bring a new day’ could feel this miserable.


  My head felt foggy, perhaps because I had not slept well. I slapped my face a couple of times to wake up a bit.


  After washing my face, I toasted bread in front of the frying pan as usual. It seemed I’d trained myself well. Just like tying a necktie with my eyes closed on weekday mornings, I now had the same familiarity with making toast.


  I also didn’t forget to share the toasts with the members and talk about the live that was going to be held that evening.


  I casually brought up, ‘There’s been some talk about my name change circulating online lately, so if any questions about it pop up in the comments, I’ll explain it to them since it’s true that I changed my name.’


  Aside from me, I had banned most of them from monitoring social media, and since my story wasn’t being shared much on SNS, I expected that they wouldn’t know about it, but…


  Hyung, you changed your name?!


  They made more fuss than I expected. Lee Cheonghyeon was really surprised.


  Even Kang Kiyeon chimed in, saying he’d always thought my name was quite unique. I hoped they would only react this much whenever it came up in the future.


  As scheduled, the live started at 7 PM that day.


  ‘[Spark] (2X0319) Assignment Review Announcement Begins!’ The concept of the live was that the members had successfully completed all assignments and had a small after-party with a refreshed heart.


  To match the concept of the live, all the members showed up wearing transparent makeup.


  I was the only one who received ‘non-transparent makeup that looks like transparent makeup’ because of my bad dark circles.


  Staff, I’d like to take this moment to express my apologies.


  I didn’t forget the glowing name headbands either. Still, there was the rare treat of having snacks laid out in front of us for today’s live broadcast.


  The company had provided each of us with our favorite snacks since it wouldn’t make sense to have an empty table at a post-event party.


  Given that I’d been surviving on only nuts from the breakroom at the Hanpyeong Industry, having a six-pack of assorted snacks felt like an absolute luxury. Especially after months of strict diet control.


  However, it seemed this snack table seemed very modest to the onlookers.


  ≫ Guys… Are those really all the snacks you have?


  ≫ Are there really only six snacks because there are six of you? Please say no.


  ≫ If UA is really this stingy with snacks,


  shake the photo chip


  [1]
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  The comments, outraged by the mere six bags of snacks on our first live broadcast featuring food, came flooding in.


  Thankfully, the guys explained with a laugh that we weren’t usually big on snacking, keeping the broadcast lighthearted and warm.


  Except for the moment when Lee Cheonghyeon, who hadn’t seen the comments, got so excited about the rare snack party that he tried to shake the potato chips, nearly giving Jeong Seongbin a heart attack.


  Then, when it was time for each member to share their recent status, comments about my name change came up one by one as expected.


  ≫ Did you change your name, Iwol?


  ≫ Were you born in February that’s why your name is Iwol?


  ≫ Please tell us why you changed your name!


  To address their curiosity and also give the other members more time to talk, I read out a collection of similar questions as much as possible.


  “There are a lot of questions about me changing my name. It’s true that I changed my name, and I chose my current name myself!”


  “You came up with it, hyung?”


  Kang Kiyeon asked, surprised.


  Sorry. I guess I didn’t explain it well enough when I first mentioned the name change earlier.


  “Yeah. As some of you have guessed, I was born in February, which is why I chose the name Iwol! I changed it because I heard that changing your name would improve your luck.”


  Back in the day, that explanation usually satisfied everyone. I had never been more grateful for the existence of fortune-telling.


  Park Joowoo, listening next to me, complimented the name, saying it was unique and cool.


  The truth was, I had hated the name ‘Kim Hyoil’ so much that I rushed to the office to apply for the name change, only to realize I hadn’t chosen a new name yet. In a panic, I pulled ‘Iwol’ from my personal details.


  Jeong Seongbin nodded vigorously, adding, ‘Luck is important, absolutely’.


  It seemed this guy misunderstood that I changed my name because I received a revelation from my ancestors.


  To shift the attention away from myself, I asked the other members about the origins of their names and steered the conversation in their direction. While they shared their stories, I checked the comments.


  ≫ You guys worked hard until the final broadcast♡


  ≫ Only six snacks and recycled headbandsㅠ Truly the idols of frugality.


  ≫ Jeho’s physique is amazing… Jeho, can you measure your shoulder width?


  ≫ Lee Cheonghyeon’s face is saving the world today too


  Fortunately, comments complaining about the ‘stingy snacks’ from UA had mostly disappeared, replaced by responses more relevant to the live stream.


  Choi Jeho’s shoulder width… Lee Cheonghyeon’s face…


  I memorized the keywords mentioned in the comments as much as I could and then returned to the ongoing conversation.


  The content after that was not much different from what we had decided in advance. It was mainly about where the members bought their stage props, what they liked and what they regretted about their activities, etc.


  As the live was coming to an end, Jeong Seongbin read out a comment.


  “Someone says they watched our stage performance and became a fan after seeing our faces. Could you tell us which performance it was?”


  “You’re planning to watch it today and then go to sleep…?”


  In response to Park Joowoo’s question, Jeong Seongbin smiled brightly and said, ‘Yes’.


  I wondered if I was featured a lot in that performance. I hoped not.


  I wouldn’t want their experience of being converted into a fan to be tainted by a low-quality, pixelated video of me in the background.


  “It’s the one when Jeho-hyung broke his pen? Since you’re going to watch it anyway, let’s all gather in the living room later to watch it together!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon said excitedly.


  Everyone except Choi Jeho was biting their lips to hold back their laughter, but I couldn’t laugh.


  But I did my best to laugh. I was very careful not to break the live atmosphere.


  Later that night, the guys really gathered in front of the TV. It was to watch the performance where the fan said they became a fan.


  By the way, I had planned to skip out on it.


  Since we wouldn’t be together much longer, I figured it would be a nice gesture to let them make a memory of just the five of them.


  However, my grand plan was ruined.


  Hyung, if you’re not going to sleep, let’s watch together! The eldest member can’t be missing!


  It was because Lee Cheonghyeon caught me. I had been calling him by his name nicely lately because his skincare routine had improved, but after tonight, I’d go back to calling him ‘that Cheonghyeon punk’.


  I had no choice but to sit next to Choi Jeho, who was occupying the corner of the sofa.


  He was hugging a cushion with an uncomfortable expression. Yeah, you must find this situation awkward too.


  “Are you all seated? I’ll play the video!”


  At Jeong Seongbin’s signal, the video started playing.


  Blue lights poured onto the stage, and the six people lined up were captured on camera.


  They reacted loudly whenever someone was caught on screen. Then they praised each other enthusiastically.


  So uncomfortable.


  Was it because I’d been monitoring Spark’s video alone for so long? This moment of watching everyone on the screen together felt so unfamiliar.


  The discomfort grew each time the camera focused on me. I felt a sense of alienation that I couldn’t explain in words.


  Eventually, I couldn’t stand the discomfort and tried to get up from my seat, saying I would go to sleep first.


  And at that moment.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Subordinate’s’ KPI ‘Debut as a 6-member boy group’ has been confirmed.

  


  The KPI approval notification I had been waiting for so long finally appeared.


  1.
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  It’s over.


  Thank goodness I hadn’t gotten up from the sofa yet. Otherwise, my legs would have given out and I would have collapsed.


  So could I recover my memories of my sister now?


  Could I prevent my sister’s accident?


  Did this mean I could get a job at a company other than the Hanpyeong Industry?


  My mind went blank. I blinked, wondering if I had misread the text, and read the text written in the system over and over again without missing a single word.


  No matter how many times I checked, the text in the system remained the same.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Subordinate’s’ KPI ‘Debut as a 6-member boy group’ has been confirmed.

  


  My heart pounded faster.


  At the same time, I began rapidly planning my next steps in my head.


  First, let’s tell the company that I wanted to resign before the next content came up. That way, they could edit out my parts in the upcoming videos.


  I should be able to pay the penalty somehow if I sold all the stocks I had been holding onto. If not, I could always take on three part-time jobs or even sell my hair.


  The sooner I left, the sooner that punk Lee Cheonghyeon could use my space for his laptop or luggage. I should find a small apartment quickly.


  Just in case, I planned to send the next concept plan, list of ideas, and handover report that I had been organizing little by little to the planning team on a USB.


  I’ll just tweak the keywords from today’s live broadcast and hand them over. And then…


  I glanced at the members who were watching their stage videos with shining eyes.


  I should tell these guys as soon as possible.


  It felt right to let them know before telling the company. They were the ones who suffered the most because of my involvement, and they would continue to suffer a lot of damage to their image.


  It would be better for the team if I left early rather than dragging things out and holding the members back, it made me feel a little more at ease.


  As I was deciding the right timing, thinking ‘Once I finish this part…’, ‘Once this section is over…’, the system lit up again.


  Already on edge, I irritably checked the system, wondering why it had to act up now.


  What I saw on the screen was absurd.


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from the ‘Superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ I saw the results this time, and it looks like Assistant Manager Kim did his share of the work, huh? Well, I suppose he should at least earn his salary. Next time, put in a bit more effort.


    [SYSTEM] The new KPI ‘Achieve 1st place on a music show as six-member group Spark’ has been assigned to ‘subordinate’.

  


  What kind of nonsense is this?


  The KPI has already been achieved, so why is there another one?


  Staring blankly at the system, I quickly checked the ‘Performance Reward’ section I had seen before.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Performance Reward’ will be assigned to ‘Subordinate’ for meeting final KPIs.

  


  So, it clearly stated that a reward would be given once the KPI was met…


  At that moment, my eyes were fixed on one particular word.


  Final?


  To my recollection, there was no word ‘final’ before the KPI of ‘Debut as a six-member boy group’.


  A horrible thought struck me, and I hastily summoned the system. A feeling of being fucked over sunk in.


  Sure enough, the system screen changed again. It was a window with information related to the KPI that I had never seen before.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Subordinate’ is being notified of the ‘KPI progress status.’


    ▷ Stage 1: Debut as a six-member boy group.


    ▷ Stage 2: Achieve 1st place on a music show as SPARK’s six-member group.


    ▷ (Further stages are undisclosed)


    .


    .


    .

  


  Fuck.


  Fuck, does this make sense?


  You’re telling me you’ve been toying with me using ridiculous wordplay?


  I was so stunned that I couldn’t even speak. My mind went completely blank for a different reason this time.


  My body trembled with a mix of futility and frustration.


  So, I had to complete all these KPIs—however many there might be—just to finally receive what they called the ‘final’ KPI.


  And only after completing every single one would I receive the so-called final KPI reward?


  And I hadn’t known that and had been busting my back getting ready to say goodbye?


  Rage surged within me. I wanted to tear the system apart and throw it in the trash.


  “Hey, what’s wrong?”


  While I was spitting out all the curses I knew in my head like a machine gun, someone shook my arm and asked.


  It was Choi Jeho.


  “Hyung, are you okay? You don’t look well.”


  Jeong Seongbin followed up with a worried expression.


  Now that I thought about it, the living room was quiet. At some point, the stage video had been paused.


  “Hyung, were you trying to go to bed first because you were tired? Did I hold you back?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon scratched his head, looking guilty.


  “You must be tired. We’ll wrap things up here and head in soon, so go ahead and rest if you need to.”


  “We’ll turn off the lights in the living room right away…!”


  Kang Kiyeon and Park Joowoo added each.


  The system should make sense too.


  I’ve been nothing but a burden on their debut path. If it weren’t for me, they would have packed their routines with difficult choreography and gained a reputation as a ‘rookie boy group with insanely hard group dances’ or they would have been hailed as a ‘vocal powerhouse boy group with heavenly voices’ destined for success.


  But how many times had I ridden along on the same bus with these guys without paying anything? With no end in sight?


  I forced my way into the debut group, knowing it wasn’t right. Just because I hated the Hanpyeong Industry and desperately wanted to save my sister.


  But I didn’t have the confidence to keep using these guys for my own selfish desires.


  The lives that were hanging over this team weren’t just these five guys’.


  My chest felt tight. I didn’t have the confidence to meet the five pairs of eyes looking at me.


  “…Sorry, I guess I’m just a little tired. Don’t worry about me, you guys just keep watching.”


  So I ran away.


  I pulled the blanket over my head, trying not to hear the sounds of the guys quietly tidying up the living room as I forced myself to sleep.


  

  Of course, I couldn’t sleep a wink.


  It was at least a small relief that Choi Jeho and Lee Cheonghyeon were sleeping in, taking full advantage of the end of our activities.


  I spent the whole night listing the pros and cons of staying with Spark.


  There were two pros.


  The team doesn’t have to deal with the issue of a member leaving right after their debut.


  I could prevent any major controversies that might arise in the future.


  On the other hand, there were countless cons.


  My clumsy movements would drag down the team’s overall level.


  The longer I stayed, the more data fans would have to edit me out of later.


  The group’s overall appearance would suffer.


  The team’s average age would increase.


  .


  .


  .


  And most of all, I was concerned that it would be an insult to future fans who would come to love Spark as a five-member group.


  Even without looking in the mirror, I could tell my dark circles were worse than ever.


  I trudged out to the living room.


  Then, I was going to toast bread as usual, but I realized that even bread was a luxury for someone like me, so I sat down at the table and opened my laptop.


  At that moment, I received a call from my manager on my PC messenger.


  Manager Chanyoung


  [Hey guys, make sure to send in your ideas for personal content by today~]


  It was about the personal content videos we’d been preparing to showcase each member’s unique charm during the inactive period.


  Back when we were planning it, I’d only come up with example topics for the other five members. I hadn’t even bothered thinking about my own. The plan was for my content to be released after I’d announced my departure from the group.


  “Ha…”


  I let out a deep sigh and ran my hands over my face.


  If I wanted to achieve my original goal, I had no choice but to stay with this team. And I’d have to aim even higher.


  Time wasn’t infinite either.


  Spark achieved their first win in their fourth year after debuting. Their performance improved a lot after that, but up until then, they had struggled.


  Considering that I had to prevent my sister’s accident a few years later, I had to secure as much time as possible. Who knew when the system might pull some other stunt to throw me off.


  The conclusion was that I had to make this group win first place as soon as possible and finish all the remaining undisclosed KPIs.


  If I was capable of that, I wouldn’t have lived as Manager Nam’s lackey in the Hanpyeong Industry.


  My head ached, probably from all the anger I’d been bottling up since yesterday.


  1st place… .1st place.


  I mechanically searched ‘Idol first place’ on a portal site.


  News about idols who recently took first place on music shows appeared. The lineup was impressive.


  For Spark to break through all this and took first place. With a sandbag like me?


  Hmm, absolutely impossible.


  I couldn’t help but laugh. Helping those five get to first place was one thing, but imagining Spark winning with me included? I couldn’t even picture it.


  My gaze shifted back to the manager’s message.


  This was more urgent than worrying about some distant dream of winning first place. I hadn’t even thought about what my personal content would be, too preoccupied with the idea of leaving.


  But honestly, was there even anyone who’d want to watch my content?


  Who would be interested in a live stream of a useless idol who piled on foundation to cover his dark circles, spent his early mornings making name headbands, and whose only talents were memorizing subway routes and guessing job ratings? Even I wouldn’t tune in.


  I tried to recall any entertaining content from monitoring Spark’s self-produced content.


  And I failed spectacularly. I momentarily forgot that even the fans acknowledged them as boring.


  Study With Me… Can’t I just do something like that?


  I thought about doing something like a ‘Let’s study together for midterms!’ kind of concept, but since it’d been ages since I graduated high school, it was obvious that this wouldn’t be fun, so I gave up on the idea.


  I was confident in writing material for other people’s videos. If it were for Spark, I could write twenty things for each member to do.


  But if you asked me what I should do on my own, I couldn’t mention anything.


  While I was racking my brain, I heard the sound of the door opening. I turned around and saw Kang Kiyeon yawning and coming out of his room.


  “You’re up early. I thought you’d sleep in.”


  “I just woke up early. You’re up early on Saturday too.”


  “It’s a habit.”


  Seeing that my laptop was on, Kang Kiyeon asked what I was doing in the morning. I closed the internet windows and answered.


  “Manager asked us to submit ideas for our personal content, so I’m brainstorming. Have you decided on anything?”


  “I thought of a few ideas after looking at the list you gave me. I was actually going to ask for your thoughts later. Do you have time?”


  “That’s fine. But I’m the problem.”


  “Why?”


  Kang Kiyeon asked, pulling out the chair across from me.


  “I can’t think of anything.”


  “Didn’t you come up with ten ideas for each of us?”


  “When it comes to me, nothing feels right.”


  Listening to me, Kang Kiyeon said without much hesitation.


  “You can do that one, hyung.”


  “Do what?”


  “Ask Me Anything.”
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  Ask Me Anything?


  “What’s that?”


  When I asked, Kang Kiyeon answered.


  “You reply to almost all the posts on the fan cafe, hyung. Shouldn’t you stop doing that?”


  Just like Kang Kiyeon said, I had been responding to posts in Spark’s fan cafe like an omniscient FAQ god.


  ≫ Did you eat all the snacks after the live?


  └ There were some leftovers, so we sealed them with a clip. The most popular snack today was honey pizza! 🙂


  The rate of new posts wasn’t too fast, so spending about 30 minutes a day was enough to keep up.


  The person who posted the comment probably wanted replies from other members besides me, but I figured they wouldn’t be too upset since they got an increase in their information… I posted it with that thought in mind.


  “Yeah. It’s a good idea.”


  Kang Kiyeon’s idea wasn’t bad. I could lower the focus on myself by talking about other members, too.


  “Then I guess you need to gather questions, hyung?”


  “I’ve already been collecting some, so it’s fine. I just need a few more for the event.”


  “Why have you been collecting those in the first place…?”


  Kang Kiyeon shook his head as if he couldn’t understand. Did he think I collected them because I wanted to?


  I thought I had overcome one hurdle. That was until I heard the shocking news that I had to be the first one to film the content.


  “Me first?”


  I pointed at myself and asked the manager.


  The first thing he said when he came to the practice room today was, ‘I think we’ll start with Iwol first!’.


  I wanted to protest, ‘But Seongbin is the leader, why me?’ Yet I held back because I was a grown adult.


  And the manager completely trampled over my grown mindset.


  “Yeah. Because Iwol’s birthday is the earliest. We’re going by age.”


  In this day and age, isn’t it too old-fashioned to still consider people’s age?


  Shouldn’t you put the leader first and let the rest go in based on skill?


  Because of that, I ended up filming a video that no one would care about, all because I was born in February.


  Since it had come to this, I could only hope that other members’ views would skyrocket by sacrificing me.


  But who would even be interested in my content?


  If I were a fan of this group, I wouldn’t even want to look at the member who was obviously the weakest link just from the fancams alone.


  Even though I wouldn’t do it half-heartedly, considering the video team was supporting the filming, I still needed to deliver some results. This was a big deal.


  “What are you mumbling about?”


  Choi Jeho approached with a casual tone and asked.


  “What should I do with my self-content? It’s harder than I thought to fill 20 minutes alone.”


  “Hmm.”


  While I was seriously worrying, he was acting all carefree.


  Wait a second, shouldn’t he be worried, too?


  I asked in a slightly bewildered tone.


  “Aren’t you worried?”


  “I’ll probably fill the 10 minutes with a dance medley.”


  Look at this b****?


  “What kind of attitude is that? You’re already slacking off?”


  When I said that with a serious face, Choi Jeho’s expression became a bit strange. He seemed more flustered than annoyed.


  “No, I wasn’t planning to slack off!!”


  Choi Jeho shouted as if he was being wronged.


  “Our album, even including all the songs, doesn’t even last 10 minutes. If you’re talking about doing a medley of just two or three songs, how is that not slacking off?”


  “I meant I was going to do cover dances!”


  Oh. That was what he meant?


  Certainly, as a dance member and the center, Choi Jeho always had a demand for cover dances. I had watched it so many times that my eyes were sore, so how did I forget?


  I thought that Choi Jeho had a computer error in his head when he came up with such a unique idea, but this time it was clearly my mistake. I apologized to him sincerely.


  “I’m sorry. I misunderstood.”


  “Whatever. But what’s wrong with you?”


  “Me? What about me?”


  “You’re being sensitive. Ever since yesterday.”


  Me?


  It was something I hadn’t thought about at all. I replayed his words in my head, wondering if I’d understood him right.


  No, of course, my mood had been on a roller coaster since yesterday because of the system, but…


  This was even more shocking than when Jeong Seongbin noticed my discomfort before.


  This time, the other person was none other than Choi Jeho. This guy was even more oblivious than a polar bear.


  If even he thought I was being insensitive, I couldn’t imagine how uncomfortable the others must have been around me.


  “I guess I was just tired. I am fine now.”


  “Okay then.”


  With that, Choi Jeho turned his back and went off to do his own thing.


  Someone who barely made it in, was the least skilled, and used his age as an excuse to nag, walking around the dorm clearly showing, ‘I’m so sensitive right now!’.


  “This is the worst.”


  A deep sigh came from the pit of my stomach. It seemed I was the one with a screw loose.


  

  I was very disappointed in myself for not being able to control my emotions properly.


  So I wrote three pages of apology diary full of reflection. I thought my fingers would break from writing it.


  I also apologized to the members for disrupting the atmosphere in the dorm. Being the kind souls they were, they all consistently said, ‘We didn’t really notice! You don’t have to apologize!’.


  In order to fix my twisted attitude, I volunteered to secretly help the members.


  I bought a dehumidifier and put it in the shoe cabinet, and I cleaned the balcony thoroughly. Without anyone knowing.


  At least it was fortunate that we were currently on the break period.


  If it had been during the activities, I would’ve had to clean the living room floor with one hand, write proposals with the other, and practice dance steps with both feet.


  If I got caught doing this alone, everyone would have to do the housework according to the dorm rules, so I was cleaning the dorm in secret again this morning, like a diligent invisible husband…


  “What are you doing there?”


  I went into the kitchen to boil some barley tea and caught Choi Jeho and Lee Cheonghyeon standing awkwardly.


  “Uh, we were just… looking to see if there were any dishes to wash!”


  “I already did them earlier.”


  There were not many dishes to wash in this dorm. There had to be someone who ate something for the dishes to be washed.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, who was caught lying, immediately backed out.


  I looked at Choi Jeho and asked with my eyes. ‘What excuse are you going to make?’


  Then Choi Jeho answered without hesitation.


  “Cheonghyeon wanted to eat kimchi pancakes, so we came to check things out.”


  “Ah, hyung!”


  “So, you two were conspiring?”


  I glanced outside and saw a light drizzle falling. Maybe because it was still morning, all I could hear was the sound of rain.


  It was hard not to think about making pancakes on a day like this.


  Looking at the two flustered guys, I asked.


  “Should I make some?”


  “Yes?”


  “Pancake. I can’t guarantee that it will taste good, though.”


  Unfortunately, I was more of an expert at making skewered pancakes.


  Still, Lee Cheonghyeon’s face lit up brightly. It looked like a bouquet of blooming flowers.


  As I bent down to grab the frying pan from under the sink, Lee Cheonghyeon asked Choi Jeho.


  “Hyung, do you know your mom’s kimchi pancake recipe?”


  “I don’t.”


  “Why? Is Choi Jeho’s mom’s kimchi pancake that good?”


  When I asked, Lee Cheonghyeon nodded so hard it seemed like his head might fall off. Then, he started raving about how amazing Choi Jeho’s mom’s kimchi pancake was, as if rapping.


  “I’ve only had it once. It was the first time I’ve tasted such a delicious kimchi pancake. Hyung, you know how the edges of pancakes are usually the best part? But Jeho-hyung’s mom’s pancakes are crispy in the middle too. They weren’t burnt or anything, just perfectly crispy!”


  “…Is it really that good?”


  “Good? Wow, come on.”


  When Choi Jeho muttered with indifference, Lee Cheonghyeon scoffed as if in disbelief.


  “Hyung doesn’t seem to realize the value of his mom’s kimchi pancakes. Even Joowoo-hyung said they were delicious.”


  “Park Joowoo?”


  Choi Jeho was a little surprised when an unexpected name was suddenly brought up. I was a little surprised too.


  “Has he ever said anything was delicious?”


  Choi Jeho asked. He looked genuinely curious.


  “That hyung eats to live, right? Like, he only eats because food is there. For him to say something’s tasty, that’s a guarantee.”


  That was true.


  It seemed Joowoo’s taste buds followed his personality—he preferred mild over greasy, subtle over spicy.


  If Kang Kiyeon ate the salad without dressing for the sake of self-management, Joowoo would remove the dressing just to taste the natural flavor of the vegetables.


  If soda’s the only thing available, he’ll wait until the carbonation is gone before drinking it.


  But Park Joowoo said my donggeurangttaeng was delicious during Chuseok. Did it pass because it was a ready-made product?


  Anyway. Since I had decided to become a voluntary slave, I couldn’t just ignore it now that I heard that the masters wanted to eat kimchi pancakes.


  I grabbed Choi Jeho’s shoulder and turned him towards me.


  “Hey.”


  “What is it?”


  “Go get the recipe from your mother.”


  

  “Hello? Uh, Mom…”


  Unable to endure the pressure from both me and Lee Cheonghyeon, Choi Jeho finally called his mother.


  How nice it would have been if he had learned how to cook from his mother earlier.


  While Lee Cheonghyeon and I exchanged satisfied smiles and cleaned the window ledges, a loud clattering noise came from the kitchen.


  “Hey, did something break?”


  “Is the sink broken?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon and I each remarked and threw the rags away and ran into the kitchen.


  There, we found Choi Jeho squatting between the sink and the dining table, surrounded by frying pans that had fallen with a clatter.


  “I dropped some stuff. Mom, which frying pan should I use?”


  Holding a large frying pan in each hand, Choi Jeho furrowed his brow.


  Choi Jeho’s subsequent phone call was extremely unsettling.


  “Batter mix? I don’t know. Can’t we just use flour?”


  “Kimchi that’s fermented just right? How do I know when it’s fermented just right?”


  “You can tell by tasting it? We only have one batch of kimchi in the dorm, though.”


  As Choi Jeho asked his last question, a loud noise came from the other end of the receiver. It sounded like Choi Jeho’s mother’s patience had run out.


  In that moment, I felt as if I’d just had a vision of the future.


  I saw us eating six thick, pancake-like kimchi flour cakes soaked in oil.


  As I imagined the five of us with our mouths glistening from kimchi grease, my hand was already tapping Choi Jeho’s shoulder.


  “What?”


  Choi Jeho asked.


  You still ask?


  Hand me the phone, you *****.


  Chapter 82: Our Company's Jack-of-All-Trades Entertainer (1)


  When I asked for the phone, Choi Jeho hesitated before reluctantly handing it over.


  As soon as I put the speaker to my ear, I was greeted by the fierce nagging of a middle-aged woman that echoed in my eardrum.


  — See, didn’t I tell you to start cooking at your dorm? When Mom told you to start learning how to make side dishes, you didn’t even listen! I should’ve tied you up in the kitchen and taught you back then.


  In a flash, I found myself listening, almost entranced, to how well Choi Miho, Jeho’s sister, could cook chicken nuggets on her own, while Choi Jeho, at the age of twenty-one, was still fumbling through life.


  Thanks to the clarity of the Mother’s voice, Choi Jeho, who was also listening in on the whole conversation, turned bright red with embarrassment.


  Lee Cheonghyeon was biting his lips next to him, trying to hold back laughter.


  I had to step in and deal with this situation before either Choi Jeho or Lee Cheonghyeon’s face exploded.


  I spoke to his mother as energetically as I could, trying to look like a bright, sociable, and polite young man.


  “Hello, Ma’am! This is Kim Iwol, I am in the same group as Jeho!”


  Never did I imagine a day would come when I’d call him by his first name. Kim Iwol, you’ve lost all your pride.


  Thankfully, the mother reacted enthusiastically before I had time to feel any self-loathing.


  ― Oh, dear! Of course, I know our Iwol! Did that rascal Jeho dump the kimchi pancakes on you and run away?


  “Oh, it’s not like that. I’m sorry for contacting you so suddenly when you must be busy.”


  ― What would this ahjumma be busy with? I’m not busy at all.


  With that, she passed down the legendary recipe of her kimchi pancakes.


  At the same time, she didn’t forget to scold her immature son every now and then.


  ― Iwol, you must have had a hard time taking care of Jeho. The hyungs need to be more reliable, but our child has never been really like that, has he?


  — Has Jeho started talking more at the dorm lately? I’ve been telling him to be gentler to his dongasengs, but who knows if he ever listens.


  Most of the conversation was along those lines. She said it so often that I started to wonder if it was some magical incantation for making the perfect kimchi pancakes.


  Still, how could I possibly speak ill of someone standing right in front of me?


  So, I eagerly said, ‘Oh, Jeho’s doing really well, ma’am!’


  Then Choi Jeho looked at me with a dirty look. Did he think I liked saying that?


  The call ended with the Mother insisting that the pancakes should be eaten fresh off the griddle and not left to cool.


  ― It would be nice if this ahjumma could do this for you. Next time, this ahjumma will do it herself.


  “No, really, ma’am. It’s already such a big help that you’re sharing the recipe with us!”


  “Why are you coming here while working? When you’re done, just rest.”


  Choi Jeho added curtly. He sure had a way with words.


  The call ended with the Mother telling Choi Jeho, ‘Why can’t you be at least half as polite as Iwol?’


  As for the recipe—what can I say? It was a tremendous success.


  Jeong Seongbin’s homemade kimchi also played a key role in that success. Not only that, but Seongbin even took a photo of the pancakes, planning to send it to Choi Jeho’s mother as thanks.


  “Everyone seems… harmonious.”


  I quickly finished the kimchi pancake that had been served to me before it got cold. It was a rich, greasy afternoon.


  

  What did idols usually do during their inactive period?


  I wouldn’t know. Becoming an idol had never been my dream, not even once.


  However, when it came to what Spark did during their inactive period, I knew all too well, despite it being a completely useless piece of information.


  ≫ At this point, have they just disappeared from the face of the earth?


  Not a single sighting.


  └ It’s been ten days since they said they were going home… still no news…


  ≫ [Sighting story] I saw Choi Jeho at a barbecue restaurant today.


  He seemed to have come to eat with his family


  I wanted to ask for an autograph, but he was grilling meat while getting scolded from both sides, so I felt sorry and just pretended not to notice…


  └ You’re a true fanㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ


  They did absolutely nothing. N-o-t-h-i-n-g.


  The only time there were any sightings was when they went out with their families, but it was common knowledge among fans that they were either holed up in the practice room or cooped up at home.


  Not wandering around doing dumb stuff? That was good and all.


  But I also knew how eagerly fans awaited any news or content from their idols.


  Assistant Manager Kim. What are the Spark members doing these days?


  Yes, I heard they got a vacation after their activities ended a while ago.


  It was painful to report on Spark’s vacation while I hadn’t even gotten mine.


  But the sad conversation didn’t end there.


  What’s this ‘content’ thing? My kid keeps whining at the dinner table every day about how there’s no ‘content’ from their favorite idol, and it’s driving me nuts.


  Usually, it refers to news or announcements about celebrities…


  Well, Assistant Manager Kim, gather a few of those, organize them, and send them to my email. I don’t need a lot, so just three for each member should do.


  He ordered me to find out the latest news about them that even the fans couldn’t find. All because his daughter seemed depressed.


  A fan feeling lonely because there was no news of her favorite idol?


  That could make sense. Wasn’t it because they cared about the person they liked? This was a completely natural phenomenon.


  But a boss asking their employee to compile idol updates because his ‘daughter was feeling lonely because there was no news about her favorite idol’?


  Shouldn’t such bosses face severe punishment? And along with Spark, who were practically hiding under a rock?


  I was outraged at how lax the legal system in South Korea was, and with just a mouse in hand, I had to swim through the vast sea of information. Until 3 a.m. that night.


  Still, I’d learned that having an abundance of updates was better than having none at all, and I convinced the company to keep producing content during our inactive period.


  “Ha…”


  I couldn’t help but let out a dry laugh as I read through the content proposals the guys had written and submitted.


  Name: Choi Jeho


  Content: 4 dance medleys


  Name: Park Joowoo


  Content: Cooking vlog


  Name: Kang Kiyeon


  Content: Learning choreography for Hellas’ new song


  That was the state of their proposals.


  I had generously asked them to write down just their dum***s names and content ideas. And they still couldn’t even do that right?


  Where are the song lists? And Joowoo, you’ve barely mastered stir-fried bracken!


  I may not have a perfect grasp of the fans’ minds, but I’m pretty sure they want to watch you dance, not learn it from you.


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s plan was a little better than these three.


  Name: Lee Cheonghyeon


  Content: Making a Mini Goldberg Device! (Fans seemed really interested!!!)


  The only problem was that it didn’t seem like it could fill a 20-minute video.


  Mini Goldberg… If you’re talented enough to make something like that, then design a kit and hand it over to me. I’ll put it in the fan club welcome kit.


  Of course, there was one who took it seriously.


  Our well-meaning but not-so-reliable leader, Jeong Seongbin.


  But this guy had a fundamental problem.


  Content: Reading today’s news (one story each from the categories of society, world, IT, etc.)


  100% of Jeong Seongbin’s fans would fall asleep watching this.


  I knew why Seongbin had an interest in this kind of content.


  It was because he had spent his teenage years focusing on something other than basic education, and he had seen many idols go through controversies over basic academic ability.


  Perhaps afraid that he might end up in the same situation, Jeong Seongbin never neglected his studies. He even took an interest in current events and trivia from all sorts of fields.


  However, that didn’t mean I would allow this content.


  If you set yourself up as the smart one too early, one careless slip of the tongue would ruin that image.


  There was knowledge you’d naturally pick up as you grew older, and it was not a bad idea to build an impression of being well-rounded later in life.


  So, after reviewing all five proposals, what was my conclusion?


  We are thoroughly fucked.


  Honestly, I had to admit. As a way of repenting for pushing my own opinions on these guys, I had tried to let it slide this time


  With my recently frayed nerves and the burden of guilt weighing on me, I hadn’t dared to ask them to do much.


  At best, I’d just show up with a bottle of water to offer some support on the day they filmed their content.


  But what now? Five proposals filled with dance, stir-fried bracken, and news articles?


  “Guys.”


  “Yes?”


  “Each of you, grab a notebook and be back here in one minute.”


  There was no way I was going to let them waste MiTube’s data storage with content like that.


  You guys are all staying up tonight.


  

  “Hey, I’ve already come up with fourteen ideas, and it’s still not enough?”


  “Yeah, not enough. Come back when you’ve got twenty.”


  At my words, Choi Jeho frowned and turned away. He seemed to be mumbling something to himself, but since it was probably curses, I wasn’t curious.


  I had all five members sitting in front of the table, squeezing their brains for ideas, when the phone in the dorm rang.


  Unfortunately for them, they were under the punishment of not being allowed to leave until they came up with twenty ideas, so I picked up the call.


  “Yes, this is Kim Iwol.”


  The caller was the manager.


  — Oh, Iwol? How do you always have such good timing?


  It wasn’t that my timing was good—I’d just whipped the guys into shape.


  The planning team said they’d start prepping for the next album, so is it them? Or maybe the video team?


  I quietly waited for the next words, trying to guess which team might be calling me today.


  But the response I got was unexpected.


  – Iwol, you got an offer to appear on the radio!


  What?


  — They specifically asked for you. How about it? You’ll do it, right?


  No, who exactly is ‘they’, and why did they specifically pick me…?!


  Chapter 83: Our Company's Jack-of-All-Trades Entertainer (2)


  The story I heard from my manager over the brief phone call went like this:


  The group Hellas, which DJ Polo was a part of on Midnight Talk last time, was going on an overseas tour.


  So, the broadcasting station had been making calls to find a replacement for Polo during his absence. Apparently, Polo himself selected all the candidates, as he was very attached to his radio show.


  However, there was one problem.


  Hellas was such a global sensation that their overseas tour got extended for too long, leaving too many vacant slots.


  Thanks to that, even though Polo’s acquaintances were all mobilized, one spot was left empty…


  ― Mr. Polo recommended you.


  Apparently, Polo put me in that spot. I didn’t think Polo was like that, but it seemed he really had no discerning eye.


  I didn’t have time for radio shows. I was busy.


  In the morning, I had to toast bread; by mid-morning, I had to sing until my voice gave out; at lunchtime, I had to pick up and deliver salads; in the afternoon, I had to dance like my body was falling apart; in the evening, I had to prepare low-sodium meals; and at night, I had to wrestle with the system, figuring out how to sneakily grab first place on a music show…


  Even if I had six heads, I wouldn’t be able to keep up with all this. My makeup artist even begged me to get plenty of rest during this break. At this rate, I’d just get scolded again when I return for the comeback.


  ― Plus, the group that’s coming out as a guest that day is Parthe. The ratings won’t be low!


  The manager said in an excited voice. This must be the best opportunity for an idol who had no solid gig.


  But unlike him, my mood fell to rock bottom.


  Taking over Polo’s spot when there were so many other idols from MYTH?


  And the youngest group that MYTH was supposed to be pushing hard for was coming out as a guest on that episode?


  If you were a Parthe fan, you’d find this situation very strange. I didn’t even need to guess to know what people would say.


  Just a glance at the radio’s guest list and Parthe’s schedule would stir up the online community…


  ≫ It seems the guests and DJ seats should be switched^^; ㅋㅋ;;


  └ Exactly… Our main dancers do the work of 10 people every time they’re on the radio… ㅋ큐ㅠㅠㅠ


  ≫ Seriously, MYTH.


  Do you even know who you should be promoting right now? ^^^^^^^^


  …It would be like that. My head was spinning.


  The fact that Parthe, who finished their activities before us, was appearing in full was already giving a significant benefit to their fellow labelmates.


  But still, giving the solo DJ spot to a complete outsider like me didn’t feel right. If I were Parthe I’d feel upset too.


  However, as the weak link in a rookie idol group that debuted only five weeks ago, I had no right to refuse such an opportunity.


  If anything, I should be on my knees, thanking them for giving me this chance to promote the team.


  So I enthusiastically shouted into the phone, hoping my energy would reach my manager on the other side.


  “I’m truly honored! I’ll do my best!”


  Hang in there, Kim Iwol. Think of this as a stepping stone toward that first place.


  Honestly, I was already starting to miss my small and precious studio apartment, where I’d be alone nine years from now.


  

  The day of the showdown came faster than I thought.


  It was probably because I had been incredibly busy.


  Even with the additional labor support service I received, I almost asked if they could give me a loan. Was this really supposed to be the inactive period?


  “Iwol, are you sure that outfit will be okay?”


  The manager glanced at me during a red light, taking a moment to ask.


  The ‘outfit’ in question was my top, which had a black base with deep red geometric patterns all over it.


  “Of course.”


  I had spent hours scouring the underground shopping mall just to find this.


  The black base and deep red patterns were Parthe’s official colors.


  Though the pattern wasn’t exactly the same, after days of running around, I managed to find something that would look quite similar on screen.


  “You’re going to wear that bracelet too…?”


  This time, the manager glanced at my wrist.


  It was the temporary bracelet made of fake thorn bushes that I had wrapped around my wrist this morning, with a little help from Jeong Seongbin. I had bought fake roses from a dollar store, ripped off the flowers, and used the remaining parts to create it.


  “Of course!”


  I said with a bright smile. If I wanted to recreate the gloominess of the Parthe music video, I had to do this much.


  Considering I was already stepping in as a radio host over seniors who had debuted months before me, there was nothing good about getting on their bad side.


  So, my goal for today was to promote Parthe as much as I could and sneak in a Spark song during a commercial break.


  Members, just you wait.


  I’ll definitely play 『Flowering』 on the radio.


  

  My fashion, which completely gave up on sophistication, gave the radio writers a good laugh.


  Mr. Iwol, is that really your personal outfit?


  It’s a custom outfit designed out of respect for the guest!


  When they asked where I got such clothes, I told them that I bought them for 12,000 won at an underground shopping mall, which made them laugh even more. From today on, I was officially the happy virus of this place.


  In the middle of this friendly atmosphere, as one of the writers was giving me a brief rundown, the studio door opened.


  When Spark was the guest, we always arrived early in the waiting room to greet everyone and get briefed.


  But this time, since Parthe arrived almost right on time, we ended up hurriedly greeting each other in the recording booth. Not that the location of the greetings really mattered.


  “Hello! I am Spark’s Kim Iwol. Please take care of me today!”


  “Ahaha. Sure.”


  Parthe’s leader patted my shoulder with a friendly smile.


  Was it just me or did his laugh give off major boomer vibes?


  My energetic boomer radar was telling me that this guy was strong too, but I decided not to care about it for now. I needed to focus on doing my job well first.


  Then, I heard a faint snicker from behind. It was Song Minil.


  The guy looked at my outfit and muttered under his breath.


  “Trying hard to stand out, aren’t you?”


  He had his hand over his mouth, but I could tell—this b*tch was definitely mocking me.


  But think about it, Minil.


  If I really wanted to stand out, I would’ve shown up in a golden crown. Do you think I would’ve bothered wearing the thorn bush that was in your music video for two whole minutes?


  Instead of picking on me, maybe take a look at your members’ faces behind you. They look so shocked their souls have practically left their bodies.


  I wanted to say, ‘I came here thinking of your team, so why are you picking on me?’ but seeing the other members shriveled up like boiled ferns behind him made me hold back out of pity.


  Just as I was wondering how long Minil would keep running his mouth, the leader stepped in.


  “Minil, don’t say stuff like that. You’ll make our hubaenim feel discouraged.”


  Kim Iwol, who debuted about half a year later than Parthe, was moved to tears by his senior’s consideration. I wondered if that could be considered as stopping him, though.


  “When you’re nervous, you might end up making mistakes even with things you usually do well, so just stay relaxed and do your best.”


  Parthe’s leader said.


  He seemed to be trying to hide his true feelings and act nice, but I could see right through him. What he really meant was, ‘Keep your head straight and don’t make any mistakes.’


  I don’t mind if you make mistakes, but let’s avoid that.


  During my time in university as a business major, I gave presentations more times than I could count. At the Hanpyeong Industry, I did (utterly useless) PowerPoint presentations countless times too.


  And I’d listened to Spark radio shows countless times to gather notes.


  Not to mention I monitored Polo’s broadcasts to prepare for today’s guest DJ role.


  I’m sorry, but you guys better don’t underestimate me.


  I’ve come fully prepared.


  

  After the last performance in Hong Kong.


  In the van where the members who had finished the after-party were sitting exhausted, Polo, the main rapper of Hellas, took out his cell phone.


  Noticing Polo took out his Bluetooth earphones, Yur, the leader of Hellas, turned around in the passenger seat and looked at Polo.


  Yur glanced at the phone in Polo’s hand and then at Polo himself, and he asked.


  “Are you monitoring the radio?”


  “Yeah. The latest episode should be up by now.”


  Hearing this, the other members chimed in with concern, asking if he wasn’t tired, or telling him to take a break since they had just finished the concert. These were the kinds of words that could only come from those who had shared an exhausting schedule.


  In response to their worries, Polo answered energetically,


  “You guys still don’t know my stamina? I’m still going strong!”


  “Yeah, you’re amazing…”


  At the resigned remark of one member, everyone burst into laughter.


  “Chae Jun is really attached to Midnight Talk. Plus, since this break is unusually long, it’s natural for him to be worried.”


  It was always Yur who stood up for Polo’s position in moments like these. Polo appreciated his leader’s kindness.


  “Jun, go ahead and listen to the radio. As for the rest of you, it’d be best to get some sleep until we reach the dorm.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  As soon as the leader finished speaking, the van quickly became quiet.


  It was only natural. After just one overseas tour, it wasn’t uncommon to lose several kilos.


  But Polo’s affection for his radio show surpassed the exhaustion. He had been the DJ for years, after all.


  When even the agency had said, ‘Only idol fans would listen to a broadcast hosted by an idol,’ Polo had thought to himself,


  Aren’t idol fans listeners, too?


  That very day, Polo set a goal.


  He was determined to make a show that anyone interested in idols or celebrities would tune in to, no matter who the guest was!


  In a world where listener ratings fluctuated depending on the guest, Polo’s resolve seemed almost meaningless. It was obvious to everyone that a broadcast’s success hinged on whether it could invite big-name guests.


  But Polo worked extremely hard nonetheless.


  His efforts paid off, and his show became a long-running program that escaped the stigma of relying solely on ‘big guests’.


  After going through many twists and turns, Polo couldn’t help but become attached to the radio.


  That was why whenever he had to leave for an unavoidable reason, Polo would always carefully select a replacement and even invite them before leaving.


  In that sense, the new DJ taking over for this episode—a member of a rookie group—was an unprecedented lineup.


  When his leader first saw the list of DJ candidates…


  You contacted someone who just debuted?


  Yeah. I hope they accept!


  They probably will. But it’s unexpected.


  ….He even said that.


  Polo knew that the leader’s words were about to end with ‘I thought you wouldn’t recommend someone unless they had a certain amount of experience.’


  As Yur said, Polo’s choice was unprecedented. The radio writers who worked with him were all surprised.


  But unlike Yur, who hadn’t listened to Spark’s radio show, the writers who were present at the time quickly became intrigued by Polo’s choice.


  Polo, you felt it too, huh? There’s something sharp about their image, right? And they spoke really well.


  They picked up the interview script super early. There wasn’t a single error, and it seemed like those kids had prepared a lot.


  For rookies, they didn’t overlap on the audio either.


  Leaving this kind of impression on writers who worked with different idols every week was not due to luck—it was talent. That was what Polo thought.


  So he gave it a try.


  In the group of six, this member stood out the most with his excellent speaking skills.


  A rookie with a bold heart, unafraid even in his first radio appearance: Spark’s eldest member, Kim Iwol.


  As Polo hit play on the episode’s replay, the empty studio came into view during a commercial break. He put in his earbuds, turning up the volume.


  I wonder if he wore that funny headband again today.


  If he was going to wear something like that, it would be better to have the group’s name, Parthe, on it, especially since he was coming as the DJ this time.


  While thinking about such useless thoughts, Polo couldn’t help but feel shocked when he saw Kim Iwol enter with his upper body covered in a flashy printed T-shirt and holding a script.


  Chapter 84: Our Company's Jack-of-All-Trades Entertainer (3)


  『Hello, listeners of Midnight Talk. I’m Iwol from the group Spark, here as the final stand-in to fill in for DJ Polo.』


  Kim Iwol’s voice was smooth yet firm.


  A clear pronunciation with an appropriate pace and a neat tone.


  Anyone listening might think he was a well-organized DJ. If they were only hearing the voice.


  However, Kim Iwol’s voice was the complete opposite of his own appearance. Polo couldn’t help but wonder where he got such bizarre bracelets from.


  Isn’t his agency UA? That company wasn’t so bad that they couldn’t hire a stylist, right?


  Polo couldn’t even begin to assume that he had come like that on purpose, half listening to the introduction of the junior group Parthe.


  The good news was that, apart from his awkward style, Kim Iwol’s hosting skills were outstanding.


  Of course, Polo had expected that Kim Iwol would do reasonably well. After all, he had recommended Kim Iwol as a substitute after only meeting him once.


  However, Kim Iwol easily exceeded Polo’s expectations.


  More than just not relying on the script, Kim Iwol rarely even glanced at it.


  Did he memorize it?


  Polo knew logically that was impossible.


  Not only did scripts not come out weeks in advance, but with the nature of the program—requiring constant talking for an entire hour—the DJ had a substantial portion to cover.


  But on screen, Kim Iwol’s gaze was always directed at one of three things: the guest who was speaking, the prompt displaying comments, or the staff.


  It didn’t end there.


  Kim Iwol’s strengths became even more apparent as the radio show progressed.


  A deep understanding of the guest. A smooth flow that didn’t make anyone uncomfortable.


  Despite being a first-time DJ, Kim Iwol skillfully ensured that no one was left out, giving everyone a chance to speak.


  And…


  『Thanks to the opportunity given by Polo sunbaenim, I was able to have a valuable experience, despite my lack of skill.


  I feel lucky that our group Spark’s first radio appearance was on Midnight Talk. From next week, I’ll return as a devoted listener to the show.


  Thank you to all the listeners who have been with me despite my shortcomings.』


  Even Polo’s fans and listeners couldn’t find a single fault with Kim Iwol’s flawless wrap-up—it was praiseworthy.


  Polo, wearing a satisfied smile, closed the replay. His mind was now filled with thoughts of boasting to his leader that his judgment had been spot on.


  

  “Hey, Iwol, it seems Mr. Polo contacted you.”


  The manager, who had come to check on break time, approached me and said.


  “Sunbaenim did?”


  “He said he was really grateful that you filled in for Midnight Talk and said you did a great job.”


  I was surprised that he even went out of his way to send me a message.


  As expected, seasoned idols were different. Highly specialized idols were no different from working professionals.


  “I didn’t do anything particularly well. Thank you for letting me know.”


  I bowed my head to thank the manager, but Lee Cheonghyeon interrupted.


  “You did well, hyung! You never made a mistake!”


  “How do you know I never made one?”


  “We all turned on our laptops and listened, so we knew!”


  “You guys did something cute like that without me knowing?”


  The thought of the five of them huddled together listening to my radio show made me feel a bit uneasy.


  Thank goodness they didn’t have personal phones to send in story messages. If they had, they surely would have sent something.


  More importantly… all of them together?


  I looked at Choi Jeho, who was stretching from afar.


  And then I asked Lee Cheonghyeon.


  “Does ‘all together’ include Choi Jeho?”


  “Yes. Isn’t that great?”


  Yeah. It truly is.


  The fact that the five of them gathered for something was meaningful. It meant they were willing to do things together outside of work.


  No matter how much drama there was in the past, it was still a fact that Spark worked together for seven years. And that wouldn’t have been possible without at least some sense of bond.


  Looks like they’re building their own closeness little by little.


  These guys would experience more moments like this and continue to work together for another seven years.


  The fact that my radio show was the reason for this development was a little annoying, but I’d take it as a way to repay the ones who always gave me a bus ride.


  Besides these guys had been listening well to me these days.


  After pushing them hard with their individual content, the six individual contents were chosen very well.


  ≫ ㅅㅂㅅㅂ Choi Jeho is a crazy guy


  He’s a natural at captivating women in their 20s.


  └ I need someone to tell me how to stop watching this video… Sh*t got me good, I’ve been watching it for 40 minutes.


  ≫ Why does Kang Kiyeon’s life comic feel exactly like mine?


  I feel like I’ve found a comrade in my life of pure comic books


  └ And he’s consistently supporting the second male leadㅋㅋㅋㅋ Kiyeon, I can smell the rosin on your screen


  ≫ Joowoo, please start a MiTube channel


  Upload a playlist, pls… I’m serious


  └ I’m hearing all these songs for the first time, but I like them all… You’re a legend in the pop world.


  └ I’m in my 30s and thought I knew a lot about pop songs, but I barely recognize half of theseㅎㅎ Thanks to you, I learned some good songs


  └ It’s impressive that you even know half of them…


  ≫ I knew he composed music, but he plays piano so wellㅠㅠ Cheonghyeon is truly a gem in the idol world.


  └ Cheonghyeon originally wanted to major in classical music!


  └ I wish he’d cover not just the title songs but also the b-side tracks on the pianoㅠ


  ≫ㅋㅋㅋㅋThis is the first time I’ve seen an idol leader seriously introducing a leadership book.


  └ I was ready to skip it because I thought it was a paid ad, but no skip ad button ever appearedㅋㅋㅋ


  The response was so good that I almost smiled while monitoring. How unprofessional of me.


  By the way, I also checked the comments on my content.


  Originally, I wasn’t going to, but since I would continue my idol career, I couldn’t avoid feedback.


  ≫ The thumbnail with ‘members’ pore care tips’ was so intense I had to click.


  ≫ 3:19 I was startled when I saw the web cell. He seems to use the web cell better than me


  └ “When you work, you often have to use the web cell.”


  Why would an idol need to use web cellㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ You’re the first idol to be this honest, Iwol


  └ Seriouslyㅋㅋㅋ I thought there’d be random anecdotes or something since he said it was a big TMI dump, but he actually told me about the dorm management fee


  └ This idol even reveals the product numbers of the shared laptops.


  The comment section was mostly positive. Some even mentioned they came over from the radio show.


  However, like everything in the world, not all feedback was good.


  ≫ Doesn’t Kim Peb seem trying to force a concept?


  Pretending to be the smart member.


  Feels like he’s just sly.


  └ ㅇㅈㅋㅋㅋㅋ You can tell just by looking at him that he’s trying to push a character, but it’s funny that people think it’s his real personality.


  └ Even when passing by in the car, you can tell it’s a concept thing. Only the fans don’t realize itㅎㅎ


  └ Who is Kim Peb?


  └ Spk Kㅇㅇ


  └ Why is he Kim Peb?


  └ Don’t you know the


  unwritten rule of communities


  [1]


  The unwritten rule of community here is actually popular slang. It means that for the first three days of joining a community, you should not write anything yourself and only read the posts that are posted to get a feel for the community atmosphere and unwritten rules. I don’t think this slang means it literally. It’s more like saying ‘If you don’t know the situation, don’t butt in’.


  ???? ^^^^^^


  └ Try to spell the name in English


  └


  Kim + the first letters of February


  [2]


  Koreans don’t have the letter f so it turns from Kim Feb to Kim Peb. I contemplated whether to use ‘Kim Feb’ but ‘Kim Peb’ rolls in the tongue easier.


  ≫ Honestly, the kids are kind, so they listen to Kim Peb^^


  He had the shortest training period and his skill suck a**


  Peb must be happy^^ Thanks to the members, he can just take it easy^^


  I often saw this kind of reaction.


  They seemed to think I was faking a concept. Was my corporate social mask finally showing?


  I agreed to some extent with the comment that the kids were kind. They caused trouble sometimes, but it was nothing unmanageable.


  So I decided to take this level of feedback as a fair opinion.


  I organized the key points from the negative comments in web cells and closed the laptop.


  Then I spoke to Lee Cheonghyeon, who was lying on the floor, wrestling with his composition notes.


  “Any progress?”


  “None at all!”


  “Well, at least your confidence is impressive.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon was working on polishing one of the songs he had written before debut.


  Having done music for quite a while, he had amassed quite a few melodies.


  But turning those into a complete song was a different challenge, so I had discussed with the company to have him focus on composing whenever he had time off from practice or broadcast schedules. Of course, we had reached an agreement with him as well


  To help him transition his classical music sense into idol music more easily, I even planned some content where he arranged K-pop songs into piano versions.


  Maybe it wasn’t just because of that, but somehow, Cheonghyeon was showing remarkable growth.


  Even I, who was completely ignorant of composition, found Lee Cheonghyeon’s ability to learn amazing.


  “Which part are you stuck with?”


  When I asked, Lee Cheonghyeon approached my bedside with his notebook as if he had been waiting for me to ask.


  “First of all, I’ve already figured out the bass line.”


  “Didn’t you start from the top last time?”


  “The god of bass has bestowed me with inspiration… No, that’s not it.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon ruffled his hair.


  “So, we’re going for a super energetic concept, right?”


  That’s right.


  Our second comeback, which I’d planned, was scheduled for two months later in May.


  And the title concept was ‘The mischievous youth who think playing is the best thing in the world!’


  For a moment, I remembered the reaction of the members when I first shared this idea with them.


  Hyung… do you need a vacation?


  I’d never forget the look of pity on Jeong Seongbin’s face at that time.


  But unfortunately, I didn’t come up with the idea because I wanted to rest. It took me an hour to explain to them how I came up with that concept.


  So while I was monitoring and doing the planning and final organizing, Cheonghyeon was working on composing the title track candidate.


  Seeing Cheonghyeon struggling more than expected, I started wondering if I should revise the plan.


  Since the system’s given goal required a long-term effort, I didn’t want to push Cheonghyeon too hard early on and risk burning him out.


  “Yes. Is it really that hard to express?”


  “Rather than that, the keywords hyung gave me just aren’t clicking.”


  “Which part?”


  When I asked, Lee Cheonghyeon answered.


  “Hyung told me that if I needed an image, I should imagine children playing joyfully in May, right?”


  “Yeah.”


  “But in my house, my parents only gave out workbooks on Children’s Day. Children’s Day wasn’t that exciting for me! I don’t have any super exciting memories, but the song needs us to feel excited, so I feel left out!”


  “… What?”


  “It’s like when all my friends were getting toys, but I only got school supplies! It’s like learning about KidZania but realizing I am too old to enter that year! Or going to a trampoline park only to find out there’s an extra fee for high school students!”


  Oh, so that’s the problem?


  1.


  The unwritten rule of community here is actually popular slang. It means that for the first three days of joining a community, you should not write anything yourself and only read the posts that are posted to get a feel for the community atmosphere and unwritten rules. I don’t think this slang means it literally. It’s more like saying ‘If you don’t know the situation, don’t butt in’.


  2.


  Koreans don’t have the letter f so it turns from Kim Feb to Kim Peb. I contemplated whether to use ‘Kim Feb’ but ‘Kim Peb’ rolls in the tongue easier.


  Chapter 85: Our Company's Jack-of-All-Trades Entertainer (4)


  I couldn’t relate at all to Lee Cheonghyeon’s distress as he envied the children’s happiness.


  The joy of children during Family Month wasn’t something I understood. In the first place, I had never even received a Children’s Day gift.


  I had simply given an opinion to use for reference, but it seemed that empathizing with the subject of the reference was quite important to Lee Cheonghyeon. Was this the difference between a creator and an office worker?


  I was about to ask, ‘Should I find you some lively children’s videos on MiTube?’ but ended up locking eyes with Lee Cheonghyeon, who looked on the verge of despair despite his beautiful look.


  This is an emergency. Without that face, we can’t secure first place!


  I quickly thought over it. And I came up with a brilliant solution with my wit.


  “Get up and put on sunscreen.”


  “Huh?”


  “We’re going out, so put on sunscreen!”


  

  “…Didn’t you say you were going out to gather some reference for composing??”


  Kang Kiyeon, who had been dragged along under the pretext of needing a photographer, asked with a puzzled look.


  Suddenly, a fountain of water shot up behind Kang Kiyeon. It was a water show so refreshing that it could even lift the spirits of those watching.


  “That’s right. How is it, Cheonghyeon? Don’t you feel the inspiration flowing?”


  “The fountain sure is shooting up perfectly!”


  As soon as Lee Cheonghyeon finished speaking, a stream of water sprouted from the bare ground.


  The place I led the guys to was the Children’s Grand Park, a sacred ground for children. At least, it was the place with the most children out of all the places I knew.


  “I didn’t think I’d come back here after elementary school…”


  Kang Kiyeon muttered to himself.


  Well, at least you came here in elementary school. I never even came here when in elementary school, my first visit to the Children’s Grand Park was at twenty-six years old.


  That too, only because Hanpyeong Industry needed someone to take promotional snapshots of their new product, and they didn’t have enough manpower.


  Before I could even reminisce about the bitter memories, two kids on kickboards zoomed past us, laughing loudly.


  Worried that Lee Cheonghyeon’s spirits might drop, I pulled out a composition notebook and a pencil case from the backpack I was carrying for him.


  “Here. You can’t go to the dorm until you reach 60% of the progress today.”


  “This is a big deal. Are we even allowed to sleep out here?”


  “Yeah, a troublemaker like you can sleep out for up to three days.”


  As I sat Lee Cheonghyeon down on an empty bench, Kang Kiyeon approached and asked,


  “Then what do I do? Do I really just take pictures of him?”


  “Yeah. Every now and then, go over there and take a selfie in the natural light too.”


  “What about you, hyung?”


  “I have to film a video.”


  With that, I pulled a camcorder from the depths of my backpack. It was a piece of equipment I had borrowed with permission from the filming crew, and I was treating it with the utmost care.


  “Are we going to upload this as content too?”


  At Kang Kiyeon’s question, Lee Cheonghyeon flinched in surprise.


  “Hyung! Is this going to be posted as content? I’m a bit embarrassed!”


  “It won’t be uploaded. I’m just recording it as a precaution.”


  I had no intention of doing something like ‘I’m going to show everyone how you write songs!’ to Lee Cheonghyeon, who still had difficulty showing confidence in his own creations.


  I simply wanted to prepare for any unforeseen circumstances.


  Like if UA were to lose all the images they had collected for photocards, or if all the photos these guys took were out of focus, making them unusable when enlarged for the cards.


  Or perhaps if we needed to include video footage in the fan song MV but couldn’t stretch the video to 4 minutes and 30 seconds.


  These thoughts swirled in my head as the two stared at me, clearly confused.


  “What are you doing? Aren’t you going to get started?”


  “Sigh…”


  At my words, the two sighed with the same expression.


  Move quickly. I’m busy too.


  

  A vast park in early March, with warm spring sunshine pouring down.


  The sound of leaves swaying as a cool breeze passed through, colliding with each other as if they were breaking apart.


  The lingering scent of flowers carried on the wind, the laughter of children, the sound of water shooting into the air, and…


  A rookie idol sitting on a bench, clutching his head in despair, agonizing over the source of pure joy, and another rookie idol diligently filming him from across the bench, and a rejuvenated older man crawling out into the blazing sun and crouching down to record all of this with a camcorder.


  What a fantastic combination. It wouldn’t be surprising if this scene was selected as one of the landscapes of the year.


  Kang Kiyeon, who had received a 10-minute crash course from me after taking all the pictures in the backlight, was now shining with enthusiasm, trying his best to capture the perfect shot.


  “Kiyeon, how many pictures did you take?”


  “I think it’s over 200.”


  “How about your selfies?”


  “Three.”


  “Then stop taking pictures of Lee Cheonghyeon and go take your own selfies. Just wander around the park and don’t come back until you’ve taken more than twenty.”


  “Yes.”


  With that, Kang Kiyeon obediently left.


  As I wished for him to return with some amazing selfies, I turned to Cheonghyeon, who was probably staring at his notebook behind me, and spoke.


  “Now that Kiyeon is gone, let’s hear it.”


  “Huh?”


  “You have something you want to tell me, don’t you? Isn’t that right?”


  When I turned around, Lee Cheonghyeon’s eyes were wide with surprise.


  “How did you know?”


  “I read minds, what about it?”


  At the Hanpyeong Industry, the only thing I learned was how to be perceptive.


  Besides, we had shared the same room for over a year now, and we used the same practice room every day, so it would be strange if I didn’t pick up on it, right?


  Even so, this innocent Cheonghyeon showed no sign of shaking off his surprised look.


  Watching the kids running around energetically, as if playing tag, Cheonghyeon asked,


  “Why are you being so nice to us, hyung?”


  “What?”


  Despite my resolve not to be caught off guard by any of Cheonghyeon’s questions, this unexpected question completely blindsided me.


  Being nice.


  Who? Me?


  To you guys?


  I guaranteed that no one felt as angry and sad as I did, my heart was engraved with all sorts of profanity with these guys at close range.


  I haven’t done anything particularly nice.


  Except for situations where I had to accomplish a mission assigned by the system, I had always tried to minimize my intervention in Spark.


  All I did while hanging out with these guys was bake bread, fold laundry, and leave the night lights on.


  Wasn’t being ‘nice’ something more… kind and gentle?


  Like checking in on them often or occasionally giving them pocket money.


  Seeing my expression say, ‘I don’t understand what you’re talking about,’ Cheonghyeon continued.


  “Normally, when someone around you isn’t doing well, people don’t go this far to help, do they?”


  “What do you mean by ‘this far’? You mean bringing you to the park?”


  “Not just that.”


  What did I do for him?


  No matter how much I thought about it, I couldn’t recall doing anything deserving of such a comment.


  “Since you mentioned the park, I’ll give you an example. People usually sympathize or give advice, but they don’t go out of their way to help, materially or spiritually.”


  “Well, it’s because I can’t completely sympathize with the burden you feel, nor can I give you technical advice.”


  “What’s surprising is that you don’t just stop at offering encouragement in that situation.”


  “As you live, you’ll meet at least 150 million people who are kinder than me. Besides, you live under the same roof as Jeong Seongbin.”


  “Hm, how should I put it, hyung and Seongbin-hyung… are in different leagues.”


  “Is that an insult?”


  “How did you know?”


  Cheonghyeon playfully responded and burst out laughing.


  Just then, I heard a commotion in the distance.


  When I turned my gaze, I saw Kang Kiyeon walking toward us, surrounded by children.


  Seeing him accept a toy from one of the kids, it seemed they had asked him to open something for them…


  “Hyung, is he shooting bubbles at the children?”


  Eventually, Kang Kiyeon began shooting bubbles from a giant bubble gun, entertaining the children with a bubble show.


  Cheonghyeon clutched his stomach in laughter, then he ran out of his seat, asking to be included.


  They never cease to amaze.


  Thinking this, I began neatly organizing Cheonghyeon’s notebook and writing tools, which were on the verge of being crumpled. Somehow, I had a feeling that by tonight, Cheonghyeon would come up with a great melody.


  Not knowing that a dark cloud was looming over the group, casting a shadow from afar.


  

  After receiving the new KPI, I took some time for reflection and asked the members what they thought had gone well, what they were disappointed in, and what they hoped for in future activities.


  It was because I had resolved to do my best to meet their needs until the final KPI was achieved.


  It was during that conversation that Choi Jeho said this.


  I don’t want to talk about family as much as possible.


  In the past, Spark, especially Choi Jeho, didn’t mention family often. This became even more pronounced as time passed since their debut.


  Perhaps it was thanks to Manager Nam’s daughter, who was a fan of Choi Jeho, that I also unintentionally came to know the reason why Choi Jeho didn’t want to talk about his family.


  ≫ My younger sibling is in the same class as Jewang-nim’s sibling, and apparently Jewang-nim’s parents are divorced.


  (TL note: Jewang = Jeho + Wang (King).)


  It seems his father drank and gambled a lot;;


  Jewang-nim barely took a drink on Yoonseul Live, so I guess he learned from that and avoids alcohol and gambling, I am relievedㅇㅇ


  └ Can’t someone report this b*tch?


  └ XX XX, delete the post


  └ You’re relieved, you said?? It’s not like he’s a psychopath or something;;;


  It said that his mother and father split up.


  These days, many people thought divorce wasn’t a big deal, and there were plenty who believed it was better for people to split up than to live with terrible parents.


  There were always some family members who made a person cringe just at the thought of them. For Choi Jaeho, his father seemed to be such a figure.


  So I told him that I couldn’t promise anything definitive, but that I would try my best to avoid such questions. There was no need to explain how often family-related questions popped up in society—it would just be a waste of words.


  I really did intend to try my best.


  “Hey, Kim Iwol.”


  Choi Jeho, looking furious, approached me and asked.


  “Is the next content idea yours too?”


  His voice was low, a tone I had never heard from him before.


  Chapter 86: Introducing This Month's (Dis)Honorable Family


  Choi Jeho nervously shoved a bundle of papers, about two or three pages thick, into my chest.


  The paper had a title written in large letters.


  [Spark Content (Episode 21) Plan – Childhood Memories]


  As I flipped through the page, I saw something like an outline.


  Recreating outfits from elementary to middle school in line with the album concept and Children’s Day.


  Sharing childhood memories spent with family on Children’s Day (Host: Seongbin)…


  .


  .


  .


  Upon seeing it, only one thought crossed my mind.


  No wonder he’s mad.


  The only thing he asked for was not to talk about family, yet they blatantly ignored that. It would be strange if he weren’t angry.


  I was also uncomfortable with this topic. As for Children’s Day memories, I only remembered running away to the playground near my house to avoid my family who didn’t go to work on the holiday.


  Suppressing a sigh, I responded to Choi Jeho, who was glaring at me with fury.


  “I didn’t come up with this.”


  “Then it must be the company.”


  Then Choi Jeho headed straight for the practice room door.


  Since it would be obvious to anyone that he was angry, I quickly stopped him.


  “Where are you going?”


  “The office.”


  “What for? You’re not seriously going to confront them, are you?”


  “Of course I am. What about it?”


  His expression was nothing short of menacing. The wild look in his eyes made it seem like he might actually go raise hell.


  I understood his feelings. It was natural to be angry. Especially if it was a family issue.


  I tried to stay calm and talk him down.


  “At least cool off a bit before you go.”


  I tried to say it in a way that wouldn’t provoke him.


  But Choi Jeho didn’t answer and stormed out of the practice room.


  We’re screwed. Nothing good will come from him going like this.


  Life in an organization was truly full of contradictions.


  There were times when speaking politely led to being ignored, and if you showed your emotions when something important went wrong, people might accuse you of treating the company like a playground.


  In such a place, even if Choi Jeho expressed his shock and frustration, they would only tell him not to get emotional.


  On top of that, this was the guy who once starred in a video titled, ‘Popular Male Idol Who Uses His Members as Emotional Dumpsters’.


  I chased after him, determined to stop him from saying the wrong thing and throwing himself into the fire.


  Are you this blunt at work too?


  My sister asked me this shortly after I started working at Hanpyeong Industry.


  I try to seem like I have some social skills, why?


  So you care about that kind of thing too…


  If I don’t get want to get fired, I have no other choice.


  I had experienced various trials and errors in my first job. Because of that, I honed the ability to adapt my conversation to suit the situation, like a chameleon.


  But that wasn’t all. Listening was also an important skill for a corporate worker.


  The concerns that HR managers typically heard at companies were roughly like this.


  Assistant Manager, I really want to quit. What should I do?


  Assistant Manager, how do I request a department transfer?


  Our team isn’t getting any new hires this time, are we? Please tell me that’s not true… Just kill me instead…


  Listening skills were essential for these types of concerns.


  It was important to hear what made this person want to quit or why this person wanted to be transferred to a different department.


  For the last one, though, all I could do was offer my condolences.


  But with Choi Jeho now, I didn’t know what approach to take.


  I knew in my head that I should take his side. After all, for most people, family was extremely important.


  I knew that, but…


  Faking empathy when I can’t relate just feels wrong.


  I could easily empathize with complaints about the terrible practices at the Hanpyeong Industry. I could smoothly respond with lines like ‘You’ve really been through a lot’ as easily as spitting out coins from a vending machine.


  But this situation was different. While I agreed that Choi Jeho had every reason to be angry, my mind kept telling me, ‘But this is work’.


  If I went after him now, it would just be me pretending to listen to him.


  Fuck, but I couldn’t just say something sociopathic like, ‘Compared to being forced into idol life with your sister’s life on the line, this is nothing’.


  My mind was in turmoil the whole time I ran after Choi Jeho.


  And the chase ended when I grabbed Choi Jeho’s elbow before he could climb all the stairs to the third floor where the office was.


  “Hey.”


  When I called out to him, Choi Jeho turned to me, annoyed.


  I looked up at Choi Jeho, who was standing awkwardly on the stairs, and I spoke, still holding his arm.


  “I’m sorry for grabbing you without permission. But before you go to the office, can you talk to me just once?”


  “You said you didn’t come up with this idea. So why should I talk to you?”


  “Well, if I had checked it earlier, I might have been able to filter it out. So I’m partly responsible.”


  I meant it. I felt my mistake the whole time I was running up the stairs.


  Despite my sincerity, Choi Jeho laughed in disbelief.


  “Why would that be your responsibility?”


  Choi Jeho said with a sneer.


  “You think I’m that stupid? Hey, I know where to direct my anger.”


  “…”


  “Come up with ideas, come up with album concepts, write articles, and record album sales trends… Is that your job in the first place? Why are you trying to take responsibility for someone else’s mistake when it’s not even your job?”


  “Of course.”


  Because at the Hanpyeong Industry, that was just how it was.


  At the Hanpyeong Industry, I did it because I got paid, but here…


  “Even though I’m lacking, the company gave me a chance. I’m doing this because I want to do more.”


  “…”


  “…If it came across as overstepping, I’m sorry.”


  “No, that’s not what I meant.”


  Choi Jeho ran a finger through his hair.


  “Ah, whatever. Anyway, I am not letting this slide.”


  “You’re fearless. You just debuted, aren’t you afraid of the company?”


  “I believe that the person who did something wrong should take responsibility for it. What did I do wrong?”


  He didn’t do anything wrong. As he said, it was the company’s fault.


  But still…


  No. That was enough.


  What this guy said wasn’t wrong, so why bother arguing?


  My original goal was to calm Choi Jeho down a little. As long as I achieved that goal, it didn’t matter what Choi Jeho said.


  Choi Jeho and I sat side by side on the emergency exit stairs. An awkward silence filled the space.


  “Aren’t you going to ask why I got so mad?”


  And Choi Jeho didn’t give in to this quiet atmosphere. Yes, his personality was truly something.


  Feeling awkward for some reason, I scratched my face and answered.


  “Because you have something you don’t want to tell others. Why would I ask about that?”


  “Then why did you follow me?”


  “Because I was afraid you’d get so angry that you’d end up saying something weird and miss the chance to say what really matters.”


  “What?”


  Choi Jeho frowned.


  This b*tch, no matter how many times I told him not to frown because it would wrinkle his face, he never listened


  I told him to straighten his eyebrows, got up from my seat, checked the emergency exit to see if there was any sign of someone, and then sat down on the stairs again.


  “If you’d gone to the office in that state, how do you think you would have behaved?”


  “Huh?”


  “I mean, if you went in there like that, how would you have acted in front of the staff?”


  At my words, Choi Jeho hesitated.


  It was obvious. He would’ve said all kinds of things.


  “Most people judge your attitude more than the content of your words. Even if you say the right thing, if they think your behavior is rude, they’ll get defensive first.”


  “…”


  Then Choi Jeho propped his chin on his hand without saying anything.


  Even if it feels like I’m nagging, just endure it. If you get through this well, it might reduce the amount of criticism you’ll face in the future.


  I quietly watched Choi Jeho, who was lost in deep thought, and wondered about how I could make this rascal behave a little better.


  Maybe if he feels some responsibility, he’ll cool off.


  This guy wasn’t the type to feel burdened by most things.


  So, taking a gamble, I said.


  “Go and say this as best you can. ‘Even Iwol feels uncomfortable with this topic. If you could remove this part, we’ll do our absolute best with the rest!’”


  “What?”


  “What do you mean ‘what?’ I don’t like talking about family either, you know.”


  Choi Jeho looked at me with a bewildered expression.


  “Why? Did I look like someone who grew up in such a perfect family?”


  I asked him jokingly. Choi Jeho answered.


  “No, not really.”


  This little b*tch…


  “I figured you’d just do it if you were told to.”


  “I guess I could. But I really don’t have anything to say about family, so I’ll have to squeeze it out.”


  Even so, it would be inappropriate to tell fans something like, ‘My mom and dad gave me the opportunity to learn that it’s okay to eat ramen that’s seven months past its expiration date.’


  “So just cool off for a bit and talk it out. If you go in there, cause a scene, and get in trouble, I’ll have to do some serious damage control.”


  “Tsk.”


  Choi Jeho ruffled his hair irritably as he got up. However, unlike a little while ago, it was obvious that the edge of his anger had softened.


  As I was about to head back to the practice room after sending Choi Jeho off, he called out to me.


  “Hey.”


  “What?”


  When I turned around, Choi Jeho was looking down at me from a few steps above.


  Choi Jeho asked, standing with his arm resting on the stair railing.


  “…If you’re uncomfortable with it, should I just leave your part out?”


  At that moment, I couldn’t help but laugh.


  How could someone be this naive? He really was just twenty-one.


  Looking up at Choi Jeho, who seemed to have ‘I’m concerned’ written on his forehead, I answered.


  “I don’t care either way, so do whatever you want.”


  

  The family history issue was resolved amicably after that.


  I didn’t ask Choi Jeho in detail how it ended, but from the way he returned with a calm demeanor, it was clear that the adults at UA had handled it maturely.


  Thanks to that, the atmosphere in the dorm was as peaceful as ever.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, who had recently dragged all the members on a spring outing, was humming while working on his music. It was so odd that I wondered how he didn’t mix up his melodies.


  The song he completed was vibrant and cheerful.


  It perfectly matched the fresh, lively image of the transition from spring to summer, with a sense of brightness that we aimed to continue.


  Everything was just as I wanted. Except for one thing.


  “Cheonghyeon.”


  “What is it?”


  “Why is this song so high-pitched…?”
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  Spark’s songs were notorious for their high-pitched vocals.


  With high-note master Park Joowoo and vocal powerhouse Jeong Seongbin leading the charge, and Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon being decent singers themselves, all the members sang those grueling songs with ease.


  Even Lee Cheonghyeon, the rapper of the team, was good at singing. In the first place, the agency had graded vocal ability during auditions, regardless of position.


  So, it was understandable to have confidence in the members’ singing abilities, but…


  Still, isn’t this too high?


  This wasn’t just the main vocalists suffering. Even I, a sub-vocalist, was forced to hit high notes!


  The last time I raised my voice this much was when I had tried to stop Nam Manager from driving home drunk, so this was too harsh for me.


  “But hyung, if we lower the pitch here, the energetic feeling won’t come through.”


  Watching my reaction, Lee Cheonghyeon lowered the key and played the audio again. Sure enough, the song felt less vibrant than before.


  Even if I wanted to make them number one, they had to lower the key because of me, ruining the song and only receiving harsh criticism.


  “This is no good.”


  “Right? And at this level, our members can handle it!”


  Does that ‘our members’ include me? If so, you’re mistaken.


  In the web novels about systems… they often give you special abilities or level you up.


  I recalled the various web novels I had recently finished during my break. They were my only source of information about the system.


  I was so desperate at times that I even considered emailing the authors, asking how their systems worked, even though I knew how absurd that would be.


  Although I hadn’t read more than 100 chapters of any, I had learned enough to make the system feel less foreign.


  And I started to have new complaints about my boomer system.


  While other systems handed out money and magical items, this system which used the mask of Manager Nam, had been stingy lately.


  Do I not get experience points or something this time?


  Just as I grumbled to myself, the system appeared.


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from the ‘Superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ Judging from your nonsense, Assistant Manager Kim must have a lot of free time these days. Truly busy people wouldn’t have time for idle thoughts.

  


  Yeah, fuck you, I have no expectations anyway.


  I had no other choice. From today onward, I’d consider my vocal cords dead.


  Seeing my determined expression, Lee Cheongyeon asked.


  “Why are you so worried? Your vocal range is enough, hyung.”


  Yeah, I’ll just pinch my thighs, and the notes will come out somehow.


  And I’ll be in the Hall of Shame of the world’s most ugly male idols. I could already hear the tearful high notes that would be sold as video shorts.


  In front of my darkened vision, the system that was darker than pitch black appeared again.


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from the ‘Superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ By the way, Assistant Manager Kim, did you order something? A package came. Don’t use the company as your personal post office.

  


  The only things I’d ordered were the studio estimates and the demo tape Cheonghyeon was supposed to submit this week. What was this thing talking about?


  I grumbled to myself.


  And as always, the system only said what it wanted to say…


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Surbordinate’ is being notified of the ‘OJT’ period.


    ▷ Period: 20XX.03.XX~20XX.03.XX (Total 7 days)


    ▷ Purpose: Strengthen job skills through group training


    ▷ Participants: All 6 Spark members


    ▷ Conditions: Achieve Minimum of 5 hours of practice per day for each task during the OJT period


    ▷ Reward: 1 skill proficiency point for tasks that meet the 5-hour practice minimum for all 7 days

  


  (TL note: OJT = On the Job Training.)


  Skill proficiency increase?


  …I immediately took the bait.


  This was an offer that I couldn’t ignore.


  I hadn’t been able to increase my proficiency recently, no matter how much I practiced or even performed on the actual stage.


  Moreover, this time, it wasn’t just me.


  Even the Spark members, who had already reached a certain level of skill and weren’t growing much anymore, had a chance to sprout up like bean sprouts.


  It’s a shame that high school isn’t on break right now.


  I sighed inside. Why are there so many minors on this team!


  While I was lamenting, Lee Cheonghyeon asked me.


  “What are you thinking, hyung?”


  “I’m thinking we all need to work our butts off to make sure your song shines even brighter.”


  I smiled brightly at Lee Cheonghyeon, who had been working hard to create a great song. It seemed a desperate special training plan was needed.


  But before that.


  Instead of just reaching the minimum of 5 hours of practice, how about increasing skill proficiency by 1 point for every 5-hour increment?


  According to the system’s suggestion, even if I practiced 10 hours a day for 7 days, I would only gain 1 proficiency point.


  But if it were calculated in 5-hour increments, I could earn 2 proficiency points from the same 10 hours of practice.


  Since I’d be working myself to the bone anyway, I figured I might as well maximize the rewards.


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from the ‘Superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ Assistant Manager Kim, the company isn’t obligated to fulfill every employee’s wish. That’s up to the company to decide. You’re overstepping.

  


  The law also says that someone who works 4 hours should be given a 30-minute break, you piece of sh*t.


  When I kept arguing, the system finally accepted my proposal.


  It should have just agreed from the start. Anyway, superiors never seemed to think for themselves unless they were pushed by their subordinates.


  Now, the remaining issue was how to convince the others.


  10 hours sounded easy, but if we excluded the time spent on workouts and classes, it meant they would have almost no time to rest during those 10 hours of practice.


  What rest time? By their standards, they’d have to cut down on sleep, too.


  The recommended amount of sleep was 8 hours a day, but these guys were already sleeping way less than that. I didn’t want to cut their sleep time even further.


  Should I just practice 20 hours a day myself to match their average level…?


  As I was contemplating ridiculous ideas, Jeong Seongbin approached me.


  “Iwol-hyung, what are you thinking about?”


  Of course, I should discuss this with the leader first.


  I didn’t lack confidence when it came to persuading someone with words. That didn’t mean I was particularly confident either.


  Still, convincing kids who were much younger than me was more of a matter of conscience than skill, so I steeled myself and began to speak


  “You know, Seongbin, do you believe that effort leads to results?”


  Then I gulped nervously.


  I felt uneasy about saying this to Jeong Seongbin, who had struggled for a long time as a trainee and had been distressed by poor evaluations.


  That was why I approached Seongbin first, intending to persuade him.


  Seongbin’s answer was completely unexpected.


  “Of course. Why do you ask?”


  “Huh? You really think so?”


  “There’s nothing that can’t be done with effort. Oh, of course, I’ve come to know that there are times when things take more effort than expected.”


  Jeong Seongbin smiled bitterly. So I exaggerated my reaction, hoping Jeong Seongbin’s mood wouldn’t go down.


  Thankfully, his expression soon returned to its usual gentle demeanor.


  “But in the end, I debuted, right? I believe in the power of effort.”


  Fuck, you’re all grown up. You’re mentally more mature than me…


  I was so proud that I wanted to give Jeong Seongbin the ‘Excellent Colleague of the Month’ award.


  How must he have felt, having his mental state shattered like that, if his debut had been endlessly delayed as it was before?


  And furthermore, after enduring such difficult times and finally debuting, how must he have felt when the team disbanded?


  All sorts of random thoughts crossed my mind. I tried to shake off those thoughts by running my hands through my hair.


  Let’s focus. Right now, the priority was selling these guys on the plan.


  Putting on my best innocent smile, I asked Jeong Seongbin


  “Let’s say if you train hard for a week, you’re guaranteed to see results. Will you follow my lead?”


  “Guaranteed?”


  “Yes, definitely.”


  The system didn’t lie. It just omitted certain things.


  Jeong Seongbin tilted his head for a moment and then answered.


  “I will.”


  “Really?”


  “Yeah. I’d probably do it even without guaranteed results. I trust hyung wouldn’t make us do anything bad.”


  What a touching answer. This teaching assistant will give his body and soul to train you…


  As I was basking in the wave of emotion, Jeong Seongbin suddenly opened his mouth with a serious expression.


  “But, hyung.”


  “Yeah, what is it?”


  “Hyung… You’re not in a cult, right?”


  A cult?


  Me, a guy who woke up one day to find he’d lost his degree, job, and even had a career change? I should be the one doubting the existence of any higher power.


  I was so dumbfounded that I was about to stand up, but Jeong Seongbin’s expression was too serious.


  He seemed genuinely worried I was about to give him a holy sermon.


  I wasn’t in a cult. I felt wronged.


  Of course, being wary of cults is important, but still!


  I ran my hands over my face.


  And with a smile that seemed to give up everything, I said to Jeong Seongbin.


  “Listen carefully, Seongbin.”


  “Y-Yes!”


  “Actually…”


  I squeezed my eyes shut and opened them. And I looked at Jeong Seongbin with all the sincerity I could muster.


  “This week… is when the energy of the universe aligns.”


  “…What?”


  Jeong Seongbin made a dumbfounded expression.


  Yeah, you don’t get it, right? I don’t get it either.


  However, I didn’t want to be labeled as a dangerous person and kicked out before achieving all the KPIs, nor did I want to miss the chance for all the members to experience their third growth phase.


  So, I placed my hand on my chest, doing my best to appear as sincere as possible, and spoke.


  “The ancestors told me. If I had known sooner, I would have told you earlier. Sorry about that.”


  “Uh, hyung.”


  “You know ancestor spirits are part of the local religion, right? I’m seriously not part of a cult. I’m not going to go around preaching, I’m not going to buy any religious items and wear them, and I’m definitely not going to try selling you some weird ionic carbonated water. I promise.”


  I tightly closed my eyes and clasped Jeong Seongbin’s hands as I made this vow. Silence filled the emergency stairwell.


  And a few seconds later, Jeong Seongbin’s laughter echoed through the emergency stairwell exit.
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  Jeong Seongbin laughed heartily for a long time.


  Then, wiping away tears and sniffling, he said to me.


  “Hyung.”


  “What?”


  “If you ever decide to sell it, I’ll buy a bottle of that octagonal ionic carbonated water.”


  “Try buying that stuff, I dare you. I’ll make you clean the bathroom with it.”


  I firmly warned him and left the emergency exit with Jeong Seongbin.


  A few days later, the ‘Double XP Week’—a name Jeong Seongbin came up with, saying it was a popular term in PC cafes—arrived, and we all trained like maniacs.


  I expected someone to question why we needed to push ourselves so hard, but they all agreed without hesitation when I told them about it.


  Was it because they would diligently practice on their own even if I left them alone?


  Or maybe they just didn’t feel the need to question me.


  Ah, the student group did seem a bit disappointed, though.


  Can’t we just skip school and practice?


  Kiyeon, don’t raise my blood pressure, go to school.


  Still, I managed to talk them into going to school. This must be the hardship of parents.


  Because my schedule was tight, I also had to split my 24 hours into ultra-efficient five-nanometer units.


  Here was my daily routine to raise my skill proficiency by three points:


  3:30 Wake up


  4:00 Wash up and plan work


  4:30 Make toast and go to the practice room


  5:00~10:00 Dance practice (1)


  10:00~16:00 Vocal practice (including shower, lunch, and meeting)


  16:00~19:00 Dance practice (2)


  19:00~21:00 Exercise


  21:00~23:00 Dance practice (2)


  23:00~00:00 Wash up and monitor after returning home


  00:00~00:30 Worry about the future


  00:30 Go to bed


  Thanks to the perseverance I honed at the Hanpyeong Industry and the system’s work support function, I was pushing my body to the limit. Who knew I’d ever feel grateful to those two?


  Of course, I didn’t subject the members to the same lifestyle. They didn’t have a work support system.


  Thanks to that…


  “If you’ve filled up your practice time, everyone go home.”


  “What about you, hyung?”


  “How many times do I have to tell you, Cheonghyeon? I still have a long way to go, so I’ll stay a little longer.”


  “No, hyung, if you keep this up, you’ll collapse!”


  …This kind of argument had been going on for a week.


  Did they really think I was that fragile? If this were enough to make me collapse, I would have collapsed already at Hanpyeong Industry.


  “Cheonghyeon, look around.”


  I put a hand on one of Lee Cheonghyeon’s shoulders as I spoke.


  It was currently 10 PM. Everyone had finished their dance training and five hours of practice.


  At this point, I was the only one still standing upright.


  The rest were sprawled on the floor… No, Choi Jeho was sitting down.


  Anyway.


  “Aren’t I the only one who’s still fine? That’s why you guys have to go home.”


  “Where on earth does this hyung get his stamina from?”


  “I’ve already given up on understanding.”


  Kang Kiyeon shook his head as he listened to the dumbfounded Lee Cheonghyeon.


  Regardless of what they said, I hurried them to pack up and head back to the dorm.


  Just then, as Choi Jeho was picking up his bag, he asked.


  “Can’t we leave together? What if Yoo Hansoo passes by?”


  “No need to worry, that guy left work at 4 o’clock earlier.”


  I’d always had a knack for knowing when my boss left work.


  I pushed Choi Jeho out the door, telling him to hurry and take the others back to the dorm, then closed the practice room door behind them.


  As soon as the guys left, the practice room became quiet as if there had been no noise at all. Only then was I able to let out a small sigh.


  I resisted the queasy feeling in my stomach and wiped the corner of my mouth a couple of times.


  To be honest, my condition wasn’t all that good. I was just less tired ‘than those guys’.


  I turned on the system and checked my accumulated fatigue level.


  
    .


    .


    .


    Total fatigue: 35% (Work Support Service Activated)

  


  The base fatigue was 35%. Adding the 20% discount provided by the work support service, my total fatigue was around 55%.


  I got a nosebleed when it got over 40%, so I had to be careful not to let it go any higher.


  I definitely didn’t want to draw attention by collapsing and getting a nosebleed in front of everyone.


  In order to avoid such a case, I had to rack my brain to find the most efficient way to rest.


  But the more I thought about it, the more annoyed I got. How great would it have been if I’d had this kind of support back at the Hanpyeong Industry?


  Of course, Manager Nam didn’t even blink when I crawled out of the bathroom on all fours after vomiting.


  If I don’t want to end up back at Hanpyeong Industry, I better just shut up and keep working…


  I drank water in a half-resigned state.


  At least, that the members hadn’t caused any accidents recently.


  If those guys ran away from home, had a fight, or got sick, like they used to before the debut, my fatigue level would have increased by 20% due to stress.


  So yeah, it was nice that they were quietly practicing.


  I applauded their ability to recognize when not to cause problems.


  However, as if to mock this brief period of peace, the next day, a boulder was thrown into the calm lake of my heart.


  

  “We need to postpone our comeback?”


  Jeong Seongbin asked. It was because of what Min Jukyung had just told us.


  It was literally a bolt from the blue, telling us the news that the release of our second album, which was scheduled for early to mid-May, would have to be postponed.


  “Why?”


  Unable to hold back his impatience, Choi Jeho blurted out.


  “Newri is scheduled to make a comeback in June, but if you guys made a release in May, we won’t have enough company resources to support us within the company. If that happens, both sides will lose out.”


  This meant that the comeback of a renowned ballad singer under UA overlapped with our schedule.


  It wasn’t wrong. But there was more to it than that.


  “But Mr. Jukyung, may I ask why this is being brought up all of a sudden?”


  If they were going to tell us this, it should’ve been much earlier—definitely not now, when we already had estimates for the album cover.


  At my question, Min Jukyung hesitated, avoiding eye contact. Then Min Jukyung carefully opened his mouth.


  “Actually, Newri’s album was supposed to come out in April, but it got pushed back a lot.”


  “I see.”


  “Since it’s Newri’s first comeback in three years, the company wanted to make sure everything was perfect. So…”


  Min Jukyung trailed off.


  It must have felt awkward to have to explain this. I could understand.


  Delays happened all the time in companies.


  A two-month delay was frustrating, but it was not unheard of. There were probably five managers somewhere pulling their hair out over it, but it was not impossible.


  But something kept bothering me.


  Would a company that put so much effort into a three-year comeback handle the schedule so poorly that it would delay things by two months?


  Even even delaying a group work that was just about to start?


  Moreover… they knew the concept of our next album.


  My head was filled with questions.


  But at the same time, I also thought of one keyword that would answer all these questions.


  “Mr. Jukyung, I feel like I might be overstepping here, so I’ll say this carefully… May I ask one more thing?”


  “Huh? No, it’s fine, ask away!”


  “By any chance, is PD Yoo involved with Newri sunbaenim’s project?”


  At that moment, I heard a small gasp. Glancing over, I saw Lee Cheonghyeon covering his mouth.


  Min Jukyung smiled awkwardly.


  “Iwol, you’re quick-witted. That’s right, PD Yoo is currently in charge of that project.”


  “Thank you for telling me. Oh, could we still hold the regular meeting we had scheduled for this week?”


  “Of course. I’ll notify everyone.”


  Then Min Jukyung looked at each member one by one and said.


  “But don’t worry too much, guys. This kind of thing happens a lot in the industry, and it’s not a big deal. The company is not neglecting you, so don’t feel anxious. Got it?”


  It was a warm word of comfort. At moments like this, I could feel that Min Jukyung was a good person.


  Min Jukyung was right. At the Hanpyeong Industry, Manager Nam delayed approvals for three months, and nothing happened.


  But this time was different. This was a big deal, and we were screwed.


  If Spark didn’t make a comeback at the scheduled time, there was a high possibility that we wouldn’t be able to go on the survival program that would start casting in June. We still lacked recognition.


  In terms of quick exposure, nothing could gather popularity as much as a survival program, but we needed a minimum level of recognition to be cast there.


  It was like hiring experienced newbies—dirty and unfair, but that was the reality. There was no other way to hit number one quickly.


  No wonder things had been so peaceful lately. It seemed my days of getting sleep were over.


  

  I lay down on the bed and summoned the system.


  And I thought.


  Is there something like an employee loan program? Maybe some stamina support guarantee?


  Then the system popped up.


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from ‘Superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ Employees these days are so entitled. They don’t think about working like everyone else but expect to receive everything that others get?

  


  So unfair. What work have I not done?


  I held back my anger. Right now, the important thing was to coax the system into giving me whatever it could.


  Then, suddenly, I remembered that I had previously brought forward the debut date.


  I immediately took out the scheduler. The schedule I had set for our next comeback was clearly marked on the hologram scheduler.


  How far forward can I move it?


  As I made a rough motion of pulling it forward, the schedule moved forward a few spaces and stopped at a date about a week ahead. It was very early May.


  So that meant the date could definitely be brought forward.


  The question now was—what kind of incident would arise this time?


  Hey, Manager Nam bastard… no, hey, system bastard. Is someone going to run away again?


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from ‘Superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ It seems our department has reached a stable period these days. At times like this, let’s all try not to let the atmosphere get the better of each other and do our best in our respective positions.

  


  It was still a snarky tone, but I had learned to extract hints from the system’s words by now.


  In conclusion, no one would suddenly run away or get into a huge fight.


  If it wasn’t a relationship problem, at least that was less of a headache. Without hesitation, I decided to move the comeback date forward.


  And then, all the tasks that had appeared before came back to haunt me.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘New task’ has been assigned.


    ▷ Securing manpower for the comeback


    ▷ Reward: Increased probability of stable comeback


    [SYSTEM] ‘New task’ has been assigned.


    ▷ Improve job skill


    ▷ Reward: Increased probability of stable comeback


    [SYSTEM] ‘New task’ has been assigned.


    ▷ Share secrets with members


    ▷ Reward: Increased probability of stable comeback

  


  All of them, threefold.


  Oh, fuck. I shouldn’t have moved the date after all.
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  First, improving job skills. That was an OJT mission, so if I trained hard, I could pass it.


  Next, sharing secrets with the members? What on earth was that about?


  What kind of secrets? Discussion about salary percentages? Didn’t UA have a policy against employees sharing salary information?


  Still, since it increased the chances of a stable comeback, I should share something.


  Worst case, I could gather everyone in the vocal practice room and tell them the 101 reasons I couldn’t get into college. Since it was something that had already happened, there shouldn’t be any penalties.


  Then all that was left was…


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘New Task’ has been assigned.


    ▷ Securing manpower for the comeback


    ▷ Reward: Increased probability of stable comeback

  


  —this one.


  By moving up the comeback date, we might be able to secure some company resources.


  However, that was only to a certain extent, and it was hard to expect the same level of support as when we debuted.


  Unless Newri’s workload decreases significantly.


  There were roughly three ways for this to happen.


  First. Newri suddenly became bold and bulldozed through all the decision-making processes.


  Second. Yoo Hansoo realized his hidden abilities and used them to his full potential.


  Three. I took on all sorts of odd jobs at UA, which was short on staff, and minimized the time spent on Newri’s project.


  Obviously, option three was the right answer.


  I let out a bitter laugh.


  Then I turned on my laptop, intending to look at Newri’s previous albums in preparation. I also planned to conduct some research along the way.


  But my noble sacrifice for Spark quickly lost its purity and spontaneity.


  “Would you take a look at the proposal… please?”


  The planning team had come to me with a proposal labeled ‘(4th)’.


  I tried not to show my reluctance and cautiously accepted the few pages of the proposal.


  Why are they giving this to me?


  The planning team should be the professionals in this industry, so what could I possibly say?


  It was so awkward. I swallowed a sigh and read the proposal carefully.


  And then I found it.


  『The Return of the Goddess, and a New Journey』


  An annoyingly familiar, corny title.


  Has Yoo Hansoo been playing some kind of game lately?


  These were the kind of words you’d see plastered all over the Gangnam subway ads.


  That was fine for a game advertisement, but wasn’t it different in this case?


  I tried hard not to frown in front of the staff member and flipped to the next page.


  And my efforts almost fell apart within three seconds.


  『Concept Idea


  With the concept that portrays her as a descendant of the Sirens, who mesmerize listeners with her fatal beauty and enchanting voice, Newri returns after three years, more mature than ever…』


  The latter part was even more amazing.


  That person, Yoo Hansoo, must have downloaded a weird game somewhere. Did this person only know how to give sexy concepts to female singers?


  And why did the planning team show this to me in the first place? To mess with me?


  Or maybe they just wanted me to suffer with them because they didn’t want to be miserable alone?


  Either way, it was painful. I quickly handed the proposal back to the staff member.


  “I’m sorry, I’m still inexperienced, so I don’t feel qualified to give any feedback!”


  “Wait, Iwol, hold on!”


  The staff grabbed me as I was trying to run away. I wanted to shout at him to please just let me go.


  Everyone at the company knew that I didn’t get along well with Yoo Hansoo, so what kind of rules were this? What could I possibly say here?


  I was almost hoping my accumulated fatigue would break the ceiling and knock me out, when the staff member spoke again.


  “Don’t feel pressured. Just give us your honest thoughts. We’re asking around because we’re unsure ourselves.”


  Unsure? About what exactly?


  Even with my eyes closed, I could tell that Yoo Hansoo would place Newri in the West Sea mudflats, film a music video, and then chroma-key a million basalt columns behind them.


  (TL note: I have no idea what any of those words mean.)


  The staff laughed awkwardly, perhaps sensing my disbelief.


  “Hmm… It would be strange for us to ask for your opinion without giving any explanation, right?”


  “If it’s confidential, you don’t need to explain anything. I’m really not concerned!”


  “Do kids these days know the word ‘confidential’? Anyway.”


  The staff cleared their throat.


  “Actually, the planning team is skeptical about this project. It’s not just about the freshness of the concept—this isn’t a style Newri herself likes.”


  “Is that so?”


  “Yeah. Iwol, have you seen Newri’s music video?”


  I had. They mostly had a very energetic vibe. She was the type to spread bright energy wherever she went.


  When I nodded, the staff continued.


  “Newri is a ballad singer with a strong challenging spirit. The material for this new song is also unique. So…”


  “So it doesn’t fit this concept.”


  The staff sighed at my words. It seemed that Yoo Hansoo hadn’t looked into Newri’s previous work at all.


  But I was still curious about one thing.


  Why did the planning team bring this to me? Especially when they already knew something was off internally.


  I didn’t want to risk saying anything that might come back to bite me, so I cautiously asked the staff member.


  “Can I ask why you’re asking me about this? Seongbin knows more about the trends in the music industry, and Cheonghyeon is more creative.”


  “You’re meticulous, Iwol.”


  That was probably a side effect of the time I got scolded for microwaving Manager Nam’s herbal tea for ten seconds too long.


  The staff member said to me, who didn’t respond specifically.


  “We’re asking people outside the team because we’re worried we might be biased against PD Yoo. You know how it is—hate the person, but don’t hate the work.”


  I wanted to ask if it wasn’t usually the other way around, but I kept quiet.


  “You seem to be wondering why we’re not asking people with meaningful industry experience, but any issues they would point out should have already been addressed within the team. If that’s not happening, it means the team isn’t functioning properly.”


  “…”


  “Furthermore, the reason I asked you, a young person, was because I thought we might be missing out on the current trends. No matter how sensitive the entertainment industry is to trends, it’s hard to keep up with the younger generation. PD Yoo’s proposal might not appeal to us, but maybe it’ll resonate with your generation.”


  The staff scratched their head and laughed.


  I was surprised. I didn’t expect UA would have such a strong sense of professionalism.


  It made me wonder how a company with a team like this could have ever come up with a cyborg warrior concept.


  And I felt ashamed.


  These people were earnestly focused on their work, while I was busy thinking about my conflict with Yoo Hansoo.


  Let’s reflect. And learn from it. I resolved to myself.


  “Oh, right, Iwol.”


  Just when I thought the conversation was over, the staff member called out to me again.


  “You asked earlier. Why did I ask you instead of Seongbin or Cheonghyeon?”


  “Oh, right.”


  “There are many reasons, but the biggest one is that we think you have great instincts.”


  That was hard for me to understand. It had been years since my brain started feeling sluggish. There couldn’t be any worthwhile instincts left in me.


  As if the staff noticed my thoughts, they patted my shoulder.


  “You’ve got good instincts. It’s surprising, really. At least, that’s what our team thinks.”


  

  “So, you got carried away by the praise from the planning team that you searched for ideas for Newri sunbaenim until dawn yesterday?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon approached me during break time and asked.


  “Cheonghyeon, if you put it that way, I might start crying.”


  Even as I answered, my fingers didn’t stop moving.


  I had to quickly send the attached file, add a formal greeting, and throw in a laughing emoji—all within ten minutes.


  Despite my disregard, Lee Cheonghyeon didn’t back down.


  “Didn’t you say before that your eyes were so dry that tears were about to come out but then went back in?”


  “How is it that every word you say is so logical?”


  Ignoring his rapid-fire remarks, I hit send on the email to the planning team.


  I couldn’t help it. As a fellow office worker, I couldn’t just leave my colleagues struggling.


  “Hyung, you’re so sleep-deprived. You seem overly confident just because your growth phase is over.”


  Cheonghyeon pointed out, and Park Joowoo nodded in agreement behind him.


  “So what? Are you going to take over my schedule management from now on?”


  “Shall I? Then forward me everything.”


  Look at this kid. Just a few all-nighters together, and he had already got the hang of things.


  “Forget it. I was just kidding.”


  Saying that, I got up from the floor. Lee Cheonghyeon grumbled, ‘Who made a joke with such a serious tone?’ but I pretended not to hear it.


  When I checked the time, there were about 2 minutes left until practice resumed.


  In the meantime, I secretly went to the corner of the practice room and opened the system to check the progress of my work.


  
    [SYSTEM] Job Skills Enhancement Program Progress


    ▷ Kim Iwol


    Dance (1) ■■■■■□□


    Dance (2) ■■■■□□□


    Vocal ■■■■■□□


    ▷ Choi Jeho


    Dance ■■■■■□□


    Vocal ■■■■■□□


    .


    .

  


  On the fifth day, all the members were steadily completing their practice hours without any issues.


  What was left for me was to push hard for the next two days, making up for my incomplete hours by tonight, and finally finishing the dance (2) module with a perfect score.


  If I could just succeed in this…


  ≫ I’m tired of just turning a blind eye, you sh*tty excuse of a dancer


  Iwol, practice a bit more… aren’t you embarrassed in front of the members…?


  ≫ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ The eldest but the least skilled


  Why did this a**hole have to join at the last minuteㅠㅠ So annoyingㅠㅠㅠㅠ


  ≫ This guy just isn’t cut out to be an idol


  No matter how hard he practices, if this is the skill level he’s showing the public, it’s clear he’s not suited for this career path.


  …Maybe, I could bring some comfort to the five-member supporters who were probably agonizing over me.


  I’m sorry. I’ll try to stay out of sight as much as possible.


  “Hyung, our break is over!”


  As soon as I finished checking my progress, Jeong Seongbin called out to me


  “Yeah, I’m coming.”


  I got up from the corner as naturally as possible.


  At that moment, I felt something warm under my nose and something dripped down. I quickly covered my nose and mouth with my hand.


  What is it? Is it snot?


  How embarrassing. A grown man, unable to blow his nose properly and now dripping snot—this was enough to make Spark’s six-member supporters instantly become five-member supporters.


  “Hyung, why are you doing that…?”


  Park Joowoo asked.


  I waved my hand so that the members wouldn’t come near me, who was in the ugliest state.


  “Sorry. I must look really gross right now. Could one of you bring me some tissues and pretend you didn’t see this?”


  “H-Hyung! Hyung, you’re bleeding!”


  As I was reaching out my hand pitifully, Lee Cheonghyeon shouted.


  Bleeding?


  At that moment, a familiar metallic scent hit my nose. Something I had been desperately trying not to swallow seeped through my lips.


  I slowly lowered my hand from my nose. My palm was soaked with dark red blood.


  Chapter 90: Job Skills Improvement Training (4)


  At this point, is the inside of my nose just torn up or something?


  I looked at the droplets of blood dripping from my hand onto the tip of my shoes and briefly wondered. How could I get nosebleeds this frequently?


  I was seriously considering whether I should get electrocautery when a tissue was suddenly shoved in front of me.


  I raised my head slightly and saw Park Joowoo’s face as pale as the tissue he was holding.


  “Hyung, tissue…”


  “Oh, thank you.”


  I pinched my nose as hard as I could. Jeong Seongbin asked.


  “Hyung, are you okay?”


  “Yeah, I’m okay. This is nothing.”


  Choi Jeho, pulling out tissues, muttered.


  “This is not nothing. The floor is red.”


  “The floor?”


  I lowered my gaze and looked down at the floor.


  I could just wipe it off, why make such a fuss…


  “What the—why is the floor like this?”


  There was a sizable bloodstain on the practice room floor.


  I must have stepped on some blood while I was hesitating, as there were even shoe prints left in a few places.


  “Why do you think? Take off your shoes and go sit over there, hyung!”


  Then Lee Cheonghyeon started wiping the soles of my shoes with a wet tissue. Kang Kiyeon, who received a few wet tissues from Lee Cheonghyeon, also joined in wiping the practice room floor.


  “Hey, it’s fine. I’ll…”


  “Do what? You’re going to wipe the floor, hyung? While your nose is bleeding like that?”


  Squatting down as he wiped my shoes, Kang Kiyeon gave me a side-eye.


  Lee Cheonghyeon also added.


  “I knew this day would come. A person can’t keep up with daily practice and work without any sleep—of course, the body’s going to give out eventually.”


  “Is it just me, or was that sarcasm just now, Cheonghyeon?”


  “Of course.”


  As I exchanged words with Cheonghyeon, Park Joowoo quietly grabbed my arm. He then sat me down on the sofa and handed me a new tissue.


  “You should head back early and rest today.”


  Jeong Seongbin said.


  But that wasn’t an option.


  I needed to complete the practice hours to mark it on my job skill enhancement program!


  I just had to hold out for the next two hours. I couldn’t let it end like this.


  Resolving to endure the embarrassment for the sake of my goal, I said with determination,


  “No, I’ll just plug it with tissues and keep going.”


  “Huh?”


  From a distance, Lee Cheonghyeon replied, sounding utterly baffled.


  When I looked up, all five of them were staring at me.


  “This kind of thing will stop soon. If I just block my nose…”


  “No. No matter what, I don’t think it’s right to dance in this condition, hyung.”


  “I agree with Seongbin. You can’t just move around…”


  Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo spoke up from the left and right.


  This is ridiculous. I am not asking for much. Just give me two hours!


  Things were turning awkward. Scratching my head, I tried a more diplomatic approach.


  “Okay, then how about I just go through the motions?”


  “Do you really think practicing a couple more hours today will make a huge difference? Just head back to the dorms.”


  Choi Jeho said as he threw the wet tissues into the trash can.


  It does make a huge difference, you punk. How much longer do you want to be on stage with a teammate whose dance skills are still in the single digits?


  He’s got nothing to lose, huh.


  How annoying. As if it was not bad enough that I was struggling, now he was getting in the way of my practice too.


  I had no choice but to look at Kang Kiyeon asking for help.


  That guy, who was obsessed with practice more than anyone else and had frequent clashes with Choi Jeho, would surely take my side…


  “Kiyeon, what are you doing?”


  I asked, looking at Kang Kiyeon, who was picking up my bag without even making eye contact with me.


  Kang Kiyeon opened my bag, put my water bottle and planner in it, and answered.


  “Packing up.”


  “That’s my stuff, though?”


  “Exactly, which is why I’m packing it.”


  Once he finished, he carefully closed the clasp and handed the bag to me.


  “Let’s go to the dorm, hyung.”


  “What?”


  “If you’re worried that practice won’t go well without you, then we’ll all call it a day too. Seongbin-hyung, can we leave early today?”


  Kang Kiyeon’s expression was cold.


  No one tried to stop him. In fact, Park Joowoo and Lee Cheonghyeon hurriedly packed up their own things, as if worried that Jeong Seongbin might tell them they couldn’t leave.


  “What are you guys doing?”


  “What does it look like? Packing up to go home!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon got up, slinging his own backpack onto his back while carrying mine on the front.


  It was ridiculous. They’d all acted like they’d die if they missed even a minute of practice, so why were they suddenly doing this?


  If a teammate was struggling, shouldn’t you at least help them reach a functional level on stage? This wasn’t the time for a misguided show of support.


  As I sat there helplessly, the one who dealt me ​​the final blow was Choi Jeho.


  He followed his dongsaengs who were rushing out, then stopped next to the practice room door, put his hand on the switch, and said.


  “What are you doing? Aren’t you coming?”


  F**k, leave me alone!


  

  A dim room with the lights turned off.


  The warm glow seeping in from the living room and my dongsaengs’ gentle words telling me to rest well.


  Fuck them all. Fuck.


  I lay under the covers, endlessly frustrated. My 20 hours of practice were about to go to waste.


  It had been a while since I felt this intense anger.


  My nose had been doing fine for a while, why was it suddenly acting up again?


  Did my fatigue level go up again?


  With a hint of doubt, I turned on the system, and within the dark cocoon of my blanket, the screen lit up brightly.


  
    .


    .


    .


    Total fatigue: 45% (Work Support Service Activated)

  


  Wait, when did it go up this much?


  Last time I checked, it was in the 30% range, but now it had climbed up significantly.


  Come to think of it, at 60% fatigue, my limbs would tremble.


  At least this explained why I felt so terrible.


  But still. When I worked at the Hanpyeong Industry, no matter how many nosebleeds I had, I just stuffed cotton up my nose and got the job done.


  As I muttered these pointless boomer values to myself, I heard someone entering the room.


  Soon after, the lights in the living room went out with the sound of a switch being pressed.


  “Good night, hyung!”


  “Yeah.”


  I could also hear Lee Cheonghyeon and Choi Jeho saying their good night.


  Since earlier, I’d been hearing them talking about managing their stamina and getting enough sleep in the living room.


  It seemed they had agreed to call it an early night for once and refresh themselves by getting to bed early.


  Refreshing was definitely a good thing, better than having a nosebleed and collapsing.


  I could hear the sound of the blankets turning over a few times above my head and across from me, and then it became quiet. The rest of the dorm soon quieted down as well.


  You guys are sleeping while leaving the klutz like this, seriously?


  I was so frustrated that I couldn’t close my eyes.


  Why on earth are they going through all this military-level discipline to become idols…


  …Wait.


  Now all the members were asleep.


  Then, I could just get out without being caught, right?


  I only had two hours left to complete today’s practice requirement.


  Losing all my previously accumulated practice hours over this felt like such a waste.


  If I’d been doing something else with my time, that’d be one thing. But all I did was practice, and now I had nothing to show for it? That would be infuriating.


  I’d already had enough of that feeling back when I worked insane overtime, only to find that the company’s all-inclusive wage system didn’t compensate me for it.


  I clenched my fists under the blanket. And I made up my mind.


  Let’s go!


  I couldn’t set an alarm because I might wake someone up but I could just stay up and push through.


  I’d worked too hard for these practice hours—I wasn’t about to let them go to waste because of this.


  Hoping they’d enjoy a truly peaceful night’s sleep, I kept my eyes wide open, all senses on alert.


  

  The Spark kids fell asleep faster than expected.


  After about 30 minutes, there were no more sounds coming from the living room.


  This was all thanks to all the hard work I put in. Good job, my past self.


  “Whew…”


  Fortunately, my nose didn’t bleed again while practicing. Yes, if you have a conscience, you should just stay like that.


  If worse came to worst, I’d have practiced breathing through my mouth. Thankfully, it didn’t come to that.


  Here I was, putting in so much effort, and those Spark kids wouldn’t even cooperate.


  I almost teared up, thinking back to myself two hours ago, sneaking out with just my socks to avoid waking anyone up.


  If they had just let me practice from the start, I wouldn’t have done something crazy like voluntarily returning to work in the middle of the night.


  Grumbling to myself, I turned off the music. At the same time, the blank spaces for the dance (2) in the system were filled.


  
    [SYSTEM] Job Skills Enhancement Program Progress


    ▷ Kim Iwol


    Dance (1) ■■■■■□□


    Dance (2) ■■■■■□□


    Vocal ■■■■■□□

  


  Heck yeah, another day with full attendance!


  If I could just hold on for two more days, I might actually level up from being a klutz…


  “Hyung!”


  Gah, that startled me.


  Feeling like my heart nearly jumped out of my chest, I turned my head toward the door where the loud noise came from.


  There stood Jeong Seongbin, drenched in sweat, flinging the door wide open.


  

  Jeong Seongbin had mixed feelings these days.


  The work itself was not difficult.


  The people at the company tried to treat them well as the youngest members, and whenever there was potential trouble, the group’s eldest, Kim Iwol, would step in and smooth things over.


  The group atmosphere was good, too.


  There was a time when Jeong Seongbin worried about what would happen if they debuted just like this.


  It was not that they disliked each other—though, admittedly, there might have been some friction—but they weren’t particularly close either, and every awkward moment between members left him wondering.


  Jeong Seongbin knew that relationships between boys couldn’t improve right away, but he still hoped for it.


  Was it because of his earnest prayers?


  After the arrival of the eldest member, Kim Iwol, the group gradually got over the seemingly precarious conflict between them and began to develop a better dynamic.


  So, had the team finally reached a period of stability?


  Jeong Seongbin found it difficult to answer that question.


  And it was all because of the very same Kim Iwol.


  Chapter 91: Internal Discord (1)


  To Jeong Seongbin, Kim Iwol was undeniably the most reliable member of the team.


  There was something about him that made Jeong Seongbin feel like he could share concerns he found difficult to talk about with friends or younger members.


  In addition, Kim Iwol was competent, talented, and even proactive.


  Though he had started training later than the others and wasn’t naturally skilled at dancing, his relentless effort was evident as he gradually improved, leaving little room for doubt.


  Because of that, Jeong Seongbin had never once worried about Kim Iwol.


  Except for one thing: his health.


  Kim Iwol’s stamina was vastly superior to the other members. Even when everyone else was exhausted after long hours of practice, Kim Iwol remained calm.


  And it wasn’t just that.


  While everyone else would head to bed the moment they got back to the dorm, Kim Iwol would often sit in front of his laptop before his weit hair even had a chance to dry.


  He never missed a PT session. In fact, his trainer was sometimes shocked at how unchanging and consistent his workout routine was.


  One day, while eating bread baked by Kim Iwol and walking to school together, his dongsaeng Kiyeon…


  Is Iwol-hyung a cyborg?


  …even said that. That was how consistent Kim Iwol was.


  Although his dark circles got darker when he didn’t sleep much, Kim Iwol was always calm.


  He didn’t seem particularly tired from lack of sleep, nor did he become irritable from diet restrictions.


  Only once he excused himself early, saying he was tired while they were all monitoring together.


  It was obvious that it wasn’t because he wasn’t feeling well. He probably had his reasons, so no one pressed him further.


  Besides, Kim Iwol wasn’t the type to fully accept other people’s concerns about him.


  Most of what he said was usually…


  I’ll take care of it. Don’t worry.


  I’m fine for now. Go on ahead.


  I’ll wrap things up when I have time.


  …or something like that.


  Jeong Seongbin knew that Kim Iwol always drew a firm line when it came to work and schedules.


  So all Jeong Seongbin could really do was occasionally remind him to take care of his health or throw in a few nagging words about getting more sleep, sometimes mentioning their younger member, Cheonghyeon, to persuade him.


  That was why, when Kim Iwol had a nosebleed in the middle of the practice room.


  Jeong Seongbin was very surprised but he couldn’t shake the thought that it was inevitable.


  Everyone was shocked, but Kim Iwol was unfazed.


  Instead, Kim Iwol calmly pressed a wad of tissue to his nose and said, ‘I’ll just plug it with tissues and keep going.’


  Even with blood seeping through his fingers, Kim Iwol was calm.


  The bleeding was so bad that it looked like he might have torn something.


  Everyone advised Kim Iwol to go back to the dorm, but Kim Iwol would not listen.


  Even after more than ten minutes had passed without the bleeding stopping, he remained determined, until Kiyeon, who rarely raised his voice at his hyungs, finally packed Kim Iwol’s things and practically dragged him out of the practice room.


  Only after confirming that Kim Iwol was lying down on the bed in his room could everyone breathe a sigh of relief.


  I should definitely contact the manager hyung when I wake up in the morning.


  Jeong Seongbin thought to himself and also fell asleep in his bed. Until someone woke him up.


  That someone placed a hand on his shoulder and shook it gently.


  And then that person called out to him in a small voice.


  Seongbin, Seongbin…


  The one who called his name several times was his friend and other roommate, Park Joowoo.


  Jeong Seongbin forced his eyes open. In the dark room, Park Joowoo’s shadow was faintly visible.


  Ungh… What is it?


  I’m sorry for waking you up. But… Where did Iwol-hyung go?


  What?


  In an instant, Jeong Seongbin was fully awake, the shock feeling like a blow to the back of his head.


  What do you mean? Isn’t he in his room?


  Jeong Seongbin sat up abruptly and asked. His eyes, now adjusted to the darkness, saw Park Joowoo’s anxious expression.


  I woke up and thought I’d check on him to see if he was bleeding again, but his bed was empty I thought maybe he said something to you before he left.


  Jeong Seongbin had never heard anything of the sort.


  He immediately kicked off the blanket and headed to the other members’ rooms.


  Just as Park Joowoo had said, one of the beds on the first floor was empty.


  Some might say that it wasn’t unusual for a grown man to step out late at night.


  But the Kim Iwol that Jeong Seongbin knew was the type who would never do anything that went against the rules.


  For him to leave without saying anything meant there had to be a reason.


  Jeong Seongbin hurriedly went to the living room and picked up the phone. Then he called the manager.


  If Kim Iwol had gone to the hospital in the middle of the night, the manager would have accompanied him.


  However, Jeong Seongbin’s expectations were dashed, and after the beep sound stopped, the manager’s voice, who seemed to have been in a deep sleep, was heard.


  …Hello?


  Uh, hyung….


  Is that you, Seongbin? Why are you calling at this hour?


  Hearing the drowsy voice, Jeong Sengbin was taken aback.


  He tried his best to remain calm and apologized for the call, explaining that he suddenly forgot his schedule for tomorrow, and then he hung up the phone.


  Watching him kneeling in front of the living room cabinet during the call, Joowoo asked,


  …Manager hyung doesn’t know either?


  Yeah. It seems hyung went out alone.


  Struggling to hide his anxiety, Jeong Seongbin nervously bit his lip


  He kept thinking about Kim Iwol’s pale face and the blood streaming down his hand that he had seen during the day.


  At that moment, Park Joowoo, who was watching Jeong Seongbin, said.


  I’ll go around the neighborhood… He might have gone to the convenience store to buy medicine.


  Huh? No, I’ll go. You should rest.


  Seongbin, you have to go to school tomorrow. I can sleep in before practice.


  With that, Joowoo headed toward the door. Jeong Seongbin suddenly remembered a time when Joowoo had been seriously ill with a high fever.


  At that time, Kim Iwol had run outside in the middle of the night without hesitation. Perhaps that was why Park Joowoo felt the need to be proactive now.


  At the same time, he remembered what Kim Iwol had suggested to the team for his sake.


  Let’s at least pair up in teams of two while we’re in the company.


  …Those words.


  Jeong Seongbin rose to his feet. Then he left the dorm with Park Joowoo.


  The two of them ran around the neighborhood for quite some time.


  They went to every convenience store they could find and even went to the emergency room of a nearby hospital.


  They asked if a tall man named Kim Iwol had ever been there, but the only answer he got was ‘No.’


  He didn’t go out to buy medicine…?


  Park Joowoo muttered, trailing off. It was already past midnight.


  At that moment, something flashed through Jeong Seongbin’s mind.


  It was a question Kim Iwol had suddenly asked him a while ago.


  Let’s say if you train hard for a week, you’re guaranteed to see results. Will you follow my lead?


  Guaranteed?


  Yes, definitely.


  One week. And since then, Kim Iwol had been diligently making sure that the members practiced for five hours straight.


  And Kim Iwol himself had been putting in nearly 15 hours of practice each day.


  Joowoo.


  Huh?


  I think I know where hyung is.


  Jeong Seongbin ran straight there.


  When Park Joowoo asked where he was going, Jeong Seongbin didn’t stop moving and just answered that he was going to the practice room. Park Joowoo seemed surprised but didn’t question it further.


  As he picked up his pace, Jeong Seongbin hoped that the practice-obsessed hyung wouldn’t actually be in the practice room.


  And he prayed that it wasn’t just because of a revelation from his ancestors that Kim Iwol persisted in practicing until the end.


  However, what greeted Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo in the basement of UA was a bright light spilling out from the practice room, where the lights had definitely been turned off.


  When Jeong Seongbin opened the door, he saw Kim Iwol standing there, drenched in sweat, looking as if he felt refreshed.


  

  I looked at Jeong Seongbin’s face, then at the clock on the practice room wall.


  “What are you doing here at this hour? Did you come here alone?”


  As soon as I finished speaking, Park Joowoo’s head appeared over Jeong Seongbin’s shoulder.


  So, the two minors ventured out together at night. These kids were asking for a scolding.


  Just as I was deciding whether to reprimand them for sneaking out without a word or praise them for sticking together, Jeong Seongbin’s expression turned serious.


  “Hyung, is that important right now?”


  For once, there was a rare frown on his face.


  “Do you know how surprised we were that you’re gone? And why are you in the practice room at this hour when you’re not feeling well?”


  Only then did I realize that these guys had come all this way because of me.


  It was regrettable that I’d been found out, but since I had already fulfilled the practice hours, I wouldn’t lose anything by going back now. I said as I closed the cap on my water bottle.


  “Sorry. I thought you were all asleep. I was just about to head back…”


  “No, I don’t want to hear an apology!”


  Jeong Seongbin’s voice echoed in the practice room. He shouted in frustration.


  “You were bleeding so much, but you kept saying you were fine, and you didn’t listen when I told you to go to the hospital! What if it’s something serious?”


  “Seongbin, it’s just a nosebleed…”


  “Most people don’t bleed so much from just a nosebleed that they soak their clothes or stumble while walking!”


  Jeong Seongbin didn’t back down an inch. He must have been really disturbed by the sight of my blood-soaked shirt.


  But I really didn’t need to go to the hospital. My nosebleed wasn’t a health issue, it was a penalty from the system.


  Besides, in the past nine years of health check-ups, I’d never once had any significant issues. There was no way I’d suddenly develop something serious now.


  I was at a loss as to how to explain this. I was just grateful that Park Joowoo was trying to stop Jeong Seongbin, even if the attempt seemed awkward.


  Despite Park Joowoo’s dissuasion, Jeong Seongbin didn’t stop.


  “We came together because you told us to go in pairs. We’ve filled all the practice hours and done everything you asked us to do. So why are you not following the one rule you set about telling us if something’s wrong?”


  “I didn’t mention it because I wasn’t actually sick. Who would expect a nosebleed?”


  “If Cheonghyeon or Kiyeon were in your shoes, would you say the same thing? That it’s just a nosebleed, no big deal, and to keep practicing?”


  Jeong Seongbin was even more persistent than when I got hit by Yoo Hansoo.


  I sighed softly inside. I didn’t want to argue with a kid.


  “Seongbin, you would have done the same thing back then.”


  “…What?”


  “I mean practice. You said you’d keep at it, even if it didn’t guarantee results.”


  When I’d asked him if he’d work hard under the assumption he’d see results, Jeong Seongbin had definitely replied like that.


  And as expected, Jeong Seongbin, who had a good memory, immediately remembered the conversation at that time.


  I didn’t miss this opportunity and continued talking.


  “I did it because I thought it would definitely yield results. I wanted to prepare as much as possible before the comeback. There’s nothing wrong with that, is there?”


  “But you didn’t mention that it’d involve this kind of strain.”


  “That’s just a matter of handling conditions differently. Is there anyone among the members who doesn’t practice to their limits right now?”


  “Why does that ‘limit’ apply so harshly only to you? It’s true we’re all doing our best, but we don’t all practice as much or sleep as little as you do, because you’re looking out for everyone! But why does only hyung…”


  “Seongbin, you’re not seriously asking that, are you?”


  I shrugged my shoulders and said.


  “I’m doing this because I’m way behind you guys.”
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  “So you had a huge fight with Jeong Seongbin yesterday?”


  Choi Jeho asked, chugging down his cold milk. He didn’t listen when I told him to warm up the milk before drinking it.


  “I explained the situation calmly, Seongbin just got a little worked up.”


  “You’re the type to talk to people in a way that makes them angry.”


  “Jeho, is that a self-introduction?”


  I said with a bright smile, but Choi Jeho just snorted.


  Unbelievable. After all the effort I put into helping him control his big mouth, this was how he repaid me.


  “I heard even Park Joowoo didn’t side with you.”


  Choi Jeho’s remark dragged Park Joowoo, who had been quietly eating bread in the corner, into the conversation.


  Then again, if Park Joowoo hadn’t brought it up in the first place, Choi Jeho probably wouldn’t have noticed that Jeong Seongbin was upset.


  Still, I shot Joowoo a hopeful look, silently asking if he really felt that way.


  But Park Joowoo turned away from me.


  Are you betraying me too?


  After all the pancakes I fed you during Chuseok? The world is full of traitors.


  “No, is it really my fault?”


  I asked, genuinely indignant.


  The answer I got was brutally straightforward.


  “Of course, it is.”


  “Goodness.”


  All I did was practice a little, how is that my fault?


  The one who nagged me the most about my dancing sure had a lot to say now.


  “Hyung, how’s your nose…?”


  In the meantime, Park Joowoo carefully checked on my nose. He was very skilled at the art of


  giving the disease and giving medicine.


  [1]


  ‘Giving the disease and giving medicine’ is a proverb in Korea, it means ‘To make trouble and then give help’. In this context, it was Park Joowoo who started the convo and kicked up a fuss, but he was also the one who tried to change the subject and calm them down.


  “It’s perfectly fine. My nose has never been better.”


  “Sure it is.”


  “Choi Jeho, you wanna pick a fight?”


  When I shot back, Choi Jeho shrugged his shoulders.


  I ignored him and focused on Park Joowoo.


  “Joowoo, as his best friend, what do you think? Do you think Seongbin is really angry?”


  “How should I put this…”


  “Express it in a percentage.”


  “Maybe… 97%.”


  So, it was at a critical level. This was serious.


  Watching me bury my head in my hands, Choi Jeho asked.


  “Are you scared of Jeong Seongbin?”


  “The happiness index of subordinates fluctuates depending on the mood of their superiors. If the team leader is unhappy because of me, how could I not care?”


  “Just leave it. He’ll calm down after he sorts out his thoughts.”


  “I’m sorry, but is that a story from your own experience?”


  “Yeah.”


  Is that something to be proud of, you b**ch?


  I’d sunk to the level of being on par with Choi Jeho. I felt a little sorry for Jeong Seongbin.


  I swallowed a sigh and said.


  “It can’t be helped. I have to apologize to Seongbin.”


  “Apologize? Aren’t you just going to add fuel to the fire?”


  “No, I’ll explain some measures to prevent it from happening again.”


  “So you’re going to pour fuel to the fire.”


  I wanted to put a gag order on Choi Jeho, who kept putting a damper on everything I said, but I held back. Our country had freedom of speech.


  “Then what should I do? Do you want to see Seongbin’s heavy expression throughout today’s practice?”


  “I don’t care. It’s not because of me.”


  Choi Jeho raised an eyebrow at me.


  He didn’t care as long as it wasn’t him getting into trouble. Seeing that carefree face of his, I felt a deep anger rising from my gut.


  “…I don’t want to see it either, but that doesn’t mean that the preventative measures that you mentioned… will appease Seongbin.”


  Park Joowoo said carefully. It was saddening. There was no one on my side in this world.


  As I pitied myself, Park Joowoo glanced at me and added.


  “But if that’s really what you want to do, go ahead…!”


  Forget it, man…


  

  As I expected, Jeong Seongbin came back home with his anger intact.


  Kang Kiyeon, who had walked home with him, shook his head behind Jeong Seongbin.


  So as soon as Jeong Seongbin arrived, I knelt down and offered a heartfelt apology.


  I roughly admitted my negligence in not taking care of my health properly, apologized for surprising my colleague, and promised that something like this would never happen again.


  …That’s not something you can guarantee, hyung.


  I’ll pray to my ancestors for a health-monitoring guardian spirit.


  I also extended my apologies to the ancestors whom I’d only taken advantage of. Please, do not forgive this disrespectful descendant.


  However, I meant it when I said that I would never do this again. Even if I didn’t have a guardian spirit for health checkups, I did have a fatigue index that could be measured in percentages.


  Perhaps sensing that I had some assurance, Jeong Seongbin’s expression wavered slightly.


  I took advantage of Jeong Seongbin’s moment of hesitation, appealing to his concern for his injured teammate, his sympathy, and, of course, the guilt he must’ve felt for losing his temper at an older member.


  In other words, I just kept begging on my knees.


  His face turned pale and he accepted my apology. He must have been moved by my sincerity.


  The highlight was when Jeong Seongbin sighed, saying, ‘Hyung, you really…’ with a voice that was about 80% filled with exasperation


  Anyway, thanks to Jeong Seongbin’s generous acceptance, our afternoon practice went very smoothly.


  At least, until Yoo Hansoo called.


  When I called back after seeing a missed call on the phone I got from the manager, the guy immediately yelled as soon as he picked up.


  ― You XX XX, ignoring my calls?


  This crude languange. Lack of phone etiquette.


  And even the anger that transcended the limits of space. He really reminded me of someone.


  “I’m sorry, PD-nim.”


  I politely answered the phone. The Spark members who were scattered here and there jumped in surprise.


  I motioned for them to sit down and be quiet.


  Then Lee Cheonghyeon mouthed.


  Put him on speaker!


  Yeah, no.


  No matter how worn out my conscience was, I knew that I shouldn’t let the kids hear such bad adult conversations.


  Even in the midst of all this, Yoo Hansoo’s medley of curses continued.


  “It’s not that I didn’t answer on purpose, it’s just that we all have to turn in our phones.”


  — And so what, XX? Do I have to check your schedule before I call you? Huh?


  “No, of course not. I am sorry, PD-nim.”


  ― Sorry? Why the XX are you to say sorry after messing with me like this?


  And Yoo Hansoo was already beyond reason.


  At least in my previous life, I had never met a boomer like this before I met Manager Nam. This life was progressing too fast.


  Just as I was about to squeeze out a fake tear to pity myself, my eyes met Jeong Seongbin’s. His gaze seemed to ask if I hadn’t forgotten a promise we made before.


  Alright, alright, I get it.


  I got up quietly on my knees.


  I apologized to Yoo Hansoo with only the barest hint of sincerity, and then I mouthed to the guys without making a sound.


  I’m going to record this.


  They understood and let me go without saying anything.


  So I pressed the record button on the emergency exit and watched Yoo Hansoo babble for a long time.


  I waited until Yoo Hansoo yelled, asking if I was even listening, then replied in the most dejected tone I could muster, apologizing profusely and assuring him that I was listening carefully


  I leaned my back against the wall of the emergency exit, feeling that this conversation would take a long time.


  And this premonition was never wrong.


  Only after 20 minutes did he finally get to the main point.


  ― You XX, you dragged Ahn Yuri to this too.


  Ahn Yuri was Newri’s real name. I had expected that this might’ve set him off, and sure enough, he was boiling mad.


  “PD, I…”


  ― What? Making excuses now? XXX, you’ve already caused a mess, and now you have something to say? Huh?


  “…”


  ― Who do you think you are, crossing the line like that? Just because you got a few compliments from the company, you think you’re something special? Haven’t you heard the saying, ‘a frog in the well’ before?


  It was unfair. They were the ones who cautiously asked for my opinion first. And if he wasn’t going to listen to what I said, why even call?


  This guy was truly stuck in his ways. He should spend this time figuring out his own survival.


  ― You’re not afraid of anything, are you? But you know what? Your reputation in the industry is already XX bad. If you get caught in one wrong move, you’ll go straight to hell.


  “I’m sorry, PD-nim.”


  Of course, I’m not sorry at all.


  A whistle-blowing idol was one thing, but an embezzling employee had even worse prospects. He should start realizing how far he had fallen.


  — You messed with the wrong person. You think I don’t know people in the industry who can bring you down? Behave properly, Jang Junhoo’s out there talking about you too.


  Jang Junhoo.


  I thought Yoo Hansoo only filmed Jang Junhoo’s music video, but they must have really hit it off. If they were close enough to gossip about me behind my back in private.


  Or maybe Yoo Hansoo was just bluffing to scare me.


  It didn’t matter either way. Neither Yoo Hansoo nor Jang Junhoo could be a threat.


  “Jang Junhoo… sunbaenim?”


  ― Yeah. You’re famous for being rude. Jang Junhoo was really keeping an eye on you.


  It would actually be helpful if they were close. I could expose them both as a duo. ‘PD and senior artist team up for harassment’— what a catchy headline.


  I played with my fingernails with one hand and spoke in a very flustered voice.


  “That can’t be true. I’ve only greeted sunbaenim a couple of times.”


  ― You threatened Jang Junhoo. Insubordination is a serious crime. You get that?


  No matter how serious of a crime insubordination might be, did it even compare to abuse of power? That kind of logic only worked in the military.


  Yoo Hansoo didn’t stop talking after Jang Junhoo’s name was mentioned, probably because he thought I was genuinely flustered.


  ― From what I’ve heard, you were really being rude over something trivial. You went on about how Jang Junhoo threw a water bottle, and he took your phone for inspection. You called it abuse of power?


  “PD-nim, that’s—”


  ― If that counts as an abuse of power, then what I’ve done to you must be way worse, right? Did Jang Junhoo throw the bottle at anyone? Did he smash your phone? Oh, I broke your MP3, so I guess you’d report me for abuse of power too?


  I definitely would. This would make perfect evidence. It was downright impressive how he kept adding more offenses on top of the embezzlement suspicion.


  I covered my mouth and desperately held back my laughter.


  In this fucked up world, things could still go your way. Maybe I should buy a lottery ticket today.


  And then, as usual, he started swearing.


  I had recorded enough, so I was about to apologize profusely and hang up when I heard footsteps coming up the stairs.


  Getting caught here wasn’t ideal.


  Involving a staff member might silence Yoo Hansoo temporarily, but such a mild punishment was not enough. If I played this right, I could send off Jang Junhoo and Yoo Hansoo as a bullying duo.


  So I greeted the shadow in the loudest voice I could, even though I couldn’t tell who they were.


  “Hello!”


  Yoo Hansoo’s swearing stopped. Soon after, footsteps came up the stairs, and an employee from the agency came up.


  “What are you doing here?”


  “Oh, I was just answering a call…”


  At that moment, the call ended and the phone screen lit up brightly. I tilted the phone slightly so that the employee could see the screen, and the name I had politely saved as ‘Producer Yoo Hansoo’ appeared.


  “Is PD Yoo still calling you?”


  The employee was shocked. I waved my hand desperately and said.


  “No, it’s been a really long time since I last spoke to him!”


  It was true.


  But, more importantly, I wanted to go back to the practice room and check the recording.


  Even so, the employee didn’t leave right away.


  “Did PD Yoo say something again?”


  “No, really…!”


  At that moment, my nose started itching at the worst possible time.


  Worried that the inside of my nose might start bleeding again, I quickly lowered my head.


  I pretended to sniffle and put my hand under my nose, but fortunately, it was dry.


  Just as I was about to raise my head in relief, the staff member shouted in surprise.


  “Are you crying?!”


  Huh? Me?


  No, wait.


  Maybe… it could be seen that way?


  Being caught mid-call with a boss who’s been tormenting me, and then suddenly hanging my head and sniffling…


  It would be easy to misunderstand. I didn’t think I’d come off as so delicate, but the circumstances were unfortunate.


  I put on my brightest smile, explaining that it wasn’t what they thought.


  However, the staff member saw my behavior as that of a ‘brave trainee holding back tears and trying to act cheerful,’ which made things difficult


  In the end, I had to put off checking the recording until the evening and politely send the employee off on their way.
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  The seven days of hellish OJT wrapped up without any major issues.


  Thanks to that, my skill levels, which had been stagnant for a while, saw significant changes.


  
    Performance Evaluation (100)


    ― Vocal proficiency: 10(▲)/20


    ― Dance proficiency: 9(▲)/20


    ― Self-PR: 12(▼)/20


    ― Attendance management: 18/20


    ― Organizational adaptability: 11/20


    ― Total fatigue: 38%

  


  Vocal proficiency went up, and so did dance proficiency.


  Ever since I learned that going over 40% accumulated fatigue could wreck my nose, I’d been managing it meticulously down to each 1%… and yet.


  Why did my self-PR go down?


  It had only been a few days since I last checked, and my self-PR had dropped by one point.


  I didn’t know it could get a deduction.


  Scores for non-technical categories could fluctuate, sure, but still, this was a bit much.


  Don’t they give reasons for the deductions?


  When an HR evaluation is done, shouldn’t they provide a reason?


  As I was silently grumbling to myself, the system popped up.


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from ‘Superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ Oh, Assistant Manager Kim! I saw your PT. But compared to the other employees, your PT… didn’t stand out. Since it’s a relative evaluation, there’s nothing I can do about it. I am sorry, okay?

  


  …With a kind explanation.


  It pissed me off. I understood their reason, so it pissed me off even more. How could I stand out among those great members?


  Trying to hold onto that one score wasn’t even worth it. As a clumsy beginner, it was better to just quietly stay on the sidelines so as not to get in anyone’s way.


  I didn’t even want to imagine how much unwanted attention I might draw if I overstepped without knowing my place.


  Anyway, it’s fine as long as my skills improve.


  This time, the boost in my dance proficiency felt a bit special.


  There was no sudden miracle where I became an amazing dancer, but my energy drain from dancing the same routines significantly decreased. It seemed I was using up less unnecessary energy now.


  The Spark members also seemed to notice the change after just seven days.


  It was easy to tell just by looking at how everyone was practicing more enthusiastically than usual.


  The favorable wind that started blowing began to have an impact in various areas.


  Hyung! I went to the A&R team today!


  What for?


  I suddenly had a brilliant idea! I wanted to ask if I could make some last-minute adjustments!


  Lee Cheonghyeon, who received a creative boost, tweaked the title track right up until the very end of the recording.


  This time, how about putting as much harmony as possible in the high-pitched parts? I think it will feel much richer if there are more components in each section.


  Sounds good. But, Seongbin, wouldn’t that put too much burden on you and Joowoo?


  If you don’t build up the harmony to high notes, then I and Kang Kiyeon should join. Or Kim Iwol, you can increase your part.


  Jeong Seongbin actively gave his opinion and supplemented the melody part.


  Okay, now let’s take five minutes to brainstorm keywords for image transformation. Ready, go!


  Hair dyeing, colored contact lenses, face stickers…


  Wait a minute, my typing can’t keep up!


  Memorize it. You’re faster that way, Cheonghyeon.


  Though I had my complaints about Spark, I’d admit.


  All the members’ ability to express their opinions had improved significantly compared to before.


  Thanks to that, the brainstorming was fun. So yesterday, we had a nonstop meeting for about 4 hours.


  After I sent an email to the planning team with the contents I organized attached, it was already lunchtime.


  Right then, the manager showed up with a salad pack, and I closed my laptop, asking.


  “Manager! What happened to that self-produced content that was put on hold?”


  We’d had to set aside plans for our self-produced content due to sensitive personal issues and the sudden OJT.


  Tasks that required a lot of effort would be hard to manage due to the stages right before and after the comeback


  Seeing that the planning team didn’t say anything, I didn’t think there would be any major issues so I put it aside, but it was time to wrap up the big tasks.


  The manager took the salad pack out of the bag and said with a bright smile.


  “Oh, that? I heard you’re going to the farm!”


  Yes?


  Farm… Where?


  

  City weekend farm?


  It’s good for children’s emotional development. So, Assistant Manager Kim, please find out about it and let me know.


  That was how my relationship with the weekend farm began.


  Since I’d taken on the initial task of applying for the weekend farm, I ended up being responsible for everything from buying seedlings to planting Manager Nam’s pot to pulling weeds on summer weekends.


  One rainy summer day, I even got a call like this in the middle of the night.


  You want me to make a water channel for the field?


  ―Yeah. Well, if furrows are dug beforehand, it should be fine. Assistant Manager Kim, did you dig that?


  Yes, before I sowed the seeds…


  ―But I can see that the rain is unusual. Assistant Manager Kim, just go and take a look. My wife and kid are insisting on going to the field.


  Manager Nam, who wouldn’t let his wife and children get a single drop of water on their hands, sent me out into the pouring rain.


  Manager… I’ve cleared the water channel and are heading back.


  ― Oh, good work!


  ― Honey, are you sure we shouldn’t go check? Aren’t all the peppers going to fall?


  ― No, it’s okay. I got in touch with the farm staff, and they’ve looked over everything.


  ― In this rain? Running a farm must be tough…


  I so wanted to shout back to the concerned wife that her husband had sent a colleague from the Hyeongpyeong Industry, not a farm employee, into the storm.


  I thought that would be the last time I’d get my hands dirty with soil.


  “Here’s your outfit, hyung.”


  Resigned, I took the pants that Kang Kiyeon handed me. The pattern was flashy.


  “Who picked this out?”


  “Joowoo-hyung.”


  Our Joowoo, you have quite the knack for selecting uniforms. You even found pants that are perfect for farm work.


  Park Joowoo glanced at me and asked, perhaps sensing my mix of amusement and pain.


  “Hyung… If you don’t like it, I can swap mine with yours.”


  “No, I like it.”


  I didn’t want to be seen on the camera as a 21-year-old adult male who stole his dongsaeng’s poppy pants because he didn’t like the cosmos-patterned one.


  At that moment, Choi Jeho, who had finished changing his clothes, appeared from the next room.


  “Hey, is this supposed to be the right length?”


  With his bare ankles visible.


  The bottom hem of his black pants, covered in peony designs, flapped well above his ankles.


  “Finding capri pants that fit your height must be tough, huh?”


  People should have a sense of decency.


  I took out a pair of ankle-high socks that I had brought just in case and handed them to Choi Jeho.


  “Put these on. Unless you want to end up with a rash from the grass.”


  “A rash?”


  “Yes, something like that.”


  I was even kindly giving him advice to pull his socks up to the top of his pants if he didn’t want bugs to get in, when I heard a staff member’s voice outside.


  “Spark, we’ll start filming in 10 minutes!”


  “Oh, yes!”


  Oh shoot, I hadn’t even changed yet.


  The cameras were all covered for us changing our clothes, so I took off the T-shirt I was wearing with relief.


  Then, as I bent down to pick up the team shirt that had just been handed to me—


  “Hyung!”


  Jeong Seongbin called me urgently.


  I tried to turn my head toward the sound, but Jeong Seongbin was a step faster.


  Jeong Seongbin turned my body so that my back was facing the wall, and he asked in a voice so small that I could barely hear him.


  “What’s wrong with your back, hyung?”


  “My back? What about my back?”


  I reached back, wondering if a bug had landed on me, but I didn’t feel anything.


  Jeong Seongbin looked dazed.


  “No, that’s…”


  What’s going on?


  Do I suddenly have a dragon tattoo on my back?


  Later, the system might say something like, ‘Assistant Manager Kim, is it appropriate for an office worker to have such a tattoo? That’s a deduction in attendance rating for you!’


  Just the thought alone gave me a headache.


  As I was momentarily out of sorts, Jeong Seongbin took me to the next room. Everyone was busy changing their clothes, so no one paid attention to me.


  Jeong Seongbin closed the door behind him and spoke carefully.


  “There’s, uh, huge scar on your back, hyung…”


  “A scar? Oh, that.”


  The moment I heard the word scar, my thoughts that had been going on in a million directions stopped in an instant.


  Right, I do have one.


  When I was a kid, it happened when I was running away to avoid getting hit and ended up tripping.


  Unluckily, my back got cut open by the corner of the table, and my skin was all torn.


  But still, it’s not big enough to be called huge, is it?


  The scar was definitely huge at first.


  But noona came home just in time and took me to the emergency room, so I was able to get it stitched up right away.


  Noona insisted that having a huge scar on a grown man’s back would scare people, so she nagged me into getting scar removal surgery when I was a student.


  I guess someone unaccustomed to scars might get surprised.


  Especially since it was our first time changing together, so he must be even more thrown off.


  I spoke to Jeong Seongbin as nonchalantly as possible.


  “I got it from a bad fall when I was little. It’s shrunk a lot since then.”


  “Shrunk? This?”


  He was exaggerating. At most, it was like a slightly thick line now.


  “Yeah. I never said anything because it wouldn’t show when I’m wearing clothes, but should I cover up my scar when I go on air? Like a tattoo?”


  “I don’t know much about that either, but, hyung… I think it might show through a white T-shirt.”


  “It’s not that bad. If it’s a thick enough shirt, even a white one should be enough…”


  …But as I answered like that, I felt something off.


  As much as Jeong Seongbin genuinely cared about his teammates, wasn’t he overreacting a bit?


  Just because of a scar, not even a dragon tattoo?


  I went to the mirror in front of the room and turned my back to it.


  Then I turned my head slightly and checked the mirror.


  “Huh?”


  Wait a minute.


  What’s wrong with my back?
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  I was speechless for a moment.


  Even at a glance, my back beyond the mirror looked like it had a lot of stories to tell.


  A jagged scar ran diagonally from between my shoulder blades down to my mid-back, revealing a spot that hadn’t healed smoothly.


  Some people might actually find this unsettling.


  I could understand Jeong Seongbin’s reaction. It was definitely visible through a T-shirt.


  “Really… It’s big.”


  I didn’t know my back had become like this.


  I’d felt the scar while washing, but it had been so long since the injury that I didn’t really think about it anymore.


  The bathroom in the dorm was so small that there was no space to look at my back in the mirror.


  But more importantly, I wondered why my scar, which I had taken good care of, had become like this.


  The fact that I had a scar didn’t change, but if the shape of the scar had changed…


  Fuck, is my sister really alive and well?


  Didn’t it look like that the sister who had helped me deal with the accident in the middle of it was gone?


  I immediately checked the welfare service record of my sister’s status.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Welfare Service’ usage details


    ▷ Relation: Blood relative


    ▷ Health status: Good


    ▷ Psychological status: Bad


    ▷ Other: At work

  


  I almost wanted to give the system a beating when I saw that her psychological status was bad, but seeing ‘At work’ made me understand. Yeah, that was unavoidable.


  The bigger issue was whether I could continue to trust this system.


  It turned a person’s back into a rag, and now expected a few lines of text to convince me?


  I couldn’t do anything about it, so I’d put up with it for now. But if I find out that you’re lying, I’ll smash my own head, head to the afterlife, and hold a never-ending filibuster with you, system.


  “Hyungs, are you guys still changing? They said we have to head out now!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon shouted from beyond the door.


  I told Jeong Seongbin that I would cover it up properly before heading out, and then I sent him off and put on two layers of T-shirts.


  

  In the past, Spark rarely had outdoor activities.


  I remembered the prevailing opinion was that if they barely talked in an indoor studio, what good would it do to let them go outside?


  They were occasionally active in sports programs, but they seemed very awkward with other people.


  The problem is that their fellow members are also included in those other people.


  But now it was different.


  Thanks to countless days and nights of relentless drilling, these kids finally realized and internalized just how much of a serious offense it was to stand in front of the camera with their mouths shut.


  As a result…


  “I don’t know how to put this, but our hyungs really… have this aura, you know.”


  “What do you mean by that, Lee Cheonghyeon?”


  “You look like you’d be amazing at farm work. You’re so reliable, really!”


  “That’s true.”


  “You look reliable, too, Kiyeon…”


  “Huh?”


  …None of them seemed capable of shutting up.


  In the midst of it all, they hadn’t forgotten the rule about avoiding audio overlap, and their timing to jump into the conversation was flawless.


  I watched the guys chatting loudly, and then I casually said to our MC Jeong Seongbin, who was pushed to the sideline.


  “Seongbin, they’re so noisy, should we stick them up in the field as scarecrows?”


  “Hyung, you really seem like you’d do it, so please don’t…!”


  Geez. I can’t even joke.


  It seemed Seongbin genuinely thought I’d put them out there upside down, so he quickly got the group under control.


  “Now that we’re in the countryside, the first thing we have to do is prepare lunch!”


  Everyone clapped with excitement at Jeong Seongbin’s announcement.


  Prepare lunch, huh.


  With these guys in the middle of nature?


  Well then, there was no need to think further.


  “Let’s make pajeon.”


  What other choice do we have? It had to be something easy to make.


  “Pajeon sounds good! And what else should we make?”


  “With our skills, just being able to finish pajeon without a hitch is enough of an achievement, Cheonghyeon.”


  I put my hand on Lee Cheonghyeon’s shoulder and said with a smile.


  My eyes were smiling, but I was being serious.


  If I sent two of them out to the field to pick scallions, I could already predict one would bring back onions and the other water celery.


  Trying to ignore that inevitable future, I maintained my smile as I asked:


  “Do we… get something like pancake flour or salt?”


  “All necessary ingredients can be won in games with the production team!”


  The PD answered.


  Just then, I heard an ominous conversation.


  “Seongbin-hyung, do we need salt for pajeon? Don’t you usually dip them in soy sauce?”


  Maybe he’s using it for something else? Right, Jeho-hyung?”


  “I think we used it last time when making the kimchi pancake… Lee Cheonghyeon, did we put salt in it then?”


  “Wasn’t it sugar? Maybe it depends on the ingredients?”


  I asked with a faint smile.


  “PD-nim.”


  “Yes!”


  “The Ingredients… How much can we get?”


  Because, honestly, I think we’re going to need a lot.


  

  Making six servings of green onion pancakes turned into a rather chaotic ordeal.


  “Are green onion roots always like this? Maybe it’s because they’re organic?”


  “Isn’t that actually an onion, Jeho?”


  Starting with the single-brain-celled Choi Jeho, who, true to expectations, pulled out an immature onion.


  “Didn’t you say we have to build the stove?”


  “Wait a minute, Kiyeon. If you don’t want to do it twice, we have to carefully consider the members’ paths and where the wind blows before deciding on the location.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon, who used his good brain to this extent, and Kang Kiyeon, busily took down half-built bricks, agreeing that it needed to be redone.


  At this rate, we would have lunch in the afternoon. Maybe around… 5 p.m.


  It was comforting that at least Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo were quiet.


  Yes, out of these five, at least one person had to have experience cooking outdoors to keep some balance in the universe…


  “Hyung, how much should I peel off the green onions for them to be ready?”


  “Iwol-hyung, there are three types of soy sauce in the pantry. Which one should I bring…?”


  “…”


  The heck…


  Next time, I hoped the production team took them to something like the Boy Scouts instead of farm work. A one-day cooking class would be even better.


  I answered their questions one by one and handed out the gloves.


  “Why gloves?”


  “I’ll do the cooking, so just go and gather some firewood.”


  And as I watched their backs retreating toward the mountain path, I lamented to myself.


  This is all because I have been feeding the kids too much salad.


  If they’d ever had to cook for themselves a few times, would they really be like this?


  I’m not a great cook myself, so I can’t say much.


  I thought this as I scrubbed the large cauldron lid placed off to one side of the porch.


  Then Kang Kiyeon came over and asked.


  “Are you going to put some pancakes on the lid?”


  “Yeah. I think it’ll work better than using a frying pan.”


  “Then, should I clean it?”


  “I’ll handle it; it needs oiling anyway. What about the stove? Is it done?”


  “Lee Cheonghyeon told me to leave it to him.”


  Glancing over to the yard, I saw Lee Cheonghyeon tearing down his carefully stacked bricks, muttering, ‘This isn’t it!’


  “Kiyeon.”


  “Yes.”


  “Stop running away and go back to help him finish the stove.”


  “…Yes.”


  As I was wiping the lid of the pot, I thought of the workshop at the Hanpyeong Industry.


  You can’t have a workshop without a barbecue. Isn’t that right, Team Leader Cho?


  Oh, absolutely. Manager Nam even brought all the charcoal for us! We’re just along for the ride, huh? What do they call that these days? Getting a free bus ride?


  Back then, I’d done the reservations, the grocery shopping, the grilling, and even poured drinks, who was riding whose bus? It was a tearful workshop memory.


  At that time, while Manager Nam and Team Leader Cho drank until they collapsed, I was outside wiping the iron plate.


  If someone asked me what I enjoyed most about that workshop, I’d confidently say it was scrubbing the grill.


  As I recalled the beautiful memories, my hands holding the dishwashing sponge gained strength.


  While I was wiping the moisture off the lid of the pot I just washed, this time Park Joowoo came to me.


  Park Joowoo held out a huge bowl full of dough and asked.


  “Hyung, is this enough dough…?”


  “Yeah. Who made it? It’s well done.”


  “Jeho-hyung.”


  Although he struggled, it seemed his experience making kimchi pancakes paid off. It was a real progress.


  Even after getting my approval, Park Joowoo didn’t immediately go back but crouched down next to me instead.


  Then, he pointed toward the scene where Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon were loudly building the stove with their voices more than their hands.


  “Hyung, do you know how to start a fire in something like that?”


  You can’t help but worry when you see those kids messing around, right?


  I patted Joowoo’s shoulder to reassure him.


  “Of course. Just trust me.”


  I knew how to light a fire and cook rice in a cauldron.


  So, go ahead and get me some cooking oil.


  

  After many twists and turns, the pajeon turned out exceptionally well.


  Maybe because it was just fried, it tasted delicious.


  After filming the eating scene, I made sure that the staff got one each. When I sat back down to fry more, the others had already started bringing me more ingredients.


  Occasionally, Lee Cheonghyeon would insist on making bunny-shaped pancakes, taking advantage of the wide griddle, but since it was a broadcast, I let him do whatever he wanted.


  He failed to flip it over and one of the rabbit’s ears ended up being shorter, but it was still delicious.


  The filming continued at a brisk pace.


  After Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon lost at rock-paper-scissors and amicably took on dishwashing duty, Jeong Seongbin and I managed to win grocery vouchers from the production team and went shopping.


  In the meantime, Park Joowoo and Lee Cheonghyeon somehow managed to sacrifice the shuttlecock and the badminton racket to a tree branch.


  They were so blatantly caught up in the tree that I thought it might be a hidden camera prank for a moment.


  After pulling weeds in the garden, playing foot volleyball with the production team, and writing rolling paper, the day in the mountain village quickly came to an end.


  But, of course, that didn’t mean the celebrities’ day was over.


  I carefully sliced the cucumber that Choi Jeho had picked from the garden earlier in the day and neatly placed it on the faces of the Spark members, who had been worn out under the blazing sun all day. Honestly, I felt more suited to being a staff member than an idol.


  “Hyung, I’ll put some on your face, so go lie down too!”


  “Stay put. Think of it as my hard work being diminished every time a cucumber falls.”


  I had just gotten Jeong Seongbin to settle down when Lee Cheonghyeon suddenly leaped up from afar.


  “Hyung, I have something I really want to do right now!”


  At that moment, the cucumber fell off Lee Cheonghyeon’s white jade-like face.


  Mr. Lee, I put so much effort into slicing those!


  But the camera was still rolling. I held back my anger and asked.


  “What is it?”


  “Truth or Dare! I know it sounds cliché, but if we don’t do this here, it’d feel like we’re missing out!”


  He dropped my precious cucumbers to the floor just to say that. He could have made that suggestion while lying down.


  The fans would probably like it, though. Idol fans tended to want to know even the smallest things that would make anyone wonder, ‘Why are you curious about such trivial things?’


  Manager Nam’s daughter was the same way.


  I could understand asking for things like Choi Jeho’s height, weight, and favorite shoe brand, but she was far from satisfied with just that.


  I didn’t know what was so fascinating about the fact that Choi Jeho ordered jajangmyeon with cream shrimp at a Chinese restaurant one spring day in May, but I remembered she really liked the tidbit I gave her.


  The truth game would likely bring out some stories more interesting than that. And if not, we could just prod until something came out.


  “I’m in!”


  Surprisingly, even Park Joowoo raised his voice to support Lee Cheonghyeon’s idea.


  As I was wondering whether the truth or dare game was popular among young people, Park Joowoo said with shining eyes.


  “I–I’ve never been on a school trip. So I haven’t had many opportunities to do things like that…!”


  No, Joowoo.


  If you say it like that, how can we not do it…


  Chapter 95: Employee Farm Experience (3)


  8 PM.


  In the city, this would be peak practice time, but in the countryside where the sun had set and there was no internet, it was the perfect time for a game of truth or dare.


  I felt like the system gave me a task like ‘sharing secrets with members’ because it knew things would turn out like this.


  The members all peeled cucumbers and sat in the living room, their faces seemed a little more moistened.


  “Ah, this would be even better if we each had a candle to hold!”


  “Isn’t that more like a retreat?”


  “It sets the mood!”


  To cater to Lee Cheonghyeon’s need for ambiance, I borrowed the writer’s phone and put on a video titled ‘[1 hour/1 Hour] Campfire Time’, then handed it to him.


  Holding a digital bonfire in his hand, Lee Cheonghyeon immediately shut his mouth.


  “So, how should we decide the order?”


  When I asked, Jeong Seongbin answered right away.


  “We haven’t done our weekly compliments yet, so how about we start by complimenting the person next to us? Whoever gets stuck can go first.”


  “Sounds good.”


  Jeong Seongbin confidently stepped forward, saying that he should be the one to start it since he was the one who brought it up.


  “I want to compliment you, Cheonghyeon, for your spirit of service. I was touched when you took charge of stacking the bricks for the oven so the older members wouldn’t hurt their hands.”


  “I feel like he just wanted to do it, though.”


  Ignoring Kang Kiyeon’s muttering, Lee Cheonghyeon happily accepted Jeong Seongbin’s compliment.


  The praise relay continued. Thanks to having done this a few times at the dorms, everyone was able to compliment each other with ease.


  The turn went around and eventually came to Choi Jeho.


  I was the one who would receive the praise. I motioned for him to say it quickly.


  Choi Jeho furrowed his brow and hesitated.


  “Uh…”


  “What’s with that silence?”


  As if something was stuck in his throat, Choi Jeho couldn’t say anything.


  Couldn’t he at least follow Jeong Seongbin’s lead and compliment me on something from today? Like ‘Iwol, thank you for diligently cleaning the pot lid!’ or something like that.


  Of course, Jeong Seongbin must have been sincere in his praise.


  I put my hands together.


  “You really don’t have anything?”


  “No, I mean, you got scolded by Jeong Seongbin the day before yesterday.”


  “So you’re saying I only do things that deserve scolding, and there’s nothing to compliment? You should be the first to ask questions.”


  I immediately pushed Choi Jeho into the pit of the truth game.


  But it wasn’t a very good choice. No one dared to ask him questions.


  Well, they must be afraid of what might come out of this guy’s mouth.


  What kind of stories would get the best reactions from the fans?


  First of all, no one here was crazy enough to bring up stories about their first loves.


  Questions about his school days… He didn’t seem to have many friends, so let’s skip that.


  I opened my mouth after thinking about it.


  “If we were traveling for a schedule in the provinces or abroad, who would you want to share a room with?”


  It wasn’t a question meant for today in particular. After all, tonight we’d all be sleeping cramped together in one room.


  Choi Jeho answered without hesitation.


  “Park Joowoo.”


  “Why?”


  “He’s quiet. Less interaction makes things more comfortable, doesn’t it?”


  “I think we should hear Joowoo’s opinion on that too.”


  “I’d like to share a room with Jeho-hyung…!”


  Such a good guy. Park Joowoo, you’re exempt from the next laundry duty.


  Choi Jeho, you’re going to have 100 lessons on speaking politely.


  Next up was Jeong Seongbin, who lost in the game of wits.


  As soon as Jeong Seongbin’s turn came, Lee Cheonghyeon jumped in as if he had been waiting for it.


  “I’ve been wanting to ask this question! Hyung, would you prefer five Iwol-hyungs, or one five-year-old Iwol-hyung?”


  Am I playing a punishment game?


  Ignoring my bafflement, Jeong Seongbin seriously pondered the question.


  Next to him, a heated debate was taking place between the third parties.


  “Why are you asking such a question? It’s obviously the five-year-old Iwol-hyung.”


  “Why?”


  “You can teach him to dance early.”


  Kang Kiyeon, fully invested, said something horrifying.


  I went from being twenty-nine to twenty, so back to being five years old was probably not impossible for me. What was the point of this debate?


  After thinking it over for a full five minutes, Jeong Seongbin said with a solemn expression.


  “I’ve made my decision.”


  “Oh! What are you going to choose?”


  “I’ll go with five-year old Iwol-hyung.”


  When Park Joowoo asked why, Jeong Seongbin tightly closed his eyes and said.


  “If there were five hyungs, we’d each have to look after one. But if it’s just one hyung, we can all watch him together…!”


  “I’m sorry, but are you planning on co-parenting me?”


  I was so dumbfounded that I could only laugh.


  Those idiots. If it were up to me, I’d turn them all into five versions and make them do five times as many events.


  Once the questions started flowing, all sorts of things came up.


  Having been trained through years of drinking games, I was able to escape the hell of questions without getting caught once. Well done, past me.


  

  With the morning mission instructions from the production team delivered, today’s recording finally wrapped up.


  Since the majority of the team members were minors, we had pre-arranged not to hold any night-time recordings.


  The guys removed their makeup and returned to their natural state only after the camera turned off.


  Maybe because it wasn’t stage makeup, there was not much difference from their bare face. Or maybe it was because they were all still young.


  By the time I came out from washing up last, there were neatly laid-out blankets for each person in the room.


  We were used to dorm life, but unlike when there were usually three people per room, today there were six people per room. It reminded me so much of the military.


  At least the blankets are bright and nice.


  I glanced around and saw that the guys had also laid down with their own colorful blankets.


  Just as I was about to cover myself with my own blanket, someone called out to me.


  It was Jeong Seongbin.


  “Hyung, are you going to sleep?”


  “Yeah, I have to.”


  The company had warned me not to let my dark circles grow before the comeback.


  If I knew how to manage that, I would have gotten a job at a dermatology clinic.


  “You go to sleep too. We have to wake up at 6 tomorrow.”


  “Yes.”


  Jeong Seongbin answered obediently and crawled into bed.


  Then, after 30 seconds, he popped his head out again.


  “But, hyung.”


  “What is it?”


  “Can I ask why your back is like that?”


  Jeong Seongbin glanced at me.


  “Why? Are you worried that I might have been doing something stupid?”


  “No! I would never think that…!”


  Jeong Seongbin waved his hand in surprise.


  At the same time, we quickly checked the surroundings to see if anyone was awake. The other guys were still motionless, perhaps exhausted from the rural activities during the daytime.


  Jeong Seongbin said he didn’t doubt me but he must be worried inside.


  It was not uncommon for an idol to disappear because of something that happened in the past.


  I was a trainee who joined late, at the age of 20.


  If someone with an unknown background suddenly showed up with a large scar on their back, I’d be wary too.


  But I didn’t really want to talk about my family history, which had no dreams or hopes.


  Even if I talked about that, it’d just make things awkward for both of us.


  As I was thinking about what to say to Jeong Seongbin, the system appeared on the dark ceiling.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘New task’ has been re-issued


    ▷ Share secrets with members


    ▷ Reward: Increase the probability of a stable comeback

  


  Secrets?


  Didn’t we already share secrets in the truth game? What else do you want me to talk about here?


  I was quite curious.


  The system could be lazy at times, but it never missed new-task-related content.


  As if it could read my thoughts, the system popped up again.


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from ‘Superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ Assistant Manager Kim! You don’t think you can just slip away with that, right? I am upset. We need everyone on board for team bonding and all that.

  


  Ah.


  So because I was the only one who didn’t get caught in the truth game, it was invalidated?


  Since the footage would be edited, I thought it wouldn’t matter if one member didn’t participate. I was too short-sighted.


  “If you don’t want to talk about it, that’s fine!”


  “Huh?”


  Jeong Seongbin, who was watching my reaction, said urgently.


  “Weren’t you worried that I might have caused trouble?”


  “Not at all?!”


  “No? Then why did you ask?”


  “Well, it’s not that important…”


  Jeong Seongbin darted his eyes around for a while and then said.


  “If it’s something hyung doesn’t want to reveal, I was just wondering if there was anything I could do to help…”


  “Huh?”


  “Like, I could let the company know when we’re deciding on costume concepts… Not that I’m trying to take charge or anything! I just….”


  For this guy who was so smart, his rambling got unusually long.


  I quietly waited for Jeong Seongbin to finish what he wanted to say.


  After some hesitation, Jeong Seongbin carefully brought out what he really wanted to say.


  “You seemed flustered when I mentioned your back earlier. I’m sorry if I brought up something uncomfortable…”


  “…”


  “I know it’s not much, but if there’s anything I can do to make sure it doesn’t happen again, I’d like to help.”


  Only then did I understand why Jeong Seongbin couldn’t meet my eyes.


  He’d been feeling guilty, thinking he’d unknowingly touched a nerve. How can you live in this harsh world with such a conscience?


  I couldn’t help but laugh.


  “It’s nothing like that. You don’t have to worry.”


  “…That’s a relief.”


  “It’s true.”


  I slowly closed my eyes. Next to me, I heard the sound of Jeong Seongbin pulling his blanket up.


  “It’s not like I had been doing something stupid.”


  Outside, I could hear the sound of cicadas,


  When the sound of cicadas stopped, I could hear the breathing of someone who had already fallen asleep, and then the cicadas started crying again.


  “…The atmosphere in my house was a little rough, and sometimes things went too far.”


  Even though I chose my words carefully, the meaning should have been conveyed. Jeong Seongbin was a smart guy.


  Another sound of cicada was heard from afar.


  The atmosphere of the countryside night was so unfamiliar that it made me feel as if my childhood memories weren’t mine.


  So, it felt like reading a very old, faded diary of someone I had no connection with.


  “It was just bad luck at the time. I barely notice it since I don’t see my back much.”


  I let out a small laugh and turned to Jeong Seongbin. He had a complicated expression on his face.


  “It’s not nice to look at, so I’ll keep it hidden. Don’t worry too much.”


  “Hyung…”


  I told him I was tired and that we should go to sleep and turned my gaze away from Jeong Seongbin.


  Country nights were scary. They made people recall the past in an instant.


  I tried to hide my awkwardness and turned to sleep, but I heard someone sniffling on the other side of Jeong Seongbin.


  Did someone catch a cold? Or maybe they have allergies to the unfamiliar environment? Or…?


  I got up to find the culprit who was sniffing in the middle of the night.


  A few blankets rustled, then everything went silent.


  “Hey.”


  “…”


  “Could it be… someone wasn’t asleep?”


  The three heads hidden under the blankets didn’t move at my question.


  At that moment. I heard another sound of sniffling from behind Jeong Seongbin.


  No way.


  None of you were sleeping?


  I’m a little… embarrassed, guys…


  Chapter 96: Event Promotion (1)


  The next day, the Spark team wrapped up filming with a warmer, closer bond.


  Though I was left a bit more embarrassed than before.


  I felt like I’d written a long message for the employee suggestion box, only to find out that my name was printed right alongside it.


  Since Lee Cheonghyeon, who had been clinging to me like a koala, showed no sign of getting off my back, I barely held back from taking off my T-shirt, saying, ‘No need to keep it a secret, I’m going to show my upper body today!’.


  After a hearty breakfast of ramen—even though there were six of us, the PD had suggested only cooking five packs, which made the kids look a bit glum—a welcome surprise awaited us when we returned.


  “Guys, the next album plan has been finally approved!”


  “Yay!”


  While we were out sweating in the mountains filming episode two of our self-cam, UA completed all the groundwork for our comeback.


  It seemed the team couldn’t bear watching Spark struggle anymore, so they miraculously met the tight deadline.


  Thank you. We will repay this favor with success. Not me, but the Spark guys.


  And it wasn’t just well-finished work that greeted me with enthusiasm upon my return.


  [You think you’ll be okay after getting on the bad side of the industry? Arrogant punks like you never make it. That’s your future.]


  [Aren’t you anxious because of your lack of skills? Hiding behind people who know nothing while you play your little games. How pathetic. Don’t live like that.]


  [You. You should work hard on your image management. You have no idea how small this industry is… Rumors are already spreading. Do you understand the status of senior artists and directors?]


  [Remember that there are a lot of eyes watching on the company. Jang Junhoo’s juniors and my acquaintances… Everyone is watching.]


  Yoo Hansoo sent me a lot of text messages in just two days.


  The spelling was so bad that it was hard to read. He even sent texts just like Manager Nam. Maybe he’d actually taken a course on texting this way.


  More importantly, had he always been this dumb?


  At least when he hit my face, he had the sense to call me to a place without CCTV.


  It seemed this person had never been accused by someone who had less power than him in his life. Judging by the fact that he’d been leaving such a blatant record that could serve as evidence.


  To repay him for his shamelessness, I captured and backed up all of Yoo Hansoo’s texts.


  Apart from this spam message issue, everything else went smoothly.


  Except for one thing, recording.


  Since his OJT, Lee Cheonghyeon’s rap skills improved like crazy, and he directed others as strictly as his new, higher standards demanded.


  Iwol-hyung, should we just build harmony here once?! I think we’ll do it live too! It’s so exciting!


  Seongbin-hyung, can you try to make your high notes a bit more stable? You can do it!


  Aside from vocal genius Park Joowoo, the other four members had to endure Lee Cheonghyeon’s strict feedback during recording.


  The maknaes, once so close, ended up fighting for three minutes after every line.


  As the old saying goes, fighting makes you grow. If that were true, these guys should grow to be 190cm tall by the end of this week.


  That wasn’t all. Now I had to watch the directing with Lee Cheonghyeon, so I had to nitpick the recordings of the Spark members one by one.


  Watching the directing? Me?


  You already gave feedback to the A&R team during 『Flowering』, right? It’s inefficient to relay things back and forth, so I think it would be better for you, Iwol, to watch the directing yourself and get in sync with the kids.


  …That was how it turned out. Thanks to that, I took on the unexpected job of pitch-checker. I also got an overload of new music knowledge.


  Still, under the leadership of the master of music, Mr. Lee Cheonghyeon, the second song, 『With List』, was perfectly completed.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, when you made a song like that, did you also prepare to dance and perform it live?


  Of course. Do you think I’d just focus on the vocals without considering the choreography and timing?


  Then came Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon’s bloody revenge.


  It was an intensely productive time. At this point, I was starting to forget if I’d ever been an office worker.


  I finished going through my phone while drinking the sports drink that Ms. Newri had kindly stocked in the practice room as a thank-you.


  Now, all I had to do was return it to the manager like usual.


  Well, that and finish my conversation with Mr. Polo.


  Hellas Polo sunbaenim


  [Mr. Iwol]


  [Is Spark making a comeback??]


  [Got a message about it last night]


  Me


  [Hello, sunbaenim!


  The detailed schedule hasn’t been set yet,


  But we’ll be releasing a press statement soon!!]


  Hellas Polo sunbaenim


  [Oh]


  [You’re working hard]


  [Well, the early days of debut are really crazyㅋㅋㅋㅋ]


  While my head was thinking, ‘Why did this person contact me?’, my fingers were already sending a message of thanks for the compliments and how honored I was to participate in the radio show last time.


  As we exchanged a few more messages, Mr. Polo said.


  Hellas Polo sunbaenim


  [Are you going to wear a headband next time too?]


  [If you are, I should prepare myself mentally]


  As expected of an idol who once hit the top. He didn’t miss a single detail of what made waves.


  For a guest, appearing on a radio show was a special event, but that was not the case for the main DJ. For them, it was just another day.


  Naturally, it was not easy to create a buzz just by doing your original job.


  It seemed he’d seen a meme somewhere titled ‘Getting Swayed by a Handmade Headband on Live Broadcast’.


  After the recording, he’d even posted on his SNS about how he was ‘enchanted’ into buying a golden headband and putting it on a plushie he’d received as a gift from a fan.


  I respected that. The idol power that didn’t miss even things like this.


  Me


  [I’ll go beyond your expectations!]


  But no way was I letting him do that.


  I was not about to let even a tiny bit of media attention get snatched away by an already famous DJ.


  Then, I quickly got a reply from Mr. Polo.


  Hellas Polo sunbaenim


  [ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]


  [I’ll look forward to itㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]


  [I remember the amazing fashion you wore when you came out on Parthe episode^^]


  At the same time, I started to think about it a lot.


  Did I overdo it?


  Maybe this guy… just wanted to tease me.


  

  “Ha.”


  Baek Haewon, who had just gotten off school, collapsed onto her bed like cheese.


  “Life is boring.”


  Baek Haewon sighed.


  Baek Haewon, who had gone to the study room to study on the weekend, was miserably defeated by sleeplessness and ended up coming home in broad daylight with a white flag.


  If only someone could bring her something exciting.


  If only there was someone who could hand her guaranteed, juicy content and tell her the exact minutes and seconds when it got delicious.…


  Thinking that way, Baek Haewon endlessly refreshed her SNS feed.


  But no new posts were uploaded.


  Where had the fan pages gone, the ones that promised they’d share every detail even if the world were ending? The feed was dead silent.


  Just as Baek Haewon vowed to play for exactly three more minutes before washing up.


  Right after the twenty-seventh refresh, a post she had never seen before appeared.


  Upload time 3 seconds ago. The official account of Spark, which she had recently followed after admitting to herself she was a fan, complete with the blue verification badge.


  A content!


  Baek Haewon clamped her mouth shut and jumped up like a fish out of water.


  Even though the members’ personal content had been uploaded regularly until last week, Baek Haewon was always thirsty for new bait. Such was the life of a fan.


  Please let it be a comeback, please be a new song…


  Baek Haewon prayed earnestly.


  If the agency had been just a typical idol agency, she wouldn’t have to worry like this, but since Spark was the company’s first idol, there were a lot of uncertainties.


  ≫ @spArk_official


  Hey guys, do you see?


  Along with the caption was a photo taken from the ground, looking up at the sky.


  Although it was only April, a date for early May was stamped in the corner of the photo.


  The cryptic caption and the absence of any of the members in the photo left Haewon with one certainty.


  A content.


  It was a comeback!


  UA was giving them a Children’s Day present that even Mom and Dad didn’t bother to give out anymore. With her long-faded childhood innocence resurfacing, Haewon thought with glee.


  Then, the feeds of Bae Haewon’s friends, who usually claimed they were too old for social media, also started updating.


  Right. Baek Haewon looked at his predictably excited friends and joined in the frenzy.


  ≫ @minamhunter


  No, I can’t see anything


  But I can smell the dirt a little


  └ When did you get buried?ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ But it seriously looks like they’re buried alive.


  “This is life… This is life… … .”


  Baek Haewon smiled contentedly.


  When her sibling annoyingly asked when she planned to shower, she retorted, ‘Shut up and go first or do whatever!’ For Baek Haewon, this was a moment that required her full attention.


  The blessing of new content didn’t end there.


  ≫ @spArk_official


  Does anyone remember what they said here?


  The nostalgia in the caption was perfect.


  She couldn’t quite remember, but somehow she did. Muttering to herself, Haewon checked the image attached to the post.


  It was an old, crumpled piece of paper with scribbled, multicolored writing in six different colors.


  The writing was messy, as if it had been scrawled with the left hand, making it hard to decipher immediately.


  Baek Haewon happily waited for fans who enjoyed interpreting bait to come.


  And the very next day, the teaser was released.


  Starting with the thumping sound of drums, an exciting melody with a different feel from the debut song, 『Flowering』, flowed out.


  In front of a whiteboard that read ‘The Ultimate Playtime Mission!’ stood Jeong Seongbin.


  The scene then cut to a top-down shot of the members sitting around a meeting table, facing each other.


  Because of the camera angle, not all the members were captured on one screen, but it soon switched to other frames.


  The teaser showed the group dancing in front of colorful amusement rides, quickly intercut with shots of each member at home gathering supplies, and then it faded out.


  When the screen came back on, the members were standing in a line at the entrance of a sprawling amusement park.


  With solemn expressions, they wore ridiculously flashy headbands that Park Joowoo had picked out.


  Over this, the title, written in uneven, white crayon-like letters reminiscent of the scrawled teaser post, appeared:


  『With List』


  And Baek Haewon, having watched the teaser three times, clapped.


  100 points for the kids’ visuals.


  100 points for the cute helium balloons wrapped around their wrists.


  And a bonus for the catchy melody, sure to get any long-time K-pop fan excited.


  In total, it was a 300-point teaser on a 100-point scale. Baek Haewon was moved.


  Even the colleagues of the minam hunter asked, ‘Miheon-nim, do you have enough bullets?’ It was the best compliment, as it implied that the album would be worth the purchase.


  But Baek Haewon didn’t settle for that.


  For a die-hard fan, the greatest risk was seeing everything through rose-colored glasses. So, Baek Haewon ventured into an entertainment forum she hadn’t visited in a while.


  Chapter 97: Event Promotion (2)


  It was only the second comeback, but there were noticeable changes in the community.


  During debut, only a handful of people with consistent usernames posted about them, but this time, there were quite a few threads mentioning Spark.


  ≫ Is Seongbin the leader again?


  └ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ look at them feeling sorry for himㅋㅋㅋ


  └ Seong-Leader…


  └ Seong-Leaderㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ Looks like Spk is doing a youth concept again this time


  It’s strange, how can they do this when there’s no youth on their face


  └ ㅋㅋㅋNo youth in their face you said


  └ That’s mean, sir. Except for the oldest members, the rest are actual high school boysㅠ


  └ It’s refreshing, though, seeing this pure youth vibe you rarely find in the idol world these days.


  └ These days, most of the concepts are strong, so it gets tiring, but they must be aiming for that


  ≫ Is Lee Cheonghyeon a genius?


  Even though I only listened to it briefly, the melody sounds amazing


  └ The more I see of Cheonghyeon, the more I’m impressedㅠㅠ He doesn’t have a long career in composing, but he always comes up with good songs, I think it’s really amazing


  └ Isn’t it just ㅇㅇㅇ pushing for him?


  └ Jealousy is ugly, dude;;;;


  ≫ UA is working hard


  They’re timing these comebacks perfectly to keep up the momentum.


  └ If they don’t push hard at the start, then when would be the right time? ㅠㅠㅠ Now is the time to go all in


  └ If you really work hard when you’re still new, you have a higher chance of survivingㅠ If you don’t get popular after a year, it’ll be really hard to recover


  Maybe because they hadn’t gotten a lot of attention yet, there were mostly only good posts on the forum.


  There were perks to stanning a group that wasn’t super famous yet.


  Keep this form going… No, please get famous… Taste the sweetness of success… But also, please don’t get too famous…


  Baek Haewon turned off her phone with conflicting thoughts.


  As she read more related articles, she felt like her heart would burst out from the overwhelming emotion.


  I hope the music video comes out soon.


  Baek Haewon prayed earnestly like a child making a wish on Christmas Eve.


  And soon after, the music video was released like a gift.


  

  As the video began, a distant bird chirping set the background as Jeong Seongbin, wearing a gray hoodie, walked forward.


  Jeong Seongbin passed the deserted school and climbed the mountain behind the school, stopping in front of a tree.


  Pushing a large rock aside, he opened his backpack, pulled out a trowel, and began to dig into the damp soil.


  After the sound of digging dirt was heard several times.


  Jeong Seongbin stopped moving when there was a sound of the trowel hitting something.


  The angle shifted to the ground, showing Jeong Seongbin’s hand clearing away the dirt, revealing the open sky above.


  The camera was pulled up from the ground along with Jeong Seongbin’s hand movements as he took something out.


  Jeong Seongbin tapped the cookie container he had dug out underground, shaking off the dirt and opening the lid.


  The title appeared, and the song began with the sound of a stainless steel container opening.


  『Even without an alarm, I wake up


  And just seeing the morning sun makes me feel good


  That day』


  As the first verse began, the screen changed to the whiteboard scene from the teaser.


  Jeong Seongbin wrote ‘The Ultimate Playtime Mission!’ in large letters, then attached a worn, colorful piece of origami paper he’d taken from the time capsule. Next to it, he pinned a large, printed amusement park flyer.


  『That’s right, the day we promised!』


  Jeong Seongbin looked straight ahead and his part started playing, followed by the members’ group dance scene.


  The hair colors of the members dancing in front of the carousel were dazzling.


  Out of all of them, Jeong Seongbin’s bright yellow-blonde hair and Park Joowoo’s light pink hair stood out.


  『To have fun properly


  You have to prepare properly


  A cell phone that was turned off


  A small wallet and sunglasses


  Did you pack everything?


  Are you ready to play?』


  In an elegant living room, Kang Kiyeon discreetly slipped an expensive-looking camera from a glass cabinet into his bag, while Lee Cheonghyeon broke open a piggy bank.


  The scene then moved to Choi Jeho, laying out several outfits on his bed, and Kim Iwol, packing his bag full of drinks.


  The scene ended with Park Joowoo trying on different animal headbands in front of a mirror, before cutting back to the chorus, with the group dancing together.


  『Playing is the best


  In a place with a nice view


  Eating all the delicious things


  Doing only what I want


  I want to live every day like a vacation』


  Bubbles rained down behind the brightly smiling members.


  As the second verse began, the members enjoyed their time at the amusement park.


  『A gift for a good child


  The best vacation for a cool adult


  That’s right


  And time with you!』


  Kang Kiyeon took pictures of the members riding all kinds of rides, and Jeong Seongbin tied up six helium balloons to his friends’ wrists.


  Soon, the screen was filled with pictures of the members wearing ridiculous sunglasses and eating food sold at the amusement park.


  After the happy moments, they left the amusement park, with a parade playing in the background.


  With the flow of the melody all settled and gradually built up to a climax toward the chorus.


  The five members Choi Jeho, Kim Iwol, Lee Cheonghyeon, and Kang Kiyeon all led by Jeong Seongbin visited a small hospital in a secluded land.


  In the hospital room they visited, Park Joowoo was lying with his eyes closed.


  『It’s a dream-like wish,


  But even once


  I want to have a pleasant conversation


  and smile happily


  and live every day like a movie』


  Jeong Seongbin put an amusement park entrance bracelet on Park Joowoo’s wrist, and Kim Iwol placed the headband Joowoo had chosen on Park Joowoo’s head.


  As Cheonghyeon tied the helium balloons to the foot of Joowoo’s bed, Choi Jeho wrote the phrase ‘Park Joowoo’s one wish has come true!’ on the balloon.


  Then, Kang Kiyeon held up an album in front of Park Joowoo’s face, showing a photo of him edited into their amusement park pictures.


  Park Joowoo’s face, which was closed, was naturally included in the photo, as if it was taken with his eyes closed on purpose.


  Having playfully decorated Joowoo’s space, the members sat around his bed, happily chatting together.


  『Right now, right this moment!』


  With the last chorus, the focus gradually moved away from the hospital, and soon the blue sky was revealed.


  『With List』


  The title appeared again on the brightened screen.


  With a large circle marked over it, the video came to an end.


  

  As soon as the music video was released, the online community began to heat up.


  ≫ From now on, Spark is the definition of youth


  That’s just how it is


  └ The MV alone makes the story perfect…


  └ It’s actually a pretty sad story if you look closely, but I love how they kept it lighthearted till the end


  └ Yeah, I love that it doesn’t feel overly dramatic but rather gives the sense that they genuinely believe their friend will wake up any timeㅠㅠ


  ≫ I apologize for complaining about the reused youth concept.


  Please, stay forever young.


  └ ㅋㅋㅋㅋLook at the change in attitude


  ≫ Is the title With List because it’s the combination of With You+Wish List?


  Ha tlqkf


  └ Seeking someone to fulfill Park Joowoo’s wish (1/1)


  ≫ Summary of the contents/spoilers of this Spark MV (continuously updating)


  The place that Jeong Seongbin visited was the elementary school that the kids used to go to + the item Jeong Seongbin took out is a time capsule that they buried together during their school days


  Park Joowoo is the only one not on screen during the meeting scene


  When you look at the scene where the kids are packing their supplies, they are all wearing high school uniforms or holding their high school student IDs, but Joowoo is the only one with ‘Middle School’ written on his school uniform


  Among all the members’ phones receiving the message to meet at the amusement park, only Joowoo’s is a 2G phone (suggesting he had an accident before smartphones became common).


  The headband that Joowoo had chosen is worn by all the members, suggesting that he had planned for everyone to go to the amusement park together after opening the time capsule. Later, the friends find out about the headband and wear it when they visit.


  In the music video and album photos, only Park Joowoo’s wrist does not have an all-access bracelet


  In all the photos, Joowoo’s eyes are closed → This part gave me chills the most. Joowoo’s hair length and the others’ positions are slightly different in each photo (not taken all at once). It implies the friends took selfies with Joowoo at the hospital and edited him into the amusement park photos.


  └ At around 00:32, you can see that the time capsule says ‘Open when tweny’… It’s so sad and touching to think they made this time capsule as kids who didn’t even know proper spelling, and now, as high schoolers about to turn twenty, they’re opening it hoping to wake up their friend


  └ Oh, so that’s what it means? (mind blown)


  └ **** Joowoo…


  ≫ Has anyone heard spk’s new song?


  The song seems really goodㅇㅇ


  Though I wonder if they can perform it liveㅋㅋㅋ It’s super fun to listen to


  └ Didn’t Mr. Park Joowoo actually collapse while recording?


  └ This is it


  └ The comment aboveㅋㅋㅋ Top commentㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  The response was good. And the reviews were generally favorable.


  Just looking at SNS, there were a lot of recent posts about Spark.


  Probably because about half of the music video was filmed at an amusement park, the screenshots were also quite pretty.


  The colors, the composition. Everything turned out well without any noticeable flaws. Maybe because they dyed their hair in pastel tones, even the members looked like they belonged to the amusement park.


  Above all…


  ≫ Perfect seasonal vibes.


  The more I listen to it, the more I want to just throw everything away and have funㅋㅋㅋ


  └ That’s why it fits perfectly with May~early summerㅋㅋㅋ The song is also upbeat


  └ This is kind of like an escape song for students who have midterms coming up


  …The release date and the mood of the song were just right as planned.


  Thanks to this, it received a great response from students who were in the middle of their exam period and office workers eagerly counting down to Children’s Day even though they weren’t kids anymore.


  For a relatively unknown group like Spark, it was crucial to row when the tide came in. And they had to row so hard even if it meant having their arms fall off.


  They had to keep releasing content to make sure that anyone who thought, ‘Oh, these guys are pretty good!’ stayed interested.


  Typically, the music video and track release happened at 6 p.m. But even with the earliest music show performance the next day, there was still too much time to fill.


  It’s about time for the marketing team to upload the video.


  I checked the time on the bottom of my laptop.


  6:05. By now, those who started watching the music video right at six were likely finished watching.


  And right on cue, as requested beforehand, Spark’s official channel uploaded a lively behind-the-scenes video from the recent farm experience.


  

  Baek Haewon felt like she was going crazy.


  Sure, part of it was the disastrous midterm scores…but mostly, it was the flood of new content that kept swaying Haewon’s heart this way and that.


  Baek Haewon, who had been watching the 5-minute music video over and over again, thought it would be better to stream the music video, so she had been streaming the music video for 50 minutes straight.


  The kids’ faces are amazing… The song is amazing too… But their real faces are amazing…


  A stream of tears seemed to flow inside Haewon’s chest. The ending’s lingering emotions refused to go away.


  When was the last time she had felt this kind of pride and exhilaration for stanning such talented idols?


  Baek Haewon realized that happiness was, indeed, not far away.


  She took a deep breath to calm her madness.


  And she began to carefully frame her impression so that as many people as possible could accept her words without feeling any resistance.


  If even at least one of her many acquaintances joined her in her passion for Spark, Baek Haewon could die with no regrets.


  With a determined heart, Baek Haewon returned to SNS, where she had momentarily stepped away to rewatch the MV.


  New unread posts greeted her.


  ≫ @spArk_official


  The Ultimate Fun Adventure for Adults!


  Let’s go experience the mountains together!


  Adult with a wish: Kim Iwol


  Special Note: An old soul with a love for vintage tastes


  [Spark] 2X05XX Let’s go to the mountains, City Friends ep. 1


  In the attached thumbnail, six members wearing colorful floral pants were looking at the camera side by side.


  If it’s labeled ep.1, that means they’ll give us a second episode too, right?


  If it ended up being just ten minutes per episode, Baek Haewon swore she’d report them for toying with a high schooler’s heart.


  Determined, she clicked on the video link.


  Then, a massive-scale episode lasting a full 53 minutes greeted Baek Haewon.


  Chapter 98: Event Promotion (3)


  It was past 10 PM, but most of us were still wide awake.


  Jeong Seongbin and Lee Cheonghyeon were busy checking the music charts in real-time, and Kang Kiyeon tried to meditate in the dressing room, saying he would mentally prepare himself before the first episode.


  Only Choi Jeho and Park Joowoo, who never seemed to get nervous, had already drifted off to dreamland.


  Keeping my distance from the two guys who were seriously analyzing the charts with their foreheads stuck against each other, I opened my laptop to check the reaction to our new content.


  If the traffic hadn’t hit rock bottom, there would have been some responses related to the content by now.


  And fortunately, there were quite a few comments on the MiTube video.


  The first comment that caught my eye was quite impressive.


  ≫ The thumbnail is really scary and hilarious


  I think I would believe it if you said that they were gangsters hiding in the mountains to avoid arrest.


  └ Why are you doing this to our kids?ㅠㅠㅠ


  └ But… It was such a reasonable suspicion


  └ Ranked #1 for groups you can’t believe are mostly underage


  Well, this group’s face value was a bit too much.


  Rather than saying that the face value was high, it would be more appropriate to say that they all looked the same, but whatever.


  Still, the thumbnail was definitely over the top. Even from my perspective, it looked like a group of tough guys heading to the countryside to help out a senior.


  This was all because of Choi Jeho. If it weren’t for that guy, we might’ve been able to pull off an innocent youthful vibe.


  ≫ The two oldest brothers are a real duo


  └ They wouldn’t have to worry about not being able to get a refund wherever they go


  Or maybe not.


  There were a lot of new posts below that too.


  What was unusual was that there were quite a few posts related to me this time.


  ≫ What do you think of a guy with visible veins in his arms while scrubbing a large pot?


  That alone says it all.


  └ Iwol, with that innocent face and fierce veins showing, you could get sued under some kind of law.


  └ Let’s just be realㅠ Honestly, his face isn’t innocent exactly eitherㅠ


  └ What are you talking about?? Our Iwol is literally a baby kitten


  └ 0.3 seconds before baby kitten yawnedㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ Spark’s Iwol, who doesn’t put up with nonsense but will tolerate anything for cuteness.


  When he told another member to pull out a green onion, but said member brought back an onion instead:


  Jeho, have you seriously never bought green onions from the store? Have you just been eating onions with your eyes closed?


  When the dongsaeng said he wanted to make pancakes shaped like rabbits:


  ‘Do they really need to be in that shape?’ but when Cheonghyeon said, ‘They say good-looking food tastes better!’, he immediately agreed


  He looks so cool but has an unexpectedly high sense of aesthetics—it’s honestly hilarious!ㅋㅋ


  └ Our boy really loves cute things… He even takes 100 pictures of the members during their schedules…


  ≫ I was wondering why all the members were wearing arm guards


  It turns out Iwol made them wear them so they wouldn’t get splattered with oil


  But he was the one who actually fried everythingㅋㅋㅋ


  If that’s the case, why did he put on the arm guards to the kids in the first placeㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ Seriouslyㅋㅋㅋㅋ he made sure they were all protected but wouldn’t let anyone near the stove.


  └ Truly a classic, overprotective older brother.


  └ overprotective older brotherㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ That’s accurate


  ≫ I heard Iwol got scolded by Seongbinㅋㅋ


  I wonder why he got scolded


  └ It’s hard to imagine, but at the same time, you just know there’s somethingㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ true thatㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ Ah, the kids reading each other’s rolling papers was so moving.


  UA, if you have a brain, please scan and release the full text!


  └ Please


  └ Please


  └ Please


  ≫ An idol who stays behind to help pack up the cameras after filming


  Spark’s Iwol (21 years old/eldest/vocal)


  He said he stayed because he wasn’t tired yet, but he didn’t leave until the staff had finished packing up.


  └ Even after putting away the cameras, he didn’t go back in right away, so the writer took a picture with their phone, really… It shows his personality so well, it made me tear up


  └ The fact that he waited until all the members were asleep before coming out is just too… It’s seriously too much. He said that if he came out on his own, the other members would feel like they had to come help too, so he didn’t want to do that. He said they’re still young and need their restㅠㅠㅠㅠSpark members are seriously angels.


  └ XXㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ Iwol, you’re still a baby tooㅠㅠㅠ


  The other members might have kind sides, but I didn’t.


  I just had a stubbornness that was deeply ingrained in me.


  I couldn’t bring myself to fall asleep when others were still working, so how should I clear this misunderstanding?


  Oh, there were some really unique reactions.


  ≫ The oldest hyung’s physique is insane.


  Just wearing a T-shirt and floral pants, and he still looks good? Even for an idol?


  └ The others were laughing at how silly it looked, but I was just here in awe—those long legs, and the camera just kept going up.


  └ The fact that he can pull off pants like that without losing his cool is unreal;;


  They were comments complimenting my appearance.


  Maybe I was getting a bit of a boost just by being around these good-looking guys, but thankfully, I didn’t see any harsh comments like, ‘This guy’s face wrecks the group’s average looks.’


  Should I be thankful for this or not?


  Still, I suppose I should be grateful they kept me from getting any hate. May my shining looks last forever.


  But I wondered if I could just leave this alone.


  I knew they were free to post what they wanted, but I felt like the attention that should be directed to the other five was being diverted because of me.


  Hoping that at least these people’s bias was not me, I turned off my laptop and sent all the members who hadn’t gone to bed yet into their rooms.


  

  On the first day of the broadcast, we visited the music broadcast studio again after about 2 months.


  Having been there a few times, we were somewhat familiar with the broadcasting station.


  Today, we had an early morning pre-recording. At 3 AM.


  There were a few early morning pre-recordings during our debut activities, but this was the first time it was this early.


  Back in my days as a working professional collecting photos of Spark, I’d often wondered about this part of the idol life:


  When there’s an early morning pre-recording, what time do the broadcasting station employees and staff go to work?


  It’s a 4 am pre-recording, but they check in at 2 am? Where do the audience members even wait for those two hours?


  They performed twice that day? Do fans from out of town travel through the night just to see two performances?


  For me, who struggled like a zombie to even get to work at 9 am, that passion was beyond my understanding.


  Now, as an idol myself, I dove into fans’ reviews of dawn pre-recordings as soon as our schedule was set.


  The internet was filled with tear-inducing, heartfelt accounts.


  Taking night trains to wait at 24-hour cafes until the recording began was just the start.


  Some fans even took days off, with others arranging substitute shifts on weekends, and some even booked accommodations because their hometowns were too far.


  It wasn’t even a concert—it was just a few performances. The fact that they gave their time like this couldn’t be expressed as a simple driving force.


  So, this time, I was thinking of giving gifts to fans.


  (TL note: The official term is yeokjogong. It’s gifts from celebrities for the fans. It’s the opposite of gojong, gifts from fans for the celebrities.)


  I still hadn’t received my earnings, but I had some stocks gradually increasing in value. If I sold just a few of them, I could buy a few snacks.


  For this pre-recording?


  Yes, I just feel so sorry about the early morning time slot…


  That’s true. Since we’re recording at 3 o’clock, fans will be here even earlier.


  Once the members who heard my idea gathered one by one, the meeting about this gift-giving became serious.


  We should probably hand it out in person, but is that not possible?


  We’d need approval from the company and fan managers. I heard there are set protocols for the site.’


  The meeting was mainly about me giving my opinion and Jeong Seong-bin deciding whether it was possible or not.


  Then, the other members would chime in with their ideas.


  If we’re talking about snacks, how about macarons? I’ve seen them a lot at events!


  Cheonghyeon, your idea is good, but it probably needs to be refrigerated. It could be a burden to those who don’t eat it right away.


  I guess so. Maybe we should change it to a sandwich…


  I think it would be good to have drinks. If they’re going to wait for a long time, they definitely need water or drinks…


  There are a lot of reviews saying that people have to wait at cafes, so I’m a bit worried about whether it would be okay to give them drinks. Seongbin, what do you think of Joowoo’s idea?


  A bottled drink might be okay. Since there might be some people who can’t drink high-caffeine drinks, we could prepare one coffee and one juice and let them choose.


  While we were having such a heated discussion, Choi Jeho intervened.


  Have you thought about the budget?


  I’m still figuring it out. Why do you ask?


  Then what about giving out a self-defense spray?


  Spray?


  First of all, it wasn’t on the list of items I‘d expected. I hadn’t come across it in any of the gift examples I’d researched.


  However, I could understand why Choi Jeho brought up this item. Safety was the most important thing.


  Fans have to keep waiting outside at dawn. There aren’t many stores with their lights on at that time, so it’s a bit worrying.


  That’s right. It’s too dangerous.


  Money can be split among us.


  I was moved—how thoughtful of Choi Jeho to say something like that.


  Furthermore, Choi Jeho even told us the name of the product he had bought for his dongsaeng.


  Choi Jeho wasn’t the only one who was impressive.


  The day after we had this talk, Jeong Seongbin immediately suggested to the manager that he wanted to hand out gifts and requested permission from the company.


  You’re going to pay for it yourself? You haven’t even received your first earnings yet.


  If we don’t do this, we’ll feel so bad…!


  Of course.


  Who else would travel by night train, just to sit around and wait for hours in an uncomfortable spot, all to see someone for barely an hour? If you don’t feel bad, you should question your humanity.


  Hearing how some fans even stayed overnight at saunas, the company graciously offered to cover all the costs of the fan gifts.


  Instead, we wrote handwritten letters as much as we could, using the money we saved. The stationery was carefully selected and bought by Kang Kiyeon on his way home.


  Writing the letter wasn’t easy.


  Because I wrote it with concern, I ended up nagging more than expressing gratitude.


  My letter…


  【Hello, this is Iwol.


  Thank you for coming to see us at this early hour.


  But safety always comes first, right?


  If something happens, please use the spray!


  The nearest police station is straight ahead from the waiting area, then right at the first intersection…】


  …was like this.


  No, hyung. Are you writing a public service announcement?


  Lee Cheonghyeon was shocked when he saw my letter.


  So I silently pointed to Choi Jeho’s letter next to me.


  This guy was even worse than me.


  【* How to use the spray *


  Take off the cap, maintain an arm’s length distance from the attacker, then spray.


  When it’s windy, always turn your back to the wind and watch out for your eyes.


  If someone keeps walking around or following you, pretend to talk on the phone and move to a crowded place…】


  Are you writing a manual, hyung?!


  I wrote it because I thought the product manual wouldn’t be readable at night. This kind of thing should be written clearly.


  In the end, Choi Jeho and I had to rewrite our letters. Still, we decided to print out the police station location and the spray usage instructions in large letters and include them with the letters.


  After all these preparations, the day of the recording finally arrived.


  Chapter 99: Production Announcement


  Except when they were putting on makeup, all the members kept checking the chat window, but fortunately, no posts about anything dangerous came up.


  Instead, the SNS was filled with fan posts enthusiastically sharing their ‘fan appreciation’ gifts.


  ≫ Today’s Spark Public Broadcast Fan Appreciation Event


  At first, I thought ‘They know what they’re doing’, seeing just the drinks and madeleines


  But when I found the self-defense spray and the letter underneath, this noona burst into tears


  They even included a handwritten letterㅠㅠㅠ


  I’m sorry I was blinded by the food and saw your affection late…


  └ Wow, a handwritten letterㅠㅠ I’m so jealous


  └ My bias is Jeho, and my second favorite is Kiyeon, but I got Kiyeon’s letter!ㅠㅠㅠㅠ He was even bragging about choosing the stationery himself. My baby deserves a hundred kisses


  └ Poor Kiyeon, he’s been nothing but kind—why would you do that to him?


  └ Oh my goshㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ Classy rookie boy group’s fan appreciation event


  They handed out 30,000 won self-defense sprays for each person because it was dangerous to record early in the morning


  + Handwritten letter


  + Drinks and madeleines


  + Public recording photocards


  └ Not sure it’s worth calling it classy… Hmm


  └ Fans who post this kind of comment: usually have never received a fan appreciation gift


  └ ㅋㅋㅋㅋWhat are you even sayingㅋㅋㅋ Besides, the company covered the cost, so it’s a fan appreciation from the company, not an appreciation from your idols?


  └ These guys haven’t even received their first earnings yet, and the company covered the cost since they wanted to do something out of their own pocket. Why ignore their intentions just to be sarcastic~


  └They haven’t even accepted any gifts or support from fans since debut ㅠㅠ They’re always working hard to give back as much as they can! Please give them loveㅎㅎ


  ≫ I was startled when I opened the bag and saw a police station map right on top


  └ The packaging design is quite unique


  └ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ I did think the madeleines were delicious


  but they turned out to be expensive


  Came for the prerecording, found the madeleine of my life.


  Compared to the time the fans spent waiting, this gesture felt like nothing.


  My heart was pounding, filled with a mix of guilt and gratitude.


  Maybe that was why. The time waiting for the recording felt so long.


  And it seemed I wasn’t the only one feeling this way.


  “It must be hard for the fans. At least we get to wait in the waiting room…”


  “Yeah. We really have to work hard on stage today.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon and Jeong Seongbin said as they looked out at the still-dark sky.


  Park Joowoo was already warming up his throat in the corner of the practice room.


  As I handed each of them a cup of warm water, I said.


  “The most important thing is not to lose your voice. Warm up your throat properly.”


  “Yes!”


  The three members—all but the quiet dance line—answered loudly. Guess they had ignored my advice to save their voices.


  

  We were finally able to meet our fans again at 3 AM.


  “How have you been, everyone?”


  “I’ve been doing great!”


  “Isn’t it exhausting to come for such an early recording?”


  “Not tired at all!”


  We, of course, did our best to show an upbeat front to the fans who had patiently waited for us.


  The fans, on the other hand, had no obligation to do the same, yet they greeted us without a hint of fatigue.


  Some of our fans even wore outfits that I often saw on the subway to work.


  I asked a few of them more cautiously.


  “Well, the office workers, how are you planning to manage…”


  “I took a half-day off!”


  “So after this pre-recording, you’ll head straight to work?”


  “I don’t want to!”


  “I’m going to quit!”


  It was amazing how much emotion could be packed into just a few words.


  My heart ached. How could they go back to work just like this? I couldn’t think of anything to say.


  “Thank you so much for using your precious time off to see us. We’ll give it our absolute best on stage today!”


  I had a hard time choosing my words. I really wanted to express this gratitude, even if it was still lacking.


  When I bowed in gratitude, the guys next to me bowed as well. Good job, you guys.


  Whenever there was a break between shoots, we chatted about all kinds of things with the fans.


  “Your hair dye suits you well!”


  “Really? But don’t you think Iwol-hyung’s gray is a bit too dark? He should’ve gone with something bold, like green!”


  “No way, it doesn’t suit his tone!”


  Sometimes, from the side, they’d bring me into the conversation. Thankfully, many fans were quick to stop Cheonghyeon from making even bolder suggestions.


  But, what did you say? I put a lot of thought into getting my gray hair. This was the first time I’d bleached my hair in my life.


  People often wear music video outfits for their first broadcasts, but today Spark was dressed in Boy Scouts style. Only the colors were changed to a fresh blue tone.


  “How do you like our outfits? Do they look okay?”


  Jeong Seongbin asked and received an enthusiastic response.


  I was a little embarrassed because I never wear shorts outside of exercising. But the fans seemed to like it.


  Somehow, the previous Spark members wore shorts even in the middle of winter for music video shoots.


  For reference, In this round of music shows, we decided to wear outfits related to the wishes that the young Spark members wrote in the time capsule that appeared in the music video.


  Starting with the adventurer outfit, which was Kim Iwol’s outfit, we would then have hero outfits, vacation outfits, pajama party outfits, PC room regular outfits, and skateboarder outfits.


  There was a reason for this lineup.


  Who wrote the wish to be a hero?


  It’s me.


  Choi Jeho, you’re surprisingly outspoken with your suggestions.


  One guy admitted he’d always wanted to wear a hero’s mask at least once since since he only had magical girl toys at home.


  Joowoo, what’s a pajama party?


  It’s when you wear pajamas, order a lot of delicious food, and have a lot of fun…!


  There was also one guy who wanted to have a pajama party that his cousin did with his friends every quarter.


  A regular customer at a PC room? Do elementary school kids really go to PC rooms that often?


  Hyung, have you ever been to a PC room in the afternoon? It’s basically an after-school program.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, you’re really familiar with that field, aren’t you?


  Oh, Kang Kiyeon taught me all this.


  Why is my name coming up here?


  And then there was the guy who wanted to stay in a PC room until he spent all his allowance. These guys had a lot of Children’s Day wishes.


  So since we had already put ideas into the music video, we matched the outfits.


  I was already worried about the next music show where we might end up wearing skintight costumes. I’d have to pray hard to avoid it starting today.


  When Lee Cheonghyeon asked, ‘How’s this song?’, there was a sound of cheering.


  The song was pretty hard not to like, but Cheonghyeon seemed thrilled to see the fans’ enthusiasm up close.


  “Spark recording will begin now.”


  And with the end of the short break, recording resumed.


  

  The several recordings were completed without a hitch.


  Though Kang Kiyeon had a brief moment of panic after a voice crack, he managed to recover by using mental control techniques, making up for the mistake during the next take.


  I gave him a reassuring pat on the back for finishing the recording without visibly panicking, despite the cold sweat.


  Since the full-scale activities had begun, each day was going to be hectic from today onwards. Even with one music show done, there was no time to catch our breath.


  “We’ll also be filming our ‘Challenge! Life Experience’ meeting here, right?”


  Our first variety show appearance for this activity period was scheduled to start this very morning. Fortunately, since it was from the same broadcasting station, we could save on travel time.


  Spark hadn’t had many chances to appear on variety shows.


  With countless idol groups competing and shows featuring everyone from chefs to athletes, the demand for idol guest appearances was steadily declining.


  However, Spark needed to appear on a TV show.


  No matter how diverse the broadcasting platforms had become, TV and public broadcasting entertainment programs, as well as music shows, were promotional tools that remained valuable.


  Up until now, we had compensated for the lack of entertainment programs with a barrage of self-produced content.


  During our active period, we uploaded content weekly, with at least two live broadcasts per week, and each member released personal content at least once a month, regardless of promotions.


  Adding in spontaneous live broadcasts or additional uploads from individual members, the amount of content was substantial. Among currently active groups, Spark’s upload frequency was probably one of the highest.


  However, there was a side effect of replacing all of this with self-produced content. The inflow rate from external channels was low.


  In addition, no matter how much we raised the quality of self-produced contents, it was difficult to compete with existing entertainment programs in terms of quality. It was the same even for the camera quality,


  If you just look at the individual cams of each member, the technical skills of the equipment, and the available budget, the difference would be obvious.


  It would be tough for UA, which already had no money, to raise the budget for self-produced content. We should try broadcasting programs at least once.


  With that in mind, I looked into various entertainment programs and one program caught my eye.


  It was a program called ‘Challenge! Life Experience’.


  ‘Challenge! Life Experience’, a variety show where celebrities experienced various jobs.


  There was a reason why such a simple entertainment program survived the era of content flooding.


  ≫ Next week’s episode of Challenge! Life Experience preview


  Selling Tanghulu in Hongdaeㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ Wow, already so tough


  └ Just watching the trailer, I feel exhausted already…


  In this show, celebrities experienced jobs that viewers could easily recognize


  An eight-hour full-time shift, the daily recommended working hours.


  In other words, it was an intense job experience where celebrities put in the hard work but didn’t necessarily get as many benefits.


  The fact that celebrities did the same job as them and sympathized with the high workload genuinely appealed to many viewers.


  Since the show was about experiencing various labor environments, it had often been mentioned in social discussions.


  ≫ What’s your all-time favorite episode of Challenge! Life Experience?


  Sanitation Worker episode vs.


  Muljil


  [1]


  Muljil is a traditional Korean freediving practice, often performed by haenyeo (female divers) on Jeju Island who harvests seafood by diving without any breathing equipment.


  episode


  └ Tough choice…


  └ I personally loved the Muljil episode


  └ The Sanitation Worker episode is legendary—really captured the labor intensity and public perception. I heard schools even started using it as educational material!


  Popularity? Check.


  High likelihood of getting booked? Check.


  Content appropriateness? Absolutely.


  So I immediately knocked on the planning team’s door until it practically broke down. And I strongly appealed to them about how much I wanted to take on a life-challenging experience.


  As a result.


  “Guys, we have about 2 hours to spare right now? Let’s sleep for an hour and then go to the meeting room to film Challenge Life!”


  Spark embarked on their first variety shoot with a brutal schedule from the get-go.


  1.


  Muljil is a traditional Korean freediving practice, often performed by haenyeo (female divers) on Jeju Island who harvests seafood by diving without any breathing equipment.


  Chapter 100: Break Room Management (1)


  As we opened the door to the meeting room we were guided to, several cameras and about ten production staff members greeted us.


  “Spark, welcome!”


  “Hello, we are Spark! Please take care of us!”


  “Wow, rookies’ energy is on a different level, as expected.”


  The PD smiled brightly and pointed to an empty seat at the meeting room table.


  We sat side by side facing the cameras.


  The filming content of ‘Challenge! Life Experience’ was simple.


  The day before the filming, cast members would have a meeting with the production team to receive information about the job they’d be tackling the following day.


  And then they would go to the work set the next day. That was the entire concept.


  If a specific skill was required, the production team would set up a training session in advance.


  ≫ When Yeonji heard she’d be getting scuba lessons, her face was priceless


  Cute, like a startled hamsterㅠㅠㅠㅠ


  └ When they said scuba lesson, I thought it would be an aquarium part-time job, but it turned out to be muljil…;;


  └ Challenge Life really goes hard…


  Otherwise, the cast would dive in with sheer determination and grit.


  Honestly, as long as it wasn’t unloading boxes at a warehouse, the job didn’t matter. I’d be fine, but if any of the guys got hurt, that’d be a problem.


  While I was thinking about this and that in my head, we finished introductions with the PD.


  And then the main topic began.


  “First of all, you know what kind of program this is… right?”


  “Yes!”


  “Great. However, we have one issue.”


  An issue from the get-go? This was really tough.


  Looking at the flustered members, the PD said seriously.


  “The legal working hours for minors are seven hours, so the younger members will need to clock out earlier, leaving the eldest ones to close up.”


  That was a really big problem. My heart was already pounding at the thought of running around sweating.


  Leaving only me and Choi Jeho to handle things in the deep end, the PD continued.


  “Have you ever worked part-time?”


  “I’ve only worked as a shopping mall clothing model a few times.”


  Choi Jeho said. This guy had done a pretty cool part-time job.


  The younger members simply shook their heads due to their age.


  I had some experience working part-time… But I decided to stay quiet because it would be troublesome if I had to prove it later.


  Seeing us nodding, the PD shouted.


  “Tomorrow, Spark will work at the holy grail of part-time jobs: a café!”


  “A café?”


  It was a fairly popular part-time job considering their filming locations so far.


  Cafe part-time jobs could be tough. There were lots of items on the menu and plenty of demanding customers.


  But given the unique nature of a show that once sent a famous actor to remove beehives, I didn’t think they’d just put a group of six people in a single café.


  Is it a cafe with long lines? Or a cafe near a subway station or a big franchise? Is it the time for seasonal drinks at a Starbucks right now?


  I roughly narrowed down the candidates in my head.


  Unlike me, the guys sitting next to me were talking about how they wanted to wear a cafe uniform and how they liked the barista roles in dramas.


  “A café is a staple of part-time jobs. Not only are they one of the most common jobs out there, but they’re also a familiar part of our daily lives!”


  Then the PD opened his sketchbook.


  “You guys, after receiving training from a professional barista this afternoon, you’ll be hosting a one-day drink giveaway event in Gangnam tomorrow!”


  “Gangnam?!”


  “Why are you so shocked, Mr. Iwol?”


  As I looked at the red dot on the map, I couldn’t believe my eyes.


  Gangnam?


  We’d have to survive from open to close at a Gangnam café?!


  I felt dizzy. I felt like I was about to faint.


  “What’s wrong, Iwol-hyung…?”


  “Is it because you’re worried there will be a lot of customers? But it still feels like it’s a bit far and a bit distant.”


  Kang Kiyeon looked at the map and answered Park Joowoo’s question.


  “It’s Gangnam, so there should be at least a single café on the way from the station to here? They’ll be scattered around for sure.”


  Choi Jeho also added.


  Instead of listening to what they were saying, I looked ahead and saw the PD and production staff smiling sinisterly.


  Yes, it was not that close to the station.


  But…


  “PD, could you show me the map again please?”


  I received the map from the PD.


  My uneasy intuition was spot on.


  Within two blocks of the red-marked location, everything was high-rise buildings.


  “Guys, we’re in big trouble…”


  I murmured as if leaving a final will. My vision went dark.


  

  Office workers were very busy during lunch hours.


  Some companies offered great perks, with lunch breaks lasting an hour and a half to two hours, or even allowing employees to eat whenever they wanted.


  Most companies without in-house cafeterias set lunch breaks from 12 to 1.


  To make the most of that one hour, every step had to be efficient.


  You had to choose your lunch menu in advance by 11 o’clock. For restaurants with long lines, you would have to dash out the moment the clock struck 12.


  Drinks were always to-go. Restaurants that accepted reservations were booked a week in advance, and orders for cafes with apps were placed ahead of time.


  As if following a manual, office workers moved with precision. The places where so many office workers went after eating were mostly divided into three categories.


  To smoke, to take a walk…


  …or to a café.


  The marked location on the map was right in the middle of a dense office area.


  Even someone like me, who didn’t drink coffee, knew this. Every café near an office during morning and lunch hours would be packed to the brim.


  And now, with a free drink giveaway to boot, all for the sake of filming?


  We were screwed. They’d probably grind us down to coffee grounds by the end of it.


  It’s not exactly an extreme environment, so I think they tried to balance it out by making us give out free drinks…


  What a lousy excuse. Even I would drink just about anything if it were free, except poison, of course, so how chaotic it would be if we were giving out coffee, which was an essential potion for office workers?


  “Hyung, why do you keep staring off into space?”


  Jeong Seongbin asked. In his hand was a glass of smoothie we had spent all day making.


  I thought back to the performances the members had shown today.


  Then I looked at Jeong Seongbin and answered.


  “I’m just thinking about how we can finish tomorrow’s business successfully.”


  

  ‘Challenge! Life Experience’ had been facing a bit of a slump recently.


  The reason was simple. Rumors of how grueling the program was had made it increasingly difficult to recruit cast members.


  The show’s main content revolved around shedding light on tough, yet essential jobs.


  Naturally, the work that the production team prepared was physically demanding.


  Just like many other entertainment program writers, the Challenge Life writers also had to spend a lot of time casting cast members.


  High-intensity work → Manageable enough for celebrities to attempt → But tough enough for viewers to think, ‘Wow, they’re really struggling’ → …


  As this dilemma repeated, they ran out of material and cast members.


  In such times, the main PD decided to take a look at the ideas that had been eliminated for various reasons.


  Cafe part-time work was also one of the ideas that had been eliminated in the past.


  The reasons for its rejection were varied.


  The work was so common that it was not perceived as difficult as other ideas…


  So the production team added challenges to increase its difficulty. They even considered aligning the episode with the launch of a seasonal drink at Starbucks, though they ultimately dropped the idea to avoid disrupting national-level events.


  Once the concept was set, the next hurdle was casting.


  Raising the difficulty was great, but the preliminary research suggested it would require more than one or two people to pull it off.


  In times like this, idols were the easiest choice. They worked in groups, and the newer they were, the less picky they tended to be about easy or difficult tasks.


  However, there were always two sides to every coin.


  There was a reason why Challenge Life, who was desperate for cast members, didn’t call new idols unless absolutely necessary.


  ≫ ㅊㅇㅅ It’s really frustrating


  How can someone fail to memorize table numbers all day?


  Even from edited footage, I could memorize them!


  I almost switched the channel


  Koreans couldn’t stand frustrating things.


  While viewers might enjoy watching the cast members struggling with unfamiliar tasks, they also wanted the cast members to handle things at the same level as professionals.


  This was evident from the popularity of compilation videos titled ‘Stars Who Conquered Challenge! Life Moments’ dominating various platforms.


  And—though not all of them—most idols who debuted these days were too young to begin with.


  Having spent their formative years training for debut, they often lacked what people called work sense.


  Work well, and you’ll be loved anywhere. That was the kind of entertainer Challenge Life needed.


  So the production team first contacted Parthe, a new boy group that had recently debuted from a large agency. The broadcasting industry still trusted them, saying ‘At least major companies educate their idols properly!’.


  To cut to the chase, the offer was declined.


  The production team of Challenge Life forgot for a moment. The reason major companies were great was because they prevented their entertainers from appearing on cost-effective programs like this one.


  While the writers were racking their brains.


  Hey, if you’re fine with a rookie, how about this group?


  For the first time, the group Spark was mentioned in the meeting.


  They have similar years of experience as Parthe, and there are many reviews on SNS and forums that say they are just as good.


  At the same time, a short video was projected onto the meeting room screen. The title of the video was ‘An Idol Unusually Gifted with Work Sense’.


  As the video played, the fair-skinned young man in the thumbnail was captured on the screen.


  Joowoo, clean from top to bottom.


  I’ve uploaded the guide to the shared folder. Check it, and let me know if you can’t access it.


  Short but crisp scenes were accompanied by captions explaining the situations.


  Writing press releases, demonstrating Excel formulas, handling greasy dishes flawlessly… and more.


  Since Parthe declined the offer anyway, let’s try this out!


  With that mindset, the Challenge Life production team contacted UA to inquire about casting.


  By that afternoon, they received a response: anytime would work.


  “If we keep one regular café staff member to support them, there won’t be any problems.’


  The main PD prepared for filming while thinking about the possibilities.


  During the brief meeting the day before filming, some concerns arose.


  The groups were all tall and handsome, but most of them still had a youthful look on their faces. Only the young man he saw in the video gave off the aura of having been through a lot, so he thought he could trust this guy.


  After this long saga of twists and turns, the door to Challenge! One-Day Café finally opened on a warm day in May.


  Chapter 101: Break Room Management (2)


  Let’s decide on positions first.


  That was the first thing I said to the members when I arrived at the dormitory last night.


  Position?


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked back.


  Given that we had all learned everything together—from making Americanos to blending smoothies, his question was understandable.


  But doing it that way would make customers wait 40 minutes for their drinks. There was a reason why the division of labor had become more sophisticated in modern society.


  I divided the roles based on the performances the members had shown.


  First, I assigned Jeong Seongbin to handle the counter and take orders, considering his natural ability to engage with people with a smile and his attention to detail.


  Next, Lee Cheonghyeon was tasked with comparing prepared drinks to the order slips and calling out customer names, utilizing his excellent memory and quick thinking.


  Kang Kiyeon and Choi Jeho were paired together to handle the preparation of smoothies and tea-based drinks. Since they complemented each other well, it made sense to assign them tasks as a team rather than individually.


  And Park Joowoo…


  Joowoo, your task is just to make shots all day.


  What if the customers order a lot of drinks that don’t contain coffee…?


  Not gonna happen. Even if you only make Americanos all day, you’ll barely manage to keep up.


  Lastly, I decided to take on tasks like making coffee-based drinks other than Americanos, taking out the trash cans, and doing the dishes if Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon couldn’t keep up.


  As expected, as soon as we entered the café, everyone took their assigned positions and started checking the supplies.


  “Did you plan where to stand like this in advance?”


  The PD asked Jeong Seongbin, who was sticking a memo on the POS machine.


  “Yes! Iwol-hyung found an image of the cafe’s interior yesterday, so we discussed it in advance!”


  Maybe because it was their first official variety show, they were very disciplined. I was about to give them some mental kudos, but the camera suddenly turned to me.


  “Mr. Iwol, how did you know the cafe was here? We only told you the general location yesterday.”


  “I narrowed it down to open-kitchen cafés in the area you mentioned, ones that usually employ at least three part-timers. Since you said it would be event-style, I focused on cafés with entrances facing the main road.”


  “You found this place just from that?”


  Well, I wasn’t 100% sure at first. I shortlisted about ten places, narrowed it down to the top three, and checked out all three interiors just in case.


  Worried that explaining all of that in detail would make it seem like I was bragging too much about something trivial, I just brushed it off.


  Just then, an alarm rang to mark the start of the business preparation.


  By rule, production staff intervention stopped from the moment prep time began. And that moment was now.


  I put on my apron and prayed silently.


  I had an absurd wish: May all the workers going to work in Gangnam today would be in good spirits.


  

  “Maknae.”


  “Yes, PD-nim!”


  “Didn’t you say that they’ve never worked part-time before?”


  The main PD asked in disbelief. The youngest writer glanced toward the kitchen and gave a slight nod.


  “Then why are they so quick and efficient?”


  Spark was so calm and efficient that it was hard to believe that their average age was barely twenty.


  I thought they were unusual from the moment they all showed up in matching black T-shirts.


  Since they had rented out a private café, there were no uniforms provided.


  The production team had assumed that, being an idol group where the individual appeal was important, they would naturally come dressed in something appropriately stylish yet neat.


  However, Spark showed up in black short-sleeved T-shirts, breaking expectations.


  On top of that, they had somehow acquired six identical aprons. From a distance, they looked exactly like the café’s official staff.


  Why did you bring aprons?


  It felt disrespectful to use the cafe supplies carelessly.


  …Was what they said. Their preparedness was on another level.


  Up until this point, the production crew was only a little surprised, but not too flustered.


  After all, anyone could have a plan. Until reality hit.


  And soon enough, office workers who were about to start work at 8 o’clock came rushing in.


  This was the moment when the production team filmed the cast panicking, struggling to take orders.


  Or so it was supposed to be.


  “Let me confirm your order! Was it an iced Americano?”


  “Seongbin-hyung, from now on, let customers know there’s at least a 10-minute wait when taking orders!”


  “Ah, three iced Americanos are coming now…!”


  Behind the bar, drinks were being made with the precision of a factory assembly line.


  And that wasn’t all.


  “Choi Jeho, are your hands free? Open a new carton of milk for me.”


  “I don’t have work right now, does anyone need help with anything?”


  “Kiyeon, could you wipe up the coffee grounds over here…?”


  When work piled up on one side, the other members would rush over to help and then quickly return to their original positions.


  The members are good at communicating.


  The sound director, who was listening to the series of conversations, was impressed.


  Even amidst the chaos of a crowded café, they always made sure to clearly call out the name of the person they were addressing and specify their requests as much as possible. It was to avoid any need for repetitions.


  Kim Iwol, who referred to himself as being in the odd-job position, also had impeccable timing when stepping in.


  Kim Iwol would rustle around the kitchen and come back every 30 minutes to produce endless Americanos with Park Joowoo.


  Sure enough, right on cue, Kim Iwol came back, calling out toward the kitchen.


  “I’ve filled the paper cups and washed the dishcloths, so use them as needed. I left the folded carriers in the break room because there wasn’t space out here!”


  “Yes!”


  As soon as Kim Iwol finished speaking, customers came rushing in again.


  Does he have some kind of customer-attracting superpower?


  The main PD couldn’t help but think that Kim Iwol had an unusual knack for getting buried in work. But then, it dawned on him that it wasn’t just luck.


  While many workplaces were experimenting with flexible working hours, Korea still had fixed start times.


  Although 9-to-6 was the standard, many places staggered their start times by 30-minute intervals beginning at 7 or 8 a.m.


  Every time Kim Iwol emerged, like a cuckoo clock announcing the hour, it coincided with a fresh wave of customers—timing that was far from accidental.


  The production crew, who started filming early in the morning to create a picture that said ‘Those people are working hard,’ had not even considered this point.


  As the war-like rush finally eased around 10 a.m., the café began to settle down.


  It was finally time to catch their breath…


  “Who’s eating lunch early? Come grab your lunch boxes.”


  “Me, Kang Kiyeon, and Seongbin-hyung!”


  …It was also time for half of the staff to eat lunch.


  

  After distributing lunchboxes to his dongsaeng, Kim Iwol took over the POS system from Jeong Seongbin.


  Seizing the moment when the kitchen cleared out, the PD entered the kitchen with the camera crew and asked.


  “Is Mr. Iwol going to take orders?”


  “Yes. Seongbin left some notes, so I think I can manage.”


  In the place Kim Iwol pointed, there was a memo that Jeong Seongbin had put up before opening.


  The note neatly outlined scripts for taking orders, the types of coffee beans, and final confirmation phrases for orders.


  Kim Iwol handled the occasional orders without any trouble.


  Occasionally, there were customers ordering multiple drinks for office errands, but with Park Joowoo in charge of Americanos and Choi Jeho handling other beverages, there was no need to call back anyone from their lunch break.


  “Is there a reason for deciding the lunch order in advance?”


  “Yes. Our members are still growing, so it’s important they don’t skip meals.”


  Kim Iwol smiled. It was a smile that made you think, ‘He’s good at social life’.


  The afternoon was twice as hectic as the morning.


  First, office workers returning from lunch swarmed the café.


  The rumor about the free event had also spread. People who had heard about it from their coworkers came to visit, crowding the cafe.


  The production team had put a cafe employee on standby in case of such a situation, but Spark handled it with calm precision.


  With Jeong Seongbin informing customers about wait times in advance, those in a rush naturally left without placing orders.


  The remaining customers, aware they would need to wait, placed their orders without complaints.


  Still, the drinks came out in 10 minutes.


  With each member handling a specific task, they seemed to have become more skilled, and everyone’s work speed increased.


  The only difference was Kim Iwol’s movement pattern.


  Kim Iwol, who used to go back and forth between odd jobs and Park Joowoo in the morning, was now busily moving between the refrigerator and the blender.


  “The mango yogurt smoothie and shine muscatade you ordered is ready!”


  The menus that Lee Cheonghyeon shouted out were also much more diverse than in the morning.


  The main PD glanced between the array of colorful drinks laid out in front of Lee Cheonghyeon and Kim Iwol, who was pulling a fresh pack of frozen strawberries from the industrial refrigerator.


  They’re… really good at this.


  It seemed that new cast members would be added to the ‘Casts Who Conquered Challenge Life.zip’ video soon.


  

  The filming of Challenge Life ended without a hitch.


  While Choi Jeho and I were doing the closing cleanup, the guys who had left earlier came back in their casual clothes, surprising us.


  What are you doing here?


  What do you mean? We’re customers!


  Owner, please give us four cups of the most popular menu in this cafe!


  That was what they said. But when I actually started making an Earl Grey Peach Shake, they freaked out and refused it.


  Then they started complaining about how dusty the café was and grabbed cleaning tools themselves, finishing up all the tidying.


  What kind of café makes customers work?


  If you don’t order a drink, you’re not a customer.


  After bickering and making closing remarks, it was already 11 PM.


  I stayed up all night, worried we’d get a call from the company saying, ‘Did you guys have an accident at work?’ But no such call came.


  So, we thought Spark’s first appearance on a variety show was just a moderate success.


  “Hey guys.”


  “What is it?”


  “Spark’s trending!”


  “For real?!”


  Not long after the filming day, on the day our Challenge Life episode was aired.


  The manager suddenly came into the practice room, so the boys immediately stopped dancing and ran over to him.


  The word Spark was clearly visible on the manager’s phone screen.


  Challenge Life Spark


  1,210 posts


  Challenge Life buzzer guy


  2,509 posts


  .


  .


  .


  “Wow… Wow!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon, who was gaining popularity as the ‘Challenge Life buzzer guy’, repeatedly checked the phone in disbelief, his eyes sparkling.


  Next to him, Choi Jeho squinted slightly as he stared at the screen. Without his glasses, he probably couldn’t make out the text very well.


  “Looks like scrubbing that blender paid off.”


  Kang Kiyeon said with a shrug.


  Jeong Seongbin, who had been silently looking at his phone, also smiled faintly and muttered, “Guess so.”


  Maybe it was the satisfaction of getting off to a good start without anyone making a mistake.


  At that time, I had no idea that my own small mistakes were quietly starting to accumulate.
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  Here was a quick glimpse of Spark in Challenge Life.


  ≫ As expected


  The idol ranked number 1 for having an unusually sharp work ethic!


  └ I don’t know about anything else, but Kaeseulbin and Idal definitely have worked part-time at a cafe before


  ≫ 2X05XX Challenge Life Spark


  If the cafe has these kinds of part-time workers, I’d go every dayㅠㅠ


  └ The smoothie that Emperor Jeho makes? I could even eat it in the freezer


  ≫ As a current cafe part-timer, I really enjoyed watching Challenge Life this week…!


  I was wondering if a cafe part-timer episode would ever come out, I’m so happy that it finally did


  I’m surprised that Sparks are so good at their jobs…


  They’re way better than our new employees at our cafe… Boss, please change the part-timers


  └ Thank you for the kind words for our kidsㅎㅎ They’re good at their jobs, but they’re also good at their main job! If you don’t mind, please come watch their stageㅎㅎ


  └ Honestly, it was just average;;; The surprise seemed a bit exaggerated


  └ Hey, they did a great job! It’s not easy for a beginner to not make a mistake in the drink when they have so many customersㅎㅎ


  └ Since it’s a show, they probably cut out any complaints or mistakesㅎ I think they edited the show to really push the ‘hard worker’ image to boost the ratings because of the idol,ㅎ The production team’s intentions were so obvious, so I wasn’t really into it


  └ Fuck, are people already unfairly criticizing our kids…? They’ve grown so much that they’re even seen as driving up the ratings…?”


  ≫ Everyone else is like, ‘Wow, they’re good with their hands~’


  While Iwol and Cheonghyeonㅋㅋㅋㅋthey’re practically human calculators!


  PD’s expression when he saw them memorizing drinks = my expression


  └ The kids really have good memoriesㅋㅋ Iwol’s ability to memorize subway routes wasn’t for nothing.


  └ Please also give a shoutout to Kiyeon, the dishwashing masterㅠㅠㅠ He’s so cute, he’s obsessed with water stains… but it’s so endearing when he’s cleaning.


  Everyone was mentioned, and no one was evaluated negatively.


  It was the best possible publicity.


  In an idol group where multiple members work together, this was a sensitive issue.


  Because when a specific member got attention, your favorite member’s opportunities were diminished.


  In the past, Sparklers used to seriously keep each other in check.


  As the group’s opportunities to be on screen diminished due to various setbacks, there was a kind of rivalry among fans who wanted to grab even the slightest chance for their favorite member to shine.


  Maybe if the members were shown getting along, it wouldn’t have happened, but well.


  So up until now, I’d been faithful to giving everyone a chance to shine.


  Making sure everyone got equal screen time, equal opportunities to speak, etc.


  And I had no doubt that it was producing good results.


  “Iwol, it’s good to talk about the members, but can you talk about yourself a little more?”


  Until I heard this at the fan signing event.


  

  It wasn’t the first time I’d met someone who picked Kim Iwol as their bias.


  I always wondered, ‘What could they possibly like about me, out of all six members?’ But that wasn’t the point right now.


  Those who loved Kim Iwol had something in common.


  ≫ Someone please teach me how to love Spark even more than Iwol does


  Even during personal live streams, he would always tell where the members were


  There were many times when he couldn’t take his own pictures because he was busy taking pictures of the members


  He practiced the longest, but he said he had to, to avoid inconveniencing the members


  I like how kind he isㅠ


  But honestly, if someone asks ‘Where is Jeho?’ during his solo streams one more time, I might snap


  For some reason, they saw me as this kind-hearted eldest brother.


  They viewed everything I did through an incredibly positive lens. To the point that I often wondered if I deserved such generous praise.


  When it came to fans who liked Spark as a whole or the other members individually, it was clear what I could do for them:


  I could work to keep the group from falling into a slump, or I could create plenty of content to fill the gaps the others hadn’t yet covered.


  But…


  What should I do for those who like Kim Iwol?


  …I couldn’t help but think this way.


  Photos? Honestly, my face was hardly good enough to post as an idol selfie.


  Covers? I’d only been learning to sing for a short time—there’s no way my singing would sound good.


  Dancing… Not even worth mentioning.


  So, I figured the best I could do was show up on the official fan cafe every day and chat as often as possible.


  “My story?”


  “Yes!”


  The fan in front of me nodded passionately at my response.


  “Honestly, anything you talk about is great. But I also want to hear what you like and what you did today, things like that.”


  Even as we talked, the fan’s eyes were fixed on me.


  “Do you mean hobbies or updates about my daily life?”


  “Exactly! Oh, but that doesn’t mean the anecdotes about the other members aren’t fun. You know?”


  “Of course. Thank you for being curious about my daily life.”


  I finished signing with a smile.


  Then, while jotting down a brief TMI on a post-it note, I thought to myself:


  What exactly should I do to promote myself?


  

  The reason I constantly mentioned the other members even during my solo live streams was simple:


  The ones who deserved the spotlight were them, and Spark’s fans were fans of those five members.


  I didn’t think anyone would be curious about what I had to say.


  But after what happened at the fan signing event, I couldn’t approach my broadcasts the same way. If that was what the fans wanted, I could not help but do it.


  The problem is, who would find the boring daily life of an office worker interesting?


  I felt like I was selling a falsely advertised product to the people supporting Kim Iwol. My heart felt heavy.


  I couldn’t even figure out what to talk about.


  I even recalled the time Manager Nam’s daughter was obsessively curious about Choi Jeho’s every move—but that was about Choi Jeho.


  Comparing myself to him, the group’s center and one of the most recognizable members, would be rude.


  I aimlessly played the members’ self-produced content on auto-repeat, searching for inspiration.


  My eyes stopped on Lee Cheonghyeon’s piano cover of 『With List』.


  Should I try playing the bass?


  Playing bass was one of the few hobbies that felt like a real hobby. It wasn’t too far removed from Spark’s activities, and most importantly, I genuinely enjoyed it.


  I hadn’t touched it in over a year since becoming a trainee, so I’d need some practice to get back into the groove. But with nearly ten years of experience prior to that, I probably wouldn’t struggle too much.


  The real problem was not having an instrument. Buying one just to shoot a video felt like a waste of money.


  Should I look into second-hand deals?


  The thought of it spiraling into a bigger task made my head hurt. Maybe it’d be better to tell some story about how I couldn’t afford tuition and drop out, rebranding myself as the ultimate clumsy character…


  “Hyung, what are you watching? Huh, it’s my video.”


  Just as my eyes were starting to mist up, someone dragged me back to reality by the hair.


  It was Lee Cheonghyeon, who had just returned to the room.


  “Are you monitoring my videos? What should I do? It’s so embarrassing.”


  “It’s not like that. I was thinking about what kind of personal videos I should make, so I looked at them for reference.”


  I closed my laptop as I spoke.


  To me, this action signified the end of the conversation, but Lee Cheonghyeon sat on Choi Jeho’s bed across from me and asked.


  “So? Have you decided on a topic?”


  “Huh?”


  “You said you were brainstorming. If someone like you—who never seems to worry about anything—is saying that, it must mean you’re really stuck, right?”


  His words hit me like a dagger. It was as if a hole had been punched in my chest.


  Looking at him not showing any signs of leaving, I said.


  “That’s true. I don’t know what I should do to fill 10 minutes by myself.”


  “Hyung does talk about us a lot. Oh, what about work?”


  “I want to leave that out as much as possible.”


  “Uh… Then it’s really difficult. You do nothing but work.”


  “Are you adding fuel to the fire?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon burst out laughing at my comment. While I was seriously agonizing over it, he seemed to be enjoying the situation.


  “Come to think of it, hyung, don’t you have any hobbies? I don’t think I’ve ever seen you actually having fun, even when you’re resting.”


  Why wouldn’t I have hobbies? I even started reading web novels recently, trying to feel young again.


  “The only thing I could show is the bass, but I don’t have one, so that’s out too. It’s giving me a headache.”


  “Bass? There must be a few in the practice room for practice, though?”


  “What?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon pointed his finger toward the company building and continued.


  “You know, on the second floor of the office building, there’s a practice room and a band rehearsal studio for the seniors. They’ve got all the band session instruments there! They’re not as high-end as the ones used for recording, but they’re still decent.”


  As expected, UA, a music powerhouse, might not be good at management but they had a lot of resources. I was so touched that I felt like crying.


  

  As Lee Cheonghyeon said, UA had quite a few instruments.


  After signing the reservation log in the equipment room, I managed to borrow a bass guitar. Returning to the small practice room and holding the instrument brought about an indescribable feeling.


  I really played a lot when I was a college student.


  Though it seemed like I hadn’t played since my voice changed, in truth, I could count on one hand the times I’d picked up the bass since joining the Hanpyeong Industry.


  Hopefully, I didn’t forget all the fingering techniques. It felt so unfamiliar to touch the strings again that I couldn’t help but laugh.


  It wasn’t the fanciest bass, as Lee Cheonghyeon had mentioned, but since the one I used before was a standard model, I didn’t feel uncomfortable.


  Now that I had the instrument, all that was left was the song selection.


  If what the fans wanted was the TMI insight into the human Kim Iwol, covering Spark’s song didn’t seem like a good choice.


  So I thought about playing Park Joowoo’s favorite song, as I’d once promised, but then it hit me:


  No matter what ideas I thought, it all circled back to the group. This must be what people called ‘completely immersed’.


  But…


  If I’ve never really asserted myself before, maybe staying in the background is just my natural inclination.


  Really, my mind was in a mess.
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  My past life was solely to accommodate other people.


  How about we have some loach soup for lunch today? If anyone hasn’t tried it, now’s the time.


  Assistant Manager Kim, wait a minute. Please give me a lift.


  Assistant Manager Kim, please schedule an interview with that manager.


  No matter where I was or what I was doing, there was no room for my opinion.


  For years, my duty was to do the work I was ordered to without getting on anyone’s bad side.


  And now, out of the blue, I had to stand out and share trivial stories.


  Assistant Manager Kim, do you know how busy managers are? Why should I waste my precious time listening to you?


  Whenever I tried to do something, Manager Nam’s voice echoed vividly in my mind. It was suffocating.


  But here I was, being told to market myself.


  My PR score was already abysmal. I couldn’t afford to ignore this any longer.


  I sighed. With mixed feelings, I started playing my bass again, something I hadn’t picked up in ages.


  Should I play a song I learned in the band club? But what if they ask how I came across this song? …Should I play my high school anthem instead? But wouldn’t that be boring?


  After thinking for a while, I came to a conclusion. I had been playing the bass all this time without any real thought behind it.


  Is it possible for someone to have a sense of self so little? How shameful.


  What was the appeal of Kim Iwol as a person?


  Did I even have any appeal in the first place? Someone with no friends like me?


  The more I thought about it, the more I felt that I had lived my life wrong.


  This must be why the system sent me back to the past. It told me to live properly this time.


  If I wasn’t particularly talented, I should at least have something special, But unfortunately, the bass wasn’t exactly an instrument that stood out.


  I could play fast, sure, but I doubted fans would find that particularly impressive.


  To everyone who likes Kim Iwol, I’m truly sorry. Your pathetic idol is crying….


  As my thoughts threatened to spiral out of control, Kang Kiyeon knocked on the practice room door. It was a call from the manager.


  

  “A solo variety show?”


  As soon as Choi Jeho and I entered the meeting room, the manager got excited and started babbling.


  In short, our group was offered a solo variety show. It seemed to be a chain reaction from the recent broadcast of Challenge Life.


  “Since it’s a variety show based on MiTube, the shooting time won’t take long and it’s less intense. Do you know that young people these days watch MiTube more than TV? This is a much better opportunity for us!”


  He was right. Plus, the fact that they hadn’t specified any guests gave us a lot of creative freedom.


  It was the kind of offer we couldn’t afford to turn down.


  …If it weren’t for the fact that it was a drinking show.


  I was wondering why they only called me and Choi Jeho.


  Since we were the only ones in the group who could legally drink, they didn’t need to request specific guests.


  Now that I needed content that could make myself known, a solo variety show was a golden opportunity.


  But the alcohol-based theme left me uneasy.


  Drinking moderately in a relaxed setting? That was great and all.


  That was great, but…


  First, I had doubts about whether a drinking show was the right choice for a group where the majority of the members were minors.


  Second, as idols with many young fans, it didn’t feel great to promote drinking culture.


  The community’s reaction to Spark mentioning alcohol was pretty positive.l, though.


  I could still vividly recall the flaming discussions on online forums when Spark first talked about a team dinner on the radio. That was when I realized just how many nuanced ways there were to express affection in Korean.


  Still, if they gave me this opportunity, how could I not go? As long as we didn’t actively encourage drinking, it should be fine.


  The only remaining question was who would go.


  I glanced at the seat next to me. Choi Jeho couldn’t quite hide his discomfort.


  I had expected it from the moment I heard about the drinking show.


  Despite looking like someone who could drink anything on the table, this guy didn’t drink at all. I could only assume it was due to the influence of his father, who was said to have been a heavy drinker.


  One way or another, I have only one choice.


  I sighed inwardly at the thought of dirtying my liver that was finally purified.


  But it couldn’t be helped.


  Since I’ve decided to support you, I’ll do my best.


  

  “Are you good at drinking?”


  After I voluntarily declared I would appear on the show, Choi Jeho asked as we left the meeting room.


  “Just fine. Why?”


  I asked back, but Choi Jeho didn’t answer.


  This brat. should I just slather soothing gel all over him and let him sit there for five minutes, all nice and moist?


  It might depend on the company’s culture, but if the Hanpyeong Industry asked me about my drinking capacity, there was only one answer I had to give.


  Regardless of whether you could hold your liquor or not, you had to downplay it and say, ‘I’m not a strong drinker.’


  At the Hanpyeong Industry, drinking wasn’t just openly encouraged—it was subtly forced. There was always an underlying attitude of, Let’s see how long you can resist.


  Assistant Manager, you’re coming to the second round, right? Find a place with some nice drinks.


  I’m not going home tonight! Our department is staying out until the end! Got it?


  Assistant Manager Kim, your glass is empty. Leaving already, with your boss still here? I didn’t think you’d be so sly.


  Forcing people to drink was considered harassment, but the people in the Hanpyeong Industry always acted like they were outside the law.


  On top of that, there were so many drinking parties. Since the HR team was under the management support department, I wasn’t just dragged to team dinners but also department dinners and even executive dinners.


  How many bottles of alcohol had I downed? I didn’t know for sure, but if I weren’t someone with decent alcohol tolerance, my liver would have been destroyed by now.


  Thank goodness my drinking capacity was somewhat sufficient.


  After all those years at Hanpyeong Industry, the only things I gained were anger toward the world, the ability to let people’s words go in one ear and out the other, and the useless TMI that I was not a lightweight when it came to drinking.


  Since that was all I’d gained, I couldn’t help it. I should make good use of this.


  “Don’t worry.”


  At my words, Choi Jeho, who was walking beside me, glanced over.


  “I won’t mess up because of drinking.”


  I even showed a reassuring smile, but the guy just had an unimpressed look on his face and went back to the practice room.


  

  The entertainment show ‘Drinkers’ was filmed in a studio designed to look like a street food stall concept.


  Until the moment I stepped into the studio, I was showered with concern from everyone at UA.


  Iwol, don’t let your guard down just because you feel fine at first—don’t keep drinking too much.


  Stand up and walk to the bathroom every now and then. That way, you’ll know if you’re getting dizzy.


  It’s better to hear people say, ‘Why did you even show up if you can’t drink?’ than to get drunk and make a mess. Got it?


  Normally, they trusted me almost excessively, but in situations like this, they treated me like a child. Still, compared to my time in the Hanpyeong Industry, this felt like a luxury.


  Following the program’s rules, I shouted, ‘Are you open today?’ from outside the door, and a voice answered from within, ‘Yes, come on in!’.


  As I stepped into the studio, the MC of Drinkers greeted me warmly.


  “Oh, what’s this? Another handsome male guest? Didn’t I say I won’t accept any more handsome guests? Now I’ll be compared in the thumbnails again!”


  “Aw, come on, sunbaenim. Please just make me the last one!”


  “Wow, look at this guy—already trying to take out the competition?”


  As expected from a comedian skilled at hosting talk shows, the MC effortlessly broke through the initial awkwardness of meeting someone for the first time. Taking advantage of the moment, I chimed in naturally.


  “I’ve wanted to be on Drinkers for so long. If you’ll allow it just this once, I’ll consider it a dream come true and give it my all.”


  “Geez, how hard are you planning to try? Okay, let’s sit down and talk! Our camera directors are already waving for us to take our seats!”


  I smiled awkwardly and bowed my head slightly to the camera directors as I was about to sit down, but then I saw a familiar face among the directors.


  “Huh?”


  “That’s right, Mr. Iwol. There’s someone here who’s met Mr. Iwol before!”


  At the MC’s remark, the director who made eye contact with me gave a slight nod of acknowledgment.


  It was none other than the director I had met at the Jang Junhoo’s music video shoot.


  “Isn’t that Director Han? It’s been a while!”


  “Wow, Mr. Iwol, you have a good memory! Director, didn’t you say that it was about half a year ago that you met Mr. Iwol?”


  “I met him before his debut. I didn’t expect to run into him again like this…!”


  I’d heard of scriptwriters transitioning from dramas to variety shows or directors moving from films to documentaries, but I hadn’t expected to witness it firsthand.


  “Hey, don’t leave me out while you two go off into your little world. I’m going to sulk.”


  The MC made a witty comment and laughed.


  The world was small, but I didn’t know it could be this small.


  I laughed along with the MC, silently resolving to be extra diligent about keeping Spark members tight-lipped once I got back to the dorm.


  The format of Drinkers followed a generally established routine.


  First, the guest would introduce themselves and share a brief update about their recent activities.


  Then, the MC would bring up pre-researched tidbits to spark conversation while serving a drink as an appetizer.


  Next, the guest would order their favorite snack, and the production team would serve a prearranged dish.


  During this segment, the conversation mainly focuses on drinking preferences, drinking capacity, and drinking habits, etc. related to alcohol.


  Everything flowed smoothly up until the point where I had to talk about recent activities.


  In the first place, what else could an idol talk about other than their comeback?


  By the way, Mr. Iwol, how did Mr. Iwol end up as Spark’s gentleman rascal?


  It’s a false accusation. We’re going to hold a hearing soon to find out the truth.


  I was surprised because the nickname was so contradictory. You don’t look the type, but it made me wonder if your true personality is something else entirely.


  That can’t be true!


  Some tidbits were a little embarrassing. I was worried that if this continued, I’d end up with a nickname like ‘Kim Iwol, the Strongest Rascal’. Once I went back, I wouldn’t let Kang Kiyeon off the hook.


  I almost spit out some alcohol, but like an idol, I safely recovered. Then, the snacks were served.


  To be honest, choosing the snack probably took the most time while preparing for this shoot.


  The reason was simple. I’d never really chosen the snack on my own.


  I usually stuck eating the pork rinds that Manager Nam suggested, or the menus that my department or club seniors chose. Stuff like incredibly expensive scrambled eggs.


  Oh, when I drank with my sister, we’d sometimes snack on a bag of jelly. Our noona had a really unique taste.


  I didn’t drink alone often either, so choosing the snack wasn’t easy.


  Making up something random just for show felt like a betrayal to the fans who genuinely cared about every word I said.


  In the end, after much deliberation, this was the snack I chose.
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  “Huh?”


  The MC’s confusion was conveyed even in that single sound.


  “Mr. Iwol, do you like potato chips?”


  The MC asked while looking at the torn bag of potato chips lying on the table.


  “Yes, they’re my go-to snack when I drink.”


  The truth was, I mostly ate seaweed.


  There was no particular reason, I just didn’t want to bother buying or preparing specific snacks.


  However, bringing only a canister of seaweed to the show seemed a bit too lazy. Plus, there was the risk of it sticking to my teeth on camera, so I decided against it.


  Instead, I went with potato chips, my second most frequent choice and a staple of convenience store 2+1 deals. I hadn’t expected him to be so surprised with the potato chips though.


  Then again, considering a previous guest brought truffle-topped canapés, the difference must have felt pretty stark.


  “Oh, Mr. Iwol, do you drink often?”


  “Not really. Today is my first drink since I started living in the dorm!”


  “Really? Then you haven’t had a single sip of alcohol since you were a trainee?”


  “Yes, because most of the members are minors. I figured it’d be better not to.”


  “Mr. Iwol is kind. Let’s just have fun today and not worry about your dongsaeng. What do you think?”


  “Sounds great. Oh, and I did mention another snack…”


  “Right? Potato chips couldn’t be the only one.”


  As I brought it up, the next snack was served. The MC’s expression brightened.


  After all, even though it was just filming, having only potato chips felt a bit underwhelming. Especially on a show focused on showcasing drinks and snacks.


  Thanks to that, I ended up going through a ‘Favorite Food World Cup’ to find something else that matched my tastes.


  The winners? Convenience store fish cake skewers and a small-sized cup of instant ramen.


  “…Mr Iwol, you have the same taste as an ahjussi.”


  “Ahaha, is that so? I just think these are delicious!”


  The fish cake skewers I ate alone at the convenience store with another bottle of soju after sending off the drunken Manager Nam to his house.


  And instant ramen, which I had paired with a pack of soju on the day Manager Nam scolded me relentlessly.


  I didn’t eat them often because they reminded me of Manager Nam, but whenever I did, they were delicious enough to wipe away all the day’s frustrations.


  Seeing me smile nostalgically, the MC placed a hand on my shoulder and said.


  “I know that fish cake skewers and ramen are delicious. But… I can’t leave this alone. Mr. Iwol, I’ll buy you some really delicious snacks next time as your senior.”


  “Really?”


  I’m grateful, but why the sudden offer?


  I was a bit flustered. Sure, my snacks were humble, but they weren’t exactly cheap. The fish cake was a premium brand product.


  It probably wasn’t about the price. Some guests had brought nostalgic foods like grilled ginkgo nuts or spicy peppers.


  I assumed it was just a polite comment made for the show and decided to let it slide. That made sense.


  “Really! Let’s start with a toast! Cheers!”


  “Yes, yes!”


  Following the MC’s lead, we filled our glasses and poured soju. The atmosphere was very warm.


  Up until the system appeared.


  

  I had two goals for today.


  One, to appear more honest than usual, as viewers would expect from drinking talk.


  Two, to not lose self-control despite all that.


  “But, seriously, Mr. Iwol.”


  “Yes, sunbaenim.”


  “Why are you such a good drinker?”


  But it was all ruined. Because of that damn system.


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from ‘Superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ Assistant Manager Kim, come here and have a drink! Don’t make me strain my arm!


    [SYSTEM] ‘Short-term task’ has been assigned.


    ▷ Finish at least five bottles of soju


    ▷ Reward: +1 to self-PR score.


    ▷ Failure: Increased probability of ‘Attitude Controversy’ event occurrence

  


  Attitude Controversy event.


  That kind of event would happen sooner or later, even without drinking. Like when I eventually started throwing punches at thin air.


  More importantly, since when is drinking well considered a virtue for an idol? Haven’t you been helping me to succeed as an idol all this time?


  Isn’t getting wasted and making a spectacle of myself more likely to cause controversy? My mind was in turmoil.


  But there was no time to hesitate. The cameras were still rolling.


  Drinking five bottles wasn’t that hard.


  Back in the Hanpyeong Industry, even after grueling overtime, I managed to drink everything Manager Nam handed me at company dinners. Now, in my twenties, I’d probably hold up even better.


  The problem was that since it was just the MC and me drinking, it was hard to gauge how much I’d actually consumed.


  And knowing the system, even being a single drop short of five bottles would result in failure. So, I had to be meticulous about this.


  Can’t measure properly?


  Then there’s only one answer.


  I have to drink an overwhelming amount. So that I win.


  From then on, I drank without letting my glass stay empty for even a moment.


  I didn’t embarrass myself by yelling, ‘Sunbaenim, my glass is empty!’.


  Instead, I intentionally placed my glass at the end of the table so that it would be captured on camera, or I would drink it in one shot as soon as I received it.


  Then, the production staff who saw my empty glass would mention that my glass was empty, or the MC would immediately fill my glass.


  “Are you okay? Aren’t you drinking too much?”


  “I’m fine for now!”


  Even if I wasn’t fine, this was a situation where I’d have to say I was. But honestly, I was fine for now. I silently thanked my drinking capacity.


  When I glanced at the production staff, they all muttered, ‘Look at Mr. Iwol’s complexion, it hasn’t changed at all…’


  As a result of downing alcohol like a beast:


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Short-term task’ completed.


    ▷ Reward: +1 to self-PR score.

  


  I regained part of the self-PR score I had unwittingly lost before.


  Thank you, my liver.


  

  Group practice was still a relatively new experience for him. To be precise, he was still in the adjustment phase.


  So if one person was missing and the number of people was reduced, he should feel better.


  “Jeho-hyung, look straight ahead!”


  But Choi Jeho couldn’t focus. Even leader Jeong Seongbin had to step in and give him feedback.


  What was distracting him so much?


  Choi Jeho cast his gaze toward the large empty spot.


  It was the spot where Kim Iiwol, a member who was absent due to an external schedule, should have been standing.


  Even during the short breaks, Choi Jeho kept sneaking glances at the spot where Kim Iwol usually stood to drink water.


  He was aware that this behavior was unlike him. However, he couldn’t help but feel nervous.


  It was because of that schedule—the one that made Kim Iwol absent.


  There’s a MiTube show called Drinkers that’s invited both of you to appear. Have you heard of it?


  A while ago, the manager called Choi Jeho and Kim Iwol and explained the plan to appear on a solo entertainment show.


  Choi Jeho had never heard of it, but honestly, he wasn’t interested. He got sick of alcohol.


  The sight of people drinking to the point they couldn’t take care of themselves was disgusting to see. That was also the biggest reason he hated his father.


  Just thinking about his father stirred uncontrollable emotions. Choi Jeho hated that side of himself. At the same time, he didn’t want to show it.


  So, he did his best to avoid anything that reminded him of his father.


  But life didn’t let you do only the things you wanted.


  Choi Jeho already had a history of scraping a project once.


  He didn’t see it as his fault, but watching others clean up the aftermath didn’t make him feel better about it.


  One of the many reasons he hated his father was the way the man shirked responsibility—it was written all over his face.


  A person shouldn’t live like that. That was what he had resolved to himself.


  Choi Jeho made up his mind. And just as he was about to volunteer for the filming.


  Can I go? If Choi Jeho is fine with it.


  Sitting next to him, Kim Iwol said with a smile.


  Some might dismiss Kim Iwol’s gesture, saying, ‘Who wouldn’t want a chance at solo activities?’.


  But anyone who truly knew Kim Iwol would never say that.


  Kim Iwol was extremely reluctant to stand in the spotlight. He didn’t turn down work when asked, but he didn’t hesitate to pass it on to someone else when a good opportunity arose.


  Even someone like Choi Jeho—who had grown up hearing, ‘Why are you so indifferent to those around you?’—could tell.


  Kim Iwol had volunteered. On purpose.


  ‘If Choi Jeho is fine with it,’ he had said, as if seeking permission for his actions.


  It was an unmistakable act of consideration.


  Looking back, Kim Iwol had always been like that.


  When problems arose, he would step in without asking for reasons, resolve the situation on his own, and then quietly return to his work. With his characteristic expressionless face.


  A few days later, as Kim Iwol was tying his shoes to leave for the shoot, Choi Jeho called out to him.


  Hey.


  What is it?


  The lifeless black eyes turned toward Choi Jeho.


  The same guy who wore that expression acted like a completely different person in front of others or the camera.


  Then, was Kim Iwol essentially a different person from him, or was he a person who was essentially the same but behaved differently?


  He didn’t want to think deeply about it. That kind of introspection didn’t suit him.


  Instead, Choi Jeho asked Kim Iwol.


  Do you need anything?


  He should’ve phrased it as ‘Is there anything I can do?’ But his words never came out quite right.


  Still, this guy probably understood well enough.


  Turning his head, Kim Iwol retied his shoelaces and replied,


  Just make sure the kids don’t do anything stupid.


  With a quick farewell, Kim Iwol left the practice room.


  Unlike how he listened carefully to the younger members, Kim Iwol rarely bothered to respond in conversations with Choi Jeho.


  Whether it was indifference or trust, Choi Jeho couldn’t tell.


  But he didn’t dislike it.


  

  The members of Spark were generally well-behaved.


  Though they were noisy sometimes, everyone was sensible and capable of managing themselves.


  That was why Choi Jeho believed he could easily handle a small favor like the one Kim Iwol had asked.


  “Um, hyung.”


  Until Jeong Seongbin came to his room for the first time in a while…


  “I am sorry, but could you help me look this up real quick?!”


  …and showed his phone screen, revealing that adult verification was required.


  Chapter 105: 50-minute Self-Introduction (4)


  What does Kim Iwol hate the most?


  If you asked this question, all the Spark members would give the same answer.


  Doing something unbecoming of an idol.


  It was as if Kim Iwol divided everything in the world into two categories: ‘actions that idols can do’ and ‘actions that idols cannot do.’


  No, it wasn’t as if—he actually did.


  You made a blank expression at this XX fan signing?


  I was drinking water…


  If you weren’t an idol, do you think there would be anyone in the world who would take a bus from Busan to Seoul at dawn to meet you, wait for 3 hours, meet you for 1 hour, and then tell you to get some rest on their way out?


  Just one photo of Choi Jeho looking expressionless at a fan meet was enough for Kim Iwol to practically hunt him down.


  What props does Lee Cheonghyeon hold in the photo shoots these days?


  His face does all the work, doesn’t it?


  Is it his face or Lee Cheongyeon himself who’s supposed to do the work? Are you planning to let him coast on his looks for the rest of his career?


  Why are you yelling at me when I am not even doing anything!


  He never let his guard down, worried that the members might become arrogant.


  And that wasn’t all.


  He loved his fans so much…


  When you post on the official fan cafe or social media, pay attention to your tone. There are only two things we can ask of our fans in an imperative tone. Wishing them a happy new year and asking them not to push the person in front of them.


  Isn’t the second one something you can only say at a concert?


  Exactly, so handle everything else with care.


  …that every single word he spoke to fans was meticulously considered.


  Kim Iwol was always vigilant. His strictness sometimes felt stifling, but he held himself to even higher standards than he did others, so Choi Jeho had nothing to say.


  The reason the members didn’t complain about Kim Iwol was probably the same.


  Now, Kim Iwol left the members in Choi Jeho’s care. He asked him to keep an eye on them so they wouldn’t do anything foolish.


  But their underage leader came to him, asking for help with adult verification content?


  Choi Jeho’s head spun quickly.


  However, because his brain wasn’t built for such situations, it stopped spinning in a matter of seconds.


  Instead, his instincts kicked in.


  If he didn’t handle this now, Kim Iwol would rain down fire and brimstone upon him when he returned.


  And then he thought. How would Kim Iwol act in this situation? Kim Iwol was usually great at resolving things like these.


  He’d start with a conversation.


  Instead of saying, ‘Don’t drag me into something weird’, Choi Jeho sat up in his bed.


  Next, he chose what to say.


  Saying whatever came to mind had never gone well for him, so he needed to be cautious.


  He wanted to blurt out, ‘Couldn’t you ask for something else? Have you lost your mind?’ but he held back. Instead, he thought about how Kim Iwol would handle this and carefully chose his words.


  After organizing his thoughts in his head, Choi Jeho asked.


  “What were you looking up?”


  He had done his best.


  Even if Jeong Seongbin had been caught trying to look up something shady, Choi Jeho could now confidently say he had given it his all.


  Choi Jeho felt both satisfied and complicated at the same time.


  While worrying about how Jeong Seongbin would react next.


  However, Jeong Seongbin’s response was too innocent.


  “Hangover cure!”


  “What?”


  “Iwol-hyung’s going to come home drunk today. I was wondering if there was anything I could do for him, but then I found out that minors can buy hangover cures, so I was clicking through the related search term…”


  As Jeong Seongbin looked it up, he found a product that seemed very useful, but when he clicked on it, the adult verification page suddenly appeared. Choi Jeho’s nervousness evaporated into absurdity.


  “What the… I mean, yeah, I guess that makes sense.”


  Choi Jeho quickly backtracked, squirming a little. He then took the shared phone from Jeong Seongbin and logged in with his own account.


  “Can I just summarize it for you instead?”


  “Yes…!”


  Then Jeong Seongbin opened his journal. It seemed he even planned to write it down.


  But unfortunately, there wasn’t much for Choi Jeho to summarize. The related searches had led Jeong Seongbin down a path entirely unrelated to hangover remedies.


  After explaining that this was unrelated to the information he was looking for, Choi Jeho thought that he was now finally free from the responsibility of being an older member.


  Of course, responsibility was never that easy to shake off. In the end, Choi Jeho had to accompany Jeong Seongbin to the convenience store, where he had to buy hangover cures.


  For the first time since meeting Kim Iwol, he genuinely missed him.


  

  “Hyung! The video is up!”


  At Lee Cheonghyeon’s shout, everyone gathered around the spare phone he was holding.


  On the screen, a thumbnail for the Kim Iwol episode of ‘Drinkers’ was displayed.


  The upload time was 1 hour ago, and the video title was…


  [Looking for the Soju Thief… Spark’s Iwol Episode]


  ….


  I’m sorry, but doesn’t the title lack respect for my dignity? I was flustered.


  “Hyung, how much did you drink there?”


  “Oh, I only drank a little.”


  Despite my answer, Kang Kiyeon’s eyes were filled with suspicion.


  “The screen’s too small to watch properly on the phone. Should we watch it on the laptop at the dorm?”


  “Let’s all watch it together.”


  Jeong Seongbin’s suggestion threw me off guard. Wait, you’re saying we’re all going to watch a show of me drinking together?


  Completely oblivious to my inner turmoil, Jeong Seongbin grinned innocently.


  “You’re the first of our members to have a solo variety show! We have to monitor it together.”


  Looking at his pure smile, I thought.


  When you watch it, you’ll realize how unnecessary it was for you guys to buy me five bottles of hangover cure on the night of the shoot.


  The thumbnail alone was already extraordinary.


  With a smiling photo of me next to the MC’s astonished face, it looked like a comedy skit.


  Thanks to that, I came out like some kind of cheerful-eyed lunatic. It was embarrassing.


  The suspicious editing began from the entrance itself.


  『Mr. Iwol, you’re really tall, aren’t you? Isn’t our food stall going to collapse at this rate?』


  『He didn’t look this tall on video…』


  『Oh, was it the video of me with Jeho? That guy is so tall that when we stand together, we all look small.』


  『For now, let’s not get up from our chairs for today’s shoot, and from now on, let’s not cast anyone taller than 180cm. Okay?』


  Because of the camera distortion, my height was already as tall as a door, but due to the MC who exaggerated for the sake of the tension of the broadcast and the flustered production staff, it was edited like a ‘giant human visiting a street food stall’.


  When the scene where potato chips were served as snacks came out, sounds like ‘Hmm?’ filled the room.


  “Hyung, do you actually like potato chips?”


  “Why? Does it sound like a lie?”


  “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you eat chips before.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon pointed out.


  “I am just keeping fit. Plus, I haven’t had a reason to drink since moving into the dorm.”


  “But you barely ate them on the show either, right?”


  “True, I actually ate seaweed on a regular basis most of the time.”


  “Wow, the reality is even sadder.”


  I explained that I couldn’t just serve seaweed to the MC, and only then did Cheonghyeon nod in understanding.


  『You started as a trainee late, right? What did you want to do before that?』


  『I didn’t have a specific job in mind, but I was interested in business administration, so I thought about majoring in business.』


  『It suits you. Are you good at handling money?』


  『I’m not bad at it, but we’ve got a human calculator in our team, so I leave it to him.』


  Look at how much I talked about you guys.


  Suddenly labeled as the ‘human calculator’, Lee Cheonghyeon smacked my thigh.


  He grumbled about how ridiculous I was, but honestly, I thought he was the one being more ridiculous.


  Up until that point, things seemed to be going well.


  It was a little annoying that my scene of drinking soju without spilling or drinking it in one shot was edited like I was some great sommelier, but at least it was more entertaining than being dull.


  The real issue began when the system triggered its ‘short-term task’.


  The screen went black, and a short phrase appeared in white letters.


  [But,]


  [We didn’t know.]


  [This man’s drinking capacity…]


  Then it cut to me downing shots at 2.5x speed, seamlessly drinking glass after glass without a pause.


  The MC’s widening eyes, the murmurs from the production staff, the growing pile of empty bottles, and me, completely unfazed, continuing to drink…


  To anyone watching, I must have looked like a complete oddball. Even I found my behavior unfamiliar and strange.


  There was one exception, though. The students sitting on the floor simply looked intrigued, their expressions no more than a mild ‘it’s interesting’.


  Only Choi Jeho, sitting on the couch, looked unimpressed.


  “Hyung, are you a good drinker?”


  Jeong Seongbin asked. He must have had no experience drinking before, so he didn’t know how it worked.


  “Just average.”


  “What do you mean average? You’re a heavy drinker.”


  I tried to put a positive spin on it, but Choi Jeho, this guy, just had to butt in.


  Ridiculous. Why are you picking a fight when you don’t even drink?


  “It’s a broadcast, so the editing must have exaggerated it.”


  “But the frames aren’t even cut.”


  “Hyung, you seem to drink better than my uncle…”


  Lee Cheonghyeon kept pointing things out, and Park Joowoo even dragged elders into the mix.


  Are we really monitoring? If you’re going to gang up on me like this, why call it monitoring? Just hold a hearing instead.


  The climax came when the MC brought out a straw.


  『Mr. Iwol, this can’t go on. I’m getting tired of refilling your glass.』


  『Oh, I’ll fill it myself!』


  『No, how can I let the guest do that? I’ll just put a straw in the bottle for you.”


  Then he put a straw in a new soju bottle and handed it to me. He probably thought it would make a funny picture.


  What was I thinking at that time?


  If I drink all of this, it counts as one more bottle!


  I was excited by the fact that I could precisely add one more bottle to the count. Looking back now, I must have been completely out of my mind.


  Thus, the screen captured me gripping a soju bottle tightly with both hands, sipping through a straw to avoid dropping it.


  Surrounding my face were the word ‘happiness’ and bubbles with blooming flower effects—everything was surreal.


  No wonder the video was titled ‘Soju Thief’. It almost brought me to tears.


  “Some days, alcohol just goes down easier… That must’ve been one of those days. Drinking a lot isn’t a good thing, so don’t mention it unnecessarily on other shows.”


  When I said it as an excuse, the guys nodded their heads in understanding.


  However, my excuses were all useless.


  In a society like Korea, where drinking capacity could almost be considered a bragging right, the sight of me chugging from a bottle only added fuel to the fire.


  “…’Soju Thief Iwol Episode’ Comments Compilation?”


  I’d made compilations of other people’s comments before, but this was my first time seeing a compilation of my own made by someone else.


  The channel where the video was uploaded wasn’t even a Spark fan account.


  It seemed to be a channel dedicated to extracting the most entertaining clips from variety shows and compiling them with highlighted comments. Seeing my face there left me conflicted. Was this how the system raised my self-PR score?


  Do I watch this or not…


  After much deliberation, I decided not to watch it.


  But my decision meant nothing. That night, Lee Cheonghyeon crawled up to my bed and demanded I watch the video with him.


  “Hyung, did you see the compilation of comments that was uploaded this time?! I was going to watch it during break time earlier, but I waited to watch it with you. Don’t you feel touched?”


  Yeah, I am so touched I could cry snot tears, you idiot.


  The compilation of comments that I saw was, simply put… a grand showcase of Kim Iwol’s humiliation.


  Chapter 106: Wrapping Up Work (1)


  ≫ I’ve seen people drink like this before at an old bar


  ≫ XX, he drinks so well


  ≫ Look at that pale face while drinking like that


  Was there a reason to keep watching this? It wasn’t even made by fans.


  I appreciated the attention, but it was so embarrassing. I wanted to throw myself out the dorm’s window.


  Just as I was about to suggest turning it off, a short and impactful comment caught my attention.


  ≫ 15:38 A drinking hippo


  The moment I saw that, I made up my mind.


  If I ever quit being an idol, I’d go back to farming in a place with no internet.


  The aftermath of appearing on Drinkers lingered for a long time.


  In the online communities, people called me Bottomless Drinker or Party Drinker alongside Kim Pep, and when I went to music shows, fans would tell me to drink moderately out of concern.


  I was so mortified I wanted to disappear. So I even did a health-based live broadcast promoting ‘alcohol abstinence’ at 7 PM.


  ‘You guys… Don’t do this kind of thing…’ was the comment that received the most likes and it stung a little, but anyway.


  And so, my first solo variety appearance left behind self-promotion points and a trail of embarrassment as it faded into memory. Truly, a season of growth.


  

  “Everyone, where are we right now?”


  “Incheon Land!”


  Wrapping up a chaotic activity schedule, Spark visited an amusement park for the final self-produced content shoot of this activity period.


  A group of flashy people wearing school uniforms and followed by cameras naturally drew all the attention.


  Wearing the same uniforms from our music video again was painfully embarrassing. I couldn’t help but wonder how I ended up like this at this age.


  Meanwhile, Park Joowoo was drawing even more attention with his slouched shoulders.


  “Joowoo, straighten up. You’re slouching.”


  “It’s… a little embarrassing.”


  “What is?”


  When I looked at him in confusion, Park Joowoo tried to cover up the badge attached to his shirt pocket.


  “I’m the only one wearing a middle school uniform…”


  “The designs are the same; only the characters are different…”


  Walking around like that would draw even more attention.


  To prevent his posture from worsening, I handed Joowoo my backpack. Then I took Park Joowoo’s crossbody bag.


  With the bag strap now covering the badge, Park Joowoo finally regained his smile.


  However, Park Joowoo’s smile did not last long.


  After riding the flower bud ride that went up and down, Park Joowoo returned looking pale as a ghost.


  The original goal was to film the scene where the member who lost the mission looked very awkward among the children, but Park Joowoo’s expression looked so pitiful that this episode might become a ‘bullying one member’ special feature instead.


  While the young children on the ride gleefully shouted for it to go higher, Park Joowoo desperately shook his head.


  Perhaps feeling pity for him, the ride operator left Park Joowoo’s flower bud spinning gently at ground level.


  “Joowoo-hyung, you can’t handle rides?”


  Kang Kiyeon asked, handing a water bottle to Park Joowoo, who had collapsed onto a bench.


  He was someone who rarely pointed out the weaknesses of his elders, but he seemed genuinely startled by Park Joowoo’s pale face.


  “Yeah….”


  “You don’t like heights?”


  “I guess so…”


  Park Joowoo answered Choi Jeho’s words in a very depressed voice.


  Jeong Seongbin consoled Park Joowoo.


  “Don’t worry too much, Joowoo. Not everyone’s good with rides!”


  “That’s right. I’m sure there’s something easier for you to ride!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon enthusiastically chimed in. He was the only one wearing an animal ear headband and a mascot plushie that he’d apparently bought somewhere.


  “Yeah. You’re already pulling your weight as a vocalist, so it’s fine if you’re not good with rides.”


  Not wanting to see Park Joowoo appear so dejected on camera, I patted his shoulder and reassured him.


  Only then did Park Joowoo seem to have relaxed a bit and got up from the bench again.


  Right on cue, the PD stepped in.


  “Alright, Spark! Shall we move to the next location now?”


  “Yes!”


  “The next ride is… Tornado!”


  At that moment, Park Joowoo’s face turned as white as the resignation envelope I used to carry around.


  

  The second round was a group mission.


  Everyone had to perform a double-speed dance flawlessly in the middle of a crowd to earn tickets for the rides.


  Naturally, Spark succeeded. Considering how much we had practiced, it wasn’t surprising.


  Park Joowoo’s hands trembled as he stared at the spinning ride that resembled a giant pancake flipper…


  Mr. Joowoo, if it’s too much for you, don’t feel pressured to do it!


  Yes, but… I’ll try it once. I want to ride it with the members!


  Despite the production team’s considerate offer, Park Joowoo mustered up his courage and stepped up. He wasn’t even my kid, but I couldn’t help feeling proud.


  Up until this point, it was going well. That was until the ride started spinning.


  The reason why the mishap happened could be summarized as follows.


  First, this was only my second visit to an amusement park.


  During the first visit, which was for a music video shoot, I only rode the tamer attractions to avoid being out of the camera frame.


  In other words, today was my first time experiencing a more dynamic ride.


  Second, I was a pedestrian through and through, so I never had the chance to enjoy speed.


  Speed? On Seoul’s public transportation during a daily commute? You’d be lucky if it didn’t stop in the middle of the journey.


  Lastly, I didn’t even watch the usual blockbuster movies.


  So how should I put it… I wasn’t immune to the so-called ‘jump-scare’ situations.


  That was why I didn’t know.


  That I…


  “Hyung, Iwol-hyung! Are you okay?!”


  …couldn’t handle rides at all.


  

  The start was promising.


  Even before the safety belt was secured, Jeong Seongbin sat to the left of the trembling Park Joowoo, and I took the seat to his right.


  Me, sitting next to Joowoo?


  It’s comforting to have someone reliable next to you!


  …They said. So I followed Lee Cheonghyeon’s instructions and sat down


  The tornado carrying six people, Lee Cheonghyeon, Kang Kiyeon, Jeong Seongbin, Park Joowoo, me, and Choi Jeho, began to move to the beat of some lively music.


  And the moment the rotation gained speed.


  Something feels off.


  I immediately sensed that this was a mistake.


  It was fast. Way too fast. It felt like my organs were being spun apart in a centrifuge.


  I thought I could handle a simple spinning ride that didn’t soar like a Viking ship.


  Especially since the kids before us, all in their school uniforms, seemed to handle it just fine!


  I could hear Park Joowoo groaning from next to me.


  But just as I was trying to grab his hand as the one responsible in the right seat.


  “Now we’re going higher and faster! Spin it up!”


  The DJ’s enthusiastic announcement signaled the start of the ride’s chaos phase.


  Us a ride supposed to feel like your heart’s about to stop?


  Is it normal to feel your life threatened like this?


  Is this… how it’s supposed to be?


  “Hey, are you okay?”


  I could hear Choi Jeho’s voice from next to me.


  But I couldn’t answer.


  Instead, the microphone only picked up my spinning, unending screams.


  

  “Hyung, please have some water.”


  “Thank you…”


  With trembling hands, I took the water bottle that Jeong Seongbin offered me.


  I felt like I’d just peeked through the gates of heaven before they slammed shut again. I almost met the system in the void.


  “Are you okay, hyung…?”


  “I’m not okay. My heart hurts.”


  Even Park Joowoo, who was sitting next to me on the bench, was worried about me.


  It seemed watching me nearly pass out next to him made him forget his own fears for a moment.


  “Is it really okay for kids to ride these kind of rides?”


  “Mr. Iwol, this ride is for anyone over 130cm.”


  “Huh? I think you’d need to be at least 230 cm for it to be safe.”


  Clutching my chest, I wobbled to my feet from the bench. My legs were still shaking.


  “Oh dear, if this wears you out, the next one might be a challenge.”


  “Huh? Don’t tell me we’re riding that next?!”


  At the PD’s words, Lee Cheonghyeon’s eyes lit up, and his voice rose with excitement.


  Beside him, Kang Kiyeon looked equally thrilled, his focus sharp as ever.


  Yes, they were excited to come to the amusement park.


  The two thrill-seekers were passionately explaining just how tall and terrifying the next rides were supposed to be.


  Today, I wanted to lean on the maknaes who had bold hearts for support.


  

  We rode a few more rides after that.


  When it was time for the park’s famed K-Express, Joowoo and I were treated with consideration. We stayed back to guard the bags.


  The rodeo show rider has been finally decided to be Mr. Iwol!


  C-Can I ride in-hyung’s place?


  Your heart as the leader is admirable, but nope, you can’t!


  Because I had been distracted in the game, I ended up riding alone on the spinning lump of metal.


  Iwol-hyung, you just have to endure it for one minute! You can do it!


  Hyung, stay strong! There are kids watching next to you!


  Hyung, fighting…!


  Is it really necessary to cheer him on like this?


  Looking at that hyung’s face, I feel like I should cheer him on…


  Being stuck among children, unable to open my eyes, and groaning in discomfort while five members cheered me on was the second most humiliating experience of my life, right after dance practice. I almost told them all to shut up, but I held back with superhuman patience.


  I didn’t even care how pathetic I’d look on screen anymore. When I got back to the dorm, I’d unplug the shared Wi-Fi router.


  “Ugh…”


  “You worked hard, hyung.”


  Jeong Seongbin helped me up as I came down from the ride with trembling legs. Thanks to him, I managed to resist the urge to crawl on all fours in surrender.


  “Phew, we’ve got plenty of footage now. Right?”


  The PD across from me smiled with satisfaction. The writers nodded their heads.


  Even though it felt like we’d been shooting for about 20 hours, a quick glance at my watch revealed only two hours had passed.


  Did this make sense? It felt like I’d crossed River Styx 360 times.


  If they’d gotten enough material in two hours, just how embarrassing must I have looked on camera? My spirits were in tatters.


  The PD didn’t seem to care whether I was suffering or not. I wondered when I could ever become that professional. Truly admirable.


  “This hyung has no focus in his eyes right now.”


  “Someone get him some water.”


  While Kang Kiyeon and Choi Jeho were saying something, the PD clapped their hands to grab everyone’s attention.


  “We’re going to shoot a few natural cuts for the intro and the stinger video. You can think of the next hour as free time and enjoy yourselves!”


  “Really?”


  The members’ faces lit up. It seemed they’d been secretly disappointed to skip some attractions for filming.


  “Ah, Mr. Iwol, feel free to rest if you’re too tired!”


  “No, it’s fine. I’ll do my best!”


  For a moment, I almost forgot my role and got excited. Calm down, heart.


  That was how Spark was divided into those who wanted to enjoy the attractions and those who wanted to enjoy the food court.


  Choi Jeho seemed reluctant to disrupt the younger members’ fun, but Lee Cheonghyeon insisted that rides were best enjoyed in even numbers and dragged him along. I was impressed with how he looked out for even the socially awkward senior, so I handed over some extra pocket money I’d won from the game.


  Park Joowoo and I enjoyed a leisurely break.


  We shared some beaded ice cream—though he wasn’t allowed a single bite until I captured his best angles on camera—and looked for some strong-looking bubble guns.


  We also rode the carousel. We rode it because It was a scene you couldn’t get from the thrill addicts, but I couldn’t forget the warm gazes the camera directors sent us outside the ride.


  As the break neared its end, we sat on a bench, catching our breath and waiting for the others to return.


  The attraction group also returned to the bench we had agreed upon right on time.


  While Joowoo briefly stepped away to the restroom, they were animatedly explaining what rides had messed up their hair.


  “So, everyone’s here now?”


  “Joowoo is still…”


  I glanced at the place where Park Joowoo had gone. Then the PD spoke again.


  “No, everyone’s here.”


  “Yes?”


  We turned our heads to the PD at the same time.


  “From now on, your mission is to find your friend Mr. Joowoo, who is eagerly waiting for you!”


  Chapter 107: Wrapping Up Work (2)


  No wonder they said they had enough footage.


  Once it went through editing, it was tough to even keep 10% of the footage, let alone half.


  Especially content of rookie idols just excitedly riding amusement park rides.


  If they only used the most entertaining parts, it wouldn’t even reach 10 minutes. And out of that, a minute and a half would probably be just precious scenes of me.


  But suddenly having a surprise content here?


  It was a nice twist. It even had a strong connection to the music video.


  I never thought I’d be rescuing Park Joowoo at an amusement park in my life.


  My only memory of that had Spark and amusement parks combined together was when Spark filled in for a famous rapper at a nighttime amusement park live performance.


  That live performance was unforgettable for many reasons.


  It couldn’t have been easy to passionately sing in a place with almost no audience members cheering for them, but that was a matter of their professionalism, so let’s set that aside.


  Everything was terrible: the audience’s lack of interest in the idol brought in as a filler, the poorly prepared music track, and the poor sound system.


  Compared to that, this was much better.


  Though my years of experience were still fewer now than back then. Life was truly full of mysteries.


  “You didn’t tie Joowoo-hyung to some ride like a Viking ship, did you? He might faint!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon fussed. Of course, the production crew wouldn’t do something so outrageous. If they did, starting tomorrow, Park Joowoo would have to use the same shade of foundation as me.


  “If you don’t rescue Mr. Joowoo quickly, that might happen.”


  “Huh?!”


  “So everyone, focus! You need to play with Mr. Joowoo!”


  The PD clapped his hands, gathering everyone’s attention.


  Right, we couldn’t just leave our main vocalist alone.


  

  The rules were simple.


  First, find the hidden hint notes scattered throughout the amusement park.


  Second, everyone must gather at Park Joowoo’s location by 8 PM, the time limit.


  It was currently 6 PM. While it seemed like there was plenty of time, considering the crowd and the size of the park, it might be tight.


  “Before finding the notes, shall we discuss how we should search together?”


  Jeong Seongbin spoke first. After months of entrusting him with group meetings, he was progressing smoothly.


  Kang Kiyeon, Choi Jeho, and Lee Cheonghyeon then offered their opinions in turn.


  “Wouldn’t it be better to split into groups? Moving with five people seems inefficient.”


  “Isn’t it better to have more eyes looking than getting separated and potentially missing something?”


  “That’s true, and since we all have to gather in the end to clear the mission, it might be better to move together.”


  Hmm, hmm. Good attitudes. I didn’t even need to step in.


  I was about to just cross my arms, nod, and listen, and do whatever they suggested…


  “Then, just in case, shall we go around from the entrance together? Let’s be thorough so we don’t miss anything!”


  …Park Joowoo will be waiting alone at the amusement park until 8 PM and then just go home, you idiots!


  Thinking about Park Joowoo standing alone in this vast ocean-like amusement park made me feel like tears might flow from my tear ducts that I thought had long dried up.


  Swallowing a sigh, I stopped them just as they were about to run to the entrance.


  “I think it would be better to look around the inside of the amusement park first, what do you guys think? How about splitting into two teams and looking at the attractions and rest areas?”


  “Would that be better?”


  “Yeah. Your ideas make sense, but we have a time limit. We can decide whether we need to find all the notes or just some of them after we read a few.”


  They usually hid dummy hints in case we failed to find them, so we probably didn’t need to find every single one.


  The production team probably didn’t expect us to find every single hint either.


  “Then how do we contact each other in the middle? We don’t have our phones.”


  Choi Jeho pointed out a very good point. It was exactly the question I was waiting for.


  “Let’s use a messenger.”


  “What?”


  “We can agree in advance on how each team will move, and one person can continuously go back and forth between them.”


  “Isn’t that too harsh on one person?”


  Kang Kiyeon said, looking concerned.


  But it’s fine I’ll be the messenger!


  This way, I could leave the important task of finding hints to the members while checking both teams’ progress.


  Most importantly, I’d appear less on camera. My screentime in this amusement park was enough with Kim Iwol’s screaming.


  “Let’s decide fairly with rock-paper-scissors. We can’t just make hyung run around.”


  “Seongbin, what is the second virtue of an idol?”


  “Being good at your main job.”


  “Right? Then who has the best stamina on our team?”


  Jeong Seongbin couldn’t refute that.


  “I’ve memorized the park map, so let’s divide the teams, quickly decide on the search routes, and then spread out.”


  At my words, the members replied energetically. It was the moment the grand search for Park Joowoo began.


  

  The first harvest came from Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon’s team, who went towards the attractions.


  The note that the maknaes found near the bumper car’s exit read:


  【Why do sparks fly from the ceiling of the bumper cars?


  Difficulty: ★★★★】


  “Is this a quiz show, not a hint?”


  “Yes. They gave us this when we answered correctly.”


  Kang Kiyeon then handed me another note.


  【To the Aquarium!


  Difficulty: ★★★★★】


  The location written on the note was the aquarium, located deeper into the amusement park than the bumper cars.


  If you looked at the hint and answered the question correctly, the next note revealed the location where the next hint was hidden, and depending on the difficulty of the question, you could find out a location closer to the destination.


  It was an interesting structure. This way, we could manage our time to some extent.


  But…


  “You answered the question correctly?”


  “Yes. Lee Cheonghyeon did.”


  I read the question again.


  It seemed to be a subjective question.


  When I glanced at Lee Cheonghyeon, he winked and said,


  “Hyung, I’m the Goldberg Machine designer of Spark High School!”


  “Yeah, you’re the best.”


  I gave him a thumbs-up and ran to deliver the good news to Choi Jeho and Jeong Seongbin.


  Ah, correction. I also rode the mini train once on the way.


  The two were waiting for me in front of the Honey Butter Corn shop where we had agreed to meet.


  “What’s with that balloon?”


  Choi Jeho asked, pointing to the helium balloon tied to my wrist.


  “Cheonghyeon attached it to me. He said the messenger should be visible from afar.”


  “Good grief.”


  While the two older hyungs were arguing about something trivial, Jeong Seongbin approached.


  He was holding a white note in his hand.


  “Hyung, we also found a hint, but….”


  【What is the unit used to measure the sugar content of corn, fruit, etc.?


  Difficulty: ★★★】


  “Brix.”


  “Oh, Mr. Iwol, correct!”


  “Huh? Really?”


  Jeong Seongbin, who had been turning his head back and forth between me and the PD, belatedly clapped his hands.


  At this point, I wondered if Hanpyeong Industry’s annual tradition of making us search for high-sugar holiday fruits was also intentional.


  【To the Churro Stand!


  Difficulty: ★★★★】


  “Aren’t there a lot of churro stands? I saw several on the way here.”


  Choi Jeho frowned as he looked at the note.


  “Since the kids are moving to the aquarium, we just need to eliminate all locations in the opposite direction.”


  “What kind of question did they have there?”


  “A science question.”


  After hearing my words, Choi Jeho exchanged glances with Jeong Seongbin.


  Somehow, I felt like I could hear their conversation.


  It was probably something like, ‘Are you good at science?’, ‘No.’


  Just pray there’s no question about calculating the concentration of sugar water at the churro stand.


  

  The quiz extravaganza disguised as a treasure hunt continued for about another hour.


  Fortunately, instead of calculating the concentration of sugar water, the question at the churro stand was about the cause of dust explosions. Thanks to Jeong Seongbin, who usually watched a lot of news, we were also able to reach the cotton candy shop near the aquarium.


  But without a doubt, today’s MVP was Lee Cheonghyeon.


  This guy achieved the feat of answering a five-star question at the aquarium.


  What was the question?


  The scientific name of white coral.


  And the answer?


  Corallium konojoi!


  I was genuinely curious. How on earth did Lee Cheonghyeon come to memorize the scientific name of white coral?


  It seemed I wasn’t the only one curious.


  How did he get that right? That question was designed to be impossible.


  When Lee Cheonghyeon finally remembered the answer after five minutes of racking his brains, the entire production crew was shocked.


  Lee Cheonghyeon himself, however, was unfazed.


  I diligently read the ‘Slippery Sea Creatures Encyclopedia’ when I was young.


  You must have read it very diligently…


  We sincerely applauded him with respect.


  As a result of all that effort, the five of us were able to combine the hints we obtained from the aquarium and the churro stand and reach the central garden of the amusement park.


  “The last hint must be somewhere here, right?”


  “I think so. Actually, I thought this was the final location.”


  Kang Kiyeon said awkwardly, looking at Lee Cheonghyeon, who was looking around.


  As it passed 7 o’clock, the surroundings were already getting dark. So, I also thought Park Joowoo would appear somewhere in the garden, scattering celebratory flower petals.


  It seemed they wanted to stall for time… but was there a reason for it to be this complicated?


  It seemed the production crew didn’t intend this segment to be just a time-filling mission.


  You could tell by the difficulty of the questions and the structure where solving the mission only revealed the next location, but we had to find the notes ourselves.


  So, I had even tried to stall for time by riding the mini train in the middle.


  I didn’t know they would consider every possibility and even create quizzes that were beyond the difficulty of a variety show.


  As a result, we were searching the garden high and low right before the end time.


  That was when it happened.


  “I found it!”


  Choi Jeho shouted from afar.


  Chapter 108: Wrapping Up Work (3)


  The sound came from a small plaza where fountains would run in summer.


  There, Choi Jeho was standing with his feet submerged in a small waterway.


  Wait a minute.


  Waterway?


  “What are you doing, going in there?”


  “It was in the water, what was I supposed to do?”


  Choi Jeho held a dripping ziplock bag in his hand. A neatly folded note was visible beyond the transparent plastic.


  “Because of that, you just stepped in there?”


  “They said it’s okay to go in because it’s where kids play in the water. And I took my shoes and socks off before going in.”


  It was important to check if an area was off-limits.


  Still, wasn’t his feet cold?


  I took a handkerchief out of my pants pocket and handed it to him.


  “How did you find it, Jeho-hyung? That’s amazing.”


  “I just saw it.”


  Choi Jeho answered casually, but the conditions were far from ordinary. First, it was dark, and with the fountain turned off, almost no light was entering the waterway.


  It might be easier to understand this as his sense being at an animal level.


  We went under the light and unfolded the note Choi Jeho retrieved.


  Inside, it was written:


  【Come to the place where we all smiled and took a picture!


  Don’t be late!】


  “Is it talking about the place where we took the thumbnail photo?”


  “Isn’t it where we took a group selfie earlier?”


  Jeong Seongbin and Kang Kiyeon offered their opinions in turn.


  But something felt off. It wasn’t exactly wrong, but something was ambiguous.


  Usually, these are written more colloquially.


  The place where we all smiled and took a picture.


  I repeated it several times in my head, but it didn’t quite roll off the tongue. ‘The place where we all took a picture with a smile’, would have been more natural.


  In cases like this, it was one of two things.


  Either I was overthinking something trivial, or it was intentional.


  A few scenes flashed through my mind.


  However, it wasn’t good to be overconfident, so I called upon Lee Cheonghyeon, Spark’s official electronic brain.


  “Cheonghyeon, do you remember what scene was in the third chorus of our 『With List』 MV?”


  “The third chorus?”


  If my memory served me right, the backgrounds for 『A Dreamlike Breeze』, 『Even Just Once』, and 『Sharing Joyful Stories』 were the studio where the members’ individual shots were filmed.


  And in the next lyrics…


  “In 『Smiling a happy smile』we were on the Ferris wheel!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon, realizing the intention of my question, responded with a bright expression.


  At the same time, I looked at the other members and shouted.


  “Heard that? Everyone, run!”


  

  It was quite a distance from the garden to the Ferris wheel. Thanks to that, we had to run until we were breathless.


  As a result of sprinting through the amusement park like signal flares cutting through the night sky—


  “Joowoo!”


  “Hyung! You guys…!”


  In front of the Ferris wheel, we were able to have a tearless reunion with Park Joowoo, who had been waiting alone for two hours.


  “You must have been cold waiting until sunset.”


  “No, I am fine.”


  “What do you mean, you’re fine!? Come here. The maknae will give you a hug.”


  Park Joowoo joined the center of the group, receiving the utmost care and protection from Jeong Seongbin and Lee Cheonghyeon.


  “So, did we succeed in the mission?”


  And Kang Kiyeon shrewdly confirmed the success of the mission. Really, everyone except me had a clear role.


  “Before that! Everyone, what was the condition for the mission success?”


  “Wasn’t it finding Park Joowoo before 8 o’clock?”


  Choi Jeho asked, placing his hand on the top of Park Joowoo’s head.


  Then it happened.


  A bell rang from somewhere. Like a church bell signaling the hour.


  At the same time, we heard something cutting through the sky.


  “Hyung, behind you!”


  Turning around, magnificent fireworks were blooming in the sky beyond the Ferris wheel.


  What would you want to do at the amusement park?


  Yeah, Joowoo, you’re the main character in this music video, so feel free to share your ideas.


  We’ve already talked about riding attractions… If I had to choose something else I want to do with our members…


  What Park Joowoo in the music video wanted to see with his friends…


  I want to watch fireworks together, all six of us.


  And like magic, the fireworks that Park Joowoo outside of the music video wanted to see with the members…


  I think the me in the music video… would want that too.


  Colorful shooting stars rained down from the night sky.


  It was such a grand and beautiful sight that the production team’s voices congratulating the mission’s success and concluding the activities seemed so distant.


  And so, our second activity period came to an end.


  

  With the 『With List』 promotions over, UA granted us our first vacation.


  It had been a year and three months since I joined UA as a trainee, and I hadn’t taken a single day off from practice. Tears of gratitude welled up in my heart.


  I had never used all my annual leaves at Hanpyeong Industry either. But not having any vacation days at all was a different matter.


  I wanted to immediately apply to the Ministry of Employment and Labor to establish an idol job code for the maintenance of the K-Pop industry and introduce a mandatory vacation system. But since they were letting us rest for a whole week, I’d hold back.


  “It’s been so long since we’ve had a week off, what are you all going to do?”


  Jeong Seongbin, who couldn’t remember the last time he had consecutive days off, asked with an excited face. Yes, someone who worked hard like him deserved a break.


  “I’m going home.”


  “I’ll probably go home too.”


  The dance line’s destinations were the same as during the holiday.


  Come to think of it, these guys had faced all sorts of issues, but never any club or casino controversies. Should I be thankful that I didn’t have to worry about them wandering around to random places?


  Ah, there was one person whose destination had changed from the holiday.


  “Me too! This time… I’ll visit home.”


  Park Joowoo decided to go to his aunt’s house for this vacation. I could practically hear his aunt’s voice over the phone, saying she’d have galbi ready and waiting for him.


  By the way, Park Joowoo also invited me to come along. But I refused.


  Aunt said to bring hyung along…


  No, I’ll be here practicing hard.


  I was so flustered when Jeong Seongbin’s parents came to the dorm, how could I possibly go to someone else’s house?


  I would definitely become a mess. It was a hundred times better to avoid that situation altogether.


  “Oh? So Iwol-hyung will be alone in the dorm?”


  At Lee Cheonghyeon’s words, everyone turned to look at me.


  “I guess so?”


  “Then I’ll stay too.”


  “Why are you staying, Seongbin? Do you think I’m not trustworthy enough to be left alone in the dorm?”


  “No! Absolutely not!”


  Jeong Seongbin waved his hands frantically.


  “I’m twenty-one. I’m perfectly capable of being alone.”


  “It’s not that…”


  “It’s not that?”


  When I asked back, no one could readily continue speaking.


  I knew what these guys were trying to say. They felt bad about going home and leaving one member with nowhere to go all alone.


  But like I said, I was a full-fledged adult.


  And not even twenty-one, but twenty-nine… No, it had been over a year since I became younger, so if we were just counting the years I’d lived, I was over thirty.


  Did it make sense that a thirty-year-old man couldn’t last a week on his own? I had the pride of a head of household who had been responsible for a single-person household for years.


  “I appreciate you looking out for me, but even if I had somewhere to go, I would have stayed at the dorm this time. There’s something I want to practice.”


  “Practice?”


  Kang Kiyeon asked. Judging by the slight sparkle in his eyes, he seemed interested.


  “Yeah. But I won’t include you.”


  “Why?”


  “Think about your recent dance break. If you don’t rest here, your joints will be begging for mercy.”


  I’d been working hard since last year to prevent his ankle injuries, I couldn’t risk damaging his knee.


  Kang Kiyeon couldn’t hide his displeasure but still agreed with my point. I was just grateful that he saved me the trouble of arguing.


  Just as the mood seemed to settle down, for some reason, Lee Cheonghyeon, who had been quiet until now, slammed the desk, drawing our attention.


  “Everyone, why doesn’t anyone ask me where I’m going?”


  “Aren’t you going home?”


  “I was debating it, but I just decided. I’ll stay at the dorm with Iwol-hyung!”


  “With me?”


  I was taken aback. I really was planning on spending my time in a hellish solo dance practice, flailing my limbs around.


  “You don’t have to force yourself, Cheonghyeon.”


  “No, this is a choice for both you and me, hyung.”


  “Why?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon answered my question with an unfocused smile.


  “Because even if I go home, my hyung and dongsaeng are in the middle of midterms, so I wouldn’t be able to breathe…”


  “I see…”


  “Therefore! I’ll spend an awesome vacation with hyung!”


  “Alright, do what you want.”


  After a long conversation, Lee Cheonghyeon and I ended up spending the next week together.


  But I never imagined…


  “Hyung! It was awesome! Did you see the seagull just take off with my anchovy snack bag?!”


  …that during that week, we’d end up all the way in Busan.


  I looked at him excitedly running towards me after having all his snacks stolen by a seagull.


  And I thought to myself.


  How did I end up here with this kid?


  The incident traced back to the day before the vacation started.


  Starting with Choi Jeho, who lived farthest from home, the members began leaving the dorm one by one.


  Meanwhile, Jeong Seongbin, worried about us until the very end, repeatedly told us to contact him if anything happened.


  And so, only Lee Cheonghyeon and I remained in the dorm.


  Hyung, are you going to practice?


  Yeah. You can rest if you want.


  No, how can a dongsaeng rest when his hyung is setting such a good example!


  Up to this point, things were going according to my plan. After finishing our usual late-night practice, we returned to the dorm.


  Hyung! How about we watch a movie before going to bed?


  Aren’t you tired?


  Thinking about how tomorrow’s the start of our vacation is giving me a dopamine rush. I’m completely wide awake right now.


  The guy who had been exhausted enough to stick to the floor was now excitedly picking up the remote.


  I told Lee Cheonghyeon to put on whatever he wanted to watch and came out of my room with my laptop. Since I was not really into watching videos, I thought I’d use the time while he watched a movie to sort out some upcoming plans.


  However, when I came out of my room, what was playing on the TV wasn’t a movie selection screen, but a documentary.


  Small letters in the corner of the screen read, ‘National Environment: Mysteries of the Ocean’.


  Lee Cheonghyeon stared at the ocean on the screen, his eyes shining.


  Does he like the ocean?


  It seemed his claim about diligently reading the ‘Slippery Sea Creatures Encyclopedia’ in his childhood wasn’t an empty boast. Lee Cheonghyeon’s eyes sparkled as much as the waves on the TV.


  At that moment, I made a somewhat troublesome choice.


  Since I had been going out of my way to give Lee Cheonghyeon experience for composing, I thought I might as well let him have some real-world exposure to gain inspiration and ideas during the break.


  Chapter 109: Vacation


  It wasn’t peak vacation season yet, so I set up a mat in a quiet corner of the beach.


  After setting up the parasol I borrowed from a nearby cafe, I shoved Lee Cheonghyeon into the shade.


  “Here. Now go entertain yourself.”


  “Yes!”


  As I unfolded the portable table we’d rented with the parasol, the guy took his laptop as if it were natural.


  Gentle waves lapped at the shore as the sea breeze danced by.


  Do geniuses get inspired just by looking at the scenery?


  I wouldn’t know—I had never lived a creative life outside of writing cover letters.


  While Lee Cheonghyeon clacked away on his laptop, I caught up on overdue monitoring.


  Fans left nothing but kind comments even on my bass-playing videos, despite how rusty I’d become since my last performance. I was grateful.


  Thanks to finishing all the other minor tasks on the train, I became free earlier than expected.


  Meanwhile, Lee Cheonghyeon was concentrating on his screen with frightening intensity.


  I didn’t know if it was thanks to the Pomodoro Technique, or if it was because I’d been dragging him around to work so much, but his concentration had evolved to a truly impressive level.


  If he kept that up, one day Lee Cheonghyeon would be able to compose songs in the middle of a bustling night market without a noise-canceling headphone.


  Anyway, I couldn’t bring myself to disturb someone diligently working, even if I wasn’t much help otherwise.


  I quietly shut my mouth and occasionally checked for any contact from the company.


  Then something caught my eye.


  A cigarette butt lay in front of the mat. Of the same brand that Manager Nam had me run errands for.


  We came all the way to this pristine spot for a creative getaway, and someone had to ruin it with cigarettes?


  The sight of the cigarette, flaunting its white existence on the sand, really bothered me.


  I tried to ignore it, but once I noticed, it lingered in my head like the smell of Manager Nam’s cigarettes.


  I barely suppressed a sigh rising from my core. Grabbing my wallet, I got up.


  “Anything you want to eat?”


  “No. Are you going to the convenience store?”


  “Yeah. Don’t wander off and stay put.”


  “Yes, sir!”


  I went straight to the convenience store. I came out with two garbage bags and stainless steel tongs.


  Alright, today, I’m the beach cleanup crew of this area.


  Picking up trash along the beach was surprisingly fulfilling.


  Except for the fact that I didn’t wear a ball cap to protect my face from the sun, which I truly regretted. Now I understood why volunteers used them.


  I did get annoyed when some people ignored the nearby trash can and threw their garbage into my bag, but I let it slide.


  Because the kids playing in the sand saw me and collected handfuls of trash and brought it to me. I felt like my faith in humanity was restored.


  But the sheer number of fireworks casings on the sand was astonishing. Wasn’t setting off fireworks on the beach illegal? I could have sworn I picked up more casings here than in the military.


  Muttering to myself, I darted around like a hornet, picking up cigarette butts, even going near other people’s mats at some point.


  Realizing my rudeness, I politely apologized and turned to leave, but the owner of the mat exclaimed, “Aren’t you Spark?!”


  Are you seeing this, Spark? You’re not nobodies anymore.


  They asked for an autograph, but neither I, who was picking up trash, nor these people who were enjoying the beach, had anything to write with.


  So, I returned to my mat, dug out some memo paper from my diary, and brought Lee Cheonghyeon along.


  Then, while the ladies admired Lee Cheonghyeon’s face, I handed him a pen.


  So, we had an impromptu signing event on the ‘I’m quitting my job’ memo paper – Min Jukyung gave it to me, saying that he had extras – and after filling two garbage bags, the sun was setting beyond the horizon.


  When I returned to our spot, I found Lee Cheonghyeon lying down, looking at the sea.


  “Hyung! I wasn’t slacking, I just needed a moment to reflect!”


  “I didn’t say anything though?”


  It was a vacation, why was he so nervous?


  Then again, vacations weren’t truly breaks when I was at the Hanpyeong Industry. Back then, I was Manager Nam’s 3-minute standby.


  “If you’re done with your work, get some rest and do what you want. Who knows when we’ll get another break.”


  “Wow, that’s scary.”


  What’s actually scary is that in seven years, you guys might end up with all the free time in the world. But I was an adult, so I kept that to myself.


  “Go dip your feet in the water or something. There’s a towel here.”


  “Just watching is enough for me!”


  “You’re easy to please.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon smiled. It wasn’t an empty statement—his face lit up with genuine contentment.


  “I am not being ‘easy to please’. I just checked off one thing from my bucket list.”


  “What? Staring at the water?”


  When I asked back, Lee Cheonghyeon’s expression turned awkward. He looked like he regretted saying anything.


  Should I press him, or pretend I didn’t notice?


  If I pressed him, I’d look like a clueless jerk. If I ignored it, I’d look like a cold-hearted person who didn’t care about his teammates.


  But all things considered, it was better to be a clueless jerk than a cold-hearted one. This team had enough clueless people with Choi Jeho alone.


  “Why are you so self-conscious about your bucket list?”


  “No, well…”


  Lee Cheonghyeon scratched his cheek and averted his gaze.


  “…It feels like a privileged thing to say.”


  “Do you have to consider that when making a wish?”


  “It’s not like that!”


  Sigh. Talking to these kids is so exhausting.


  “I just wanted to come to a place like this and leisurely watch the sea.”


  “What’s so privileged about that? Sounds normal to me.”


  I answered casually and sat down on the mat.


  Considering how he ran to the mountains during his runaway stint and now this, maybe nature was where he mended his mental state.


  Then, it hit me.


  Right. He was a rich kid.


  That explained the ‘privileged’ comment.


  “What? Were you afraid I’d say, ‘Wow… Lee Cheonghyeon, how privileged,’ if you said you were too busy sailing on yachts every summer to step on the beach?”


  “No! That’s…!”


  “You really were not?”


  “…”


  “Why worry about that? It’s not like you ever mock me for not knowing what a yacht feels like.”


  More importantly, I was curious if he actually rode yachts. Do rich people really ride those things during vacation?


  Seeing my curious gaze, Lee Cheonghyeon backed away, looking exasperated.


  “Cheonghyeon.”


  “Yes?”


  “Do you really ride yachts every summer?”


  “Do I look like a chaebol heir to you?! Why is such a realistic person saying this kind of thing?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon scolded me, saying I watched too many dramas.


  And he explained that he wasn’t even a silver spoon kid, but I’d seen him ranked in the top 13 of ‘Silver Spoon Idols’, so his words didn’t quite register with me.


  “It’s the opposite. This is the first time I’ve been this close to the sea.”


  “Really?”


  “My parents don’t like going out. Even when we travel, the destinations are always the same. Library, museum, exhibition hall.”


  “An intellectual kind of vacation, huh?”


  “When I played piano, we went to other places, but…”


  “Don’t tell me you only went to concerts?”


  “Of course. Thanks to that, the closest I’ve been to the sea was seeing it from the plane during takeoff in Incheon Airport.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon grumbled but kept gauging out my reactions. He probably thought it might come across as boasting, considering it hadn’t even been a month since the story about me getting beaten at home came out.


  “So. Do you like it here?”


  I asked, looking at him sitting with his knees drawn up.


  “I do. It’s relaxing, and the scenery is beautiful!”


  “Then that’s all that matters. Come with the other guys next time.”


  “Why are you trying to dip out? If we go, it’s all of us or nothing!”


  “I’ll pass. I’m at the age where checking real estate prices at tourist spots is more fun than playing around.”


  “You’re unbelievable.”


  Cheonghyeon snorted.


  But I was actually serious.


  If you ever come back to the sea again, I hope it’s with Spark and not me. And don’t just come back with a sunburn like before.


  

  Lee Cheonghyeon and I spent several hours enjoying the sea breeze while having an in-depth conversation about music.


  Well, he did all the deep talking, and I just responded, but as long as words were exchanged, it counted as a conversation, right?


  We talked about Spark’s musicality, the members’ vocal tones and potential for growth, and the catharsis of popular music, and before we knew it, the sun had set. Thanks to that, we got to see the night sea as well.


  While Lee Cheonghyeon was washing up first, I read the latest updates on Spark’s group chat—everyone had arrived home safely—and opened my laptop.


  I had planned to write a post on the fan cafe, but I noticed a section for quick member notes being updated at a rapid pace.


  I wondered if there had been a sighting of one of us, and sure enough…


  ≫ Iwol, did you go to Busan with Cheonghyeon??


  ≫ Guys, tell us about your Busan tripㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ Holding my breath until the Producing Line travel vlog drops(Day 1)


  …It was about us. You guys really did go straight home, huh.


  As I scrolled through the fans’ posts, I found a link to the original eyewitness account.


  ≫ Saw a celebrity for the first time in my life


  (Proof included)


  I came to Busan with my friend and we were spacing out by the water when we saw someone walking around the beach picking up trash


  We thought, ‘What a good deed~’ but then we saw his face and he was soooooooo handsome


  My friend and I kept saying, ‘Isn’t he a celebrity?? He looks like an idol’. We kept trying to figure out who he was, and we realized it was Spark’s Iwol!


  We were searching for confirmation on our phones when he suddenly ran in our direction.


  My friend and I were like, ‘Oh no, is he gonna tell us not to take pictures?ㅠㅠㅠ We didn’t take any!ㅠㅠㅠㅠ’


  But he just came to pick up a cigarette butt near us… awkward


  He even apologized for coming too close. Such good manners


  We worked up the courage to ask for an autograph, but he said he didn’t have any paper and asked us to wait a moment. Then he brought over another member whose face practically glowed


  Both of them were hilariously decked out in arm sleeves to pick up trash, but anyway,


  They both gave autographs to me and my friend, but the state of the memo pad is soㅋㅋㅋ


  (I’ll blur out my name!)


  When we asked if they bought it with their own money, they said they just use what the company staff providesㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  Then they thanked us for recognizing them and went back to picking up trash. The whole thing felt like a skit.


  └ What do they look like in real life? Their photos already seem amazing.


  └ It’s like washing your eyes with mouthwash. My eyes feel refreshed


  └ I understand completely.


  └ The memo padㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ They handed it over like, ‘This is all we have,’ and my friend and I burst out laughingㅠㅠ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  It was a surprisingly detailed account. Even though there were plenty of embarrassing details, I was just grateful they saw it in a positive light.


  With our promotional activities over, there wasn’t anything pressing to deal with.


  After organizing all the unnecessary materials I had prepared for the ‘With List’ project, I was finally done with everything I had planned.


  It’s been a while since things have been this uneventful.


  The work was over.


  It was a strange feeling. It was something I hadn’t experienced in a long time since joining the Hanpyeong Industry.


  “Hyung, why do you suddenly seem so laid-back?”


  “Do I?”


  “Yeah. It’s unsettling.”


  I must have looked so out of character that Cheonghyeon hurriedly pushed me into the bathroom, telling me to take a shower.


  Technically, I was still far from hitting my KPIs.


  But if my predictions were correct, I’d receive a signal related to that soon.


  Until then, I should at least be able to enjoy a shower in peace.


  And after I finished the absolutely refreshing shower…


  “Hyung, I think you need to check the group chat right now.”


  …As expected, the signal arrived.


  Chapter 110: Virtual Meeting


  Mental Pillar Jeong Seongbin


  [I’m so sorry to bother you guys during your vacation.]


  [We got a proposal for Spark to join a survival program. The manager asked me to check everyone’s opinion.]


  Following the message was an emoticon of a cute character lying face down on the floor, sobbing.


  Why is it that every company I work for loves to contact me on my days off?


  Is this just the industry standard? Our society is harsh.


  Cutie Pretty Visual Lee Cheonghyeon


  [What kind of program is it?]


  Mental Pillar Jeong Seongbin


  [It’s a newly launched program!]


  King of Cuteness Kang Kiyeon


  [Is it only for debuted groups?]


  Mental Pillar Jeong Seongbin


  [Seems like it. Hold on, I’ll organize the details I’ve got and share them!]


  Meanwhile, those who had checked it out first were already exchanging their opinions. I respect your passion for work, you guys.


  A few minutes later, a long message arrived from Jeong Seongbin.


  Mental Pillar Jeong Seongbin


  [★ IMPORTANT ★


  Strictly Confidential! Do not share outside.


  Working Title: Idol Dynasty Chronicle


  Concept: A ruthless survival project featuring K-pop idols who will carry on the legacy of K-pop.


  Format: Six boy groups compete through five stages, and the winner will be determined in the final.


  Special Note: They want a response as quickly as possible due to the filming schedule. (opinions must be gathered by next Wednesday).]


  The summary was really well organized. Moments like these validated my effort in recommending The Art of Leadership Communication to Manager Nam.


  Having checked the announcement, I was drying my hair with a towel when Lee Cheonghyeon groaned.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “They want a quick decision, but I’m not sure we can gather everyone in time. Kiyeon, Seongbin-hyung, and I are heading back to Seoul for school tomorrow, but Jeho-hyung and Joowoo-hyung aren’t.”


  “Do we really need to meet in person to discuss this?”


  “Survival programs are notoriously complicated. I’ve heard there are many cases where internal opinions don’t align, especially for long-term projects with a competitive format.”


  “Then we can all talk it over properly.”


  My reply didn’t seem to ease Lee Cheonghyeon’s worry.


  “What’s the matter? You don’t want to participate?”


  “No, it’s not that.”


  He hesitated, then spoke with a serious expression.


  “Hyung, everyone’s on vacation. Do you think making such a quick decision is possible through text messages?”


  “Totally impossible.”


  “Just thinking about it makes me feel uneasy….”


  Lee Cheonghyeon clutched his chest.


  Watching him, I turned on my laptop, which had been closed for only 30 minutes, and said.


  “Cheonghyeon, what century are we in?”


  “The 21st century.”


  “Right. Should we really only communicate through text just because of physical distance?”


  I posted a short announcement in the group message chat.


  Me


  [Has anyone ever done a video meeting before?]


  [I’ll show you how to do it. First, vote on what time works for you.


  21:00~22:00


  22:00~23:00]


  I’m pretty good at setting up remote meetings, you know.


  

  What kind of program was ‘Idol Dynasty Chronicle’?


  ‘Idol Dynasty Chronicle’, or IDC for short, was simply another typical survival program.


  Launched during a period overflowing with survival shows, IDC initially failed to gain much traction. While its title hinted at a strong concept, the show itself didn’t differ much from any other generic survival competition. Most of its rivals had the advantage of being sequels or gender-swapped versions of already successful formats, which gave them an early lead in viewership ratings.


  The only people who showed interest in IDC were hardcore K-pop fans, or the so-called veteran Idol fans.


  That was, of course, until the other programs airing around the same time all crashed and burned.


  The reasons for their failures were varied:


  A competing program was caught manipulating rankings.


  Another show’s participants caused a scandal and withdrew en masse.


  Rumors of romantic entanglements between the MC and a participant, with one party confirming and the other denying it… and so on.


  With promising competitors dropping like flies, IDC was left standing alone in a desolate wasteland.


  The production company, previously worried about IDC’s lackluster buzz, seized this golden opportunity.


  ≫ Has anyone seen the final prize for IDC’s winning group?


  Originally it was:


  Winning prize: 100 million won


  Support for a comeback showcase


  But now it’s:


  Prize money increased to 300 million won


  A custom-made golden royal seal engraved with the members’ names


  Guaranteed participation in Season 2, with exclusive benefits


  And they’ve also added:


  + Starting from Round 3, they’ll provide production costs based on ranking


  └ They’re definitely betting everything on IDC


  They even announced a Season 2 before the first season had ended!


  As one comment aptly put it, the universe seemed to be conspiring(?) for IDC’s success, with the production company seemingly pouring their entire third-quarter budget into the show.


  As a result, IDC reigned as the representative boy group survival program for about two years. The groups that appeared on the show gained significant recognition among their contemporaries.


  And that was why Spark needed to be on IDC. It was their ticket to finally compete head-to-head with other groups in their generation.


  If we don’t do this, who knows when I’ll hit the KPIs.


  Pushing up Spark’s debut, tirelessly filming self-produced content, and appearing on variety shows that others avoided – all of it was to secure this opportunity on IDC.


  I’d run through several scenarios, worried that pushing the debut date might affect program schedules, including IDC. Thankfully, the changes fell within my projected range. If I hadn’t anticipated this, I’d be panicking about the accelerated casting process.


  And now, after all my dedication to IDC, they still wanted to ‘discuss’ whether we should participate?


  Nah. We’re going all in.


  

  As the appointed time approached, I watched everyone gradually log into the Zoom meeting room I had prepared in advance.


  I felt so proud. I’d only sent a few lines of instructions via text, yet they all managed to join on their own.


  With this level of tech-savviness, they wouldn’t get flustered even on their first day at a remote work company.


  “Choi Jeho, what’s with your background?”


  While waiting for everyone to assemble, I asked the guy who was currently in Hawaii.


  『My sister told me to turn this on because the room’s a mess.』


  “Couldn’t you have cleaned your room while visiting home?”


  『This is my sister’s room, though.』


  “Well, whatever the room’s state, it’s up to the room’s owner.”


  In the background, I could hear someone scolding Jaeho. He made a retort, but I reminded him to behave himself since he was in his sister’s room.


  Once everyone had gathered on time, I obtained their consent to record the meeting, and we officially began our discussion about appearing on IDC.


  The vote on whether to participate was 4:2 in favor. Park Joowoo expressed his disapproval, while Lee Cheonghyeon was undecided.


  Surprisingly, Kang Kiyeon was eager to join. It wouldn’t have been odd for him to feel burdened by such a long-term project, but he firmly said, ‘We can’t always do only what we want’.


  The 18-year-old Kang Kiyeon seemed a hundred times more mature than 29-year-old me, who used to cry internally at the thought of working.


  “Listen, I want to respect all of your opinions.”


  At my words, everyone turned their gazes to the camera.


  “But this opportunity is too good to pass up.”


  I opened the PowerPoint presentation I’d hastily prepared and switched the camera to screen-sharing mode.


  After about 40 minutes of presenting 58,000 reasons why we should be on IDC:


  “With all this, how could I oppose?! Fine, I’m in.”


  『…Me too.』


  Lee Cheonghyeon and Park Joowoo readily changed their minds. I expressed my sincere gratitude.


  『So, what should we prepare next?』


  Amidst the warm atmosphere, Kang Kiyeon asked a very good question.


  “Actually, I’ve been waiting for a chance to bring this up.”


  『What is it?』


  “How about we all drop the honorifics?”


  Dismantling Spark’s formal speech system had been my long-cherished project since last year.


  Due to the setup where I was supposed to use informal speech with the younger members, I found myself casually speaking informally in situations where it wasn’t appropriate, leaving me uneasy ever since.


  I couldn’t even completely humble myself in front of the mentors guiding someone as clumsy as me, how presumptuous was it to say something like ‘Thanks’ in such a casual tone as a learner?


  Mutual use of formal speech might be ideal, but that was mainly for professional settings.


  Considering the members’ respectful nature towards their seniors, I knew they would be more uncomfortable if Choi Jeho and I were to use formal speech.


  So, my conclusion was that it would be better for everyone to drop the honorifics and speak casually.


  I had subtly brought this up with Choi Jeho…


  You’re asking what would I feel if the members start speaking informally to me?


  Yeah, you’ve been with them for a few years now, haven’t you?


  I don’t really care.


  …That was what he said.


  “Once we enter the program, we’ll have to handle everything from stage planning to rehearsals in a short amount of time. We’ll have far less time and mental space compared to comeback preparations, and I don’t think an atmosphere where people are overly polite or hesitant to share their opinions out of respect for the older ones will benefit the team.”


  This suggestion was only possible because I knew they wouldn’t lose basic respect just because they were allowed to speak informally.


  The faces of the members on the screen were painted with surprise, seemingly not expecting this conversation at all.


  “Hyung, aren’t you worried the dongsaengs will get too cheeky?”


  “Yeah, I’m not too worried about the other dongsaengs, but I am a bit concerned about you, Cheonghyeon.”


  At my words, Cheonghyeon burst out laughing.


  “It’s not mandatory. Those who feel comfortable speaking informally can do so, and those who need more time can continue as usual. Just know that you don’t need to be overly cautious when suggesting something or giving feedback.”


  “Got it, Iwol!”


  “See how easily Cheonghyeon switched? Everyone, just relax like him.”


  As a result of this ‘informal speech liberation’, Joowoo and Cheonghyeon opted for casual speech, while Jeong Seongbin and Kang Kiyeon maintained formal speech. Those two were truly the Upright Brothers.


  I briefly imagined Jeong Seongbin or Kang Kiyeon saying, ‘Hyung, are you even dancing properly?’ and I couldn’t help but chuckle.


  Come to think of it, this wasn’t really a time to laugh. I should mentally prepare myself.


  

  The next day, Lee Cheonghyeon and I returned to Seoul after our short trip.


  Kang Kiyeon had already arrived at the dorm.


  Why are you here so early? Because of school tomorrow?


  That’s part of it.


  I thought he might have come back early because of Monday classes.


  We decided to practice some cover dances for Idol Dynasty Chronicle, right?


  Right.


  I talked with Jeho-hyung, and it seems it will take some time to learn the covers. So until he gets here, I’ll watch over your choreography.


  Good. Anyone who can’t keep up with the team isn’t needed.


  It turned out he came to take care of the scatterbrained Kim Iwol. The dance line becoming united because of me—lt was a heartwarming, tear-jerking sight.


  I did my best in Kang Kiyeon’s one-on-one lesson so that Choi Jeho wouldn’t have to rush up from Gwangju.


  Hyung, didn’t you say those who can’t keep up aren’t needed?


  Just leave me alone.


  However, I was not destined to become a dancing machine.


  The world was truly a harsh place. This was just another way of reminding me that I was not a full-fledged member of Spark.


  Although I continued to be terrible at dancing after that, I didn’t completely neglect other things.


  While honing personal skills that every idol should have and trimming or burning fat to increase my ‘idol power’…


  “If you’re ready, shall we start the Spark interview?”


  The first meeting for Idol Dynasty Chronicle was approaching, faster than the early Summer.


  Chapter 111: Kickoff (1)


  Survival programs had a powerful presence in the K-pop field.


  The moment a promising program aired, it grabbed all the attention. Established idols fret over losing fans, existing fandoms watch their timelines flooded with program-related content, and the participants engage in fierce battles of wits, trying to make a splash.


  For the sake of the broadcasters’ enormous advertising revenue, those involved repeatedly attacked and defended, spending their emotions, time, and even money until the program ended.


  Of course, ‘IDC’ initially didn’t have that much influence. Nevertheless, viewers suffered daily.


  ≫ Why the XX did I get myself into this mess?


  I got XX for what, just to see something good?


  Even I, someone who had never watched a survival show, knew that viewers shed tears of blood, held hostage by their chosen participants.


  I booked UA’s meeting room the day my vacation ended.


  And I shoved all the Spark members inside.


  It’s shameless of me to say this after insisting we participate, but we need to align our stories about why we joined.


  This was to solidify Spark’s stance on ‘IDC’.


  Fans tried to see their idols in a positive light, no matter what they did. If their idol missed a note on stage, they’d worry if it was due to poor condition. If the choreography was intense, they’d praise it as cool while also expressing concern for their idol’s joints.


  But when their idol entered a competitive environment, things changed.


  Even if they knew rationally that their idol was a hard worker who practiced diligently, their hearts became uneasy. They started to imagine their idol making another mistake at a crucial moment.


  In an era where synchronized dance was essential, they became nervous if the choreography wasn’t perfectly in sync.


  They imagined the moment a video updated in slow motion with captions like ‘The real skill level of ◯◯◯, who was praised as a synchronized dance idol’.


  They become anxious, hoping their idol will do well, praying they wouldn’t have to hear the phrase ‘Keep making mistakes is a skill too’, unable to watch the ongoing performances with peace of mind.


  And I had no intention of putting Sparklers through that experience.


  I was grateful enough that they accepted me as Spark; I couldn’t add more suffering to their plate.


  Our reason for joining is to be on stage more. Our goal is to make every performance enjoyable.


  Isn’t that obvious?


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked.


  Before you answer, I want to ask everyone. What do you think makes a performance enjoyable?


  Then they each gave their answers.


  Flashy performances, singing good songs, having a twist, being perfect.


  Finally, Jeong Seongbin, who had been listening to each member’s answer, spoke.


  Isn’t it a well-done performance?


  As expected of Seongbin. You understand the fandom well.


  A performance without any shortcomings.


  A performance that anyone would have to acknowledge.


  A performance that allowed viewers to simply enjoy it comfortably, without any anxiety, with complete faith in their idols.


  Remember Challenge Life? In our country, doing well still directly translates to enjoyment.


  And we planned to make every performance enjoyable.


  As if sensing what I was about to say, the members gulped.


  Let’s create performances that no one can argue with if we win first place, and that will make people question it if we don’t win.


  ......


  Let’s go in with the mindset that we’ll win, no matter who we’re up against. Enjoyably.


  And so, Spark’s concept was decisively determined to be ‘doing whatever we want without caring about others’ opinions, but being so skilled that no one can really say anything’ — The ultimate fun-makers. Entirely one-sidedly.


  

  By hopping onto the last train of the ‘IDC’ casting, Spark became the youngest group on the show. We were a fresh new group that had only been around for 4 months since debut.


  “Spark is the youngest group on our program, how do you feel about that?”


  Perhaps because of this, many of the interview questions during the pre-meeting were related to our experience level.


  Questions like, ‘Don’t you feel burdened being the youngest?’ and ‘Are there any senior groups you’re close to?’ were exchanged.


  In reality, the biggest age gap was only six months.


  It was not like we hadn’t discussed this when we decided to participate.


  Except for Jeong Seongbin and Lee Cheonghyeon, the rest of them had the social skills of a rock. They wouldn’t do anything to warrant criticism, but they weren’t exactly the outgoing type either.


  Still, thanks to the smile training they’d received since their trainee days, the proper idol demeanor was ingrained in their bones.


  Even now, they were continuing the interview with the production crew in a friendly atmosphere.


  This was enough.


  Unless they found someone they wanted to befriend on their own, I had no intention of forcing them to be sociable just because they were on the same program.


  Relationships were only important within the same group; they didn’t necessarily have a positive impact on performance.


  “We don’t know which senior artists we’ll be working with yet, but we plan to enjoy ourselves!”


  Jeong Seongbin replied.


  For the record, that was a lie.


  I had already shared with the members who I remembered and anticipated would be on the show. Because of this, we even had to practice acting surprised about being the youngest group.


  First, out of the six groups, the undisputed main attraction of this season, Parthe.


  An eight-member performance group that debuted last year.


  Let’s avoid getting involved with Parthe as much as possible.


  Huh?


  Let’s avoid them.


  The members were taken aback by my declaration.


  Why is that?


  Isn’t that a stark contrast to what you said about aiming for first place, hyung?


  I kindly explained to Lee Cheonghyeon, who had suddenly become combative.


  I’m not saying we should avoid them to avoid being compared.


  Then why?


  I’m saying we should avoid them because nothing good will come from getting involved with them.


  As soon as I finished speaking, Park Joowoo averted his gaze. He seemed to be recalling the memory of hearing Song Minil’s medley of curses while running by the Han River.


  Even putting aside Song Minil’s issues, Parthe was also known for being quite controversial, just like Spark used to be. Even I, who knew almost nothing about idol affairs, could recall a few major incidents if I thought about it hard enough.


  Dating sasaeng fans, two-timing, tax evasion, attitude controversies…


  There was no need to say more. For Parthe, nothing was allowed except the most objective evaluation. End of story.


  After Parthe, the next most promising group was All Over.


  They had good chemistry with Parthe and received the second biggest benefit in ‘IDC’.


  I didn’t remember this team at all, so I searched them up again. And I discovered a face I couldn’t believe I’d forgotten.


  Someone from the team went to jail.


  I was confused for a moment whether ‘IDC’ was also a program known for its controversies. So I decided to allow nothing but objective evaluations for this team as well.


  Conversely, there were groups I didn’t have any particular impressions of. For such teams, I only shared their group names.


  And Log, Sticky, and Berion sunbaenims will be there as well. We’ll be the youngest.


  Hyung, how do you know all this…?


  Thorough meticulous analysis.


  They didn’t seem entirely convinced, but whatever.


  “What is Spark’s target rank?”


  “They say to dream big, so how about winning first place?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon said, smiling naturally.


  Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo also smiled brightly. I could see the cold sweat running down their backs, but I’d give them extra points for at least not showing it outwardly. I hoped they’d maintain this attitude until the final broadcast.


  

  After the pre-meeting, we gathered again in UA’s meeting room.


  It was to prepare for the self-PR performance that would take place on the first day of filming for ‘IDC’.


  I, the one who actively wanted to be on the ‘IDC’, took on the role of presenter and concept proposer. Thanks to that, I spent my entire vacation making PPTs.


  “Cheonghyeon, have you turned on the recording?”


  “Yeah. We can start!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon gave me the okay sign.


  This guy, as soon as it was his turn to be the note-taker, he immediately paid for an app subscription, saying he’d use the AI caption generation function to create the transcripts.


  Since he said he’d supplement any missing parts himself, I let him do as he pleased.


  Anyway, the important thing wasn’t Lee Cheonghyeon’s digitization, so let’s move on.


  “Then, we’ll begin the concept meeting for the June XXth ‘Idol Dynasty’ self-PR stage. Everyone has checked the agenda I shared beforehand, right?”


  “Yes, I’ve compiled the opinions the members posted and uploaded them to the group chat.”


  Jeong Seongbin copied the messages from the chat window and displayed them on the monitor. At the same time, Kang Kiyeon, who was sitting by the door, turned off the lights in the meeting room.


  “Half of you wanted to use the youth concept, which is Spark’s signature, and the other half thought we needed an image change. Are the opinions you each posted still valid?”


  “Yes.”


  “Yeah.”


  They nodded their heads.


  The screen was filled with the arguments they had sent by the deadline.


  I told Jeong Seongbin he did a good job, then scanned the monitor once more.


  Jeho


  Summary: Wants a new concept


  Reason: Maintaining the same image won’t leave an impression


  Seongbin


  Summary: Wants to keep the existing concept


  Reason: Considering the nature of the self-PR stage, I think it’s right to show the team’s color.


  Joowoo


  Summary: Wants to keep the existing concept


  Reason: I think the current concept suits the current members well


  Cheonghyeon


  Summary: Wants a new concept


  Reason: In a survival program, it’s necessary to make a strong first impression / Excessively similar concepts can be boring / Since many programs often have stages dedicated to fans, I think it’s more appropriate to use the youth concept for a fan dedication stage.


  Kiyeon


  Summary: Wants to keep the existing concept


  Reason: There must be a reason why fans like our current concept → I expect there won’t be much public resistance.


  They even included their reasoning. Excellent.


  As for Lee Cheonghyeon… I feel like I’ve raised a tiger cub.


  “I think everyone made valid points. So I’m going to propose a plan that incorporates these opinions as much as possible.”


  I immediately flipped to the next slide in the PPT.


  The main theme of this performance, ‘A Rookie Idol’s Haphazard Entry into a Survival Show’, appeared.


  Chapter 112: Kickoff (2)


  The new dynasty channel, recently launched on terrestrial television.


  Now revealing a day in the life of the fresh-faced, brand new idol group Spark, who have just joined the channel!


  “Oh…”


  Lee Cheonghyeon let out a short exclamation. I couldn’t tell if it was a positive sign or not.


  “Hmm… Isn’t that a bit too ordinary?”


  “That’s why I prepared this.”


  Jeong Seongbin also reacted similarly to Lee Cheonghyeon.


  I flipped to the next page.


  Under the title ‘How to Add Tension to a Loose Concept,’ a picture of a handsome actor in a white t-shirt and jeans was placed next to a picture of Hellas’ Polo, taken from their official website.


  “Sometimes, when you do this, hyung, I feel like you can see the future. Hyung, how far into the future can you see?”


  “I can see myself having a one-on-one meeting with you soon. Stay behind after the meeting.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon immediately shut his mouth. Yeah, you don’t like meetings either, do you?


  “First, I’ll explain this image.”


  Spark’s foundation was laid in youth. No one would deny that.


  Then, why had youth, innocence, purity, and so on, maintained their position as dominant themes for so long?


  “Everyone’s heard the saying, ‘The most Korean thing is the most global thing.’ So, what do you think is the most ‘youthful’ image?”


  While contemplating the concept for our self-PR stage, I pondered the dictionary definition of youth over and over.


  The spring when new buds sprout green.


  The young age of life, or the most shining time.


  The essence of youth was vitality, dynamism, and…


  “An extremely pure and beautiful image. I think that’s another expression of youth.”


  Beautiful even without elaborate adornment. Something that stood out even if just placed in a field.


  Something that appealed to everyone without any exception!


  “And you guys happen to have the perfect ingredient for this youthful narrative.”


  “What is it?”


  “Your faces.”


  Untainted skin like an untouched snowy field.


  A smile like a bottle of sparkling water on a winter ice rink, just by breathing.


  A physique reminiscent of a strong, solid glacier on the cold Arctic sea.


  So youthful they appeared almost excessively blue. Just put them in white t-shirts, and you got yourself an instant ion drink commercial.


  Part of the reason I chose this route is because it’s awkward to ask for a big budget right now.


  With the company in turmoil due to Yoo Hansoo and the production team’s attempted embezzlement, it became difficult to ask for money for a one-time stage.


  That guy was a stumbling block in everything. I’d get rid of him somehow.


  “It’s like a high-level player wandering around a map wearing only a tank top…”


  “I’m not sure I understand the analogy, but I think you got it right, Seongbin.”


  I pointed to the picture of the handsome actor.


  “Once in the intro, once in the ending. Show off your faces to a shocking degree to imprint what kind of team Spark is… That’s my plan.”


  Kang Kiyeon, who was in the corner, raised his hand.


  “Even so, all the participants are idols. Will this attack work?”


  “What?”


  It was such an arrogant statement. I was so dumbfounded I couldn’t even laugh.


  Even in the nonsensical music videos produced by Yoo Hansoo in the past…


  ≫ Who cares if the MV is s***


  Their faces already have a narrative


  …Spark received such comments.


  And what? You’re worried about whether your face attack will work?


  “If I were you, Kiyeon, I’d use this opportunity to raise my visual score and figure out how to show the world how precious my face is.”


  It seemed Kang Kiyeon’s aesthetic sense had become strange from hanging around Lee Cheonghyeon. I understood that, but I was so annoyed that I decided to give him two vitamin packs tonight.


  “I don’t need to explain the idol part, right? Just wear idol-like outfits and perform well as usual. But remember, the ending has to be more youthful than anyone else’s.”


  “I get what you’re saying, but what does this have to do with being rookie idols? Isn’t it closer to the on-and-off concept of professional idols?”


  Choi Jeho asked a good question.


  “You can’t be professionals. I’ll leave it to you and Kiyeon to figure out how to appeal with a casual image, but prioritize the rookie idol concept absolutely.”


  “You said the other participants have similar experience levels. Wouldn’t it be better to create a stage that’s undeniably well done?”


  “Of course, the stage itself has to be well done like always. I told you, it’s about ‘appealing’ with a casual image.”


  “I don’t really… understand what that means.”


  “It’s okay if you don’t understand now.”


  No team would gamble from their first broadcast. They’d stick to familiar songs and concepts they had done before.


  There were two ways for Spark to stand out among them.


  First, we had to do what others wouldn’t


  And second…


  “In the end, we will become the identity of IDC.”


  …We had to grab the narrative.


  A narrative inseparable from the program.


  

  Time flew by, and the day of IDC’s first recording arrived.


  We, who had been confined to UA’s basement practice room only eating salads, finally saw the sunlight again.


  Until now, we would go to the practice room at dawn and return home in the middle of the night, seeing nothing but stars. It felt like the Hanpyeong Industry all over again.


  Still, perhaps thanks to ensuring we slept well and exercised diligently, the boys’ faces had a unique glow.


  Well, they had to be. Today’s stage would be completely ruined without their faces.


  I, too, had stopped monitoring and focused on regaining my own healthy complexion for the past few days.


  There weren’t any dramatic effects, but judging by the reduced force with which the staff member rubbed under my eyes, it wasn’t a wasted effort.


  Especially since the system reappeared after a long absence…


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from the ‘Superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ Assistant Manager Kim, why are you doing things I didn’t ask for? Don’t you have any work? Should I give you more?

  


  …and almost ruined everything by picking a fight. I don’t know why this bastard suddenly appeared and acted up in broad daylight.


  “Hyung, what do you think the studio atmosphere will be like today?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon, sitting next to me, asked, putting his arm around my shoulder.


  “Appropriately fake and pleasant. We’ll probably get some side-eye. And we’ll be the only pure summer boys amidst all the flashy outfits.”


  “Ugh, I shouldn’t have asked!”


  Well, who told you to treat me like a fortune-telling octopus?


  And how could I predict this, you ask? It was so obvious I didn’t have to see it.


  As expected, from the moment we entered, the gazes directed at us were strange.


  It was a kind of preemptive strike. But since they were doing this with glittering faces, it wasn’t very threatening. Rather than being intimated, we should feel embarrassed for showing up looking so casual.


  And honestly, it was not like Spark had ever caused an insubordination scandal or been caught badmouthing someone. We’d got nothing to hide, so we could hold our heads high—simple as that.


  We bowed our heads energetically and respectfully to the seniors who were already there, then took our seats.


  Finally, with Parthe entering and grabbing all the attention, all six seats were filled.


  In such a large space, there were roughly fifty men. I couldn’t help but get reminded of the army.


  While reminiscing about the barracks days, the large screen lit up.


  On the screen, which had been displaying the group names as the participants entered, a new word appeared: ‘MC’.


  Then, the center of the screen split open.


  “Huh?”


  “Wow!”


  And from behind the screen, someone walked to the center of the stage.


  “Hello, IDC participants. I’m Hellas’ Yur, the MC for IDC!”


  He was the leader of Hellas, a boy group from MYTH Entertainment and MYTH’s most successful project, which had been incredibly popular until a few years ago.


  His meticulous self-management, a fate of all idols, was evident in his clean-cut face and impeccably tailored clothes.


  MYTH’s influence… is no joke.


  Even as I bowed at a 90-degree angle with the members, my mind raced, trying to figure out the extent of MYTH’s involvement in IDC.


  Even when other programs were caught in manipulation controversies, IDC remained intact, so they probably didn’t manipulate the ranking.


  I suspected they might have only intervened up to the point of selecting the participants.


  No team here could beat Parthe in a fandom war.


  “I’m also excited to write a new history with all of you. I believe you’re all looking forward to the stages that will unfold.”


  The proceedings flowed smoothly after that.


  Yur’s hosting was so skillful that it felt awkward to even argue about the fairness of having an MC from the same agency as some of the participants.


  Although I had engaged in fervent proxy fanboying because of Manager Nam, my observation target was always Spark. So I didn’t know about the IDC’s MC, who hadn’t appeared with Spark before.


  If I had known I’d be frequently involved with a specific group like this, I would have paid more attention to entertainment news.


  Just as I was thinking to myself that I’d have to talk only about IDC the next time I went to Polo’s radio show.


  My eyes met with Mr. Yur’s as he made eye contact with each of the participants while continuing his speech.


  It was understandable that our eyes met since he was exchanging eye contact with everyone, but—


  Didn’t he just smile strangely?


  I was so good at reading expressions that if there were a facial expression reading certification, I would easily get a first-class certificate. There was no way my eyes could misread that slight change in expression.


  Before I could dwell on it, Mr. Yur’s gaze moved elsewhere.


  It couldn’t be helped. If I had been singled out, I’d have to avoid leaving the waiting room for a while.


  

  Mr. Yur briefly explained the program.


  There wasn’t anything special.


  At this point in time, IDC lacked any unique ideas, simply adopting a Joseon Dynasty concept to differentiate itself among the overflowing survival shows.


  Perhaps the only significant thing about them was their grand declaration to block overseas voting, claiming they wanted a true showdown between K-pop idols.


  Though ironically, after the program became successful, they seemed to regret losing voting revenue and quietly opened the path for overseas voting in season 2 under the guise of cultural exchange.


  But at least in Season 1, such a thing did not happen.


  This was the very reason I brought Spark to IDC. Since the production team proactively excluded overseas market intervention—where groups with quick debuts typically had an advantage—it created an optimal environment for Spark, the naive youngest member unaware of global affairs.


  Additionally, several other details were mentioned, such as awarding an ‘


  Eosahwa


  [1]


  Eosahwa (어사화, 御賜花) is a Joseon official’s hat that was awarded to civil servants and military officials who passed exams with honors.


  ’ badge to the group that won each stage.


  To be honest, I thought pinning it on one’s chest could look odd, but I didn’t voice this out loud.


  Finally, after the long program explanation ended, the curtain rose on the self-PR stages.


  1.


  Eosahwa (어사화, 御賜花) is a Joseon official’s hat that was awarded to civil servants and military officials who passed exams with honors.


  Chapter 113: 4-Minute Self-PR


  The IDC’s self-PR stages proceeded in debut order.


  Parthe, adorned in a dazzling outfit dripping with jewels, kicked things off with a performance so extravagant it felt like a grand finale from the start.


  It proved the saying, ‘If you’re going to be a servant, serve a noble house’. However, while their performance looked extravagant on the surface, it was actually quite crude, with only slight modifications to the original choreography and arrangement.


  The subsequent performances were mostly average.


  Nothing really caught my eye, so I simply observed while cheers and applause erupted from either side of me.


  I thought the Spark members would react enthusiastically, at least for the cameras, but they didn’t.


  Instead, they watched with even more reserved expressions than me.


  Well, from our perspective—having completely reworked our basslines and choreographed everything from scratch—the other teams must have looked like they were on a picnic.


  Since they weren’t ignoring other teams’ performances or acting disrespectfully, I didn’t say anything.


  There was, however, one team that stood out.


  It was Berion, the group right before us—the ones who would have been the youngest in the IDC, originally.


  Compared to the intense choreography, fierce visuals, and dazzling acrobatic shows from earlier, Berion’s stage was reminiscent of fresh, cheerful boys blowing up balloons.


  From what I saw during pre-stage monitoring, their concept seemed more similar to other groups. However, it looked like they decided to try something new for their first performance on this program.


  People who stick to what they know could be intimidating in their own way, but those brimming with a spirit of challenge were the ones to watch out for. They had the potential to awaken something new at any time.


  In that sense, Berion’s stage was impressive. Even the physical colors were different from the previous stages, which relied heavily on deep dark blue lighting. Whatever Berion’s goal was, they succeeded in standing out to some degree.


  As Berion lined up after their performance, I smiled and applauded. Kang Kiyeon, who was also clapping enthusiastically, leaned toward me and whispered,


  “Berion sunbaenims are so cool.”


  “Right? Let’s learn a lot from them.”


  It seemed the members had similar thoughts.


  “I really enjoyed Berion’s stage. It was impressive and reminded me of Hellas’s early debut days.”


  Looking at Mr. Yur, who was hosting on the podium. I said.


  “But before that.”


  Mr. Yur, holding cue cards, pointed his palm toward us.


  “Now for the final performance. The youngest group of Idol Dynasty Chronicles, Spark, please come on stage!”


  “Let’s finish our stage well too.”


  

  The lyrics of 『Flowering』 contained specific keywords: dream, strength, wish, drive, cheers, and so on.


  And depending on how you cooked it, it could become the challenging story of a dreaming idol.


  Spark, idols who still retained their pre-debut daily lives, sat in a circle with their heads resting on each other’s shoulders, and opened their eyes as if waking from sleep.


  『There are times when a single dream


  Is so vivid』


  Originally, the intro was my part, but Choi Jeho took it for this stage.


  He was the member who was best suited for glasses, the perfect prop for showcasing everyday life, and he was the center who embodied Spark’s identity.


  Choi Jeho perfectly acted like someone who overslept and passed the part to the next member.


  『Through the long dawn,


  I can’t fall asleep,


  This pounding heart drives me forward.』


  Not only were the parts adjusted, but the lyrics were also modified. Words evoking the night were replaced with alternatives like ‘dawn’ or ‘blue skies’ to align with the hopeful tone. Any element that might hint at hardship or struggle was completely removed to better fit an idol just starting their ascent.


  Thanks to this, the current Spark perfectly embodied the image of pure, passionate idols running towards their dreams, dressed in pure white t-shirts, refreshing jeans like the summer sky, and visuals clearer than Jeju Island’s ocean.


  From afar, with the camera zoomed out, we might have looked like a group of misfit neighbors crashing a luxury boy group’s photoshoot.


  But when our faces were captured in close-up by the broadcast cameras?


  In an instant, we were suddenly starring in a summer vacation app commercial. Say what you will, but these visuals have never been criticized, not even once.


  Choi Jeho and Lee Cheonghyeon launched a facial attack, creating the illusion of a giant fan blowing wind,


  Kang Kiyeon, while occasionally faltering, acted the part of a trainee moving forward with a bright smile,


  Park Joowoo and Jeong Seongbin solidly proved their live singing skills with the adjusted lyrics as we moved on to the second verse.


  Since this isn’t the main stage, the stage effects are minimal, but if the outfits and makeup are too simple, I am worried it will feel empty.


  Jeong Seongbin had pointed out that during the meeting.


  Jeong Seongbin’s point was valid. His observations were so precise it was almost as if he’d seen the IDC from the future.


  To address this, I had prepared something inspired by the photo of the flamboyant Mr. Polo positioned next to pictures of handsome actors.


  At the climax, Kang Kiyeon and I walked out from either side of Choi Jeho, who had just finished his dance break.


  We unfurled oversized flight jackets patched with multiple designs, which we’d stashed in a corner before the performance.


  How many times had we circled Dongdaemun Market to find patches that matched the keywords representing each member?


  Choi Jeho slipped his arms into the jacket and took off his glasses. Then, he casually swept his bangs up.


  Along with the accompaniment that Lee Cheonghyeon had meticulously arranged, the atmosphere shifted from a gentle breeze to a summer wind mixed with heat.


  『Until my heart boils over


  And overflows!』


  Along with the sound of waves we had recorded at Busan beach with Lee Cheonghyeon, the six blue jackets fluttered and settled down after the final pose.


  The venue fell silent. Until someone broke the silence, letting out a small applause accompanied by a ‘Wow…’.


  Leaving the polite applause behind, I looked at the production crew beyond the camera.


  Faces unable to tear their gaze away from Spark, camera angles still focused on Spark.


  This was enough. I was more than satisfied.


  

  After everyone’s performance, individual evaluations followed.


  For over ten minutes, only warm words were exchanged between the cast. Not a hint of dissatisfaction toward someone’s performance or attempts to undermine the stronger teams were present.


  In a way, it was natural. No celebrities wanted to receive hate comments or criticism.


  “And what does Spark think?”


  As we were smiling and attentively listening to the sunbaenim’s comments, Mr. Yur suddenly directed a question at us.


  All the compliments and encouragement had already been said. Statements like ‘It’s an honor to see such performances firsthand’ had even been uttered, so everyone was probably expecting the youngest group to diligently praise their sunbaenims and share the camaraderie.


  A culture of mutual flattery—pleasant, isn’t it?


  It’s pleasant indeed, but…


  What do you think is the most important thing in voting?


  During a meeting, I had asked this question to Spark’s members and they gave me various answers.


  My opinion was this:


  I think voting loses its meaning if it lacks fairness. The same goes for survival programs that lose credibility. If people start saying the contestants are colluding, the competition is over at that point.


  If a performance was undeniably outstanding, the evaluation should reflect that.


  However, I couldn’t drag the members into potential malicious editing due to my insistence.


  So, in situations like this, I absolutely had to grab the microphone.


  “Berion seniors’ performance was truly great. We’ll work hard not to be outdone in terms of youthful energy!”


  And only said what needed to be said.


  If there was nothing to praise about other groups—well, then I simply didn’t need to praise them.


  The expressions of Parthe, especially Song Minil and a few others, who had received heartfelt praise from every group so far, were quite something to behold.


  I continued to stir things up more in the continued stage evaluations.


  In the vague evaluation system where you could give a bonus of 5 points to teams that performed better than your own and a deduction of 5 points to those that performed worse, I deducted 5 points from every group except Berion.


  Berion, despite receiving bonus points, looked at us nervously.


  I wondered how my determined stance—pushing forward with, ‘No, let’s do it this way’, despite the concerns of my teammates—would come across on the broadcast. I was already looking forward to it.


  Spark, receiving deductions only from Parthe, and Parthe, deducted only by Spark, tied for first place.


  Mr. Yur commented that the competition was intense right from the start and seemed delighted.


  “Don’t worry. The results of the self-PR stage won’t impact the final results.”


  Mr. Yur explained, prompting relieved sighs from here and there.


  “But if there was no purpose to the scores, there’d be no reason to grade them in the first place, right?”


  Along with Mr. Yur’s remark, the names of the six groups appeared on the screen, ranked according to the self-PR stage performance.


  “In the first stage, you’ll be matched with one rival group each and perform a stage with your rival group’s song.”


  “Gasp!”


  “Teams with higher votes will receive bonus points as a reward. Starting with the group ranked first in the self-promotion stage, please choose your rival group!”


  The competitive tone was set right from the beginning. The cast might be as mild as tofu, but the production team clearly had a spicy vibe.


  “However, since we have a tie for first place, we’ll need a brief discussion on how to proceed.”


  With that, Mr. Yur called Spark and Parthe forward.


  “First, we’ll ask if the two teams have any rival groups in mind. If your chosen group doesn’t overlap, you’ll compete with your respective choices.”


  It didn’t matter which group Spark went up against, so I was about to choose a team other than the one Parthe had already selected so that the filming didn’t drag out pointlessly.


  “If Spark is okay with it, we’d like to choose Spark as our rival group!”


  But Parthe made the first move.


  I could roughly guess what scenario they were envisioning.


  They probably wanted to square off against some slightly cheeky juniors, demonstrate the gap in skill between us, and then showcase their magnanimity as seniors by graciously embracing us afterward.


  Of course, that only works if there’s actually a gap to demonstrate…


  Seeing them harbor such arrogant thoughts when they had not even grasped their own abilities yet, I could only imagine how difficult it must be for the MYTH staff to manage them.


  I asked Mr. Yur and Parthe to give us a moment and then asked my members what they wanted to do.


  And these guys gave a very straightforward ‘okay’. They said they wanted to compete based on skill and win everything but it seemed clear they were fearless, albeit in a different way than Parthe.


  As the clash between Spark and Parthe was decided, someone offered me a handshake.


  It was Song Minil.


  “Let’s do our best.”


  “Yes, I look forward to it, sunbaenim!”


  It was hard to like someone who said ‘Let’s do our best’ with such an insincere face.


  Feeling the pressure in Song Minil’s handshake, I briefly imagined the victorious future he might be envisioning.


  The grander the dream, the more exposed their true color would be when it shattered.


  I resolved to do my best to witness Song Minil’s true self.


  However, as always, it was my side that ended up breaking.


  Chapter 114: Financial Difficulties


  Up until the meeting to prepare for the first competition, the atmosphere wasn’t bad.


  As befitting a senior group who debuted a few months earlier, Parthe had released quite a few albums already. They had mini albums and singles.


  It was different from Spark, who only had two singles.


  They had more options, and they’d likely prepared concepts ahead of time for IDC.


  Our main concern was figuring out how to fit our youthful energy into one of Parthe’s lavishly-produced songs.


  That was, until our manager brought in the budget proposal.


  “This is… the available budget?”


  “Yeah, that’s how it is.”


  “Not just for one stage… for the entire program?”


  “…Yeah.”


  I read the numbers carefully again.


  I meticulously checked to see if the commas were misplaced or if a digit was missing that might have affected the total.


  But nothing changed. We simply didn’t have money to spend.


  Faced with an absurdly low amount compared to what was expected, I struggled to speak.


  “Manager, is the company preparing another idol group?”


  “No, it’s not that. Actually… The company is undergoing an internal audit. It’s gotten harder for all departments to get approvals.”


  In short, the discovery of possible embezzlement between Yoo Hansoo and the production team leader led UA to conduct a comprehensive review of expenditures.


  However, even considering these circumstances, this budget made no sense. It wouldn’t even be enough for Spark to juggle their appearances on IDC and regional festivals.


  Even though Spark hadn’t yet reached its break-even point, UA wasn’t a company known for withholding investment.


  Something was wrong. It didn’t make sense.


  Then it came up. The system, which had briefly popped up a few days ago only to annoy me, reappeared.


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from the ‘Superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ Assistant Manager Kim, do you think the company gives you transportation expenses just so you can go around doing useless things? If you’re just going to do as you please, go start a business outside, why are you even working at the company?


    [SYSTEM] ‘Subordinate’ is being notified of ‘Violation of Regulations’.


    ▷ ‘Subordinate’ has a ‘Duty of Fairness’ to use the benefits derived from information asymmetry fairly.


    ▷ If actions deviating significantly from established history are discovered, ‘Subordinate’ will be deemed to have violated the Duty of Fairness.


    ▷ Depending on the extent to which ‘Subordinate’ has changed history, sanctions can be imposed by utilizing the environment ‘Subordinate’ is in.


    [SYSTEM] Sanctions against ‘Subordinate’ for ‘Violation of Regulations’ have been issued.


    ▷ Content: Reduction of available budget provided by UA


    ▷ Reason: Participation in ‘Idol Dynasty Chronicle’

  


  Fuck you, this is happening because you asked me to win first place!


  Who’s going to die if Spark appears on IDC? Does it change the flow of destiny or something?


  I can rewrite the upcoming album, but I am going to be punished for doing something I wasn’t supposed to?


  I could feel the blood rushing to my head. My eyes burned.


  What exactly was it trying to do by imposing unclear standards and tying my hands?


  While I couldn’t say I fully understood the system until now, for this was one part, I absolutely could not comprehend the system’s intentions at all.


  “Iwol, what’s wrong?”


  The manager asked me, who had been staring blankly into space.


  I brushed it off, saying I was just thinking, and looked at the budget again.


  If the sanctions considered my environment, then it meant the system manipulated the situation to look natural by exploiting my report on Yoo Hansoo.


  I’d been naive.


  I knew the system could interfere with the external parties, not just me, yet I thought as long as I kept my mouth shut and acted accordingly, nothing serious would happen.


  If it could so easily influence people’s thoughts and turn them into reality, how easy would it be to let my sister die or make me walk into the Hanpyeong Industry on my own two feet?


  My vision darkened. A sense of helplessness washed over me, a feeling I hadn’t experienced since my first day of regressing.


  Even though I felt helpless, a worker ant still had to work, so I couldn’t just lie around.


  I needed a countermeasure. A major change of plans.


  

  Sometimes I wished a day was 48 hours long.


  Now was one of those times. No, I wished there were 480 hours.


  We had two weeks until the first competition.


  The original plan was to decide on the song and concept within a day or two, develop it on the third day, have a mid-point check in the first week, and then in the final week, the six of us would tear up the stage, but…


  It all went wrong.


  From the moment I saw the budget, I hadn’t slept a wink, becoming one with my laptop. Thanks to that, Choi Jeho was the one who baked the toast yesterday and today.


  “Haa…”


  “Hyung, are you okay…?”


  Park Joowoo came into the room while I was staring at the ceiling, trying to clear my head.


  “Yeah, I’m fine. Have the others gone to school?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Okay. Let’s go to practice.”


  I already didn’t like the fact we had to go to practice when we hadn’t decided on anything yet, but the misfortune didn’t end there.


  Three minutes after stepping into UA, I ran into Yoo Hansoo who was lurking in the hallway.


  If he knew the company atmosphere had turned sour because of him, he should at least try to stay out of sight.


  He really had a knack for getting on people’s nerves.


  Reciting the Confucian society mantra, I politely greeted Yoo Hansoo, which drained half my energy. I wanted to give up on everything and return to the dorm.


  Still, as if the universe wasn’t completely out to get us, we managed to settle on a concept with the help of the planning team’s advice. The theme was: ‘Friendly Competition.’


  We chose Parthe’s third single title track, 『Desire』, a song about coveting a divine relic.


  The music video, visually striking, featured all the members in uniforms with epaulets and capes, taking a knight’s oath in front of a giant statue and then brandishing their swords as they marched forward…


  Well, we couldn’t even afford straws for epaulets, let alone more impressive outfits, so we ruled out overpowering them with fancy costumes. Instead, we focused on reinterpreting what Spark might desire.


  What was valuable in a competition?


  For gamers who thrived on the thrill of the chase, the ultimate value they pursued was victory. We chose this as our main keyword.


  Next, we considered the means.


  How would we portray victory?


  Nothing beat sports for conveying a sense of familiarity, hard work, and lighthearted competition.


  So, we settled on a sports concept.


  What message did we want to convey with this performance?


  The answer could be summed up in one sentence:


  Fight fair and square, win, and earn honor.


  All five members approved of this message. So far, so good.


  “We’re short on funds.”


  We even set a grand goal of creating a Spark High School volleyball team to match the number of members, but the problem was money.


  Unless a bulk seller on the Hongdangmu app uploaded six identical uniforms that we could buy, saving money seemed impossible.


  We didn’t absolutely need to wear expensive clothes on stage, but that only applied when the clothes actually looked decent.


  If we sent the kids out in bright neon green t-shirts just because they were a ‘volleyball team’, even amateur volleyball clubs would mock us for having poor outfits.


  We couldn’t send a team to a competition program with just basic uniforms.


  I sighed.


  It was not that there was no solution.


  I could… use my own money.


  But that just fucking suck.


  After the pre-paid package tour incident with Manager Nam, I had sworn never to use personal funds again.


  Especially since this time, there was no guarantee I’d ever get it back!


  But since I was the one who dragged them into this tough program and the budget was reduced because of me, I couldn’t confidently say, ‘Let’s just do our best with what we have!’.


  Before the stock market closed, I immediately went to our manager and borrowed his phone. Then I sold a few stocks that were doing well.


  Once the funds become available, I could probably secure about half of the items on the purchase list.


  If only Manager Nam’s daughter could see me now. What a pity.


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from the ‘Superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ Assistant Manager Kim, are you from a wealthy family? Seems like you have a lot of money? What do your parents do?

  


  Before I could even have a moment to feel sorry for myself, the system mocked me. I wanted to smash that window, but I didn’t even have the energy for that.


  

  It was always a pleasure to see a colleague grow.


  Their growth meant our team’s workload decreased.


  However, it seemed not all growth was beneficial.


  “I’ve been talking with Jeho-hyung, and we think you need to be more in the center this time.”


  Such misfortunes, like today, did happen—The traitor Kang Kiyeon was trying to steal my cozy little spot on the sidelines.


  “Why?”


  I asked, hiding my bewilderment and displeasure.


  These guys were definitely aware that the budget was cut because of me and were now taking their revenge.


  They planned to use me as a shield in a head-on battle with Parthe, intending to brand me with the dishonor of a lost fight. Their plan was so cunning that it was almost admirable.


  Oblivious to the turmoil inside me, Kang Kiyeon remained calm.


  “You know the part in the choreography where we incorporated volleyball moves? We keep watching it, and it just doesn’t look as good with the other members.”


  “Really?”


  I thought everyone was dancing well, but Kang Kiyeon must have preferred my more practical approach.


  “When-hyung is on the side, it feels a bit like… a kindergarten performance where the teacher is awkwardly standing at the edge.”


  “You might as well just insult me, Kiyeon.”


  But I understood what he meant.


  Hardly anyone in Spark had played volleyball before. I was the only one with any experience, having been dragged into games in college and the military.


  It had already been embarrassing enough demonstrating clumsy moves and explaining them to the dance line. And now this.


  It was something I couldn’t refuse, as it was for the sake of improving the stage quality, but it made me uncomfortable.


  It was one thing to be stuck in the middle of five people planning, arranging, rewriting lyrics, and creating choreography but now it felt like I was being pushed to expand my role.


  “The other members pick up the choreography quickly… Let’s practice together a little longer. If it still seems better for me to be in the center, we’ll make the switch then.”


  I answered evasively and sent Kang Kiyeon back to Choi Jeho. And if there truly was a god—especially a god of volleyball—I earnestly prayed they would possess one of our members in the coming days.


  Perhaps because my ulterior motives had been exposed, the god of volleyball did not descend upon any of the members, not even by the deadline Kang Kiyeon and I had set.


  And so, while I was practicing relentlessly, feeling abandoned by the world, one day—


  IDC began airing.


  Chapter 115: Malicious Editing


  Right up until the broadcast of the first episode of IDC, we were still practicing.


  I had to stop eventually because half of them kept looking elsewhere.


  “Guys, why haven’t you been able to focus?”


  “Hyung, how can you focus right now?!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon snapped.


  “What reason is there for me not to be focused?”


  “Today’s the first episode of IDC!”


  “So?”


  “Sooo?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon mimicked me, then let out a deflated laugh.


  “Hyung, you really have no human emotions.”


  “Why are you suddenly turning me into an android.”


  “How can you act exactly the same as always? Don’t people usually worry about how the editing might turn out?”


  “They can’t create mistakes that didn’t happen, and we already know I won’t come off as sociable. If you’re curious about the stage, you can watch it when it’s uploaded on MiTube.”


  “Wow… Am I the weird one?”


  As Lee Cheonghyeon looked around. Kang Kiyeon shook his head.


  So that means I am the weird one. These kids, seriously.


  “Nothing will change just because we watch it live. Do you really want to see it live that badly?”


  “Even if I explain it, you won’t understand, hyung. Because you have no human heart.”


  “Right, so you’re disparaging me as a wooden doll who can’t dance now.”


  “Oh dear. Now this hyung is even spreading malicious rumors.”


  I couldn’t understand why they were so eager to walk into a fire pit when their mentalities were so fragile.


  I was deliberately planning to watch it alone later precisely because I didn’t want to unsettle the atmosphere by failing to manage their emotions.


  “Hyung, then how about we focus and practice for just 30 minutes, and then watch the broadcast?”


  Jeong Seongbin suggested, soothing the dejected Lee Cheonghyeon.


  My first thought was, ‘Why are you getting so worked up over such small things?’…


  But with these kids, who were not even twenty years old yet, looking at me with such earnest expressions, I felt like I was the one in the wrong.


  “Only if you finish everything within 30 minutes.”


  How weak-hearted of me.


  No matter how much time passes, I don’t think I’ll ever become a strict boss.


  

  Although we missed the first 20 minutes, IDC was progressing in a pretty good direction.


  First, there weren’t many mocking comments in the live chat.


  This was largely thanks to the fact that it didn’t receive much attention in the beginning compared to other audition programs. However, while the Spark members were watching, it was better for me to not react at all. Even now, there were some praying fervently with their heads bowed, hands clasped together. To preserve their dignity, I wouldn’t mention names.


  But the small viewership did have a definite impact.


  ≫ Song Minil, I love you ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ


  ≫ My babies are already in the oldest hyung position ㅠㅠ Time flies


  ≫ Parthe’s broadcast experience isn’t going anywhere ㅋㅋㅋ


  The overwhelming difference in reactions based on fandom size.


  I could see Sparklers diligently posting comments, but the other groups’ massive postings were also formidable.


  While the other groups who appeared earlier were exchanging greetings on screen, I scrolled on my smartphone the live comments I’d missed.


  Then I came across a rather interesting point.


  ≫ Huh


  ≫ Huh


  ≫ Wow


  ≫ Gasp


  ≫ ;;Wow, amazing


  ≫ Wow?


  Short exclamations of less than two syllables poured down like summer monsoon rain at a specific moment.


  While the other guys were engrossed in the TV broadcast, I moved the video’s playback bar on my smartphone to the time the comments were posted.


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s face appeared, large as life. It was a pre-interview scene inserted into the participant introduction segment.


  Figures.


  Spark’s first appearance… No. The birth of Spark’s top visual seemed to have made a huge impact on the viewers. Well, he did have an extraordinary face.


  Then, I heard an unusual sound effect from the TV.


  I looked up at the screen and saw some groups chatting happily with cute and bubbly background music.


  Then came a chilling whooshing sound effect, the double doors opened, and Spark appeared with a rather grand BGM.


  On-screen, they looked like shy hyung groups encountering cool guys who had just finished surfing in the winter sea just a few hours ago.


  The atmosphere at that time was not this intense. There was a reason why they said ‘broadcasts should be seen as broadcasts’.


  The suspicious editing continued up until Parthe entered.


  Following the other groups nervously bowing to Parthe, Spark briefly flashed across the screen, only slightly bowing their heads in greeting before looking away.


  “Gasp….”


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s breath echoed through the living room.


  “The editing is provocative.”


  I added.


  We had bowed 90 degrees to Parthe too.


  These were the guys who had been told for over a year to quit and go home if they couldn’t make a proper greeting.


  I had seen them thoroughly trained and working hard on-site, so there was no fault on our part.


  They probably attached the reactions from when we were listening to Mr. Yur here. Considering the short segments of the program, it wasn’t difficult to do.


  “Are we… being maliciously edited?”


  Park Joowoo asked cautiously.


  “It doesn’t qualify as malicious editing yet, but it could be. Since we’re up against Parthe sunbaenim from the first competition, maybe they’re setting up the stage.”


  “Then isn’t that bad?”


  Kang Kiyeon’s face was ashen.


  “If they keep this up when showing the self-PR performance evaluations, we’ll get a lot of hate.”


  “….!”


  “Still, we didn’t actually act disrespectfully. We didn’t intentionally put down those who are good. That’s enough.”


  “What good would it do? No one will know anyway.”


  Choi Jeho added.


  At least it was important to me. It was more problematic to behave well when people were watching and then act like a jerk when they were not.


  And I wanted to keep my distance from Parthe from the beginning. I was grateful that the broadcast was helping with that.


  But understanding it intellectually was different from feeling it emotionally.


  I told the guys who were frozen.


  “Don’t worry. I’ll receive the most criticism anyway.”


  “Huh?”


  Jeong Seongbin turned to me.


  “I’m the one who only praised the Berion sunbaenims and deducted points from all the other teams’ performances. You guys didn’t say anything, so you won’t be maliciously edited.”


  “Did you guide the conversation that way on purpose, hyung?”


  “Kiyeon, the commercial’s over.”


  Kang Kiyeon frowned as I changed the subject. What, did he think I did it because I wanted to be called Spark’s best MC?


  The atmosphere subdued slightly, but there was one more thing I needed to address.


  “Even if we are maliciously edited, or even if we face a lot of negative public opinion, don’t forget what we agreed to aim for. It’s fine to get along with the other groups, but keep your distance from Parthe sunbaenims.”


  “I’m probably going to die young because I can’t communicate with you, hyung.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon turned away from me in disgust.


  After the commercials, the rest of the IDC introductions and self-PR performances continued.


  The broadcast time was 70 minutes long, but only three performances were shown. Moreover, Spark’s stage was the very last order, so the only proper screen time we got was the pre-interview and first appearance.


  The first episode of IDC ended by cramming all the remaining self-PR performances into the preview.


  This kind of editing from the first episode was perfect for being branded as a boring show. Although it seemed they tried to create tension, such things were only meaningful when rankings were properly determined.


  To make viewers watch the next episode, it would have been better to include a scene of me saying, ‘I’ll mark down for all four teams except Berion seniors’ in the preview. If they just mosaic the Berion part, they could immediately create a firestorm.


  At this point, it was a good thing that I started the controversy myself. You need an issue to attract hate.


  Since I’d seen everything I needed to see, I sent the members to their rooms as if herding a flock of sheep.


  And I spent the night reading each group’s fans’ reactions keeping each other in check.


  

  As expected, after the first broadcast, certain groups saw a significant rise in buzz.


  The most noticeable was, of course, Parthe.


  Immediately after their performance, the brand and price of the clothes Parthe wore for their first stage became a hot topic. They wore expensive stuff.


  Lucky them. Spark had to wear thin single-layered volleyball uniforms that I ordered by scraping together all my non-existent money, and they were just now being delivered. Thanks to that, everyone had been desperately building their arm muscles during every break like they were preparing to die.


  Besides some group’s luxury clothes and another group’s forced controversy, there was also a controversy directly related to us.


  Song Minil stirred things up in a paid message after the first episode of IDC.


  Mean. 1


  [Did you watch IDC??]


  [Oh no ㅠㅠ You saw that scene]


  [We’re okayㅋㅋㅋ We were so nervous when we entered that we didn’t even see the others properly]


  [There’s no end if you get upset over these things! You know???]


  He was subtly manipulative with his words.


  He made it seem like they were not only ignored by their juniors but also gave off an ominous premonition that this kind of thing would happen frequently in the future.


  Thanks to this, Spark became known within the Parthe fandom as ‘the hooligan group that just throws a cursory greeting and does their own thing while even the most senior group feels nervous walking in’.


  Many viewers tried to see broadcasts as just broadcasts. Equally, many people knew that such programs often involved malicious editing or manufactured drama.


  It was neither fabrication nor malicious editing that typically led to the production team being punished, so such editing practices had long remained part of the norm.


  That was why when a controversy erupted, people often reacted with, ‘Let’s wait and see.’


  So, I was trying not to respond to a certain degree of malicious editing.


  However, if the cast members themselves opened their mouths, it was a different story.


  At that point, comments like, ‘Would our boy lie?’ and ‘He’s still a rookie who’s wary of the broadcaster, why would he lie?’ start pouring in.


  I didn’t want to upset the fans with something so trivial from the beginning. I felt uneasy.


  All I could do was leave a message…


  Iwol


  [We all watched the broadcast together!]


  [We always greet everyone properly, so you don’t have to worry too much. Please see it as editing for the entertainment of the broadcast!]


  [Thank you so much for watching the live broadcast with us until late.]


  …That was all I could say.


  Even the screenshot that the fans posted with caption ‘This is why you have to listen to both sides!’ became subject to digital weathering, getting comments like, ‘What kind of excuse is this? ㅋㅋㅋㅋ’.


  “If this continues, the fans will be very upset.”


  “Then we just shouldn’t do anything that would upset them.”


  “But we can’t just go and speak sweet nothings and become a stepping stone for other teams.”


  I dragged you guys, who lived in pristine waters, into a place rife with manipulation and unfairness—so if we don’t achieve anything, what’s the point? We should gain as much as we have lost.


  “Anyway, let’s practice. We have to show a good image.”


  I got up and patted Lee Cheonghyeon’s shoulder.


  Even when they were grumbling among themselves, they stood up as soon as someone said ‘let’s practice’. It seemed their mindset was still in the right place.


  So, I thought today’s Spark would also leap vigorously and excitedly prepare for the first competition… but that didn’t happen.


  “Hyung, can you do that move again? With the expression too.”


  Kang Kiyeon’s face, as he watched me, was hardening, just like when I first showcased my dancing at UA.


  Chapter 116: First Competition: Competitive Presentation (1)


  A healthy spirit of sportsmanship, a battle that set your heart ablaze.


  The selling point of this stage was supposed to be the beautiful narrative of friendship that blossomed within it.


  “Iwol-hyung.”


  “What?”


  “I don’t know how to put this…”


  Kang Kiyeon, who had stopped me in my tracks, struggled to find the right words.


  “It’s okay, just tell me.”


  “Hyung, your face is completely devoid of enthusiasm.”


  I said it was okay, but it wasn’t okay anymore. My heart ached.


  “During 『With List』, your smile looked really natural, you know? But why can’t you make an enthusiastic expression?”


  That was because I faked smiles a lot at the Hanpyeong Industry, but I never showed any real enthusiasm.


  For 『Flowering』, I could channel the emotions of an office worker leaving late on a Friday night, and for 『With List』, I empathized with the feeling of an office worker going on vacation, but this time, I couldn’t find a suitable memory to draw upon.


  Seriously this guy Kang Kiyeon was incredibly perceptive.


  “Does it make that big of a difference?”


  “Yeah. The rest of us look like we’re competing in a league match, but you’re out here like it’s a friendly game.”


  “That won’t do.”


  The analogy hit so close to home that it gave me goosebumps. In the meantime, Lee Cheonghyeon chimed in from the side.


  “That’s strange. You’re usually proactive when it comes to work.”


  For the record, I’d never been truly enthusiastic since I started being an idol. I’d just been driven by work.


  “…Is it because you lack competitiveness?”


  Park Joowoo cautiously added his two cents.


  “Why are you all ganging up on me over this?”


  “It’s a very important issue. Hyung, your dance skills aren’t exactly sharp, so you have to compensate with your expressions.”


  “Kiyeon, I have feelings too, you know.”


  Despite my protests, they turned off the music and sat me down on the practice room floor.


  “Was my expression that bad?”


  “It wasn’t just bad, it was…”


  Kang Kiyeon, as expected, never let anything slide. These bastards, if they’re just doing this because they’re tired of practicing, I won’t let them off the hook.


  “It just feels strange, no matter how much I think about it.”


  “What is?”


  “Hyung, you exercise, help with company work, and stuff. It doesn’t seem like you dislike people, and you don’t seem like the type to be bothered by things, so it’s just… the lack of enthusiasm feels contradictory.”


  I’m telling you, I’m not working because I want to.


  This was so frustrating. But if I said the system was forcing me into this, it’d give me a penalty for revealing heavenly secrets. I was already pissed off enough because of the financial difficulties.


  “Right. Hyung doesn’t have much competitive spirit either. When we make convenience store bets, you always volunteer to go.”


  “Do you guys just spend your spare time observing me?”


  “I don’t want to hear that from you.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon chuckled.


  “Who lives their life constantly competing? It’s exhausting. Anyway, let’s just get back to practice.”


  “But what about the enthusiastic expression?”


  “I’ll just watch and copy Choi Jeho.”


  That guy’s facial expressions were absolutely top-notch.


  I asked Choi Jeho to earn his keep and learned center-worthy expressions from him. Fortunately, copying expressions was a million times easier than learning choreography.


  

  After enduring countless issues—from budget shortages and malicious online comments to inadequate facial expressions—the day of the first competition finally dawned.


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from the ‘Superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ Assistant Manager Kim sure likes making things difficult. Why do you keep doing things you’re told not to?

  


  And the system was in an uproar from the morning. It even displayed e the rule violation explanation document it had shown me before, as if to rub salt in the wound.


  But whatever. What more could they possibly hold hostage after taking away the money that meant everything to a working person?


  You told me to make this team number one, didn’t you?


  Now that I’d even dipped into my personal savings, there was nothing left to lose. Let’s fight.


  I stepped out of the car with determination. The atmosphere, more intense than ever, was palpable.


  I bowed deeply to the fans who had come all the way to see us off as always, and as I raised my head, I heard someone say that my antic was overly dramatic.


  I had never not bowed 90 degrees to my fans. It must have been a fan from another group, but I couldn’t help but feel awkward.


  “Don’t be discouraged, my babies!”


  Thankfully, I was able to shake off the discomfort thanks to the fans’ cheers.


  Song Minil, your fans treasure you this much, yet you feed on their resentment?


  I couldn’t understand nor did I have any desire to. I just hoped that people who hurt others eventually faced the consequences.


  And so, the bastards Spark stepped into the studio with their spirits high.


  The performance order for the first round of the competition was determined by drawing lots.


  Considering the program’s name was Idol Dynasty Chronicle, couldn’t they have done it in a more creative way? Even a game of tug-of-war would have been more fun.


  And why the random order when the point was to perform switched songs?


  Normally, they’d pit groups performing swapped songs against each other, wouldn’t they? The setup left a lot to be desired.


  “Anyone want to go out and draw lots?”


  “Such a task should be performed by the elder of the household.”


  And so, I was the only one overly immersed in the program’s concept. I even addressed our esteemed leader with the honorific title of ‘elder’.


  Jeong Seongbin, who inadvertently became an elder, went out alone and drew a lot. Our turn was fifth.


  “But, wow, everyone looks so cool. Their outfits are really stylish.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon admired from next to me. I nodded in agreement.


  “Maybe we should try a flashy concept next time too.”


  “Like what?”


  “You know


  Madangnori
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  , right? I’ll even wear a lion mask for you.”


  “No, thanks, hyung. I like things the way they are now.”


  With that, Lee Cheonghyeon turned his gaze away. See, why say things you won’t even get credit for, you punk?


  

  Unlike the self-PR stage, from the first competition onward, all teams could watch other groups’ performances from their respective waiting rooms.


  It was a relief to avoid having to be constantly aware of others’ reactions while trying to focus on watching the performances.


  The first performer was Berion, who had put on a good show last time.


  Berion covered the title track of Sticky, a group with a concept of sweet, friendly, and almost-but-not-quite romantic guy friends.


  However, this time, the quality wasn’t that great.


  It was hard to pinpoint the exact cause. After all, many factors had changed between the last shoot and today.


  Unlike the self-PR stage, which was an internal evaluation, this time there was a large audience, and there might have been issues trying to put their own spin on a song not originally meant for them.


  Did I misjudge them as a rising star?


  It was a bit disappointing. Once again, my HR experience at the Hanpyeong Industry proved utterly useless.


  On the other hand, Sticky, who performed third, actually did quite well. They took Berion’s song, whose main weapon was freshness, and presented it with a romantic concept of confessing love.


  After watching the performances back-to-back, something stood out.


  “The sunbaenims really prepared a lot, didn’t they?”


  “Hyung, you felt that too?”


  Kang Kiyeon asked back. Sticky’s main vocalist was now even pulling a bouquet of flowers out of thin air with a magic trick during the song.


  It was the same with Berion. While their ideas weren’t as good as before, they showed signs of attention to detail in small gestures, face stickers, and other minor aspects.


  It seems they did some monitoring at least.


  Of course they did. None of the agencies representing the groups here lacked manpower like UA did.


  Besides the psychological warfare between fandoms, reactions to IDC varied.


  One common focus was evaluating the entire program, including all six groups:


  ≫ IDC Quick Review


  How should I put this… it’s not super interesting


  First of all, you can feel that all the participants are very conscious of each other.


  I understand they don’t want to be edited badly


  But it feels like it became too artificial because of that


  I think expecting group chemistry and friendship is out of the question


  Just focus on the performances


  ≫ Is IDC live?


  The audio sound seemed live


  └ Yeah, seems live


  └ It would be funny if they lipsynced after promoting it as a ‘level playing field’ competition.


  └ ㅋㅋㅋㅋ it would be legendary no-swag if true


  While everyone else was all about ‘Let’s get along!’ and ‘I want to make good memories!’, the fact that the underdog group Spark gave penalty points to all groups except Berion must have been baffling.


  With reviews like this floating around, everyone must have sensed it.


  Delivering a solid performance was the only way to survive.


  If the result of that realization was an overall improvement in the stage quality, I welcomed it. Sure, they were trying to stand out with flashy antics, but better to shine in a field of flowers than in a wasteland.


  “Yeah. The ideas are really fresh. I’m looking forward to seeing more of the sunbaenim teams’ performances.”


  I smiled as I replied to Kang Kiyeon.


  Just then, the screen showed Sticky finishing their interview and leaving the stage.


  『Are you enjoying yourselves, everyone? Thanks to your enthusiastic support, Idol Dynasty Chronicles’ first competition is heading into the second half. Next up is… Idol Dynasty Chronicles’ eldest group! Parthe, please come out!*


  Parthe, who had chosen to cover Spark’s song, appeared, wearing black cloaks and moving in perfect synchronization.


  The rest of our group, who had been touching up their makeup or adjusting their outfits, quickly gathered in front of the monitor.


  『With the rival groups revealed in the previous performance, Parthe’s rival group has also been automatically revealed. What song has Parthe prepared for today’s first competition?』


  『We’ve chosen…』


  It must be 『With List』. There was no other Spark song Parthe could handle


  In the first place, Spark only had four songs, and we performed our debut song for the self-PR stage.


  Two others were B-side tracks, which were not suitable for performances because they focused solely on audio production. In other words, they were incredibly difficult to sing.


  With Jeong Seongbin’s Pacific-wide vocal range and Park Joowoo’s sky-high notes, the tracks’ range fluctuated like Manager Nam’s mood.


  If they lowered the key, they’d have to enter a cave in the intro, and if they just sang it as was, they’d need waterfall training, so Parthe, a performance-focused group, wouldn’t have any choice but to go with 『With List』.


  『We’ve prepared Spark’s ‘With List’!』.


  See? I was right.


  The moment Parthe announced their song, I winked at Kang Kiyeon.


  Earlier this morning, I had declared to Kang Kiyeon, ‘This is just a hunch, but if Parthe sunbaenim chooses 『With List』, you won’t make a single mistake today’. His face lit up as he turned to look at me.


  With Mr. Yur’s announcement that Parthe’s stage was starting, the screen went dark.


  Soon, the lights came on, accompanied by the background music of an amusement park, eerily arranged as if to fit the backdrop of a horror game.


  『As I opened my eyes


  Even the morning sun was perfect…


  On this day』


  The opening lyrics were turned into a narrative-style rap, setting the tone with whispered lines.


  『Yes, the day we’ve been waiting for』


  “Looks like they rewrote the lyrics to match their concept?”


  “Really. It must have taken a lot of work… They’re amazing.”


  Jeong Seongbin reacted to Kang Kiyeon’s words. Having rewritten all the lyrics himself for the self-promotion stage, he probably knew exactly how much work that required


  But Seongbin, these guys will list the name of MYTH’s lyricist in the credits. Ours will have our real names appear in full.


  In other words, Jeong Seongbin’s comment could be edited into a subtle diss. It seemed we were going to have another heated debate online.


  Parthe’s storytelling was thorough.


  The original With List—a yearning for leisure—was transformed into a desperate prayer to save the world from evil.


  With a large number of members and backup dancers, there was a lot they could express through choreography.


  『Oh, divine one, we beseech you


  Grant this land


  A single miracle…』


  Tremendous special effects followed the song.


  This level of grandeur was necessary to overshadow Lee Cheonghyeon’s top-line melody. Although the climax felt flat after being toned down, it wasn’t a bad decision.


  Taking a quick glance at the Spark members, they were fully focused on the screen.


  It wasn’t surprising—they were probably overwhelmed by the scale. After all, we’d be performing with just six members today.


  But was there any reason to worry?


  After watching Parthe’s performance, I felt confident.


  We might lose the online vote, but when it came to the live audience, we’d come out on top.
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  Chapter 117: First Competition: Competitive Presentation (2)


  Have you ever thought about what it’s like for the audience who has to stand for hours, watching performances back-to-back?


  Especially when their favorite group only performs once, or they have to endure performances from groups they’re only mildly interested in.


  Attending a music show audience was never easy, regardless of the program, but it was even harder for a survival show.


  You didn’t know when your favorite group would appear, and you were forced to watch countless performances by unfamiliar people singing unfamiliar songs.


  In such situations, a clear and concise connection with the audience was crucial.


  It meant establishing a basic understanding of the group’s identity and the kind of song the group would perform.


  Think of it like a business meeting, where you exchanged business cards to make a strong first impression.


  In that sense, Parthe’s performance was far from approachable.


  How many people, outside of Parthe’s fanbase, knew their concept was based on mythology?


  So, what would happen if they performed such a highly conceptual stage without providing any context?


  If it was unfamiliar but not intriguing enough to pique interest.


  People call that ‘alienating’. That was exactly what Parthe’s stage was.


  It would probably look better on broadcast. The cameras would capture the best angles, and the stage effects would be highlighted.


  But the live experience was different. They prepared their stage as if they were in a perfectly optimized music video set, so it inevitably faltered. This was a critical mistake, especially at this stage without broadcast voting.


  “The song itself felt crude too.”


  I understood that they didn’t want to lose the charm of the original song, which evoked a festive amusement park atmosphere.


  They must have also been aware of potential criticism for changing the lyrics too much.


  But wasn’t the point of rearranging a song to give it a new twist?


  If they wanted to incorporate a sense of longing into the mystical setting of a temple, replacing it with an orgel melody would have been sufficiently effective.


  In a music survival show, having a lackluster song could be a fatal flaw. If your performance didn’t leave a memorable impression, you’d have nothing to sway the audience when it was time to vote. Perhaps the MYTH A&R team would need to do some serious soul-searching for the next stages.


  So, what should Spark, a group with even less recognition than Parthe, do?


  There was only one answer.


  Lower the barrier to entry for our concept. Use straightforward, universally appealing elements


  “Spark, let’s go to the waiting area!”


  Leaving Parthe’s interview behind, I left the waiting room with the five temporary volleyball players.


  

  Her legs hurt.


  Baek Haewon carefully rotated her ankles.


  She’d been standing for hours, unable to even stretch.


  Checking the time wasn’t an option either; they weren’t allowed to take out their phones.


  When she first won the audience ticket, she thought it was a reward for finishing her exams. Now, it felt more like a punishment for a student who’d failed their test.


  Her beloved Spark was still nowhere to be seen.


  Initially, she tried to enjoy the show and cheer along, but human stamina had limits. None of the performances were particularly engaging, either.


  At this rate, she wouldn’t have any energy left to cheer for her own boys.


  Baek Haewon genuinely thought so. Standing in the cramped, dark audience, she grew increasingly weary.


  Just as she internally repeated ‘People watching at home are the real winners…’ for about the 3,000th time…


  “Finally, here they are! The vibrant youngest members of Idol Dynasty Chronicle!”


  Yur, the MC of Idol Dynasty Chronicle, delivered the much-anticipated introduction. During Baek Haewon’s peak fangirling days, Yur hadn’t been very active, so he had flown under Haewon’s radar. But if their timelines had overlapped, there was no doubt Haewon would’ve passionately stanned him at least once.


  He was handsome and a good host. She loved him.


  “Let’s welcome Spark with a round of applause!”


  Baek Haewon clapped so hard her palms stung, eagerly waiting for Spark to emerge from the darkness.


  As the members appeared one by one, she clutched her collar.


  So XX handsome, XX…!


  It seemed the universe had given her a gift after all. Baek Haewon barely suppressed an uncivilized shriek.


  Jeong Seongbin, wearing a white volleyball uniform, led the group. The mint green stripes and matching headband suited him perfectly.


  From his hairline to his forehead and the bridge of his nose, everything about him was refreshing.


  Who told him to go blonde and expose his forehead? This kind of behavior should be illegal.


  Kang Kiyeon and Lee Cheonghyeon followed, Kiyeon in a mint green uniform and Cheonghyeon in white.


  Kiyeon wore white knee pads, while Cheonghyeon sported long sleeves.


  Then came Kim Iwol and Choi Jeho, the latter wearing wrist guards.


  One thought popped into Baek Haewon’s head upon seeing them.


  Wow, they’re so tall.


  She knew the average height of idols was increasing, but Spark was truly exceptional. The average height of the hyung line was 185cm.


  However, there was a difference between reading a number and thinking, ‘Wow, my boys are a tall group! Awesome!’ and actually seeing them in person.


  Especially Choi Jeho, the tallest of the group. The two utility-pole-like figures in uniforms were almost intimidating.


  And so XX handsome too…


  When Kim Iwol smiled faintly in her direction, Baek Haewon found herself mumbling a silent will.


  His distinct features were accentuated by the greyish shadows cast on his pale, almost bluish skin.


  From his arched eyebrows and straight nose bridge to his defined jawline, every angle of his face was sharp, yet his soft smile with those large, gentle eyes was enough to drive anyone crazy.


  She’d lost count of how many times she’d posted on social media about wanting to fall asleep forever under the shadow of his long eyelashes.


  This man was really classmates with her mom’s son. Life was really full of surprises.


  But as a seasoned fangirl, Haewon knew better than to fall into delusions like, ‘Iwol just smiled at me!’.


  Finally, Park Joowoo, in a mint green uniform and knee-high socks, completed the lineup.


  The blessings of handsomeness were endless. Even his well-defined arm muscles peeking out from under his short sleeves were perfect. Spark shone like diamonds.


  Baek Haewon felt all her weariness wash away. Her vocabulary seemed to have deteriorated, but she didn’t care.


  While basking in her happiness and watching Spark’s interview, a thought struck her.


  Aren’t they covering Parthe’s song?


  Parthe had just finished a gorgeous performance. Their fans seemed to love it, but Baek Haewon, unfamiliar with Parthe’s lore, simply thought, ‘Cool’. She hadn’t been particularly moved, as the concept felt a little too abstract for her taste.


  If Spark’s goal was to make the song their own, she could see the potential. But whether it would mesh well with Parthe’s intricate style was a different story.


  However, Baek Haewon didn’t dwell too much on it.


  Whatever, Joowoo will kill it!


  She had unwavering trust in Spark’s skills, honed through two comebacks and countless self-produced content.


  Hoping simply for a good performance, Baek Haewon watched as the members finished their interview, formed a circle on stage to cheer each other on with a resounding ‘Fighting!’ and then moved to take their positions.


  

  A spotlight shone onto the darkened stage.


  A whistle blew, the song began, and the members, divided 3:3 by uniform color, faced off.


  The intro started with an exchange between me and Choi Jeho.


  『Oh you


  What do you desire?』


  『If you ask, just one thing,


  The one and only glory』


  The concept of the stage was extremely simple.


  A showdown between the Mint Team – me, Park Joowoo, and Kang Kiyeon – versus the White Team – Choi Jeho, Jeong Seongbin, and Lee Cheonghyeon!


  Just by looking at the uniform colors and the initial formation, the audience could grasp the setup. That alone gave us a strong starting advantage.


  Add to that sharp, precise choreography, the audible beat of synchronized footwork, and the faint friction sound from high-fives. These details breathed life into the stage.


  『Yearn and crave


  Until you seize it!』


  The conceptual lyrics allowed for different interpretations depending on the situation, while simultaneously clarifying the objective.


  Making it clear that, ‘Ah, these guys are doing this to win!’


  Understanding led to quicker acceptance.


  Kang Kiyeon and Jeong Seongbin’s back-to-back move symbolized the struggle between the teams, while Lee Cheonghyeon’s hand kiss gesture resembled a celebratory gesture after scoring a point.


  Choreography that might seem ordinary at first glance took on new meaning for those who understood the context.


  Making one song feel like a single match.


  That was how we designed it. There were no second takes in live performances, after all.


  And the final tactic to capture the live audience’s reaction?


  Pour everything into the vocals.


  As the song entered the third verse, the music soared towards its climax.


  The sound of applause and cheers from the imaginary final match blended into the track, creating the sensation of a pounding heartbeat.


  『Can you hear it?


  The revelation and yearning』


  Kang Kiyeon delivered the low notes, laying the groundwork for me to layer my voice over his.


  『Oh you


  Do you desire the throne?』


  The rising melody, combined with the instruments and effects, created a festive atmosphere. The sharp sounds of the metallic instruments and the electronic sounds reminiscent of intense heat mixed together in a dizzying way.


  『My answer remains


  Unchanging, the same』


  Next, Jeong Seongbin stepped forward to the center of the stage.


  Right now, the audience was likely facing Jeong Seongbin’s overflowing expression and the raw emotion in his voice head-on.


  And as the music reached its peak.


  Park Joowoo, his aggression dialed up to the max, took center stage.


  『I will claim


  The honor』


  His high note, sharp like a spear, pierced through the speakers.


  Could you even call this a tactic?


  To score points on stage, singing well was a given.


  More than anything, what made sports exciting…


  『The future I dreamed of!』


  …was that it ignited passion. In an instant.


  With the squeak of shoes against the gymnasium floor, the minimalistic sportsmanship performance ended.


  Sweat mixed with exhilaration dripped onto the stage. Genuine applause—unlike the pre-mixed audio in our arrangement—filled the venue.


  

  The atmosphere during the live voting results announcement was eerily silent, a stark contrast to the earlier energy in the room.


  We huddled together on stage, waiting for Mr. Yur to arrive.


  Everyone was still breathing heavily, but their faces shone. It seemed they all had received proper touch-up makeup. We’d powdered ourselves heavily to hide our sweat too.


  As I adjusted Jeong Seongbin’s bangs to make his forehead look even prettier before the cameras started rolling, someone approached us.


  “Um, hello!”


  It was Moon Yeongyu, the leader of Berion, whose stage name was Onha.


  Since he was our senior, we instinctively bowed at a 90-degree angle to greet him.


  Onha looked flustered and insisted we didn’t have to be so formal. He then gave an awkward smile and said,


  “Spark, your performance was amazing. I wanted to congratulate you…”


  “Really? Thank you, sunbaenim!”


  Jeong Seongbin shook Onha’s outstretched hand.


  “We really enjoyed your performance too, sunbaenim. It was awesome!”


  I added, standing next to Seongbin. Onha looked flustered, said he’d see us at the next broadcast, and quickly returned to Berion’s spot.


  Unexpected. I thought no group would want to befriend Spark.


  Or was it because Spark gave bonus points only to Berion?


  Could someone approach us so readily just for that…? Come to think of it, that Onha guy was only twenty years old.


  Judging others based on such limited impressions could lead to big misunderstandings.


  I sincerely hoped Berion wouldn’t face too many storms in life.


  And with perfect timing, Yur entered, holding the scoreboard—the harshest storm of all.


  Chapter 118: First Competition: Achieving Excellence


  Before announcing the results, Mr. Yur took a moment to personally encourage each participant for their hard work. It wasn’t just empty words—it genuinely felt heartfelt, revealing the depth of his character.


  The results announcement that followed was equally smooth. No excessive embellishments or unnecessary delays.


  I wasn’t sure if they toned it down because it wasn’t a live broadcast, or if the production team intended to edit it dramatically and thus kept the commentary concise.


  Oh, there was one surprising moment, though.


  Parthe came in 5th. Considering their magnificent stage, the rank was lower than expected.


  But there was something called presence in a live performance.


  There was a reason why people spent a lot of money on concerts or went out of their way to watch in person. Focusing solely on visual effects for the broadcast was a careless choice. In a way, it was a natural consequence.


  Perhaps because they were too young, or simply hadn’t anticipated the outcome, some of them couldn’t manage their expressions.


  If they were not prepared for the worst like us, it would be better to at least force a smile. What a pity.


  The rankings continued to be announced.


  “Log in 6th place, Parthe in 5th, Berion in 4th, All Over in 3rd…”


  With these results, only Spark and Sticky remained as contenders for 1st place.


  The outcome was just as I had predicted.


  No team had delivered a performance that completely surpassed my expectations.


  But my members wouldn’t even consider that possibility.


  To put it nicely, they were humble. To put it bluntly, they didn’t have a proper grasp of their own abilities.


  “And in 1st place… congratulations, Spark!”


  “Wooo!”


  That was why they were so ecstatic.


  With a strange yell, Lee Cheonghyeon leaped into the arms of the members.


  As Choi Jeho and I propped him to prevent him from tumbling down, I finally caught a proper look at the members’ expressions.


  Next to Kang Kiyeon who looked utterly flustered, Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo were grinning from ear to ear.


  Mr. Yur then stepped forward and pinned an eohsawa badge onto each of our jerseys as the winning prize. It looked rather odd overall, but they seemed to love it regardless.


  I fiddled with the crudely painted badge and thought,


  A win is still a win. I wonder if this will count towards my KPI achievement?


  While patting the members’ backs, I glanced up at the empty air, but the system remained silent. Honestly. What a stickler.


  

  The first-place victory in the first competition was certainly something to celebrate.


  It marked Spark’s first-ever victory under their name. Of course, the guys were thrilled.


  However, the positive vibes didn’t last long.


  The very next day, episode 2 of IDC aired, and Spark unexpectedly received the ‘blessing of editing’.


  While other contestants were shown enthusiastically supporting each other’s stages, our team—watching with genuine focus—was framed with captions like ‘Overly serious expressions…’ and subsequently portrayed as arrogant.


  To add fuel to the fire, the warm camaraderie in the show was shattered with a divisive remark, ‘Everyone except Berion is a mess!’ The online community forums exploded.


  ≫ (Data Warning) Guys, objectively evaluate this


  Stage decoration is sh*t


  Recycled their usual concept


  All six members are in identical outfits


  Added additional mini-set stage


  Prepared new camera angles in advance


  Customized outfits to highlight individual member’s personalities


  Which stage looks better?


  └ Obviously B, right?


  └ B


  └ Who even judges stages based on photos… And if you put it this way, of course, the stage that spent more money looks better.


  └ The point is, spk reused their usual stuff but still claimed the other teams’ stages were worse.


  └ Spark changed their lyrics, choreography, and AR, what are you talking aboutㅋㅋㅋㅋ Parthe also brought the same old concept, just changing their outfits from uniforms to fantasy.


  └ Really, the only group that significantly changed their concept was Berion. Spark stepping up makes sense.


  ≫ An idol isn’t just about singing well,


  There are teams focused on vocals, and there are teams focused on performance.


  It’s frustrating to see performance skills being so undervalued.


  └ Gee, I wonder who your favorite group isㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ So did Spark fail at dancing? Did they fail at rapping? ㅋㅋ


  └ A team that sang live and danced vs. a team that lip-synced with AR and only danced.


  └ Spark wasn’t completely MR, though


  └ No, can’t you people tell the difference between backing vocals and AR?


  └ So, what I’m saying is that being good at live singing doesn’t automatically mean they’re good on stages


  └ ???? Am I the only one who doesn’t understand this?


  └ They’re saying performance-centric groups shouldn’t be discredited for not singing live.


  └ What? If you’re not going to sing, you should have gone on Dancing Stars, not IDC. You’re in the wrong show


  We had already agreed within the team to react honestly to the performances, so it didn’t really matter.


  Actually…


  ≫ Kim Peb isn’t entirely wrong


  They complimented each other, but honestly, I found the rest boring. At least Spark’s live vocals were memorable.


  I don’t remember anything about the other groups’ stages.


  └ I have to admit, even the group that brought backup dancers didn’t leave any lasting impression… It might be because the IDC set is shabby, but the impact was weaker than music shows, and it lacked uniqueness.


  └ It’s not about whether it’s right or wrong; the issue is about their attitude.


  └ There are still people who believe the broadcast edit is realㅋㅋㅋ Think a bit, who acts like that on TV these daysㅠ


  ≫ I figured Spark would win first place


  But what’s with the backlash??


  When I watched it with my family, we all agreed their performance was leagues ahead.


  └ People are just mad because they think Spark didn’t innovate. Considering this was a self-PR stage, sticking to their concept makes sense.


  └ Agree. And it’s not like they didn’t change anything at all… They were clearly trying to promote themselves as a rookie idol group with a youthful concept. I was surprised by the negative reaction.


  …And so on. It was thanks to the strong stance of ‘let’s view the broadcast as just a broadcast’.


  However, Spark, who had only received hate from Parthe fans after the first episode, now faced criticism from all sides. Especially me.


  Those who had initially remained neutral after episode 1 immediately switched to attack mode after episode 2. So I got hit full force.


  The sensitive Spark members were worried about me, but honestly, they didn’t need to. Compared to the future scolding I’d get from Manager Nam, this was nothing.


  I was more worried about the fans. I felt bad for making them unnecessarily stressed because of me. So, I was constantly apologizing in the fan cafe, telling them not to worry too much about the online reactions.


  And now…


  “Hyung, should we set out the snacks?”


  “Yeah. If we don’t, they might not eat them because of the microphone picking up the sounds.”


  I was setting up snacks with Kang Kiyeon in preparation for filming in the meeting room.


  IDC decided to film the preparation process from this episode onwards.


  I did wonder why they hadn’t filmed the stage preparation process. It would have been so much better if they had done this from the first competition.


  I was glad they started filming it now, but I couldn’t help but feel disappointed. Our team would have to do a separate behind-the-scenes live stream later.


  Before that, let’s finish today’s meeting.


  “Seongbin is leading the meeting today, right? It’s his official MC debut.”


  “I heard he was checking the script all night.”


  “He already does well even without it; he’s so meticulous.”


  Even though I said that, I was very proud of him. Once again, I felt grateful for Jeong Seongbin’s existence.


  “Where’s Cheonghyeon? He said he’d bring the cushions.”


  “He went to the rooftop with Jeho-hyung to dust them off.”


  “Are they wearing masks? You can dust off the cushions, but not vocal cords. Are they all getting lax because they’re not responsible for the high notes?”


  “Don’t worry, Joowoo-hyung was keeping an eye on him.”


  “Good job.”


  Having our guests sit on the floor was an unprecedented situation for a businessman. But if that was what they preferred, I had no choice but to strive to create a comfortable environment.


  Room temperature, equipment connections, cleanliness—all optimal.


  And thus, preparations for welcoming multiple guests into the UA meeting room, for the first time in history, were ready.


  

  The last filming location for Team 2 was UA.


  The sudden addition of the shooting schedule had everyone in a frenzy. Notifying each agency and rearranging work schedules had left everyone exhausted.


  Sometimes, it felt like no industry was as conservative as broadcasting, and other times, it felt unbelievable that something like this could actually air on television.


  Probably everyone on the IDC production team was thinking the same thing. Perhaps they were already making plans to escape to a better-structured program next time.


  The only solace in this chaotic scenario was the soft cushions. After spending two consecutive shifts sitting on cold office floors, the writers felt as though their very bones were aching.


  Spark’s Kim Iwol, who was carrying the remaining chairs and cushions out of the meeting room, looked at the writers and asked.


  “Do you need anything to drink? Or is there anything else we should clear out?”


  The back of the meeting room was already neatly arranged with cold drinks, snacks, and hot beverages.


  The area around the outlets was also tidy. Thanks to that, connecting the lighting equipment was incredibly easy.


  After the production team vehemently insisted they didn’t need anything else, Kim Iwol smiled and said, ‘Then please let us know if you need anything’.


  The writers thought to themselves, The members are so much more down-to-earth than they appear.


  This was a stark contrast to a previous team, where a member had let slip profanity during their meeting scene, forcing the accompanying manager to promise to mark the edit points and follow up later.


  And the team before that?


  The writers had inwardly groaned as they watched the members struggle to lead the conversation during their entire meeting. It was understandable for rookie groups to be cautious of their company’s gaze, but it felt like that group was only good at following orders.


  In that sense, Spark stood out for their initiative.


  When the production crew arrived, some members even came down to the building’s entrance to greet them. Others, like Kim Iwol, ensured everyone was well taken care of.


  Even the meeting room for filming was prepped perfectly.


  This wasn’t just about cleanliness. There was no inadvertent branding exposure or misplaced objects that might obstruct a camera angle.


  The only things on the table were two laptops, six planners of various designs, and a few pens. There was nothing the production team needed to tidy up.


  Shortening the preparation time for the already arduous final shoot was a blessing. The production team felt a bit of energy return as they rubbed their tired eyes.


  And as soon as filming began, they found themselves rubbing those same eyes again, gazing at the brightly glowing screen.


  Chapter 119: Second Competition: Work Meeting


  “Everyone ready? Starting the recording!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon said as he operated his laptop.


  Then, Jeong Seongbin, sitting at the head of the table, opened his mouth.


  “Today’s agenda, as shared beforehand, is ‘Item Planning for the Idol Dynasty Chronicle 2nd Competition.’ Everyone checked the notice, right?”


  “Yes.”


  The writers momentarily doubted their ears.


  Agenda? Had there ever been an idol who used that term for discussion topics?


  For a moment, they felt like they had entered a project meeting, not a filming set.


  Even the PPT projected on the screen, with its stark white background and concisely written points, felt too much like a real work meeting.


  “To purchase props, we’ll need to submit requests in advance, so we should finalize our item choices today. Hyung, when’s the deadline for those forms?”


  “If we mark it as urgent, it’ll probably be approved right away, but it’s safer to submit it within this week.”


  “Should we submit it the same way we did for the self-PR stage props? If we can just copy and paste the content, I can do it.”


  Following Jeong Seongbin and Kim Iwol’s smooth discussion of the approval process, Kang Kiyeon raised his hand and spoke. Then he scribbled something in a black journal.


  Only then did the production crew notice the journals that each member was holding.


  The journals, varying in shape and color, bore visible signs of wear and tear. What they assumed were props for aesthetics were, surprisingly, being used in earnest.


  “So, the final candidates are Challenger and Celestial Scientist, right?”


  “Yes. Both items fit the song well, so I think we should choose the one that aligns better with our concept.”


  Listening to the conversation between Choi Jeho and Jeong Seongbin, Kim Iwol jumped in.


  “Hold on. Before discussing the concept, let’s check the key selling points first. Seongbin, did you summarize the ideas we received during brainstorming?”


  “Yes, I’ll put it up now.”


  Jeong Seongbin fiddled with the mouse a few times, and a new screen appeared on the projector.


  The visuals were clear and well-organized, with photos illustrating each concept and concise descriptions that made it easy to grasp the ideas at a glance.


  After that, the members began to express their opinions on the two items.


  “The keyword Challenger might risk feeling too bland… It’s similar to the theme of ‘Dreaming of Victory’ from the first round.”


  “Hyung has a point, but crafting a narrative where the six of us join forces to take on a clearly defined rival could bring a fresh twist, don’t you think?”


  “In that case, I think prioritizing the overall concept is crucial. We’re aiming to create something fun and aspirational, right?”


  As Park Joowoo and Kang Kiyeon exchanged their opinions, Jeong Seongbin refocused the discussion on their primary values.


  “I understand Scientist, but what kind of scientist are we talking about specifically? There are mad scientists and nerdy research fanatics, you know.”


  “Hmm, let’s definitely nail this part down. The arrangement’s tone can vary drastically depending on the reference.”


  “Considering the theme we want to convey, I think a calm, intellectual vibe fits best. I’ll work on refining this part.”


  Choi Jeho and Lee Cheonghyeon pointed out the shortcomings, and Kim Iwol suggested alternatives.


  The exchange of opinions flowed without interruption. This kind of conversation wouldn’t be possible if they weren’t used to it.


  It was also amazing that everyone was focused on the fast-paced conversation, and Kim Iwol was even checking whether the alignment was going well in the midst of it.


  While Team 2 sat there feeling like they were eavesdropping on another department’s meeting, Spark’s meeting had already moved to the schedule confirmation stage.


  “Joowoo, can you compile today’s meeting notes?”


  At Kim Iwol’s question, Park Joowoo opened the monthly calendar section of his journal.


  Then he tapped the paper with the tip of his pen.


  “We’re proceeding without any schedule adjustments, right…? I’ll leave the choreography deadline blank and send it out. Cheonghyeon, the rearrangement needs to be done before then, is that possible?”


  “Yeah. I’ll convert the recording file to text and send it to you later. Iwol-hyung, when can you finalize the reference materials?”


  “I’ll do it ASAP. Should I CC the A&R team when sharing the progress?”


  “No. Just forward the final confirmed version.”


  The division of roles continued from Park Joowoo to Lee Cheonghyeon to Kim Iwol. The conclusion of the meeting was perfect.


  “They’re good at their jobs…”


  Someone from Team 2 muttered. No one refuted that statement.


  

  The filming of the meeting wrapped up smoothly.


  While the production crew was packing up their equipment and I was putting the hidden branded products back in their original places, a writer approached me.


  “Iwol, are you doing okay these days?”


  “Me?”


  “Spark, I mean. These days, there’s… a lot of talk, you know. About IDC.”


  Although their preliminary research might have been lacking, they seemed to be consistently monitoring the show. It was evident from the sudden additional shoots and their grasp of the audience’s feedback.


  Of course, a production team would naturally care about viewer’s reactions, but this reaction was more like…


  They probably feel guilty about the malicious editing.


  I didn’t mind either way. It was true that the current editing was more provocative than the original IDC, but at least the editing so far had been relatively tame compared to other survival programs.


  At least it wasn’t at the level of fabricating drama by slapping ‘bleep’ effects over harmless comments to stir controversy. I wouldn’t have joined this program if I hadn’t anticipated this much.


  “I’m fine.”


  I said with a bright smile.


  I almost added, ‘Thank you for your concern’, but held back. Humility was a virtue in Korean society, but being overly agreeable would just make you an easy target.


  “I didn’t expect this much buzz so early on, though.”


  “Neither did we. It’s strange how much chatter this season has generated.”


  That caught my attention.


  I, too, had noticed that there were too many posts excessively criticizing Spark over trivial matters.


  I tried not to pay too much attention, thinking it might be confirmation bias.


  But even someone more experienced than me felt the same way.


  This might make it difficult to view the emergence of nitpicky posts as a natural phenomenon.


  “Is that so?”


  “Yeah. Usually—can I say this?—someone needs to have both fans and haters to generate buzz, right? But we don’t have anyone like that on our show yet. So, the current reaction is a bit unexpected.”


  In an age where a single controversy could shake an entire program, today’s variety shows tend to screen everything they could about cast members beforehand—like running background checks, so to speak.


  They seemed surprised that things got noisy so quickly, despite filtering the cast this way and selecting rookies with relatively clean histories.


  “Don’t tell anyone I said this, okay?”


  “Yes, don’t worry.”


  Was it the system or a person that created this situation?


  I hoped it was the system. That way, the chaos could be fixed with a few absurd but manageable tweaks, instead of turning into something worse.


  

  “Seongbin, what do you think of this design?”


  “It’s pretty! Are we all going to wear them?”


  “No way. Do you know the meaning of the flower language of uninspired, copy-and-paste coordination?”


  “There’s a flower language for that?”


  “Of course. It means ‘carelessness’. Remember that.”


  I added two antique-looking eyeglass frames, which had passed Jeong Seongbin’s aesthetic judgment, to the shopping cart. Judging by their style, they seemed fancy enough to be called antique spectacles.


  “Hyung, you’ve selected two. You need to cancel one.”


  “No, I need to buy two. I have to try cutting one in half to see if a monocle look works, and if it doesn’t work, we need the intact one.”


  “Is that okay? Last time, you said we didn’t have the budget…”


  “My part-time job pay just came in, so it’s fine.”


  When I mentioned looking for part-time work, our manager had hooked me up with a temp gig doing office support for UA.


  Since then, I’d been helping with organizing raw data and updating the HR system whenever I had time. And two days ago, the much-needed paycheck arrived.


  I had seriously debated whether I’d have to sell stocks again or just dress everyone in rags and be done with it, so the timing was perfect.


  As I sighed in relief, Jeong Seongbin practically jumped out of his seat.


  “Hyung, you’re using your own money?!”


  “Yeah. I’ve saved enough from the self-PR so far, but who knows what might come up for the final. Better to save wherever we can now.”


  “But this isn’t right. I’ll talk to the company right now…”


  “It’s money I earned from organizing files at UA anyway. If you think about it, it’s technically still company money.”


  He said he would talk to the company, but Jeong Seongbin himself probably knew. It’d be nearly impossible to squeeze more funds out of the company.


  Especially with this stage requiring a lot of help from the production team, it was better to keep our mouths shut as much as possible about other expenses.


  “I’ll buy the cheapest ones that don’t look cheap, so don’t feel so bad about it. Speaking of which, what do you think about these suspenders?”


  “They’re cute. You said you’d coordinate them with shirts, right?”


  “Yeah. You all have white shirts, right?”


  “Some members might not.”


  “What? They claim to be functioning members of society, and they don’t even own a white shirt?”


  Unbelievable. That meant I’d have to buy shirts too.


  I groaned and started searching men’s shopping sites.


  As I was about to change the ‘most popular’ filter” sort button to ‘lowest filter’, Jeong Seongbin grabbed my wrist.


  “Hyung, wait.”


  “What is it?”


  “I think I can get the shirts.”


  Jeong Seongbin said resolutely. I was almost moved by the image of a dependable leader, but I couldn’t bring myself to do something as unscrupulous as emptying a high school student’s wallet.


  “Shirts aren’t expensive. They’re basic items, so anyone can wear them once they’re bought…”


  “That’s not it. There’s someone in my family who’s obsessed with buying clothes. He probably has dozens of shirts like this lying around.”


  “Don’t tell me, it’s Mr. Jeong Seongjun?”


  At the mention of his younger brother, the one who once made the torn dumplings, Jeong Seongbin chuckled. It was a laugh filled with unspoken stories.


  “If he’s that into clothes, don’t force it. Plus, everyone’s body types are different, so we’ll probably have to buy a few anyway.”


  “Don’t worry about that. He’s not picky about fit. He’ll probably have almost everything.”


  “Mr. Jeong Seongjun must be a fashionista, huh.”


  “He has tons of clothes he’s never even worn… And he wears my clothes a lot, too. He even put a hole in one of them recently.”


  “Ah, those pants with the ripped ankles? That was Mr. Jeong Sungjoon’s doing?”


  No wonder. I couldn’t imagine a neat kid like Jeong Seongbin showing up with ventilation holes in his ankles.


  “Start practice tomorrow without me. I’ll raid his closet.”


  Jeong Seongbin said something menacing with a bright smile. It seemed he was planning to take revenge for his pants.


  Chapter 120: Second Competition: Random Play Dance


  The next day, Jeong Seongbin really showed up with an enormous trash bag full of white and beige dress shirts.


  Looking at the blue bag on the verge of bursting, I wondered if he had raided his entire family’s closets.


  “Does Jeong Seongjun aspire to be a wholesaler or something?”


  “He doesn’t even have to wait. He could open a shopping mall right now.”


  Jeong Seongbin shrugged.


  Usually, Jeong Seongbin spoke in a softer tone compared to his peers.


  But when it came to his younger brother, he showed no mercy He even sighed, saying, ‘How can he have so many clothes with the tags still on…?’.


  At least he still had a shred of decency; Jeong Seongbin clarified that he had borrowed the clothes with his brother’s permission, making it clear this was a loan, not a looting operation.


  Thanks to him, I was able to prepare all the costumes and props without any additional expenses.


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from the ‘Superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ Wow, Assistant Manager Kim is so competent. Other people must have no work left to do. I don’t know how this company would function without you.

  


  Perhaps the system found this particularly distasteful, as it made some XX remarks.


  But I didn’t care about the system’s sarcasm. If it wasn’t going to help, it could just buzz off.


  

  The additional filming for IDC didn’t end with the meeting scene.


  “A surprise mission?”


  “Yeah. They’re deciding the performance order for the second competition with a random play dance.”


  I was absolutely dumbfounded by the sudden news brought by the manager.


  I already knew that IDC had soared to popularity due to the controversies surrounding other audition programs, but I hadn’t expected them to pull such an arbitrary stunt just to pad out the runtime.


  If it was a mid-point mission, they should give us enough time so it didn’t interfere with stage preparations.


  If they were going to decide the performance order, they should coordinate the schedules and film it right before the second competition!


  My stomach churned at the thought of getting dragged into this nonsense when we were already pressed for time preparing for the stage


  If they announced a second season of IDC, I’d write on the viewer forums demanding they plan the format better in advance.


  Besides, not just anyone could pull off a ‘random play dance.’ With so much K-Pop out there, who could learn all those choreographies?


  But this was South Korea, a place where the incompetent didn’t survive.


  Thinking about the dance proficiency I diligently raised during my OJT period, I clenched my fist.


  To survive in this highly competitive industry, I needed to strengthen my resolve. I even took special training from Kang Kiyeon during my vacation to prepare for this.


  And, as if to mock my firm resolve, I surrendered after only two songs. It seemed using a cheat key to raise my proficiency had resulted in watered-down stats.


  Worried about my fatigue increasing again, I flopped down on the floor.


  “My head feels like it’s about to explode.”


  “Maybe you’re trying to dance too much with your head.”


  Kang Kiyeon said, looking down at me with his arms crossed.


  “If I don’t understand it, my body won’t move. It’s always like this—if your body is weak, your mind suffers.”


  “Your body isn’t weak. Your sense is.”


  “You’re the worst.”


  Despite his jab, Kang Kiyeon helped me wholeheartedly for the random play dance filming.


  However, this method was inefficient.


  If they were going to gather all the participants for a random play dance to decide the order, wouldn’t the standard way be to let the final winner choose their preferred slot first?


  In Spark, we had a dream team: me, quick to analyze the variety shows IDC likely referenced; Jeong Seongbin, who could list the songs I looked for in real-time; and Kang Kiyeon, the practice fanatic who had probably danced to all those songs at least once.


  With this team, we could ensure someone from our team was the last one standing. With a very high probability.


  But I couldn’t be satisfied with just that. Winning a music show wasn’t easy, after all.


  I looked up at Kang Kiyeon while still lying down.


  “Kiyeon.”


  “What?”


  “I just received an incredible revelation.”


  “Get up if you’re going to say something weird.”


  He was not falling for it. Jeong Seongbin would’ve played along by now.


  Still, since he insisted, I got up. Even if I was still going to say something weird anyway.


  I placed my hands on Kang Kiyeon’s shoulders and declared.


  “If we secure the final slot this time, we’ll win again.”


  “What are you talking about all of a sudden?”


  “I’m saying we absolutely need to win first place in the random play dance and claim the sixth performance slot.”


  “…?”


  “And I believe you can make it happen.”


  After all, our Kang Kiyeon is an amazing dancer, right?


  Let’s carry this heavy responsibility and sweep the stage.


  

  Immediately after their debut, Spark’s popularity was largely divided between Choi Jeho and Lee Cheonghyeon.


  Choi Jeho, who had debuted first through that jerk Jang Junhoo’s music video and had an overwhelming presence as the center, and Lee Cheonghyeon, whose face alone caused a stir on the first music show.


  Most conversations related to Spark began with these two.


  Next to the rise was Park Joowoo.


  Park Joowoo’s vocals always drew attention.


  Tone, technique, high notes, stability—everything. It was natural for him, who debuted with such polished vocals, to get the highlight parts, and videos of him performing them live circulated online with titles like ‘Typical Rookie Boy Group Skills’.


  Jeong Seongbin, being the leader, had plenty of chances to speak at official events.


  As for me, I made an impression on the radio show with my shocking fashion choices or by showing off my drunk hippo act.


  So, what about Kang Kiyeon?


  He was the team’s main dancer, but his impact didn’t quite match Choi Jeho’s dance breaks, and his rap only came in during doubles with Lee Cheonghyeon.


  His vocal skills were decent, but unfortunately, with the addition of the mid Kim Iwol, his share of the spotlight was reduced.


  In short, Kang Kiyeon currently held the most ambiguous position within Spark.


  Those who recognized his potential became fans quickly, but his overall audience growth was slow. Even in the past, Kang Kiyeon wasn’t one to gain recognition quickly.


  Furthermore, Kang Kiyeon still struggled with stage fright.


  He pretended otherwise, but ever since a vocal slip-up during a music show rehearsal, he’d become a bit more sensitive.


  Given this situation, appearing on a survival program was obviously taking a toll on his mental state.


  Focusing the spotlight on Kang Kiyeon now to open the door for new fans could be like poison instead.


  But when it came to dancing, it might be a different story.


  If Seongbin-hyung is a music jukebox, Kang Kiyeon is a dance vending machine.


  Right. Doesn’t Kiyeon know the choreography to almost every title track?


  He learns new choreography practically every day. If it’s been performed on a music show, he can probably dance to it.


  You could probably wake him up with music playing, and he’d start dancing.


  That’s right.


  If what they had said jokingly in the past about Kang Kiyeon was true—


  Things learned with the body are rarely forgotten.


  Even if his mind went blank from nerves, his practice would instinctively help him.


  Hoping that his efforts would be rewarded, I devised a crash course called ‘Master Random Play Dance with These Key Tips!’ with Jeong Seongbin, and relentlessly drilled Kang Kiyeon.


  It ended up being meaningless since Kang Kiyeon already knew all the choreography, but he said he understood his hyungs’ sincerity and promised to do his best.


  

  On the day of the additional filming, we all wore matching thin sweatshirts and pants.


  These were from a brand that had appeared only once in Spark’s choreography practice video and received an explosive response from fans.


  Why does it have to be this brand?


  This brand’s clothes make us look good when we dance.


  The members never wore those clothes again after that.


  But dear Sparklers, rejoice. I have fulfilled your wishes.


  Hyung, you look better in formal wear than casual… Wouldn’t you find this a waste?


  Park Joowoo did raise an objection before I checked out the items. But I ignored it.


  “Mr. Iwol, you’re out!”


  I’d already predicted that I’d get eliminated from the first song. Even though I had reviewed the choreography during our ‘Master Random Play Dance with These Key Tips!’ prep, I danced it backward, so I was the only one eliminated.


  Since I was going to be eliminated quickly anyway, what was the point of wearing clothes that suited me? It was enough that the talented dancers looked great.


  Mr. Yur interviewed me after my swift elimination. I waved cheerfully, saying I trusted my team members, and shouted words of encouragement to them.


  As if to mock my lightning-fast elimination, the remaining participants showcased incredible skills.


  Thanks to the challenge trend, everyone knew most of the songs. Groups specializing in performance even managed to form proper formations for some songs.


  Except for a few people like me who had unusually short trainee periods, eliminations didn’t come easily.


  All five members of Spark admirably survived. As expected, you shine the brightest as a five-member team.


  As I earnestly prayed for the revival of the five-member group Spark and for some social distancing, Mr. Yur stepped in again.


  Since eliminations weren’t happening and the progress was slow, they decided to drastically increase the difficulty.


  From this point on, participants started dropping like flies.


  As the release dates of the songs broadened to include older tracks, the younger idols began to fall one by one. Among them, only Kang Kiyeon, who had received special lectures from the veteran Jeong Seongbin, survived.


  As the number of people dwindled, Kang Kiyeon’s true value began to shine.


  He, who had been dancing in the back row amidst the crowd, gradually moved forward as those in front of him were eliminated.


  There was no need to wait for him to reach the very front. For Kang Kiyeon, just a step or two forward was enough.


  “Kiyeon-nim is a really good dancer.”


  Whether he was surrounded by people or stationed at the end of the formation


  Once Kang Kiyeon caught your eye, his skill kept your attention.


  While Choi Jeho’s strength was his dance lines, Kang Kiyeon’s was his control over dynamics.


  Such a wonderful strength wasn’t easily captured on music shows. The cameras didn’t focus solely on Kang Kiyeon long enough to capture the varying intensity of his movements.


  Instead, Kang Kiyeon’s true worth was revealed in fancams.


  As you followed him with your eyes, you could see how accurately he executed the moves, where he emphasized the power, and how sharply he hit the beats.


  In a situation like this, where everyone was watching for accuracy to identify those who made mistakes, no one could surpass Kang Kiyeon.


  Even as the people around him dwindled, and the number of people watching him increased…


  Just like when he practiced alone in an empty practice room, all he had to do was dance to the music, letting his body express what he’d ingrained within it.


  “Kiyeon is doing well.”


  I muttered, watching Kang Kiyeon face off against a member of Berion for the last spot.


  Choi Jeho, the freshly eliminated contestant sitting next to me, replied,


  “That’s just how he is.”


  Right. What else is there to say about your maknae’s skills?


  Kang Kiyeon, backed by Choi Jeho’s confidence, truly took first place.


  Standing in front of the order chart, he called out with a calm expression, but unable to hide his slightly flushed ears, ‘Hyung! I can choose the sixth slot, right?’


  I smiled and nodded.


  Chapter 121: Second Competition: Concerto


  Thanks to Kang Kiyeon’s stellar performance, Spark secured the sixth slot in the lineup.


  The glasses I ordered looked perfect on Park Joowoo, and Jeong Seongjun’s clothes were of such high quality that they were perfect for styling.


  How on earth do you even secure a beret?


  You’ll probably need at least twenty bobby pins.


  Except for the fact that Jeong Seongbin was forced to wear a beret and almost had his hair ripped out by me, there were no major hiccups.


  That was a TMI I hadn’t heard before. Spark should have worn hats more often on stage.


  Yoo Hansoo’s barrage of texts had also subsided, so I was able to prepare in peace.


  Of course, not everything went smoothly.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, Spark’s greatest treasure, had lost the usual glow on his face due to fatigue.


  Cheonghyeon, I need twice as much of your talent this time.


  Why?


  We’re going to need some sampling.


  This performance’s concept revolved around a nerdy scientist entranced by the night sky.


  The styling was also designed to evoke the image of a research enthusiast captivated by the beauty of galaxies and stars, delving into them obsessively.


  The problem lay in the characteristic image of a ‘scholar quietly immersed in research.’


  Unlike lively rookie idols or energetic athletes, this image was closer to a static feeling.


  Going for a mad scientist would stray too far from the intended concept and our youthful vibe, so I decided to enhance the musical quality to bring the concept to life—


  Sampling? With which song?


  You can decide on that.


  Huh?


  Classical music is your specialty, isn’t it?


  —by sampling classical music.


  The song we chose to cover this time was Hellas’s ‘Starlight’, a ballad about quietly whispering love under the night sky.


  It wasn’t flashy, but it had a nice melody and decent lyrics, making it a well-known song for a B-side.


  My goal was to infuse the song with a touch of classical beauty, meticulous precision bordering on obsession, and an ethereal atmosphere. If the sampling worked, we could hit three birds with one stone.


  Though I knew next to nothing about classical music, Lee Cheonghyeon was a different story. He was once a kid who lived and breathed piano.


  And it wasn’t as though he had turned to other genres out of a distaste for classical music. So there was even less for him to hesitate about.


  You understand the concept and direction, right? And the song is already chosen. What else do you need?


  No, I just thought you had already chosen the song for sampling. You hate unexpected variables, hyung.


  You’re the arranger, so you know best. Your choice will be the best choice.


  What did Lee Cheonghyeon say to that? I couldn’t remember.


  Anyway, Lee Cheonghyeon threw himself into the work with intensity from the beginning of the preparation period.


  As a result, his face looked absolutely haggard. And after all the nagging I had given him about taking care of that face too.


  Putting his good look aside, he was a sunshine boy when he was lively and a melancholic man when worn out, but this was neither. What’s the point of having a perfect song and a perfect choreography if his face isn’t?


  I placed a glucose candy in Lee Cheonghyeon’s hand.


  And I chanted a magic spell in my heart.


  Be beautiful…


  

  “Oh, Sticky sunbaenims are doing an Eastern-style stage too!”


  Jeong Seongbin reacted as he watched Sticky’s performance being recorded. On-screen, Sticky opened their intro by elegantly snapping open fans.


  That made it the third Oriental-themed stage today. The concepts varied from struggles for the throne to martial arts sword dances. Indeed, hanbok seemed to be a staple for survival shows.


  Parthe’s stage today was also spectacular.


  They all came out wearing hanbok embroidered with gold thread and showcased synchronized action scenes and group dancing, exuding charisma that made your jaw drop.


  Han Gawoon’s vocals were perfectly placed too, making it clear he got a solid part in the performance.


  It was hard to believe he was the same person who had desperately tried to stop Song Minil under the Han River bridge.


  Besides, the swords were incredibly realistic. The way they reflected the stage lighting was sharp and impressive.


  Yes, this is how you do a performance.


  I inwardly admired them but I kept my tone calm on the surface.


  “Technically, ours is an Oriental-retro concept too.”


  “I am not sure. Id’s say it’s more like steampunk.”


  Kang Kiyeon disagreed with me. Well, it was fine as long as everyone looked good.


  Besides what can we do? We’re civil officials, not military ones.


  “Sticky sunbaenim’s stage has started?! I want to watch too!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon, who was getting touch-up makeup at the end of the waiting room, shouted and ran over.


  His face was shining.


  Literally, physically shining.


  “What happened to your face?”


  Sparkling glitter was scattered like jewels across his pale face.


  He even wore colored contacts to give off a special impression, turning him into a non-human. You’ve worked hard, magical glucose candy.


  It was strange, though. We were both wearing sparkly colored contacts, but mine looked like snake eyes while his looked like the California sunshine.


  Looking freshly radiant, like a just-picked orange, Lee Cheonghyeon struck a pose with his hands framing his face.


  “Isn’t the glitter awesome? Today, Cheonghyeon’s face concept is diamond mine!”


  “Hand over the mining rights. I’ll burn it all down.”


  “I knew you’d say that, so I’ve set aside exclusive distribution rights for you, hyungnim.”


  “Good.”


  Choi Jeho shot us a look from afar that said, They’re at it again. But dressed in suspenders and shorts, that expression had no impact whatsoever.


  While everyone was showing off their beauty, only Kang Kiyeon remained quiet. He just watched Sticky’s performance with a slightly stiff face.


  I waited for Sticky’s stage to end before placing my hand on his shoulder. Giving it a gentle squeeze, I felt him flinch slightly.


  “Don’t worry. We’ve got this.”


  “…”


  “As long as I don’t trip and tumble off the stage mid-performance, that is.”


  “That would be a disaster….”


  Kang Kiyeon gave a wry chuckle, as if dumbfounded.


  But I was being serious.


  Barring a catastrophe of that scale, Spark was bound to take first place. Truly.


  

  Lee Cheonghyeon put in a tremendous amount of effort in preparing for the second competition.


  It was all because of Kim Iwol’s mission, assigned to him right after the concept was finalized.


  We need sampling.


  The original song was a ballad, the arrangement direction was a light dance track, the emotion to express was pure academic passion and joy, and the tool of choice was classical music.


  Everything was clear, but progress was slow.


  Several potential songs came to mind, but none of them felt right. Every piece felt slightly lacking.


  He couldn’t grasp how to arrange them either.


  To Lee Cheonghyeon, ‘interpreting a piece’ meant staying free while adhering to the sheet music.


  But now, he was breaking a song into measures or even single notes, rearranging them here and there. The process felt less like a challenge and more like destruction.


  Does this hyung trust me too much? He often thought that.


  But then, he remembered his family, who hadn’t trusted him at all.


  They had said that if he liked music so much, he might as well stick to classical—something they’d begrudgingly tolerate.


  So for a few years, he happily played the piano.


  He immersed himself, savoring every moment. He was happy.


  As he grew older and his knowledge broadened, the music Lee Cheonghyeon could access expanded.


  Beyond classical music, there were other songs—ones neither inferior to nor more addictive than the piano pieces he played.


  His world continued to expand.


  To Lee Cheonghyeon, music was like the ocean, endless and mysterious.


  He simply loved music. All kinds of music.


  He enjoyed playing instruments, singing, rapping over beats, and just listening.


  But for his parents, what mattered was what kind of music Lee Cheonghyeon played and in front of whom.


  At that moment, a fixed course was charted on Lee Cheonghyeon’s ocean.


  Every day, he steered a luxurious cruise ship hosting elegant soirées, looping the same route alone. Until the illuminated sea was dyed black by darkness.


  On the day he stepped off that ship, despite much opposition, Lee Cheonghyeon knew it would take a long time before he could return to the sea.


  Until one day, his roommate—Kim Iwol—casually announced that he was hiring him as a ‘composition machine’.


  Back then, Kim Iwol had even snatched away the map Lee Cheonghyeon was clinging to like a lingering regret and said,


  Is it wrong to expect great things from a young, talented person?


  It was a strange thing to say. His family always asked him how long he would keep making foolish choices.


  Kim Iwol wasn’t kind like his parents. Lee Cheonghyeon couldn’t ride a luxury cruise ship, nor could he choose only calm waters.


  All he was given was a rickety raft that seemed ready to sink within ten meters and a crude paddle carved by Kim Iwol himself.


  Looking at the raft, Lee Cheonghyeon thought:


  Which sea should I sail to?


  What am I sailing for?


  I….


  And amusingly enough.


  Whenever he tried to delve into such thoughts,


  Your choice will be the best choice.


  Kim Iwol would urge him to set sail, forcing him to head out to sea.


  Lee Cheonghyeon had no choice but to move forward. In his tiny raft, with his humble paddle.


  Kim Iwol did nothing but hand him a new ship. Because all Kim Iwol demanded of Lee Cheonghyeon was simply to cross the sea.


  So Lee Cheonghyeon decided to raise a flag on his humble raft.


  To define the kind of music he wanted to create.


  To decide what he wanted his songs to convey.


  And no matter where his journey took him, to always held onto the answers to those questions.


  From the speakers, Beethoven’s Piano Concerto No. 5 began to play.


  Chapter 122: Rumors (1)


  The stage began with a flowing piano melody.


  Lee Cheonghyeon moved his hands as if playing an invisible piano in the air.


  The piano sound blended into the original song’s accompaniment, and the movement naturally transitioned into choreography.


  『A windswept field


  A gentle sky


  I stand there


  Waiting for the stars to rise』


  Lee Cheonghyeon didn’t include a single rap in this performance. Instead, he participated as a vocalist.


  Though he was a decent singer, he must have known the risk involved after spending so much time focused on rapping. Yet, he refused to compromise.


  When I told him there was no need to abandon his strengths for the sake of perfection, he responded:


  I don’t want to be afraid of challenges.


  The faint smile from that time still lingered on his face even now.


  If his falsetto wasn’t smooth, I wouldn’t have allowed it. Just this once, I‘d let it slide.


  『You don’t know


  How much time flows by


  Riding the Milky Way』


  With a gesture of slightly pushing up his glasses, Park Joowoo also flawlessly delivered his part.


  『Why is the night sky


  So dazzlingly bright?


  The darkness shines


  So beautifully』


  I put my arm around his shoulders.


  With my other hand, I made a telescope shape and brought it to my eye, looking up at the sky.


  『So I have no choice


  But to dive in


  With a deep heart』


  Jeong Seongbin’s eyes shone as he gazed out at the dark audience.


  The glitter on his cheeks glimmered against the muted tones of his vintage-style outfit, creating a mysterious and captivating aura.


  As we performed the original song, all six members huddled together in thought or gazed collectively at the sky.


  And as the second verse ended,


  A part of the 3rd movement of Piano Concerto No. 5, the piece Lee Cheonghyeon himself had chosen, began to play.


  This part also belonged to Lee Cheonghyeon.


  He stepped to the edge of the stage and held up a plastic light bulb he had prepared beforehand.


  Designed to open with a slight touch, the bulb burst open in Lee Cheonghyeon’s hand with the click of a switch.


  Gold paper confetti from inside the bulb showered over his face.


  And stage’s LED panels and floor transformed into a celestial expanse.


  A colorful Milky Way flowed amidst the shining white stars.


  It was the moment the star we had been searching for finally appeared before our eyes.


  The media art that had consumed the budget of three performances shone in its full glory. Even after watching it countless times during simulations, approvals, and rehearsals, it was still breathtaking.


  Amidst the shower of paper stars, Lee Cheonghyeon smiled brightly.


  That expression was what convinced me to place Lee Cheonghyeon at the center.


  It was the same smile he had when he completed this arrangement.


  If that wasn’t joy, if that wasn’t exhilaration, then what else it could be?


  I didn’t know what he might have discovered, but at least for now, Lee Cheonghyeon was the closest among Spark to embodying an ‘enthusiastic scientist discovering an unknown planet’.


  I just hoped that joy would be conveyed to the audience as well.


  Afterward, the orchestra’s accompaniment, which initially seemed unrelated, transitioned seamlessly into the next part.


  It was time for the ballet-like group choreography, led by Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon, to begin.


  I don’t know much about classical music, so I’m being cautious, but.


  Hm?


  This piece feels quite unique.


  That was what I said when I first heard the piece Lee Cheonghyeon had chosen.


  And when he asked why, I expressed my limited understanding this way:


  It doesn’t feel like any one instrument takes the lead; it’s more like they’re exchanging parts. Especially in the third movement.


  Right?


  What I wanted was brilliance and elegance.


  But Lee Cheonghyeon seemed to want to say something more.


  That’s why I like this piece.


  He gently touched the corner of the screen playing the video, as if handling something precious.


  Because it feels like we’re all making music together.


  I wasn’t sure if Lee Cheonghyeon, now performing on stage with us, was feeling that same sense of unity he once cherished.


  But I hoped he wouldn’t regret it.


  I sincerely wished for him to find joy in making music.


  

  No surprises here.


  Spark took first place in the second competition as expected. Parthe followed closely behind in second place.


  The atmosphere inside UA was…


  Needless to say. It was like a festival.


  Even the production team members, who had been grinding themselves down like millstones, congratulated us on our hard work when they heard the news.


  The overall quality of all the stages had improved, making this round of voting more competitive than the previous one. The margins between the rankings were slim.


  UA seemed to be proud of Spark for taking first place in such a competitive environment.


  This was probably the last first-place ranking Spark would achieve in the IDC. The fourth competition had a special format, and the final round would include online voting.


  Spark didn’t have much of a chance in either of those. Especially in the final round, where online voting would be introduced for the first and last time.


  So, for now, I thought it wouldn’t hurt to let them enjoy this moment. I happily watched the Spark members receive generous praise from the staff.


  Then, between those guys and me, the system appeared.


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from the ‘Superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ Assistant Manager Kim, standing out isn’t always a good thing in society.

  


  The system’s message was much shorter than usual.


  However, it was strange. The single sentence, though only a few words long, was strangely unsettling.


  My uneasy premonition proved correct.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Subordinate’ is being notified of a Violation of Regulations.’


    .


    .


    .


    ▷ If actions deviating significantly from established history are discovered, ‘Subordinate’ will be deemed to have violated the Duty of Fairness.


    ▷ Depending on the extent to which ‘Subordinate’ has changed history, sanctions can be imposed by utilizing the environment ‘Subordinate’ is in.


    [SYSTEM] Sanctions against ‘Subordinate’ for ‘Violation of Regulations’ have been issued.


    ▷ Content: Reporting of reputation score


    ▷ Reason: Participation and performance in ‘Idol Dynasy Chronicle’

  


  That night, my name began to be plastered all over various online communities.


  Along with the dishonorable words ‘team bullying’ and ‘workplace harassment’.


  

  It seemed everyone had a reputation score. Like ratings in job searches. That was probably why I once received that message about good attendance leading to a good evaluation.


  And the system seemed to be able to flag and hide reviews of a person’s reputation, like a company could do with customer reviews.


  Up until now, I hadn’t done anything to warrant complaints. So, my reputation shouldn’t have been bad.


  However, after that ‘Reputation Score Report Processing’, just like a company’s review page after good reviews were removed, only negative posts about me began to surface.


  ≫ Am I the only one who feels like Kim Iwol is overly strict about discipline?


  Even during interviews, the kids straighten their posture whenever they glance at Iwol (they seem to be on edge).


  The composer member said he gets his progress checked every time during live performances.


  During IDC, he was the only one who spoke when they were giving points for the self-PR stage.


  └ For #1ㅋㅋㅋ , it’s not like Iwol glared at them or anything. The kids just saw him and fixed their posture on their own. Why are you blaming Iwol?


  └ Then how do you explain #3ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ Typical blind defenders: they run away when faced with valid points.


  ≫ But honestly, I had a bad feeling about him even before the disrespecting seniors controversy came up.


  Maybe it’s because he’s the oldest and part of the producing team


  Jeong Seongbin is the actual leader, but he uses his speaking power to control the team atmosphere.


  └ For real, you don’t know how fucking annoying it is unless you’ve experienced it yourself


  └ He’s always keeping the other oldest line, Choi Jeho, in checkㅋㅋ I’ve always disliked how he acts all smug around Jeho.


  ≫ The members always say he’s the one who nags the most, but honestly, does he even have the qualifications to nag anyone?ㅠㅠ


  Iwol, look at your fancam views……


  └ The kids were sending out an SOS.


  └ Is the difference in fancam views that big?


  └ They’re similar, but Kim Pep is consistently among the lowest.


  └ Isn’t it normal for non-dance or non-center members to have lower fancam views?


  └


  └└ No, that doesn’t matter.


  └ Fancams are for watching dancing, how can it not matterㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Are you stupid?


  The reaction was disastrous. Some points felt so reasonable that even I was somewhat convinced.


  I was ready to quietly bow out, but the system seemed determined to keep me in the thick of things…


  Still, up until then, things were fine. From the moment I, of all people, became an idol, I knew I wouldn’t hear good things.


  But this was only the beginning.


  The situation rapidly deteriorated starting that night.


  While planning the lineup for the third competition—focused on positional battles—based on instructions from the Idol Dynasty Chronicle team, the dormitory phone rang.


  The person who called at 4 a.m. was our manager.


  ─ Iwol, are you looking at the internet? The public opinion is pretty bad right now… You might want to check.


  I told him I’d check and call him back, then hung up.


  Social media was a complete inferno.


  ≫ UA insiders have long said that KIW has a bad attitude.


  He’s known for ignoring staff and doing whatever he wants, and looks like it’s finally exploded now


  I heard the CEO heavily favors him


  └ I heard he had a lot of friction with the PD too.


  └ Seeing as he debuted after only a year of training, it’s clear he’s getting special treatment


  ≫ Why do you think he got solo variety shows instead of the leader or the center, you idiots?


  He’s clearly receiving special treatment, while your faves are being sidelined. Face reality, people.


  └ Every time I see things like this, my heart aches for the other members… It’s so frustrating that they are being discriminated against just because of political maneuvering, even though they’ve trained much longer and are more talented.


  └ You’re telling meㅠㅠ My bias said he really likes the members, so I can’t say anything, but I just wish everyone got their fair shares… ㅠㅠㅠ


  The posts ranged from near-accurate leaks about internal company dynamics to exaggerated accusations about solo variety show appearances. These combined to create a narrative that seemed almost plausible.


  It wasn’t like I went on a drinking show alone just to boost my PR score.


  No, Choi Jeho really should have gone on that show instead, fuck…


  I grabbed my head and read a few more posts.


  The reckless controversy was a big problem, but the manager wouldn’t have called me at dawn just for this.


  After several more minutes of scrolling, I stumbled upon a different kind of issue—one I hadn’t even considered.


  ≫ Fans praise Kim Iwol for being a model student, but the funny thing is he acted like a total delinquent in school ㅋㅋ


  He was exempted from all group activities like school trips, and even though he wasn’t ranked high enough, he got a special study room that only students with good grades could use. There was a lot of talk about special treatment.


  He came from a rich family, and the teachers really doted on him.


  He knew he was superior and was a complete mf jerk. He didn’t even talk to his classmates.


  + Graduation album proof attached


  It was the first time in my life I’d faced accusations of preferential treatment.


  Chapter 123: Rumors (2)


  I took a deep breath and reread the post in front of me.


  Nothing had changed. It was exactly as I’d read the first time.


  Exemption from group activities, special treatment despite not meeting the criteria, terrible personality…


  I could guess why the controversy over the study hall started. My academic ranking wasn’t incredibly high.


  However, our school’s study hall admission system considered both internal exams and mock exam scores.


  So, the author of this post either didn’t know my mock exam ranking within the school or deliberately ignored it to fit their narrative.


  The reason I hadn’t gone on school trips or retreats was simple: I couldn’t afford the costs.


  Instead, I followed the school’s instructions and attended the self-study sessions. I definitely didn’t stay home relaxing while everyone else was on extracurricular activities.


  My family wasn’t that well-off either.


  Besides, even if my family had been well-off, what good would it do to me? I didn’t get any of the money. Just look at how I couldn’t even afford to go on the school trips.


  The part about not greeting my classmates… that was somewhat true. But I always participated when they needed players for soccer or when they were assigning cleaning duties.


  Since the post included a photo of our graduation album as proof, it gained a certain level of credibility. As a result, a lot of people already spread it across the internet.


  The half-truths, through comments and retweets, became distorted and over-interpreted.


  ≫ Summary of IDC’s cast member kiw’s controversy


  Doesn’t properly greet senior groups, lacks respect for other groups’ performances.


  Appears solo on variety shows, leads planning meetings despite the presence of the leader, controls the schedule, abuses staff.


  Used parental influence to get exemptions from all group activities in high school, received special treatment for study hall.


  Particularly notorious for his personality; since his school days, wouldn’t talk to anyone unless they were useful to him. Now, it seems to have evolved into manipulating members and creating an atmosphere where everyone follows his lead.


  During vacations, isolates group members and deliberately hangs around areas with only women.


  And finally, it had reached this point.


  The comments and related posts were just as bad.


  ≫ Did you see the summary of Kim Iwol’s controversy?


  This is illogical beyond belief


  If solo variety show appearances are considered preferential treatment, then how do you explain Choi Jeho appearing in a music video before his debut?


  ≫ Just like how he got special treatment in school, now he’s pulling the same stunts in UA


  └ Proves the saying ‘Old habits die hard’


  ≫ Meanwhile, ‘certain’ fans still shielding him…


  Just as expectedㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ Honestly, Parthe’s fandom has held back a lot so far


  I thought it was only a matter of time before this exploded


  └ Right… We just kept quiet because we didn’t want any unnecessary drama on programs featuring our boys, even though he was being openly disrespectful.


  ≫ Wasn’t his image supposed to be sociable and diligent?


  This is a bit shocking


  └ No idol would honestly show their true self; it’s all for image


  └ People ignore all the praise from PDs and members and only believe these so-called schoolmates ㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ Isn’t this a case of a rolling stone kicking out the stone that has been set?


  If I were Jeong Seongbin, I’d be incredibly resentful.


  What’s the point of being a leader if the company and the members treat you like a puppet?


  (TL note: ‘A rolling stone kicking out the stone that has been set’ is a Korean idiom. It means a newcomer completely taking over the power/authority without much effort.)


  ≫ But isn’t receiving special treatment in school a serious issue???


  Who knows if he also had his student record embellished?


  └ Seems like a fair suspicion.


  └ Exactly… As a current high school senior, just hearing about this is infuriating.


  ≫ The womanizer thing is seriously disappointing


  └ Another low point for humanity


  └ What’s this about being a womanizer? This is the first I’ve heard of it


  └ He intentionally loiters near places where only women are present, trying to get their attention


  └ Even the people who were actually there acknowledged from the start that Iwol was just picking up trash. It’s written in the original post. I’ll attach the PDF.


  I could tolerate other things, but I couldn’t stand the claim about mistreating staff. Just hearing the word ‘xx abuse’ made me feel sick.


  “Ha…”


  As angry as I was, I needed to stay calm. Now wasn’t the time to think about Manager Nam’s tyranny or anything else.


  “How am I going to resolve this?”


  I’d been forced to write apology letters before, but I had no experience with public statements, so my head hurt. The sun rose in the distance, indifferent to my plight.


  

  The first thing I did as soon as my morning alarm went off was wake up the members.


  I sat them down at the living room table, handed them each a piece of bread, and asked.


  “Do you guys think I treat Seongbin like a puppet leader, play politics within the group, and monopolize speaking rights by cleverly silencing everyone else?”


  “….What?”


  Kang Kiyeon asked back with a look as if I’d lost my mind.


  “Speak freely. This is important.”


  “Hyung, did something happen?”


  Jeong Seongbin asked, his voice full of concern. These guys never answered properly when I asked a question.


  I sighed softly and replied.


  “Yeah. There’s a controversy about my personality.”


  “What?!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon jumped up from his seat.


  “Why? Is it because you tattled on PD Yoo?”


  “That, and some other things.”


  “Did they find out you scolded us and told us to keep smiling even when our limbs were trembling…?”


  “Our Joowoo, it seems my words really stuck with you, huh?”


  “Is it the controversy about you forcing us to buy those heat packs on that home shopping channel?”


  “I paid for those with the company card. Plus, there were quantity limits. Besides, in the first place, I bought them for you and Kiyeon to use, Choi Jeho… Wait a minute. Is my personality really the problem?”


  “What are you saying? Get a grip, hyung!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon grabbed my shoulders and shook me.


  I’m sorry. I’m a bit easily swayed.


  “….Is it serious?”


  Kang Kiyeon, who had been listening quietly, spoke up.


  “Don’t worry, I’ll take care of it. But if there really is something wrong with me, it’s not a matter of defending myself—I need to fix it. That’s why I’m asking.”


  “…”


  “Alright then, I’ll take it that no one has complaints. I’m heading to work first. Take your time.”


  “Huh? Let’s go together!”


  Jeong Seongbin jumped to his feet.


  I’m sorry, but I don’t have time to wait for you guys. The UA staff must be so worried.


  I told them to finish eating and left the dorm first.


  

  The atmosphere at UA was as serious as I had expected.


  However, no one immediately grabbed me by the collar or reprimanded me.


  That was probably because I looked like the biggest mess in the world after pushing through the crowd of sasaengs camped outside the dorm.


  Honestly, it was really tough. Coming to work while hearing things like, ‘Iwol, do you like women that much?’ or ’XX, stop causing trouble and get lost!’ wasn’t easy.


  My manager got scolded for not picking me up. After explaining that I left early on my own, the blame on the manager ended there.


  I explained in detail to Mr. Min Jukyung and the CEO that none of the accusations were true. The student record I brought from the local PC cafe helped a lot.


  It also helped that the company already knew that my parents weren’t close enough to me to exert influence on my school.


  I was prepared to bare my back if they didn’t believe me, but thankfully, they believed me easily.


  “Still, I deeply apologize for creating a situation where such rumors could arise. I’ll take responsibility and resolve this.”


  “No, Iwol. It’s better to handle this through the company.”


  That made sense. Statements issued by the company would be more carefully crafted.


  But…


  “I’m just worried about the emotional toll on the fans. I think it’s only right for me to explain directly to them.”


  I promised that I wouldn’t make any rash statements and would consult with the company beforehand if necessary, then left the meeting room.


  Once I confirmed there was no one around, I summoned the system.


  Just lend me one more work tool.


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from ‘Superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ Didn’t you request equipment not long ago? You need something else already?

  


  This is your fault for fueling baseless hate. If you want to see me succeed as an idol, cooperate a little.


  I requested my CSAT score report and mock exam score reports from the system.


  Then, I diligently printed out the messages I exchanged with the staff using the company copier and quietly returned to the practice room.


  

  “What did the CEO say?”


  “The company will contact IDC.”


  “No, about the clarification.”


  “I’m taking care of that.”


  Choi Jeho shrugged at my answer. He looked like he had something to say but decided it wasn’t necessary.


  After that, we just focus on practice. Thankfully, everyone concentrated well.


  At least until my phone vibrated.


  “…Isn’t that a phone ringing?”


  “Sorry, it’s mine. They said I might need to be contacted urgently, so they told me to keep it with me until this is resolved.”


  I excused myself and checked my phone.


  It was Yoo Hansoo.


  Of course. I was wondering why you’d been so quiet lately.


  “Guys, I need to take this call.”


  From behind, Kang Kiyeon asked who it was.


  I didn’t answer and simply left the practice room.


  “Hello.”


  ─ Oh, Iwol.


  The voice on the other end was incredibly friendly.


  I could feel it even without seeing him. Yoo Hansoo’s face was probably lit up with a huge grin.


  ─ I heard you’re in big trouble?


  Not even ‘You’re screwed’—such a mild expression. He seemed to be thinking clearly enough to consider the possibility I might be recording this call.


  To meet his expectations, I pressed the record button and silently listened to what Yoo Hansoo had to say.


  ─ I told you to be careful with people. This industry is small. You’ve been debuted for less than a year, and you’ve already gotten on people’s bad side. How are you going to manage?


  Sure, I should be careful with people, but what am I supposed to do when the system is the one causing the trouble? Does the system even understand human languange?


  I desperately wanted to request an IP trace of some of the posts.


  But it would be useless. Even if I reported it, these things took time. It would take several weeks for the complaint to be filed and the investigation to begin.


  The public, on the other hand, didn’t wait. Even now, posts demanding my removal were appearing on IDC’s bulletin board.


  Yoo Hansoo likely understood this dynamic all too well. That was probably why he took this opportunity to stick his spoon into the pot.


  In other words, he was currently in a position of complete power.


  If I were to expose his harassment now, I’d just end up being an idol countering harassment accusations with claims of being a victim of harassment.


  ─ Don’t get too discouraged, Iwol.


  Yoo Hansoo said kindly.


  ─ This is how you learn.


  Ha.


  I might as well have a huge fight with this guy and plaster my picture all over the front page of the entertainment news tomorrow morning…


  Chapter 124: Rumors (3)


  “Thank you for your concern, PD-nim.”


  I expressed my gratitude to Yoo Hansoo as if I were truly touched.


  “But I don’t think you need to worry too much.”


  ─ Oh, how can I not? I’ve known you for so long.


  Oh really, now.


  Feeling smug, are we? Enjoying yourself?


  “No, really, it’s okay. The company said they might be able to track the IP address of the internal accusations. Apparently, there are records kept from when the network was installed.”


  How do you like that? Huh? You little XX.


  Sure enough, not a word could be heard from the other end of the phone.


  This b*tch, I suspected it, but he really posted those bad things about me at the company.


  The call disconnected. Yoo Hansoo was probably scrambling to his office to confirm whether what I said was true.


  He’ll probably call me again soon to say that spreading false information is a serious crime.


  The slight satisfaction of rattling him was short-lived, as I heaved a sigh.


  I felt drained just from the phone call, so I crouched down on the stairwell landing for a moment and took a deep breath.


  At least the company issues seemed manageable to clear up, but as for my family…


  If anyone dug up their personal details, they’d likely distance themselves from me immediately, denying any ties. Those people would rather draw a line immediately, declaring they had cut ties with me long ago, than be associated with me.


  The remaining issue was the school situation.


  To be honest, I had no confidence in this area. Even if I claimed innocence, there was no one to back me up.


  I should’ve tried harder to maintain good relationships. I shouldn’t have gone through life thinking I could do it all alone.


  But then again, isn’t it self-serving to think of people as tools to use for convenience?


  As expected, a bastard like me should live alone. Still, I should have maintained better relationships with my classmates…


  “I’ve lived my life wrong.”


  I hadn’t thought I lived it particularly well before, but today solidified it.


  My life was garbage. Hopeless garbage.


  “Still, to make it at least recyclable, I have to work hard…”


  I dragged my feet. It was time to strive for a life that could be sorted for recycling.


  

  Even after returning to the practice room, I couldn’t practice for long.


  With so many controversies erupting at once, there was a mountain of information to sort through. As a result, for the first time since the nosebleed incident, I left early.


  When I got back to the dorm, there was a fresh set of grade reports issued by the system in my suitcase. I fiddled absentmindedly with the edge of one of the college entrance exam result sheets.


  I also transferred the screenshot I had taken of my university acceptance that got revoked, just in case, to my laptop.


  What was the format for the Hanpyeong Industry written apology again?


  I’d only ever received written apologies, never written one, so my memory was hazy.


  First, I needed to apologize to the fans for causing concern. Then, I had to apologize for the delay in releasing a statement due to the time it took to organize everything…


  I hurriedly drafted a statement and reread it several times.


  A few rounds of vicarious fangirling for Spark were enough to teach me what to say and what not to say in an official statement. Thanks to that, editing was easy.


  The final draft turned out neat and well-organized. Even if someone demanded witnesses, I was ready to provide them.


  Except for the parts about school life.


  There was nothing I could do about that. It was true that I hadn’t received any special treatment, but it was hard to prove that I missed group activities because of financial reasons. And though I hadn’t specifically disrespected anyone, I wasn’t exactly known for having good relationships with my classmates either.


  This is why it’s terrifying when someone who knows just one piece of the story gets involved.


  I pondered for a long time about how to overcome this difficult situation.


  In the end, I didn’t come up with any solutions and slumped forward onto the dining table.


  It was a phone call that changed the tide.


  “Manager?”


  The caller ID showed it was the manager.


  Wondering if something else had blown up without my knowledge, I wedged the phone between my shoulder and ear and turned my laptop back on from sleep mode.


  Fortunately, the online forums were still stuck on ‘Kim Iwol’s Crappy Personality Exposed by Classmate’.


  However, the voice on the other end belonged to an unexpected person.


  ─ Hyung, it’s Seongbin.


  “Seongbin? What’s wrong?”


  Looking at the clock, it was still the middle of practice time.


  Jeong Seongbin calling in the middle of practice? This had to be something big.


  I racked my brain, trying to figure out where my carefully constructed defenses had sprung another leak.


  Then, I gave up.


  What difference did it make where the controversy was brewing now? At least I knew I’d lived honestly, so I could refute whatever came up.


  I calmly waited for Jeong Seongbin to speak.


  ─ Hyung, have you seen the post online?


  “Online? You mean the ‘Collection of Kim Iwol Quotes That Reveal His True Character’ one?”


  ─ No, not that one!


  It was the hottest topic right now though. It had tons of comments, too.


  As I rubbed my strained eyes and refreshed the page, Jeong Seongbin spoke again.


  ─ Someone claiming to be hyung’s classmate posted something!


  He wasn’t kidding.


  Before my eyes was a post titled: ‘I’m Iwol’s classmate. Regarding the misunderstandings about Iwol…’


  

  The title of the post was long. It said the post was written to clear up misunderstandings about me.


  I hung up, telling Seongbin I’d call back after reading the post. Then I scrolled down and read the lengthy post, which had the scroll bar as long as my fingernail.


  ≫ I’m Iwol’s classmate. I’m writing this post to clear up the misunderstandings about him. (Proof included)


  Hello. I was the class president in Kim Iwol’s class during our third year of high school.


  I heard that Iwol is facing a lot of misunderstandings, so I decided to write this post to share my honest perspective based on what I know of him.


  .


  .


  .


  Class president?


  I remembered him. He was a sociable and lively guy, so we exchanged greetings occasionally.


  He loved soccer so much that he played every lunch break and would always call me over if they were short of players.


  ≫ Based on what I observed in our class, Iwol is not the type to disrespect his peers.


  On the contrary, he was popular because he was good at sports, and he was an ordinary guy who enjoyed playing soccer with us every lunch break


  When I injured my ankle and had to wear a cast, he carried my bag to the bus stop after school every day


  Ah, right, this guy once severely sprained his ankle while playing soccer.


  Back when I convinced Kang Kiyeon, who stubbornly refused to go to the hospital despite the pain in his ankle, the memory of this guy’s face was vague. But now, it was slowly becoming clearer.


  ≫ The claim that he received special treatment isn’t true either


  Iwol consistently earned high grades. Everyone in our class knew his academic performance was among the best. At the time, no students complained that Iwol was receiving preferential treatment


  The post went on for a while. Surely, some of the comments below would ask for a summary in three lines or dismiss it as too long to read.


  But for some reason, I couldn’t just skim over it. Every word seemed to sink into my mind.


  ≫ Iwol was always a diligent fellow, and I believe he still is


  Please continue to support him, as he’s someone who works very hard


  Attached were images of our yearbook, group photos, screenshots of texts between the class president and me, and a chatroom capture of former classmates reminiscing: ‘Do you guys remember Kim Han?’


  My phone vibrated again. It was a text from Jeong Seongbin.


  He told me to call him after I’d finished reading the post.


  I should call him.


  I should, but…


  When I closed the community tab, the SNS page I’d left open earlier popped up. My name, which I had searched to check fans’ concerns, reappeared, updated with new posts.


  ≫ Kim Iwol don’t be discouraged


  No matter what anyone says you’re doing XX great


  ≫ Ah XX our kid wasn’t a pretentious showoff after all


  Leave Iwol alone please


  ≫ Sparklers know best how hard Iwol works


  I hope he doesn’t blame himself


  That did something to me—something inexplicably poignant. For a moment, my mind went blank.


  How could I repay all this gratitude? It felt like I had a debt the size of 30,000 truckloads to repay.


  I immediately called the manager’s phone. Jeong Seongbin answered right away.


  “Why did you answer so fast? What about your practice?”


  ─ Is practice important right now?!


  “Of course it is. I’m already annoyed that I’m missing it, and you guys are just sitting around monitoring instead of practicing?”


  ─ Ah, whatever. Can we fix all this?!


  I heard Lee Cheonghyeon shouting in the background.


  “Yes. Let’s wrap this up neatly and end it today.”


  

  “Man, this is the first time I’ve gotten this much attention online.”


  “Enjoying it, huh? You feel good?”


  Baek Haewon glared at her older brother, Baek Haein, who was glued to his phone.


  Still, she had to admit that thanks to him, the negative public opinion surrounding Kim Iwol significantly subsided.


  Seriously, if they were this close, he should’ve said something earlier instead of just mentioning they were classmates…!


  She had scoffed when he mentioned they were in the same class and played soccer together, thinking he was exaggerating, but she never imagined he was close enough to have shared those kinds of episodes with Kim Iwol.


  No wonder Mom kept talking about some tall, handsome friend when that idiot broke his leg.


  Even her mother probably wouldn’t have guessed that friend would become an idol in the future. Baek Haewon regretted not tagging along in her mom’s car to Hoyeon High School back then.


  “So? How’s the reaction?”


  Baek Haein asked. His tone was cheeky, but he still seemed genuinely concerned.


  Well, Baek Haein had been really surprised when Baek Haewon first told him the news.


  Kim Han’s rude? Wow, so those ridiculous celebrity rumors are true after all.


  Sigh, our Iwol is so sensitive, too… these bastards….


  He’s not that sensitive, though.


  Shut up.


  Despite grumbling, Baek Haein poured effort into drafting the clarification post. Beside him, Baek Haewon filtered out any sentences that shouldn’t be included.


  Focus on proving that Iwol didn’t receive any special treatment. You’re the only one who can back that up.


  But all our classmates know he’s good at studying. The original post either must be written by someone outside our year or a made-up story.


  Isn’t that XXX?


  Those attention-seekers should all be hung upside down from the ceiling. Baek Haewon felt her blood boil with anger.


  “Oh, by the way, that came up in the group chat earlier.”


  “What?”


  “You know, about how good he was at studying.”


  “Yeah?”


  “They brought up something we talked about before, like why he suddenly switched paths to become an idol… that kind of thing?”


  Come to think of it, he did say Iwol had been at the top of his class. When she first heard it, she had only focused on ‘Our Iwol didn’t receive special treatment!’ but thinking about it now, it really was a big deal.


  “He was that good at studying?”


  “He was! His school grades weren’t quite that high, but he always got first place on mock exams. That’s why he got access to the self-study room.”


  Baek Haein casually dropped this bombshell as if it were nothing, then suddenly erupted, shouting, ‘Hey, who’s this idiot commenting on my post saying, ‘Stop blindly defending him’? Can’t I report them?!’


  Chapter 125: Field Assignment (1)


  Last night, I went live from the company meeting room and made a clarifying broadcast.


  I knew it was not the usual approach. But after weighing all the options, I concluded that this was the best course of action.


  If I had left it to UA, I felt like they would have just repeated the past mistakes of Spark’s countless controversies, where they couldn’t properly clarify a single thing and only made things worse.


  Moreover, considering the tendency of the entertainment industry to nitpick and manipulate public opinion, a single written statement wouldn’t be enough to quell the situation.


  Dragging out this unpleasant issue would also be disrespectful to ‘IDC’, the show we were currently appearing on.


  So, after thorough preparation, I spent a full hour proving my innocence…


  “Shouldn’t you try for college again?”


  “Are you telling me to quit the group and take the CSAT?”


  “That’s not what I meant. Don’t you regret it?”


  …Now Choi Jeho and a few others, including some company staff, were pressuring me, saying ‘It’s not too late, try for college again.’


  Everyone was pretending to be so supportive while pushing me out. And here I thought they’d been surprisingly accommodating about keeping me on the team for so long.


  I knew sensational topics would grab public attention, but I didn’t expect even the people around me to get swept up in the buzz as well. Why are you getting caught up in bait meant for others?


  And don’t I regret it, you ask? I regret it the most! I’m shedding bloody tears!


  ≫ I knew Iwol was smart,


  but Seoul National University… through regular admission…


  but because of lack of money… ha


  └ The moment this came up, the chat froze, lgnd


  ≫ I’m happy our boy didn’t receive any special treatment, but losing SNU stings too much.


  ≫ XX I’m so frustrated for him


  He got so unfairly attacked for using a study room pass he earned with his grades


  Over something so trivial


  ≫ But if his family is struggling, he’d get a government scholarship, right?


  └ If you’re a freshman, the scholarship is given after you pay tuition. So he had to pay tuition first, but couldn’t.


  └ His parents both work, how could he not pay?


  └ 1.) Not all working people earn 4-5 million won a month. 2.) He said he became independent at 20 because he received zero support from his family. End of story.


  ≫ Common_Idol_CSAT_Score.jpg


  └ Irrefutable 111111


  └ Leaving here inspired


  └ Inspired 22


  …No. I take back what I said about me being the person regretting it the most.


  I had already resigned myself to fate, but the fans were agonizing over my situation as if it were their own problem.


  South Korea united by college entrance exams, how touching.


  “Even if I try again, it’d be pointless. That day, my luck was off the charts.”


  “Hyung, the way you’re saying it, it doesn’t sound like a joke…”


  “Because it’s not.”


  All the luck in my life was concentrated on the day of the CSAT. Wishing for another miracle would be shameless.


  Besides, even if I went back to college, I’d just end up with a low 2.0 GPA again.


  I’d juggle part-time jobs and studies, lose both my specs and grades, apply to the Hanpyeong Industry, which offered humanities majors a starting salary of 35 million won, and ruin my life again.


  It was not that I didn’t have any regrets.


  No, it was more than just ‘not having any regrets’.


  College admission was my first achievement in life. It was my first experience of hope, the belief that I could do something.


  How could I be okay with losing that? It was just that I’d resigned myself to a reality I couldn’t change.


  You went to SNU? Then you should be able to handle this on your own, right?


  Assistant Manager Kim is book-smart but not street-smart. You should go back to school.


  …I got sick of hearing things like that. Damn it, that guy had no hand in helping me go to college, so why was he always picking on me?


  As expected, I should have gotten the investment analyst license and gone to a securities firm, even if it meant going into debt.


  But considering that most Hanpyeong Industry employees were highly educated, I suspected the situation would have been similar at other companies.


  Anyway. The situation with Parthe wasn’t fully resolved yet, but at least the open criticism of Spark and me had stopped. That alone was a relief.


  “More importantly, there’s something more pressing right now.”


  Today was the deadline to submit the participant list for the IDC position battle.


  The third round of IDC was structured as a position battle.


  Each group selected representative members based on three positions: vocal, dance, and rap. These representatives were then randomly paired with those from other groups to form units.


  Each unit competed in a 2:2:2 format, and the 1st, 2nd, and 3rd places were determined by audience votes. The ranking earned here would provide bonus points in the final 4th round.


  The reason I’d been doing my best in the competitions so far was to secure the production budget for the 3rd round.


  Now that we had won 1st place in the 2nd round and secured the budget, I didn’t want to expend unnecessary energy in the 3rd round.


  Spark was unlikely to win anyway, and my priority was the safe and healthy growth of the Spark members.


  Survival programs required an enormous amount of stamina. You had to prepare everything for the stage in a short period of time, and because the preparation period was short, you had to maximize practice time.


  If we could receive support in various areas such as planning, arrangement, and choreography, it would be much less work, but UA didn’t have the capacity.


  As a result, the six of us literally had to work our bones off to get here.


  It wouldn’t be surprising if someone collapsed at this point. Spark needed time to recover before it came to that.


  “Kiyeon, you haven’t gone to the orthopedist last month or this month, right? Hand over the dance position to Choi Jeho and get some physical therapy this round.”


  “I’m fine. It doesn’t hurt that much.”


  “You’ll go viral once the random play dance comes up anyway. Just trust me and go.”


  “Who said I was worried about that?”


  I went through the trouble of securing some airtime for him, yet he had so much to say. Not in the mood to listen, I just let it go in one ear and out the other.


  “What about the vocal position…?”


  Park Joowoo asked.


  That was what I was worried about. I was originally going to go.


  I wanted to give the main vocal a break, but the timing was awkward because of the controversy.


  “Didn’t you say you’d take it last time, hyung?”


  “I did, but the situation is a little different now… I’m wondering if it’s a good idea for me to go.”


  As I pondered, Jeong Seongbin thought for a moment and said.


  “How about you go as planned, hyung?”


  “Me?”


  “Yes. Because you must have had a vision in mind.”


  There’s no grand vision or anything like that—I just wanted to give you guys a break.


  “You’ll do great, hyung. I believe in you!”


  I don’t know about that.


  No matter how I look at it…


  ≫ Told you this ***** is just attention-hungry


  He must have coated vibranium on his thick skin


  ≫ ???: Ah, can’t resist the buzzㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  …I could already hear the noise.


  But since I was freeloading, I’d take one for the team. Time to flex my steel vocal cords.


  “Then all that’s left is rap.”


  Jeong Seongbin said.


  The official rapper of this team was Lee Cheonghyeon. While Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon also received separate rap training, they had never showcased it publicly.


  But asking Lee Cheonghyeon, who had worked his tail off through the second round, to go out and rap again…


  “When it comes to rap, of course, I have to go!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon exclaimed, his eyes shining. He even clenched his fists tightly.


  “We also need to start thinking about the final performance song. Considering the work involved in producing it, wouldn’t it be better for you to sit out this round?”


  The final competition required an original song. Since it was a stage that needed preparation time, the rules for the third round had been announced alongside it.


  I reminded him of the final performance, just in case he had forgotten.


  However, Lee Cheonghyeon’s stance was firm.


  “Hyung, you remember how we completely cut out the rap parts in the second performance, right?”


  “Yeah.”


  “So I had to sing after ages, and it was a nightmare, right? Joowoo-hyung scolded me nonstop, and I cried my eyes out, right?”


  “I did…?”


  Park Joowoo, standing nearby, looked utterly wronged, but Lee Cheonghyeon didn’t care.


  “I’m really good at rapping, so it must’ve felt like such a waste, right? You probably sighed a lot, huh? Wishing I could’ve rapped, letting it fester into resentment, right?”


  “…”


  “And if it’s a rap battle, and you don’t let me go, I’ll feel heartbroken, right? I’ll cry, right? My eyes will be so swollen that I’ll have to hold ice packs until the final performance rehearsal, right?”


  “Enough. I’ll let you go.”


  “Excellent choice!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon gave a thumbs up. We’d only just decided on the participants and I was already exhausted.


  A few days later, the partners for our painstakingly chosen participants were announced.


  

  My luck with group project partners had never been great.


  In high school, those who barely participated would suddenly try to get credit when it was time to review school records. In college, I spent most of my time realizing how worthless human conscience could be.


  Due to excessive part-time work, I had to prioritize and focus. I chose group projects, thinking that no one should be disadvantaged because of me, but in four years, none of my groupmates ever chose to actually do the work.


  And what about the military?


  Even in a place where everyone was supposed to share the burden, there was subtle shirking of responsibilities.


  I thought I finally escaped group life, but then I ended up at the Hanpyeong Industry.


  A team leader who stole my achievements for promotion, a dysfunctional organization, Manager Nam who handed me a paper cup while saying, ‘Kids these days have it so easy’ as I bailed water from a sinking ship with a bucket…


  And today, I was about to meet new groupmates.


  Swallowing hard, I headed to the third room as directed.


  Get it together, Kim Iwol. You’re no stranger to lousy group projects.


  Don’t kid yourself into thinking you can have a decent, collaborative experience now!


  Tears welled up deep inside my heart.


  When I opened the door…


  “Huh?”


  “Gasps, it’s Iwol-nim!”


  “Hello!”


  It was Berion. All three of them.


  

  After the warm greetings, the Berion members froze awkwardly.


  Damn it, am I in charge of the socially adept MC role again? That would just fuel rumors that I was desperate for screen time.


  It couldn’t be helped. They were much younger than me, so I’d hold back.


  “Sunbaenims, did you hope for a different group and end up stuck with me instead?”


  “That’s not it!”


  “I really wanted to perform with Spark members at least once!”


  Whether this answer was sincere or not didn’t matter. The important thing was to avoid any awkward silences.


  “And Iwol-nim, you don’t have to be so formal!”


  Yeo Seongchan, one of Berion’s vocalists and also the center, even encouraged me to speak casually.


  When I pointed out that I shouldn’t speak that way to a senior, Berion retorted, ‘Isn’t Korea all about respecting elders?’ In the end, we agreed to drop the formalities.


  “I’ve always wanted to perform onstage with you, hyung. What are the odds?”


  “With me?”


  When I asked back, Yeo Seongchan nodded enthusiastically.


  “Yeah! When I heard the vocalist was going to be involved, I thought it’d be Seongbin-nim or Joowoo-nim, and I was worried it would be tough…”


  “Seongchan, shut up!”


  Another Berion member desperately tried to stop the overly excited Yeo Seongchan. It seemed Berion hadn’t fully mastered the art of keeping their mouths shut.


  Watching Berion nervously try to gauge my mood, I grinned.


  “Seongbin and Joowoo are secret weapons, so I’m keeping them hidden.”


  “Wow… Hyung, you have it all planned out!”


  Even if I had a plan, things inevitably went sideways.


  From then on, there wasn’t much to do. Today’s filming was just about the assigned units getting acquainted and chatting.


  I wonder who Choi Jeho and Lee Cheonghyeon got paired up with.


  As I listened to Berion’s compliments, ‘This part of Spark’s performance was awesome!’, I quietly worried about my teammates’ luck with their group assignments.


  Chapter 126: Field Assignment (2)


  “Who did you say you’re teamed up with?”


  Back in the van, I asked again, still doubtful of what I’d just heard.


  Choi Jeho replied indifferently,


  “All Over sunbaenim.”


  “You…”


  Of all the groups, he ended up with the worst.


  Since Berion was my partner, they were off the list.


  That left four groups, so how did he manage to get stuck with All Over, of all people?


  “What’s wrong with All Over sunbaenims? Are they close to Parthe sunbaenims?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon, sitting in the front seat, turned around and asked.


  But I couldn’t answer him. I couldn’t tell a high schooler, ‘Yeah, they’re going to jail in a few years, so I was trying to avoid them’.


  As an adult, I wanted to show the budding sprout only a bright future and a hopeful world—but it was not easy.


  At least it’s better than letting this budding sprout team up with All Over.


  Lee Cheonghyeon ended up in a team with Log. That group sent two members, and since Cheonghyeon was the youngest among them, it seemed they took good care of him.


  If it’s a relationship that isn’t meant to be good anyway, maybe it’s better for the person with zero social skills to go.


  With that optimistic thought, I felt a bit more at ease. I decided to give Choi Jeho some words of encouragement.


  “Feel free to cause a scene if you want. If you don’t like something, say it. Speak your mind. Just don’t use swear words. Got it?”


  “Didn’t you tell me to erase the word ‘I don’t like it’ from my vocabulary?”


  “Who said you could skip practice or act uncooperative? Do everything you’re supposed to, but also speak your mind.”


  As soon as we arrived at the dorm, I split the production budget we received from the IDC in half and put the money into two envelopes.


  I wrote Choi Jeho and Lee Cheonghyeon’s names on each envelope and handed them over. They looked at me with a face that clearly asked why I was giving them this.


  “You need money to avoid being looked down on, no matter where you go. Each of you, take one.”


  “What about you, hyung?”


  “How much money could I possibly need for a vocal performance?”


  “Still, this doesn’t feel right.”


  Choi Jeho opened the envelope and stuck his fingers inside.


  I grabbed his hand before he could pull out the bills.


  “I’m not just giving this to you.”


  “…….”


  “Keep your head on straight and make sure the stage isn’t an embarrassment. What did I tell you to do when you receive money?”


  “Deliver results that match what you received…”


  Lee Cheonghyeon mumbled like a vending machine that had its button pressed.


  Anyway, if you don’t get good airtime, forget the money—you won’t be leaving the underground practice room.


  

  Neat semi-casual attire, check.


  A backpack that stayed perfectly square even with a laptop and planner inside, check.


  Two boxes of Vita 600, costing less than 30,000 won, check.


  My preparations to visit Berion’s agency were flawless. It was my first field assignment, so I couldn’t help feeling nervous.


  Iwol, what’s with the drinks?


  I heard it’s impolite to go to someone’s place empty-handed.


  Yeah, that’s true…


  Although a bit perplexed, the manager drove me to Berion’s agency.


  After some discussion during the last shoot, we agreed to prepare for the third competition round at Berion’s agency, Greenline.


  We could’ve come to UA instead


  Thanks, but we’ll decline. UA only has one large practice room.


  Ah, I see…


  And so it was decided. By now, Choi Jeho and Lee Cheonghyeon were probably relying on someone else’s agency too.


  I gave one box of drinks to the security guard at the agency entrance. I mentioned that I’d be coming and going for a while and asked them to take good care of me.


  There was a saying that ‘old is gold’, but Greenline seemed better than UA. UA’s security was—well, let’s just say it was a miracle we hadn’t been robbed yet.


  Lost in thought, I followed the staff member’s guidance to the practice room, where the Berion members all got up as I entered.


  “Hyung! Welcome!”


  “Hn, this is a little bribe for your cooperation during the competition preparations.”


  “You didn’t have to bring something like this!”


  Berion greeted me boisterously. Thankfully, they didn’t give me the side-eye for trying to smooth things over with just a box of drinks.


  “We each agreed to think of songs we’d like to try, right? What did you guys pick?”


  At my question, the members of Berion shared their ideas one by one.


  Unfortunately, none of them felt like the perfect fit. Judging by their reactions, they seemed to think the same, and an awkward silence followed.


  “Before I tell you about the song I brought… I listened to the cover songs you guys uploaded on MiTube.”


  “Whoa. You listened to all of them?”


  Yeo Seongchan was greatly surprised.


  There weren’t that many songs to begin with. Compared to the amount of Spark’s self-produced content, listening to those songs was nothing.


  After asking them to point out any inaccuracies in my observations, I gave a brief summary of Berion’s vocal characteristics and preferences that I’d noted.


  First, Cha Sehan, Berion’s main vocal.


  Although Berion, being a modern group, didn’t have strictly defined positions, Cha Sehan was clearly the most skilled vocalist.


  He had a wide vocal range, but the songs Berion had released so far didn’t really showcase his abilities, as their melodies tended to stay within the same range. Perhaps because of this, he tended to cover songs with dramatic progressions.


  Next, Yeo Seongchan, who reminded me of someone particularly sociable.


  His clear and powerful voice was his strength. His vocalization was solid, making him the most stable of the three. His style, however, felt slightly different from his personality.


  He struggled with emotional ballads but excelled at belting out the kind of high notes that were popular in the heyday of K-pop.


  Lastly, the leader, Moon Yeongyu, was the group’s technique specialist.


  He was responsible for 80% of the ad-libs in Berion’s performances. While his vocal power wasn’t particularly strong, his ability to hit precise notes even in falsetto stood out.


  Looking at it this way, the combination wasn’t bad… but Berion wasn’t a particularly outstanding vocal group.


  This wasn’t unique to Berion. The idol scene as a whole was seeing fewer superhuman-level vocalists.


  As agencies leaned more toward strong fandoms and easy-listening appeals to compensate for dwindling mainstream popularity, many agencies settled for mediocrity.


  Thanks to this, Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo were seen as near-mythical ‘visual main vocals’ rarer than ginseng, and their skills were beyond reproach.


  In any case, the bottom line was that we couldn’t expect the electrifying high notes that Spark was known for.


  So, before heading to Greenline today, I racked my brain for the perfect solution. I’d never been more desperate for Jeong Seongbin’s help.


  But in the end, I found it.


  A secret weapon of a song that would allow Cha Sehan to show off his amazing high notes, Yeo Seongchan to flaunt his vocal power, and Moon Yeongyu to showcase in ad-libs.


  “Hey, how about this song?”


  I played the opening video of an old anime on my laptop.


  

  “Then let’s divide the parts like this. I’d like to work on the harmonies as well. Is everyone free after this?”


  Kim Iwol asked. There was an irresistible force in his gentle suggestion.


  Is it because he’s older?


  Since most of Berion members were the same age, distinguishing by seniority was meaningless.


  Moreover, it had been a while since Moon Yeongyu, the leader, had experienced being led by someone.


  Moon Yeongyu vividly remembered the first time he saw Spark’s performance.


  No, not just him—Berion as a whole could recall it clearly.


  Compared to their peers who debuted around the same time, Spark displayed overwhelming skill.


  They had it all: stunning visuals, outstanding physicality, and high-quality stages.


  They must have put their everything into this. That was the impression their debut left.


  No rookie performs their debut stage half-heartedly. But not every idol performs every stage as if their life depended on it.


  While most rookies aim to give their best effort, Spark felt different.


  A group that gave their all to create the best performance—Spark embodied that ideal.


  There had been some noise during the early episodes of IDC, but even so, Moon Yeongyu had wanted to at least greet Spark.


  Contrary to the controversy about their supposed rudeness towards other idols, everyone in Spark was kind.


  It felt unfair that a group like that might be undervalued due to unfounded rumors.


  But Moon Yeongyu’s worries were unfounded. Spark performed exceptionally well on every stage and never lost first place in the audience voting.


  They made it impossible to look away from their performances, left you eagerly anticipating the broadcast days, and had you rewatching the stage videos once the show ended.


  If it happened once or twice, it could be a coincidence, but Spark proved in the second competition that it was no fluke—it was pure skill. As proof of this, Moon Yeongyu himself was also waiting for the day Spark’s second performance would be broadcast.


  At the same time, he couldn’t help but wonder.


  What made Spark’s performances so special?


  As the leader of his group, Moon Yeongyu had to consider these things.


  They probably wouldn’t answer if he asked, but he hoped to at least learn by observing them during the show.


  Then, by a stroke of luck, he got the chance to participate in the stage planning process with Kim Iwol, Spark’s producing member, right by his side.


  On the first meeting day, Moon Yeongyu realized just how much the group had been operating on autopilot.


  Most people choose songs they knew would allow them to shine


  When given the opportunity to create a stage, they would suggest concepts they wanted to try and find common ground through adjustments.


  But Kim Iwol was different.


  He thoroughly assessed the capabilities of the people he worked with and tried his best to understand what kind of songs they wanted to sing.


  Contrary to his cold, almost intimidating appearance, Kim Iwol’s demeanor was mild and composed.


  Kim Iwol had a way of explaining their intentions clearly and gently persuading people.


  When everyone talked about creating a great stage, Kim Iwol seemed like someone who already had the perfect stage fully visualized in their mind.


  This was evident in how, just by listening to him, you could imagine what the stage would look like.


  Amazing.


  Moon Yeongyu admired him inwardly. At the same time, he felt happy.


  He had a feeling that this stage would be an opportunity for him and his colleagues to grow further.


  However, the joy was short-lived.


  “Then, shall we wrap up with the harmonies for now and call it a day?”


  To meet Kim Iwol’s vision for the ideal stage, an overwhelming amount of intense practice awaited Moon Yeongyu.


  Chapter 127: Praising My Teammates


  “I’m back.”


  “Huh? Hyung, you’re back early…?”


  Park Joowoo, who was stretching in the living room, approached me as I walked in. He even took my backpack and kindly carried it to my room.


  “They said they had to clean the air conditioner on the Greenline, so the building had to be emptied. That’s why we finished early.”


  If it had been for any other reason, I would have stubbornly stayed, but I couldn’t argue with air conditioner maintenance.


  A poorly maintained air conditioner was no different from trash.


  When the refrigerant ran out, the breeze got lukewarm; if the drainpipes wore out, water leaked; the remote always needed new batteries, and if mold grew inside, it smelled awful…


  I still vividly remember the time water poured out of the ceiling like a waterfall, and I had to wash my hair in the mop sink. At that time, it felt less like an office and more like a water park.


  To the executives of the Hanpyeong Industry, who didn’t bother fixing the air conditioner even after all that: I sincerely hope you all overheat this summer.


  Lost in damp memories, Kang Kiyeon poked his head out from the kitchen.


  “Welcome back. Have you eaten?”


  “Not yet. How about you guys?”


  “We had chicken breast. Want me to heat one for you?”


  “No, I’ll do it.”


  At my reply, Kang Kiyeon just nodded and disappeared back into the kitchen.


  But something was strange.


  Just now, Kang Kiyeon came out of the kitchen, but…


  “Kiyeon.”


  “Yes?”


  “Did you grow taller?”


  My eyes didn’t seem to lower as much as usual.


  “Me?”


  Kang Kiyeon pointed at himself with his finger.


  He seemed a bit flustered, but who cared about that. If he really grew taller, do you know how great that is?


  “Guys! Someone bring me a measuring tape!”


  “Hyung, maybe you just imagined it?”


  “No way.”


  Do you have any idea how many group shots of Spark I’ve retouched? My eyes are basically insole detectors, you punk.


  At my outburst, Jeong Seongbin hurriedly fetched a tape measure.


  “How do we measure this? Should we mark Kiyeon’s height on the wall first?”


  “This place is a rental. Don’t mark it with a pen, stick a sticky note instead.”


  Then, this time, Lee Cheonghyeon brought a rainbow-colored sticky note from the stationery box he had made in one corner of the dorm living room.


  “Why are we doing this in the middle of the night…? Can’t you just measure it tomorrow at the company?”


  “Do you even understand how much I’ve staked on your height?”


  I grumbled as I positioned the complaining Kang Kiyeon against the wall.


  Taking advantage of the opportunity, Lee Cheonghyeon carefully placed the sticky note where the top of Kang Kiyeon’s head touched.


  While Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo worked together to stretch the measuring tape, I prayed to the entire universe.


  Please, I beg you. Let this kid’s height grow.


  I had really worked hard. I made him take gym classes, made him eat protein, carbs, and fat with calcium, and made him go to bed early. Though it wasn’t with my own money.


  What did the Sparklers do to deserve having to cut their SNS headers diagonally because of him? And what did Kang Kiyeon, whose upper body kept getting cropped up and repositioned higher, ever do wrong?


  I was already stressed about how long I’d been freeloading in this group. If I couldn’t even help him grow a bit taller, I’d be too ashamed to live.


  If you could just get him over 175 cm, I’d be so grateful. I’ll make him drink milk five times a day, I promise.


  God, Buddha,


  Grandfather Dangun
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  In Korean mythology, Dangun was the grandson of the gods, and the founder of Gojoseon, who set up the capital at Asadal. Legends say that around 4,340 years ago, Joseon was the name of the country that became Korea. So Dangun is believed to be an ancestor of the Korean nation. There was also a kingdom called Joseon later in Korean history, so Dangun’s kingdom is called Go (meaning “Ancient”) Joseon.


  , please…


  “Whoa. Kang Kiyeon, you’re 176?”


  And so, with that single sentence from Lee Cheonghyeon, my desperate prayers were answered.


  

  The next day, Kang Kiyeon’s height was officially confirmed as 176 cm by the height-measuring machine.


  And while Kang Kiyeon himself remained indifferent, I bragged about his growth spurt to everyone on the fan café and through messager.


  “Are you that happy about Kang Kiyeon growing taller?”


  Choi Jeho, who had been observing me reveling in my joy, spoke up.


  “Of course! If Kiyeon hadn’t minded, I would’ve even given him leg massages.”


  While work could usually be done according to plan, things like height were a matter of luck. It was something that might not yield results no matter how much effort you put in, so it was only natural to feel proud when that effort paid off.


  There was still time before Kang Kiyeon’s growth plates closed. Although I couldn’t repay him with my dance skill, I intended to repay the favor by helping him grow taller.


  It would be nice if he grew to exactly 180cm.


  In a year or two, Jeong Seongbin and Lee Cheonghyeon would naturally surpass 180cm. If Kang Kiyeon joined them, Spark would be able to claim the title of a group where everyone was over 180 cm tall.


  A tall group—doesn’t that sound nice? With visuals being so competitive, wouldn’t it be nice to push forward with physicality?


  Lost in thought, I was about to write down five cartons of low-fat milk on the grocery list when I felt a nagging feeling.


  Choi Jeho didn’t seem to be in a good mood.


  That bastard was rarely in a good mood, but it was rare for him to show obvious dissatisfaction.


  This wasn’t the case of tallest guy in the team feeling threatened just because the maknae grew a little, right?


  “How’s the competition preparation going? Is it going well?”


  Choi Jeho, who had been lying on the bed, flinched.


  After hesitating for a moment, he sat up against the headboard and looked at me.


  “Hey.”


  “What?”


  “Do you think our members are particularly accommodating to others?”


  There he goes again, cutting to the chase with no context.


  What am I, a psychic? How am I supposed to know the whole story just from that alone?


  Still, I had a rough idea. He must be having a hard time with All Over.


  But I couldn’t be his interpreter forever, so I decided to play dumb until he spoke properly.


  “Obviously. Our kids are kind.”


  “Ha….”


  “What’s wrong? Did something happen?”


  Choi Jeho ruffled his hair.


  “For fuck’s sake, how can someone call themselves a dancer and not even keep up with choreography?”


  “Maybe they’re just slow learners? They might be able to do it well once they learn.”


  “It’s different. That wasn’t the movement of someone who knows how to use their body.”


  Apparently, experienced people could tell such things at a glance. I, who knew nothing about body movement, chose to listen quietly.


  “They don’t contribute ideas, and when they do, they whine about it being too difficult. What’s the point of meetings and practice then?”


  “True. Sounds like you couldn’t make much progress.”


  “It felt like it would take those guys a million years just to memorize the choreography, so I made everything except the main dance break myself.”


  “Must’ve been tough. So, the group practice starts tomorrow?”


  “They want to do individual practice for three days… what the hell? Don’t they need to see the bigger picture before making the dance break? It’s not like we’re doing separate stages, so what’s the point of memorizing it individually? For fuck’s sake. And what kind of choreography takes three days to learn?”


  Choi Jeho yelled in frustration. Then he buried his face in the pillow.


  “Why are you like this? Mr. Choi Jeho, you didn’t think group practice was that important once upon a time either.”


  “That was a long time ago.”


  He let out a deep sigh, his shoulders rising and falling noticeably as he lay on the bed opposite me.


  “You miss practicing with Spark, don’t you?”


  At my question, his back stiffened.


  When he finally sat up, his face was bright red from being pressed against the pillow.


  Good grief, did he squish his nose? You’re banned from sleeping face-down from now on.


  “Hey, use fair comparison.”


  “They say you never appreciate what you have until it’s gone.”


  His indignation made me chuckle a little.


  But in truth, this was a lesson I intended for him.


  Choi Jeho might have earned the title ‘Center Emperor’, the best center, but a team didn’t succeed solely on one person’s talent.


  The reason Choi Jeho had been able to shine until now was because the surrounding members had sufficiently supported him.


  Kang Kiyeon transformed Spark’s stage into a group performance rather than a Choi Jeho solo showcase, while Jeong Seongbin and the other members balanced the dynamic around him.


  In the past, this didn’t always come together seamlessly, and there were times when their performances felt disorganized. But not anymore. Now, Spark looked like a team where everyone exceled, and within that harmony, Choi Jeho soared.


  I figured it was something he needed to realize for himself.


  He needed to appreciate the value of his members so he didn’t get any funny ideas about leaving the group to ‘find himself’ and debuting solo or something…


  “Isn’t it basic to ask for help if you can’t do something? I don’t understand why they try to change the choreography right away when things get a little complicated.”


  “Guess it was too hard for them.”


  “Then what, are they just going to stick to basics their whole lives? Back in the day, Jeong Seongbin kept practicing even while crying.”


  “Yeah, okay, boomer.”


  At this point, Choi Jeho was almost completely losing it.


  It was unfortunate that he had bad luck with his team, but it seemed he was learning the lessons I hoped he would.


  After fuming for a while, Choi Jeho looked at me and asked,


  “You said it before, right? If I don’t like something, I can do what I want.”


  “When did I ever say that? I told you to do what needs to be done first, then say whatever you want.”


  Choi Jeho frowned at my words.


  He thought about something quietly, then opened his mouth again.


  “Is the result of this stage important?”


  “The result doesn’t matter, but doing well does…”


  “I know. You said as long as I do well and the fans are happy, that’s enough.”


  He remembered what I said before IDC started quite well.


  “If the ranking isn’t important and the broadcast image isn’t important either, I’ll do what I want.”


  “What?”


  “I’m saying I’ll do what I want. I’m annoyed with what they’re doing, so I’ll say everything I want to say, except for swear words, and I’ll progress at my own damn pace.”


  I silently stared at him.


  He looked at me, then briefly added,


  “I’ll make sure to do my part well.”


  No further response was needed. I simply smirked, told him to do as he wish, and left the room.


  

  During the continuous practice period, I sang to my heart’s content.


  First, having Park Joowoo take over the morning duties gave me some free time. Jeong Seongbin took charge of checking the refrigerator.


  The two of them worked so well together that all I had to do was enjoy the salads and chicken breasts they prepared for me.


  At Greenline, I would start by greeting the security guard—who always greeted me warmly, saying how polite and friendly I was—and then focus on practicing with the members of Berion… but.


  “Hyung, want some of this? Our manager brought it back from Thailand!”


  “Hyung, what’s your phone number? I just realized we never exchanged numbers when we first met.”


  “Hyung, how does Spark do their brainstorming sessions?”


  These guys… when did they get so cozy with me?
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  Chapter 128: The Third Competition (1)


  Compared to Choi Jeho, who was struggling with All Over, my practice life at Greenline was like paradise.


  No one gave me judgmental looks for being from a different agency. Thanks to that, I could focus solely on practice.


  Still, it didn’t sit right with me to just keep receiving their kindness without giving anything back, so I made an effort to uphold basic etiquette within my capabilities.


  First, since the company was going out of its way to accommodate me, I made sure to express my gratitude sincerely.


  Second, As much as Berion respected the opinion of an outsider like me, I treated them as colleagues.


  I resolved to abide by these two principles during my time under Greenline’s care.


  And keeping those two resolutions wasn’t particularly difficult.


  It was only natural for people to show appreciation for what they received and want to maintain good relationships.


  What’s this? A heat pack?


  Yeah, I bought it to use at the dorm, but Heerang, was it? His knee didn’t seem to be in great condition. This one’s unopened, so if he needs it, he can use it. Our maknae said this brand is the best.


  So I shared any extra items I had…


  While choosing songs, I picked out a few that I thought would suit you guys. Do you need them?


  Songs that would suit us?


  I listed them while picking competition songs, but ultimately excluded them because they didn’t fit the overall concept. But I think they’d work well for individuals.


  I handed over songs that didn’t make the cut. It was not much of a gesture, really, since it was just work leftovers.


  Oh, and I bought them a first-aid kit since they didn’t have one at their dorm.


  I didn’t want to see a bunch of kids living together without basic medical supplies.


  Since Berion had a foreign member, I wrote ‘headache’, ‘stomachache’, ‘cough’, and ‘chills’ in huge letters on sticky notes in English.


  That was all I did—nothing extraordinary, and yet…


  “Hyung, are you heading straight back to the dorm? If you have time, go see Heerang. He really wanted to say thank you in person.”


  “Why not just stay for breakfast? There’s a really good gukbap restaurant in this neighborhood. Kongnamul gukbap is healthy, right?”


  “Yeah, hyung, have breakfast with us. While we’re waiting for the delivery, could you teach us how you pick songs?”


  Now, with the third competition round looming, these guys weren’t just getting chummy with me—they seemed determined to introduce me to the rest of the group.


  Were they not tired after practicing all night? Their stamina was incredible.


  And what? Eat breakfast with them?


  While the gukbap was tempting, I was not shameless enough to get breakfast at another agency.


  Besides, I had to go back to the dorm as soon as practice was over. The Spark members were waiting for me.


  “I can teach you how I choose songs, but I’ll pass on breakfast. It’s not proper for an outsider to linger at another company. I’m sure there’ll be another chance to greet Heerang.”


  I politely declined and quickly packed my bag. The three of them simultaneously looked crestfallen.


  At this point, shouldn’t Greenline consider assigning an older member to Berion? The kids seemed to need a guiding hand.


  Sighing, I took out three powdered sticks from the front pocket of my bag. It was unsweetened pear and bellflower root tea powder that I often made for the Spark members.


  I handed the tea sticks to Moon Yeongyu and said, ‘Make a cup of this each once you get back to the dorm and go straight to sleep. The competition isn’t far off, so just hang in there a little longer’.


  Moon Yeongyu looked touched by my words.


  You don’t have to be so touched, Mr. Moon Yeongyu.


  It’s just that our team’s center basically warned me he’d wreck the stage in the worst way possible, so I figured I needed to do my best too…


  

  After all the twists and turns, the day of the third competition finally dawned.


  Thanks to everyone either resting as needed or doing whatever they wanted, the Spark members looked impeccable. Except for me, of course.


  Hyung, are the Berion sunbaenims overworking you?


  Jeong Seongbin asked seriously, noticing my dark circles. As soon as I stepped into the salon, I got thoroughly scolded.


  Today, I was, for once, halfway free from the costume concept planning.


  Choi Jeho and Lee Cheonghyeon would wear clothes matched to their respective units, and I’d wear the outfit coordinated with Berion.


  With a lighter workload, I focused my efforts on dressing Jeong Seongbin, Park Joowoo, and Kang Kiyeon.


  Beautiful seonbi-style hanbok (traditional Korean scholar attire) that matched IDC’s theme while looking stunning.


  For Park Joowoo, to highlight his aloof puppy vibe, I dressed him in a light sky-blue hanbok reminiscent of a white puppy. For extra cuteness, I stamped paw-print patterns on the sleeves and coat hems.


  I considered putting Jeong Seongbin in a


  gonryongpo


  [1]


  Gonryongpo = Gonryongpo is a general term for clothes with dragon patterns worn by monarchs.


  since he was our team leader, but if I did that, it would obviously lead to controversy about favoring a specific member, and I’d have to do another explanatory broadcast. So I opted for a light pink hanbok instead.


  And I tried to add pink blush to emphasize his warm and gentle visual appeal, at least by Spark’s standards…


  Hmm…


  Why does he look like a young noble trying rice wine for the first time and getting drunk?


  …So I returned him to his usual polished seonbi style. It was my mistake to try emphasizing a tender side with this group.


  Lastly, I put Kang Kiyeon in a light yellow hanbok.


  While purple would suit his image well, and he had worn a lot of dark-toned clothes so far…


  Considering the demand for Kang Kiyeon’s maknae moments, I went with a special ‘Side Story: Kindergarten Class Kiyeon’ concept this time. He didn’t know this, of course.


  “Hyung, don’t we need to wear a


  gat


  [2]


  Gat = traditional Korean hat.


  ?”


  “Why would you wear a gat! It’ll cast shadows on your face!”


  The gats would be used for shadow-enhancing season’s greetings shoots. They were absolutely not allowed for indoor filming like IDC.


  Once I dressed them in pastel tones and had them sit side by side on the sofa, they looked like a stack of rainbow rice cakes—it was delightful. I also made sure to pin the Eosa Flower Badge they received from the previous competition onto their chests.


  ≫ A Chuseok self-content video without hanbok?


  Life truly is tough


  └ If we keep holding out, they’ll wear it someday


  There were so many outfits Sparkler fans once fervently wished for.


  Until my voluntary leave, I’d dress them up as much as possible. Hang in there, Spark, until you’ve worn everything.


  While the three non-participants looked adorably dressed and ready to watch, the three competing members embodied truly distinct styles.


  I was dressed like a classic adventure, in line with the main storyline of the anime about a protagonist embarking on a journey.


  I had worn ties, but it was my first time wearing a scarf, so it felt unfamiliar. I asked if it looked too much like a Boy Scout, but the stylist, as always, just complimented me, saying it suited me well.


  Since I was also in charge of the intro this time, I had to take care of the props too.


  When I was with Spark, Jeong Seongbin usually took care of things like this. No wonder fans were so obsessed with the ‘intro fairy’.


  Lee Cheonghyeon looked every bit the dark, menacing watchdog.


  I didn’t know what kind of stage he had prepared with Log, but not only were his top and bottom all black, but he also had various black harnesses and leg holsters.


  He even wore red colored contacts today. They should give this guy a lens commercial.


  “What are you guys, assassins?”


  “If this already shocks you, you’re in trouble.”


  Then Cheonghyeon casually waved something in his hand.


  “Is that a muzzle?”


  Dangling in his hand was a leather strap muzzle, the kind you’d expect on a large dog.


  “You little punk, I specifically told you not to cover your face…”


  “I know, I know! I’ll take it off after the first verse!”


  “If you’re going to take it off, flip it up, not down. Don’t hurt your nose.”


  There goes his chances of pulling off a refreshing vibe. That bastard would probably have said yes even if I’d given him a cyborg warrior concept.


  As shocking as Cheonghyeon’s look was, Choi Jeho’s was even more over the top.


  His hair, styled with wax to look rebellious, was intimidating enough on its own, but he showed off his toned muscles with a deep blue cropped jacket, wearing only a see-through top underneath. Was it even appropriate to expose teenagers to such provocative visuals?


  “Did you change your hair color? Did you even have time for that?”


  “Spray.”


  Choi Jeho’s hair shimmered with a subtle purplish-blue under the fluorescent lights.


  Once he went up on the dark stage, the color would only show up when the spotlight hit him. Not a bad choice.


  Looking at these two, it felt like I was the only one embodying the peaceful protagonist of a healing exploration game. Rap and dance were truly terrifying realms.


  Just in case there wasn’t enough IDC action footage, we excitedly discussed as a group which unit we were looking forward to.


  After about 30 minutes of chatting, the curtain rose on the third competition.


  

  The first position battle started with the rap position.


  Sticky and Berion’s combination was quite good.


  Both groups seemed to have decided to capitalize on their strengths of brightness and cheerfulness, choosing a singing rap song that expressed a man newly in love.


  Although it had a slow tempo, the back-and-forth exchanges were sharp, and the simple concept made it easy for the audience to enjoy.


  The audience reaction was also positive. Thanks to their choice of a more mainstream and accessible song compared to typical hip-hop, many people in the crowd were even singing along to the rap lyrics.


  Berion may be hit-or-miss, but their planning is undeniably solid.


  Just as Spark consistently pushed its youthful theme, Sticky’s commitment to their lovely, romantic concept also stood out for its steadfastness.


  Next up were Parthe and All Over… and they were powerful.


  From their visuals alone, they left a strong impression with their gothic-style outfits and intentionally heavy makeup.


  But that wasn’t all. The chemistry between the members, who had been acquainted since their trainee days, was evident on stage.


  Their choice of emo rap to blend Parthe’s mythical image with All Over’s dark and intense feel was also spot-on.


  The previous performance was decent by IDC’s standards, but the following performance was visually and sonically much more impressive.


  Well, what can you do but blame the match-up luck?


  If a stage like that had been performed in the second round, both Sticky and Berion would have scored better back then.


  And Parthe wasn’t going to stay at the bottom forever.


  Sure enough, after placing second in the previous round, their determination was clearly visible this time.


  Excellent. This was what made it enjoyable for the viewers. A successful program meant more recognition for Spark, too.


  I enjoyed watching the performance, but I suddenly thought of this team’s maknae, who must be backstage right now.


  Lee Cheonghyeon… I wonder if he’ll do well?


  1.


  Gonryongpo = Gonryongpo is a general term for clothes with dragon patterns worn by monarchs.


  2.


  Gat = traditional Korean hat.


  Chapter 129: Third Competition (2)


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s rap style was typical K-pop.


  No profanity, no harsh or jarring sounds, just a brief punch in and out during a song’s interlude.


  Rather than standing out aggressively, he focused on blending naturally with the music.


  At least, the Lee Cheonghyeon I knew had never rapped in any other style.


  He didn’t release mixtapes like other idol rappers, nor did he experiment with new styles.


  So, Lee Cheonghyeon rapping in an all-black slim-fit jumpsuit with a harness and a muzzle?


  Honestly, I couldn’t picture it. I was more worried that he might end up doing something unappealing as an idol.


  Did I not pay enough attention, thinking he’s good at everything?


  I couldn’t drag him off the stage now that he was already up there. My unease grew deeper.


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s words, promising to tear up the stage, echoed in my ears like a last will and testament.


  Mercilessly, the performance began, leaving me in my anxious state.


  Red smoke billowed from the pitch-black LED screen.


  From the front of the stage, Lee Cheonghyeon crawled out across the floor, his crimson eyes glinting as he lifted his head.


  『Can you hear? The sound of my barking


  Bowwow, wow!』


  The moment I heard that line, I realized the concept of this performance.


  Cerberus.


  The three-headed watchdog guarding the gates of hell ruled by Hades.


  Did he really choose Cerberus, the three-headed dog, because there are three of them?


  I couldn’t tell if this was overly simple or brilliantly intuitive. Either way, this wasn’t tearing up the stage—it was barking on it.


  『I only aim for one


  They say I’m a badass


  What can I do, I was born this way』


  Compared to the impact of the external performance, the lyrics, while manic, seemed like typical rap.


  『Give up and turn around


  Escape? Screw that


  This is how this game works』


  …Okay, maybe it was a bit more intense than I thought.


  If they had given this part to the underage Lee Cheonghyeon, I’d have stormed the stage, thrown myself in the middle, and caused a scene—broadcast or not.


  Then, he’d probably yell at me to get out of his way and finish the stage anyway. Fortunately, no such disaster unfolded.


  The bigger problem was that the overlapping concept, those simple yet direct lyrics… pointed strangely at one specific target.


  Of all myths, why choose a creature from Greek mythology, singing about hunting down just one enemy?


  Anyone could see this was a direct jab at Parthe’s team.


  Furthermore, targeting only one team when there were two opponents?


  It could be interpreted as completely disregarding the other team. A perfect ‘hitting two birds with one stone’ was unfolding before my eyes.


  Is this the world of rap? Is this… what competition means?


  Thrown into the unfamiliar realm of hip-hop, I was at a loss.


  Leaving me in chaos, Lee Cheonghyeon threw off his muzzle.


  『Stop barking nonsense and speak with your mouth


  Only I can truly bark


  This dog’s howl is mine alone


  Don’t covet the stage


  Only I can tear it up


  Wowed everyone!』


  Rapid and clear rap poured from the speakers on the wall.


  As the room froze in shock at Lee Cheonghyeon’s unexpected transformation, cheers erupted from the waiting rooms on either side.


  Someone in the next waiting room kept shouting, ‘He’s killing it!’


  It seemed Lee Cheonghyeon did tear something up. Not the stage, but a sack of chili peppers.


  My ears were burning. For the first time since becoming an idol, I dreaded monitoring the performance.


  

  “How was I?!”


  “I thought you were a native of the underworld.”


  “Yes!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon was deeply moved by my words.


  “You were really cool, Cheonghyeon. I was so surprised.”


  Jeong Seongbin also praised him with a smile.


  That was how you should give compliments. I should learn from that.


  Perhaps feeling immensely relieved, Lee Cheonghyeon even hugged each of the members in turn.


  His body felt very warm. Endorphins must be coursing through him.


  On the other hand, Choi Jeho, who should be getting ready to go out, had a decidedly frosty expression.


  I had threatened to make him sleep by the front door if he didn’t smile when the cameras were on, so he was making an effort to look lively, but having watched him for years, I could tell.


  That b*tch wanted to go back to the dorm more than anyone right now.


  It was surprising to see someone like him, who didn’t care much about the stage, act this way.


  Now, I was starting to get curious about what kind of amazing show All Over was going to put on.


  

  Choi Jeho’s unit was up next.


  It came after Sticky and Parthe had received a great reaction to their intense pair dance performance.


  If the previous stage had drawn attention in the beginning with only a few original members and showcased an amazing number of backup dancers with great choreography in the latter half, Choi Jeho’s team chose to fill the stage solely with the members.


  And this was by no means a good choice.


  There was nothing to see until the end. The balance was a mess.


  Even within Spark, Choi Jeho was famous for grabbing attention once and holding it until the end of the performance.


  What would happen if someone couldn’t even pull their own weight while standing next to him?


  There was only one answer. Only Choi Jeho would be visible to everyone.


  Even I, completely ignorant about dancing, could understand the comments about Choi Jeho’s amazing control of dynamics.


  But if he monopolized the attention even when he stepped aside and reduced his energy, how could the stage be fully appreciated like that?


  I had anticipated this to some extent when Choi Jeho said he’d just focus on doing his part.


  But still, this is too much…


  The atmosphere, which Lee Cheonghyeon had worked so hard to build up, was sinking uncontrollably.


  The Spark members, who were familiar with Choi Jeho’s skills, must be even more frustrated by this situation.


  Fortunately, Choi Jeho returned with a refreshed expression after finishing the completely unbalanced performance.


  Must have been a sh*tty time performing together, huh? Don’t worry, we’ll never see each other again.


  

  “Wow, my throat feels so dry…!”


  “Have some water, Cheonghyeon.”


  As the recording dragged on, one by one, people began to lose their voices. Lee Cheonghyeon also quenched his thirst with the water bottle offered by Jeong Seongbin.


  The vocal performers must be having a hard time.


  Just then, Kim Iwol had just left the waiting room. Lee Cheonghyeon’s gaze automatically turned toward the door.


  “I wonder what song he’ll sing.”


  “I know, right?”


  Agreeing with Kang Kiyeon, Lee Cheonghyeon also took an empty chair.


  “Has anyone heard which song Iwol-hyung picked?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked, but no one raised their hand.


  He kept saying confidential this, confidential that. He was really tight-lipped.


  “Still, I’m looking forward to it. Hyung has been practicing a lot.”


  Jeong Seongbin said with a smile.


  Indeed, among the three members participating in the third competition, Kim Iwol had the longest practice hours.


  He’d come in just before dawn, saying, ‘It’s nice that Greenline’s practice rooms are open 24/7’, then took a quick nap before heading to UA for individual practice. That had been Kim Iwol’s routine recently.


  It would be great if people acknowledged how dedicated he was.


  Lee Cheonghyeon always felt a little regretful about this.


  Though, his fierce determination was proven in unexpected ways, like through his college entrance exam scores.


  Their conversation, which had been buzzing with anticipation for Kim Iwol’s performance, briefly subsided as the vocal position performances began.


  Kim Iwol and Berion, who had the first turn, appeared on the screen.


  “Every time I monitor, I feel like Iwol-hyung always stands so upright.”


  “He does.”


  Choi Jeho nodded at Lee Cheonghyeon’s words.


  Kim Iwol always maintained a perfect posture.


  Despite living together for over a year, none of the members had ever seen him sit with his legs crossed or slouch.


  Perhaps because of this, Kim Iwol always stood out when standing among multiple people.


  So that’s why dance teachers always tell us to stand up straight with shoulders back, Lee Cheonghyeon thought to himself.


  The four people on screen cheerfully finished their interview with Yur and prepared for their stage.


  As the four of them stood in a line, holding hand microphones, a white light flashed on the big screen.


  At the same time, the accompaniment, a melody everyone in the waiting room had heard at least once, began to play.


  『The blowing wind


  Beckons to me


  Saying it’s time for an adventure』


  “It’s the ‘New World’ song.”


  Kang Kiyeon murmured the title of the once-popular animated film.


  Now that he mentioned it, the characters’ outfits had a similar feel. Realizing this belatedly, Lee Cheonghyeon snapped his fingers and exclaimed, ‘Ah, I get it now!’


  The simple and cheerful drum beat and rhythm guitar accompaniment were almost identical to the original song.


  Did they intentionally keep the arrangement almost the same?


  It was the complete opposite direction from the second competition, where they drastically rearranged the song. Lee Cheonghyeon, who had been sitting, leaned forward.


  Kim Iwol wasn’t the type to do things lazily.


  So there must be a reason for this choice!


  And finding that answer was both homework and a game for Lee Cheonghyeon.


  What’s the reason? To emphasize the harmony? Or…


  While Lee Cheonghyeon pondered, the song continued.


  The parts kept changing, but there were no jarring moments. Although the original song was sung by one singer, now four people were sharing one song, yet there were no feelings of dissonance.


  Following Yeo Seongchan’s bright opening, Kim Iwol seamlessly carried the rising energy towards the climax.


  Cha Sehan took the spotlight for the sing-along highlight.


  Moon Yeongyu’s presence wasn’t prominent until the first verse, but from the second verse onwards, the harmonies and ad-libs gradually enriched, showcasing his presence.


  Moon Yeongyu’s ad-libs particularly shone in the chorus of the third verse.


  However, Kim Iwol still stood out the most.


  Although he didn’t like to stand out, it was evident that he had taken on various parts as the number of vocalists decreased and his teammates’ capabilities fell short.


  『In my heart


  There seems to be a map


  A map leading to my dreams


  My heart guides me


  Making me run without a moment to rest』


  Moreover, Kim Iwol’s firm yet gentle voice had a knack for evoking the OSTs from that time.


  Even though Kim Iwol didn’t take the lead, the mere presence of his harmonies brought the original song’s feeling to life.


  At the same time, Lee Cheonghyeon realized why Kim Iwol had staged the performance close to the original and why he willingly accepted his parts despite the less-than-ideal circumstances.


  It was for the audience who wished the memories would stay the same.


  In other words, it was about respecting the emotion the original song gave.


  The costumes and the song aligned with the story of the animation they watched back then.


  Rather than showing something new, they focused on evoking the nostalgia of the past.


  The singing style and tone were also close to the original. This created a form that felt the least unfamiliar.


  So that the listeners wouldn’t be disturbed while reminiscing as they listened to the song.


  It would be absurd if the song suddenly changed while you’re preparing for an internal high note.


  Lee Cheonghyeon chuckled to himself.


  If they had simply copied the original, they might have been criticized for being no different from a karaoke booth.


  But they didn’t stop there—Kim Iwol’s team maximized the strengths of the original song.


  In the part that originally came with flashy animation, the four of them stacked the harmonies to make the music richer. In the solo electric guitar part, which many people considered the heart-pounding moment, they amplified the guitar sound even more, leaving a stronger impression.


  『Let me dive in


  Into the heart-pounding


  New world』


  Within that, the members sang as plainly as, or even more so than, the original.


  They didn’t try to overlay something on top of the memories; instead, they served as a channel to recall those memories.


  “He really put on a performance that’s just like him.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon grinned, resting his chin on his hand.


  Chapter 130: The Third Competition: Closing Ceremony


  The position performance ended successfully.


  It was great to exchange friendly goodbyes with Berion members and return to the waiting room in high spirits.


  But then, something strange happened—Park Joowoo wouldn’t look me in the eye.


  “Hyung.”


  “Yeah?”


  “I’m really disappointed….”


  Suddenly, Park Joowoo surprised me with a shocking statement.


  Could it be that my vocals didn’t meet the high standards of the world’s greatest maestro, Park Joowoo?


  Maybe he was already considering switching to a five-member team instead of having to deal with a sub-vocalist like me…


  “How could you sing New World without including me?”


  “Huh?”


  “You asked me to start a band with you… I love that song too…”


  I forgot. This guy’s a rock fanatic.


  But I felt wronged. This song was just a band song, it didn’t have that much of a rock style.


  Still, I couldn’t make excuses hastily.


  Because Park Joowoo’s expression looked genuinely heartbroken…


  “If only Jeho-hyung could be convinced, we’d have our six-member band…”


  “What about the others?”


  “I already talked to them. They all agreed….”


  To think the team’s main vocal was secretly conducting these shady operations behind the scenes. I was stunned.


  And he even planned to persuade Choi Jeho? Honestly, I had to applaud his nerve.


  As Park Joowoo made a face like a melted marshmallow, I broke out in a cold sweat trying to console him.


  A guy like Lee Cheonghyeon would immediately cheer up if I said, ‘Cheonghyeon! Your talent shines as brightly as your face!’ This guy never sulked, which made calming him down all the harder. Oh, my life.


  Thankfully, Parthe’s Han Gawoon stole Joowoo’s attention with his incredible high note.


  “Gawoon sunbaenim sings really well.”


  Jeong Seongbin also expressed his admiration from the side.


  He didn’t stand out much because he he had been overshadowed by the other Parthe members, but Mr. Han Gawoon was undeniably a main vocalist. And one carefully selected by a large agency.


  Imagine someone like that given a stage for a talent showcase—of course, he’d shine like a fish in water.


  The audience seemed to share our sentiment, as Mr. Han Gawoon’s team took first place in the vocal position competition. Berion and I took second place.


  Choi Jeho’s unit placed third among the dance units. He seemed more relieved that the competition was over than anything else.


  And Lee Cheonghyeon….


  “Thanks for believing in me, my members!”


  …won first place by a landslide.


  Cheonghyeon, you’re working hard to make up for us useless hyungs. Keep up the good work.


  

  To commemorate the end of the third competition, we decided to watch IDC’s live broadcast together this week.


  I wanted to tell them to practice instead, but it was Lee Cheonghyeon, who had won first place, who suggested it, so I couldn’t refuse.


  Besides, this episode was going to feature Spark’s second-round stage.


  So we all huddled together in the practice room, a laptop perched on a chair.


  “….Wouldn’t it be better to watch this on TV at the dorm?”


  “We’re going to practice right after this anyway.”


  “Then we can just come back. The dorms aren’t that far.”


  “I’d rather work overtime than commute twice.”


  I scolded Choi Jeho, who clearly didn’t understand the misery of returning to work after already leaving for the day.


  “Ack, only 5 minutes left!”


  “Don’t worry. Even after it starts, there’ll be about seven minutes of commercials.”


  I calmly soothed Lee Cheonghyeon and focused on the live chat on my burner phone. The speed of new chats appearing was incomparably faster than during the first episode monitoring.


  “Hyung, there’s zero-calorie cola and ion drinks, which one do you want?”


  “Me? Water.”


  “Room temperature water?”


  “That’d be great.”


  A little while later, Kang Kiyeon brought me lukewarm water just as the broadcast started.


  The show alternated between clips of other groups’ planning meetings and their performances that appeared before ours.


  Watching the footage, the expressions on Spark’s faces grew more peculiar.


  “….Hyung.”


  Park Joowoo, who was sipping lukewarm milk next to me, called out.


  “What is it?”


  “Doesn’t it feel like we’re going to look really weird on this episode?”


  “Not just feel—we will look weird. I’d bet our team’s shared drive password on it.”


  “Hey, that’s really important, how can you bet it so carelessly?”


  When was our UA cyber safety training again? I should suggest Choi Jeho attend the next session too.


  “Well, the fact that we even have a shared drive password already disqualifies us as normal.”


  Kang Kiyeon muttered from a distance. Damn it, you’re getting extra cybersecurity training too.


  Just as I was about to ask the manager to add Spark to the training list, the fifth performers, Log, finished their stage.


  ≫ Please give lots of love to LOG ♥


  ≫ You guys did so wellㅠㅠㅠ


  ≫ How long has the broadcast been on?


  ≫ Overall stage quality seems better than the 1st competition


  The chat window was also bustling with activity.


  At this rate, the viewership ratings would be pretty good. The production crew must be thrilled.


  “Are we the only ones left now?”


  “Yes. But the timing is awkward, so it’ll probably be after the commercials, right?”


  Jeong Seongbin answered, checking the time.


  It would be nice if the editing cut off at an interesting point, like right before the stage started or during an interview aimed at the rival team.


  Of all things, why would they insert the commercial break right before the boring idea meeting scene? Everyone would change the channel before the ads even ended.


  I grumbled inwardly and gulped down the water in my mug.


  But as they said, things don’t always go the way you want.


  『Today’s agenda, as previously shared, is ‘Item Planning for IDC’s Second Competition.’ Everyone checked the notice, right?』


  Following the extremely ordinary scene of Jeong Seongbin leading a standard meeting in formal attire, a cut of the production staff murmuring appeared with the caption ‘Producers murmuring’.


  ≫ ?


  ≫ Manager?


  ≫ What’s an agenda?


  The chat was full of question marks. Next to me, Jeong Seongbin silently downed his sports drink with a resigned expression.


  Before I could grasp the situation, the screen switched to a commercial.


  It was an advertisement featuring the MC Yur sitting in an expensive-looking single-person chair in a luxurious gray studio, wearing stylish headphones.


  『The best way to listen to good music, Hallenka』


  MYTH must be rich. That ad placement couldn’t have been cheap.


  Did Spark start doing commercials in their third year?


  Choi Jeho and Lee Cheonghyeon occasionally filmed solo commercials, but group commercials came much later. In fact, they went on hiatus for half of the three years before commercials started coming.


  But since we were currently working steadily without much rest, it wouldn’t be strange for an offer to come in at any time.


  So now I have to think about commercials too? Just thinking about it gave me a headache.


  I knew most people would react with something like, ‘A rookie idol getting ad deals? You should be grateful just getting one!’.


  But that only applied when the commercials were normal.


  Would female fans buy a $200,000 electric razor that doesn’t even come with photocards….


  Putting aside whether it suited Spark, shouldn’t they advertise products that consumers would want to buy while thinking of their idol? This damn company had no consideration for the fans.


  Look at Yur. Good commercial visuals, headphones that a singer’s fans would like to use, and an audio equipment commercial in the middle of a music program. The three elements fit together perfectly.


  If Spark got an ad offer, I’d reject anything subpar with all my might. For the first time in a while, I felt a surge of purpose.


  While contemplating the past, present, and future of Spark’s commercials, the advertisement ended. The screen returned to UA’s meeting room.


  After that, all sorts of captions appeared.


  Idols suspiciously well-versed in meeting culture, rising tension, fierce debate, is this an idea meeting or an office drama….


  Every time a member spoke, the captions provided detailed explanations. Meanwhile, the chat descended into chaos.


  ≫ Guys, are we even speaking the same language?


  I don’t understand what you’re saying


  ≫ Is Spark filming a skit?


  ≫ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ Why does it feel like I haven’t actually clocked out, even though I have?


  ≫ I have a couple’s journal with Park Joowoo


  ≫ This is a bit;; too much


  ≫ The team leader’s schedule is way too packed


  ≫ The rare social butterfly idol who learns business language when others learn foreign languages


  ≫ I wanted to see you guys film an office drama, not work with you guys in an office


  People laughing endlessly, those suddenly suffering even after work, and those who thought the staged act was too much were divided into a 2:6:2 ratio and reacted intensely.


  Oh, there were also comments mentioning me in between.


  ≫ Not just anyone gets into S University


  ≫ The team atmosphere seems goodㅎ Doesn’t seem overly disciplined


  ≫ Iwol, it’s not too late, go to college, you can be an elite


  ≫ A talent stolen from corporate life


  Rather than the individual Kim Iwol, the focus was on ‘the strange kid who got accepted to S University and then dropped out to become an idol’… but anyway, that would all add to my self-PR score. I’d gratefully accept it.


  But there was something I didn’t understand.


  “How else are you supposed to run a meeting?”


  “What were you doing, hyung, when Parthe and Log’s meeting room scenes were shown?”


  “I was looking at the chat.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon sighed at my answer. You can tell they’re bad at planning just by looking at their stages, so why bother watching that?


  “Alright, I’ll catch it later in the replays.”


  “It’d be better if you didn’t. I think your blood pressure will just go up if you watch it, hyung.”


  “Kang Kiyeon’s right. Just keep living your life as is, hyung.”


  “You guys have completely given up on me, haven’t you?”


  Despite my comment, Kang Kiyeon and Lee Cheonghyeon didn’t retract their statements.


  

  Baek Haewon’s social media was abuzz with quirky reviews about the idol group.


  ≫ The captionsㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  The production team claims they had no involvement in Spark’s meetingㅋㅋ


  └ Our kids are professional office workers now? What is this nonsense?


  └ Honestly, even if it were staged, the quality is next-levelㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ They were more ‘serious’ than anyone else.


  ≫ Since it’s come to this, let’s just go with an office-themed self-produced content


  Manager Jeong, gather everyone under your wing!!!


  └ But it has to be the team next to us, not our team


  └ Please… don’t let them come to my department…


  Office self-produced content? Our kids in suits?!


  The mere thought set Baek Haewon’s heart on fire.


  I believe in you, UA…!


  Placing a sliver of hope in UA, who hadn’t disappointed them with their concepts yet, Baek Haewon focused on Spark as they appeared on stage.


  Chapter 131: Customer Evaluation


  Jeong Seongbin, the first to walk out, had styled his light brown hair in soft waves, giving him a gentler impression than usual.


  Tied around his neck was a short, deep burgundy scarf, seemingly procured from some unknown location. It made him resemble a character straight out of an old animated film.


  But what truly stood out was the delicate touch of light pink glitter adorning his face like tiny jewels.


  Kim Iwol, universally acknowledged as Spark’s premier aesthetician, had done it again.


  Kim Iwol, who always preached that the ultimate tuning was simplicity, had made the groundbreaking decision to apply glitter to a face worth 850,000 won per unit area. Right now!


  Are there still people who skip their nighttime sheet masks? Should I personally visit you every night to make sure you use one?


  Are you seriously trying to choose from just three photos? Kiyeon, I’m this close to being disappointed in you.


  Joowoo, let’s ditch the turtlenecks and go for crewnecks instead. That way, people can see the strain in your neck during the high notes.


  Just how much had Kim Iwol fussed over the members’ faces?


  Just like the saying, no pain, no gain. Today’s Spark was truly heavenly.


  Park Joowoo came out wearing a gothic monocle with a chain attached. Baek Haewon, a lover of classical beauty, nearly fainted.


  His wide-sleeved shirt, paired with shorts and a casual fabric belt, created an unusual but charming contrast. His neatly combed hair added to the vibe of an earnest countryside boy


  Choi Jeho, whose skin tone was slightly darker than the other members, wore black glitter, unlike the others.


  And it went incredibly well with his black hair. It wouldn’t have been a stretch to believe the glitter on his face was actual obsidian.


  Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon, deviously, wore matching outfits. Using such a shallow tactic to excite the hearts of fans was deceitful and a grave offense.


  Sailor shirts in different color schemes? And to balance it out, one wore long pants and the other shorts? To top it off, wearing knee socks with shorts? It was all so adorable that their offense was forgiven.


  And then there was Kim Iwol, Baek Haewon’s recent favorite, who happened to be her brother’s old classmate and the eldest of Spark…


  “Holy sh*t, Kim Iwol!”


  Not only did he sport a comma hairstyle, revealing his forehead, a look every idol attempted at least once, but he also wore a shirt with frills, the epitome of a languid young master.


  Shouldn’t that shirt with high-waisted pants be against the rules? Baek Haewon couldn’t contain her excitement.


  And Iwol, who in this harsh world has told you to expose your chest? Seeing a man older than her with his shirt open about 5cm, only secured by a string, made Baek Haewon roar like a beast.


  Baek Haewon’s fingers danced across the keyboard.


  ≫ Seongbin, the world is such a dangerous place, how can you wear such a cute beret? What if someone kidnaps you?


  └ Sorry, but I think you’re the one who’s going to kidnap him.


  ≫ Whoever added star glitter to Park Joowoo’s cheeks, please accept my deepest respect.


  ≫ Suspenders on Choi Jeho? I acknowledge IDC’s good taste.


  ≫ Is Lee Cheonghyeon’s face real? I’m not sorry. I am not going to click-bait anyone; any human being should see this face on their own. How can a face the size of a palm encapsulate the entire cosmos??


  ≫ Everyone, please look at Kiyeon’s thighs. Our boy may have a sharp boyish face, but his muscles are those of a man


  └ His face isn’t exactly boyish either though


  └ Shut up, his ID says otherwise.


  └ IDs aren’t allowed to lie.


  ≫ Ah Kim Iwol *#@%^%*&^*@#@ I swore to live a good life, but you’re making me curse!!!!


  └ Congratulations to Mr. Kim for becoming Miheon’s bias.


  └ Congratulations to Miheon for the end of her bias denial period~~


  Up until now, Spark had relied on their natural good looks and exceptional physiques to captivate their audience. This had evoked the fresh nostalgia of youthful vitality.


  But now, Spark evoked something even more distant…


  It stimulated a nostalgia reminiscent of… perhaps Victorian England. Even though Baek Haewon had never actually lived in that era.


  ≫ 1st place… 1st place, please.


  For the first time, Baek Haewon was thankful that she didn’t have voting rights.


  If she had the right to vote, she would have unwittingly cast a vote for Spark before even seeing the performance. But if the live audience dared to mess things up, she wouldn’t forgive them.


  The stage lights went out. The logo of the music streaming platform appeared, followed by the song title, which then faded away. A piano melody began to play.


  

  The soft voice flowed through the speakers.


  『Windy field


  Cozy sky』


  It was a very different vocal tone from the usual firm tone Lee Cheonghyeon presented.


  Is Lee Cheonghyeon singing this time? No wat.


  『I stand there


  Waiting for the stars to rise』


  He sings so well too… I’m so proud…


  Feeling like a parent watching their child’s first kindergarten recital, Baek Haewon diligently patted her cushion.


  Park Joowoo came to the center, brushing past Lee Cheonghyeon. The part seamlessly transitioned from Lee Cheonghyeon to Park Joowoo.


  『You don’t know


  How much time


  Flows by, riding the Milky Way』


  The frosty impression Park Joowoo often carried melted like snow with just one smile.


  Park Joowoo’s characteristic otherworldly atmosphere blended with the melody, creating a more mystical ambiance.


  From behind Park Joowoo, Kim Iwol approached.


  Kim Iwol slung an arm around Park Joowoo’s shoulder and pretended to observe the sky with a telescope in his other hand.


  『Why is the night sky


  So dazzlingly bright?』


  Because your face reflects all that light.


  Kim Iwol was downright shameless. With a face fit for a young mafia boss in a noir film or an office drama director, how could he pull off the sparkling starry glitter look? How could other idols even compete?


  Baek Haewon was indignant. But Kim Iwol didn’t stop there.


  『The darkness


  Shines so beautifully』


  His bright smile filled the screen.


  Smiling here should be illegal!


  Again, Kim Iwol was shameless. How could someone who looked so cold and distant smile so refreshingly?


  Baek Haewon wanted to sue Kim Iwol on the spot. But if she sued him, she wouldn’t be able to see the rest of the performance, so she had no choice but to endure it with her generous heart.


  If the original song was a typical love ballad, Spark seemed to offer a different interpretation. Rather than singing about reaching out to someone, they huddled together, sharing shoulder pats, linked hands, and gentle touches.


  Is this what they mean by “the beautiful times we spent together”?


  Continuing to watch the stage, it felt like a painting.


  Not just because their visuals were beautiful.


  The overall toned-down costumes, with their matching textures and colors, the subtle background, and the flowing choreography made it feel like looking through a picture frame. The choreography, which was elegant and graceful rather than dynamic and energetic, also contributed to this impression.


  Above all, the well-crafted piece of music underscored the entire performance.


  Even though Baek Haewon didn’t know much about music, she could sense that there were no jarring or unnatural parts.


  It wasn’t just easy to listen to either, it was simply…


  The song is good.


  …a good song. A song that a curator carefully selected to match the paintings in a wonderful exhibition hall.


  In other words, it was a song that would elicit an ‘This is what a music show should be!’ reaction on a music competition program.


  At that moment, the tone of the music shifted from traditional idol ballad to classical.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, standing in the center of the stage, held a small orb.


  With perfect timing, he lightly tapped the bulb’s surface, triggering the sound of a switch.


  Slowly, the orb opened, and finely cut gold confetti fluttered over Lee Cheonghyeon’s face.


  A close-up of Lee Cheonghyeon’s face, smiling with pure joy, appeared. Star-shaped confetti danced on his cheeks and hair.


  ≫ Cheonghyeon


  └ Are we sure you’ll still be breathing in your room tomorrow?


  Simultaneously, star constellation patterns showered the entire stage.


  The moment it was revealed that what the six members were yearning for was the night sky!


  Orchestral music played over the cosmic stage. In sync with the melody, a group dance unfolded, slightly reminiscent of modern dance, different in texture from what Spark had shown so far.


  ≫ (Crying)


  The stage visuals remind me of Van Gogh’s Starry Night.


  Only then did Baek Haewon notice the background color shifted to a soft yellow glow


  With multiple instruments building a lush harmony, Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo’s soothing voices layered over the top.


  『We will shine here


  For a long time


  Yes, like a dream…』


  With Jeong Seongbin’s whispering voice, like a lullaby, the music faded away.


  The stage dimmed, leaving the members huddled together under the spotlight as starlight bathed their silhouettes.


  Baek Haewon smacked her forehead with her palm.


  She wanted to scream, but she couldn’t be so uncivilized in a multi-family housing!


  Instead, Baek Haewon ran to her sanctuary, SNS.


  There, she poured out her overflowing emotions.


  ≫ Cheonghyeon is a composing genius


  The dance line is full of dance geniuses


  The vocal line is packed with vocal geniuses


  Iwol… you’re just a genius, go back to college, but don’t stop your activities


  Predictably, Baek Haewon’s proud children claimed first place.


  After enjoying all the beautiful scenes, Baek Haewon quietly turned off the TV. She returned to her room, turned on her computer, and searched for Spark’s 2nd round performance Full.ver video, putting it on repeat.


  Somehow, she felt like it would be a very long night.


  

  The stage, embroidered with the Milky Way, each star representing money, concluded beautifully as expected. As always, nothing beats stunning visuals.


  Thanks to IDC adding a lot of money to the sound equipment, the song Lee Cheonghyeon poured his soul into mixing came out perfectly.


  As I proudly tidied up the cushions I had spread on the practice room floor, I saw Jeong Seongbin leaving the practice room with Park Joowoo.


  “Where are you two going?”


  “The manager told us to pick up the camcorder before he leaves for the day. We’re going to get it now!”


  Ah, that…


  The IDC production team wanted to gather behind-the-scenes footage, but they didn’t have the manpower or time to send another filming crew. So, they asked each team to film and send in their own ‘packing for the dorm stay’ video.


  Chapter 132: Team-Building Retreat (1)


  It was almost 3 a.m.


  The Spark dorm was in utter chaos. Everyone had their suitcases spread open, preparing for what could only be described as a ‘packing content’ frenzy. Anyone who didn’t know better would have thought they were all running away from home.


  After I pointed out that filming would be a disaster if they packed so haphazardly, Spark decided to pack in order, assigning specific filming turns.


  “Considering the time allotted per group, we won’t need that much footage. Let’s film three people at a time, based on roommates.”


  “Should we film our room first then?”


  “Sure. Seongbin, can you check if Kiyeon and Joowoo have packed the essentials?”


  A little while later, when they said they were ready, I grabbed the camcorder and headed to Jeong Seongbin’s room.


  Three suitcases were crammed onto the narrow floor.


  One suitcase, in particular, stood out.


  It was fluorescent lime green, covered with cute characters.


  “Whose is that unique suitcase?”


  I asked, thinking it might belong to Kang Kiyeon, the manhwa enthusiast. Surprisingly, it was Jeong Seongbin’s. Apparently, it was something he borrowed from Jeong Seongjun. At this rate, I wondered if Jeong Seongjun even had anything left at home.


  “What have you packed so far?”


  “Extra clothes and toiletries. Should we pack our own pajamas, or should we bring the team practice uniform?”


  “The dorm’s air conditioning is centrally controlled, so it might be cold. Pack one short set and one long set each.”


  Kang Kiyeon nodded at my words and put a black tracksuit and a pair of training pants into his suitcase.


  “I’ll pack all our vitamins!”


  Jeong Seongbin diligently gathered the members’ vitamins. So meticulous without even being told. What would you guys do without Jeong Seongbin?


  “Guys, packing is great and all, but can you look up for a second? Your faces are in the backlight.”


  “Oh…!”


  I contorted myself into a corner of the room, trying to get the best shots of their faces and luggage.


  I hope the IDC production crew appreciates my dedication. To all the camera operators out there, hang in there.


  I did a final check of the three boys’ luggage.


  “Kiyeon, pack a heat patch. Joowoo, just in case, throw in some honey sticks. Seongbin, do we have a Polaroid camera in our dorm?”


  “Yes. Should I bring it?”


  “Yeah. We probably won’t have time to take photos, but better safe than sorry.”


  It was better to be over-prepared than under-prepared. There was a reason why the well-prepared always survived.


  Kang Kiyeon handled the filming for our room in return.


  “There are seriously never any belongings in this room.”


  Kang Kiyeon commented. Lee Cheonghyeon chuckled and shrugged.


  “Both hyungs are minimalists. It’s nice for me—I get extra storage space.”


  As Lee Cheonghyeon said, Choi Jeho’s suitcase was practically empty. I wondered if he’d even packed any extra clothes.


  “Are you…a one-outfit kind of guy?”


  “I put them in the front pocket.”


  “All your clothes fit in there?”


  Did he only pack underwear?


  Well, he was 21—surely he knew how to pack properly.


  But still, just in case, should I tell him to pack a jacket?


  In that fleeting moment, I agonized over it countless times.


  And then, I made up my mind.


  “Repack your clothes in front of me.”


  Might as well use the camera as my leverage.


  As expected, Choi Jeho didn’t put up a fight. Brainwashing him to be docile as a newborn lamb in front of the camera had finally paid off.


  Choi Jeho hastily packed his clothes again and left the room.


  When he came back, he was holding the night lamp.


  “You’re packing that now?”


  “Yeah. We’re filming overnight, right?”


  “Then what about tonight? If you put it in your suitcase now, you can’t use it tonight.”


  “Oh.”


  Oh? Ohhh?


  What exactly did the Manager’s daughter see in this guy?


  Besides his exotic face, broad shoulders wider than a keyboard, perfectly shaped V-line torso, and the graceful curve from his thighs to his knees, I mean.


  I had lived with Choi Jeho for over a year, and I still didn’t get it.


  “What did you pack, hyung?”


  Kang Kiyeon asked, walking over to my suitcase.


  My old suitcase, the one the system threw my way, contained a few clothes, a journal, and an assortment of skincare products.


  “This is the toner we share, this one is Joowoo’s toner…”


  “You’re bringing two bottles of toner?”


  “Joowoo has sensitive skin; he can’t use just anything.”


  In the past, during one of their rare outdoor shoots, Park Joowoo had used the wrong sunscreen, and his skin had completely reacted badly. So many Sparklers had been heartbroken.


  My finger joints had almost given out from editing that footage. I wouldn’t let anyone suffer such pain again.


  “Your bag must be heavy, hyung. You’re packing first-aid supplies, too, right? If you don’t have space, you can put them in my bag!”


  “Let’s say your hand is bleeding profusely right now, Cheonghyeon. What would be faster, opening your suitcase or a smaller bag?”


  “…I’ll get a smaller bag!”


  “Good boy.”


  And so, with the ever-clueless Lee Cheonghyeon tasked with gathering every kind of medicine, including motion sickness pills, we finally wrapped up the packing content shoot.


  Hoping the dorm would be close by, I confirmed the footage was safely recorded on the camcorder and then collapsed onto my bed.


  

  The day of the retreat dawned.


  I had a bad feeling. It started with seeing things in the morning.


  A small number ‘3’ was floating in the upper right corner of my vision. No matter how much I rubbed my eyes, it wouldn’t disappear.


  I wondered if it was the system’s doing, but it felt different from anything I’d experienced before.


  An update?


  Sometimes the development team would mess up the website while doing updates. Since the person in charge of approvals was as inefficient as Manager Nam, it wouldn’t be surprising if there was a bug.


  I couldn’t exactly head to the ophthalmologist right before filming, so I decided to ignore it for now.


  The weather was also incredibly hot. I went to the salon and said, ‘Please put two layers of sunscreen on their faces!’ only to be told by the stylist, ‘Iwol, how about getting a tan instead?’


  It was this kind of encouragement that led kids like Lee Cheonghyeon to roast their skin during every vacation, burning fans’ hearts and my mental state to a crisp…


  Honestly, if the community hadn’t been flooded with positive posts the night before, I might have gone ballistic on these kids.


  ≫ Spk was legendary today.


  Their stage was sooooooooooo beautiful…


  └ Is this seriously a competition stage?ㅠㅠㅠ I thought it was a concert


  ≫ A fairytale-like survival performance


  Spark’s ‘Starlight’


  Hair, makeup, costumes, stage production, everything was perfect


  It felt like watching a music video even though it was a live performance!


  └ I think the rearrangement was well done. The stage was beautiful too.


  └ I was worried because the original song was unbeatable, but my jaw dropped at the final production.


  └ I also liked that they changed the theme from love for a romantic partner to love for a research subjectㅠ


  ≫ During the planning meeting, I had no clue what kind of stage they were aiming for


  But they pulled this offㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  There’s no way our boys aren’t geniuses


  If you disagree, you’re wrong


  Thanks to these comments, I truly enjoyed monitoring the online reaction. I even shared a few in the group chat. Of course, everyone was too busy packing or passed out to check until the morning.


  “Should we wait here?”


  Jeong Seongbin asked the camera director, confirming the waiting location one last time.


  Since it wasn’t a studio shoot, the broadcasting station sent a bus to pick up the teams, starting with the nearest one.


  Since Spark’s dorm was the furthest from Seoul, we were the last to be picked up. It was a good thing we were idols and not daily commuters.


  The bus arrived 20 minutes later than expected due to delays with the previous team. I almost died trying to fill in the blank footage.


  The bus we finally boarded had a large banner attached to it.


  It read, ‘~Let’s go to the Baekjung Nori Festival~’…


  It seemed they wanted to do something befitting the title ‘Idol Dynasty Chronicle’, even if it was a little late for a simple team-building activity. The timing was a bit off, but it would roughly coincide with the broadcast date of the episode.


  Getting on the 45-seater bus, I saw it was nearly full. Oddly, there were empty seats scattered here and there.


  Is it assigned seating?


  Sure enough, there were small pieces of paper on the seats.


  I had two ears, but it felt like I’d need five ears to keep up with the nonsense these five would spout in their respective seats. I was already tired.


  But if it was assigned seating, I’d rather sit with Parthe or All Over.


  Of course, the seat next to Song Minil was empty.


  Why him of all people? If it were Han Gawoon, we could at least talk about music.


  As I inwardly cursed my luck, someone far away waved a hand.


  “Iwol! Your seat is here!”


  It really was an All Over member. And not just any member, but the one who formed a unit with Choi Jeho and the member who would go to jail in the future.


  For a fleeting moment, I wanted to scream that I had severe motion sickness and collapse on the floor.


  The bus quickly became lively.


  The paired-up cast members were busy chatting.


  Even Choi Jeho was deep in discussion with someone.


  And…


  “Iwol, would you like to drink this?”


  “No, thank you. I appreciate the offer, though.”


  …Only All Over’s Seo Yunseop and I were engaged in a hellish game of avoiding eye contact.


  It was a sin to keep your mouth shut in front of the camera. I knew that.


  But this a**hole got caught doing drugs! Not just using, either—he’d be caught distributing to his teammates!


  I’d rather get scolded for staying quiet than risk being associated with a potential drug cartel in ‘Idol Destiny Chronicle’.


  It was not time yet, but honestly, I was suspicious of what might be in that drink right now. I’d rather eat dry crackers without water.


  “What do you do to relieve stress, Iwol?”


  “I don’t really get stressed much.”


  Typically, you’d return the question out of politeness, but I wasn’t going to. Because this person would soon relieve his stress with drugs.


  Since I was already labeled as the rude guy who didn’t greet senior groups properly, what difference would it make to add another charge of spacing out in the corner of the bus? So I stayed quiet. Then Seo Yunseop spoke again.


  “I heard Cheonghyeon composes for Spark?”


  “Yes. He’s also handling the arrangement for the competition pieces.”


  “Really? That’s amazing. Isn’t he still young?”


  He was amazing, indeed.


  Even though he had a musical background, Lee Cheonghyeon’s growth was astonishing. Every time others acknowledged this, it only reinforced how brilliant he truly was.


  But compared to those achievements, the kid was still…


  “He’s quite young.”


  A few rows over, I could see the round top of Lee Cheonghyeon’s head. He was chatting excitedly and laughing brightly with the person next to him, whom I couldn’t see.


  “It must be a lot of pressure to compose at such a young age.”


  “Fortunately, he seems to be enjoying it for now.”


  “Is that so?”


  “Yes.”


  How many idols who composed music would find it didn’t suit their aptitude, anyway? I didn’t want to bother being polite, so I just answered like that. He should be grateful I managed to keep smiling and maintain basic social decorum.


  Despite my half-hearted responses, Seo Yunseop persistently continued the conversation.


  “Still, creating music can’t be easy. Inspiration isn’t infinite, you know. Right?”


  “Haha, you’re right.”


  I didn’t know much about creativity, so I wouldn’t know.


  And honestly, I wished he’d stop taking an interest in our group members…


  Wait a minute.


  The hairs on the back of my neck stood up.


  I looked back and forth between Seo Yunseop next to me and Lee Cheonghyeon, who was smiling a few rows away.


  Then, a rumor I had briefly skimmed over flashed through my mind.


  ≫ Is it true that LCH is a drug addict?


  The case was filed against him, but the results came back negative, so the matter was quietly dropped.


  However, it was the issue that once led to Lee Cheonghyeon being removed from all advertisements.


  Chapter 133: Team-Building Retreat (2)


  Seo Yunseop’s arrest on drug charges was so well-known that even non-idol fans knew about it.


  It wasn’t because Seo Yunseop was particularly famous.


  It was because he hadn’t done it alone. He’d dragged others into it as well. Worse yet, some of those involved were his own group members.


  Not one, but a whole bunch of drug users had emerged from a single idol group. One of them was even revealed to be a distributor.


  Naturally, the K-pop scene was in shambles. Seo Yunseop’s phone became evidence, and every idol in his contacts suffered scrutiny.


  Among those names was Lee Cheonghyeon.


  Lee Cheonghyeon and Seo Yuseop didn’t have any obvious connections in the public eye. At most, they had overlapping promotional schedules and appeared on the same shows a handful of times.


  So, when Lee Cheonghyeon’s name surfaced, people assumed he’d quickly clear his name, just as other idols had. But then…


  ≫ Is L○○ perhaps Lee Cheonghyeon?


  └ Please tell me it’s not him… I’m so tired of this


  ≫ What’s happening on the trending topics? I just woke up


  ≫ Mr. Lee Cheonghyeon becomes a black sheep due to drug addiction


  └ Delete this… There are other trending topics to joke about


  Lee Cheonghyeon was indeed found to be addicted to drugs. Just not illegal drugs.


  Since he hadn’t abused illegal substances, there were no legal repercussions.


  However, amidst the arrests of fellow artists, the fact that he was also taking drugs didn’t sit well with the public.


  What kind of drug was it?


  I tried to recall, but my memory was blank.


  Maybe this whole regression thing had turned my brain into a sponge—my head felt full of holes.


  Moreover, it was also puzzling why Lee Cheonghyeon was in contact with Seo Yunseop in the first place.


  There didn’t seem to be any reason for them to interact—they had little in common, no real connection.


  Before, I wouldn’t have cared about this sort of thing, busy making videos like ‘Other Idols Mentioning Spark: A Compilation’, but the situation was different now.


  What if, even if it wasn’t drugs, that bastard Seo Yunseop had coerced Lee Cheonghyeon into something…?


  We’re screwed.


  I didn’t know how much Lee Cheonghyeon’s brilliance had ignited Seo Yunseop’s greed, but it seemed I’d have to attach a 24-hour security detail to Lee Cheonghyeon during this retreat.


  

  The bus, laden with surveillance, rivalry, and iron walls, soon arrived at a large pension in Gapyeong.


  Gapyeong, of all places. It felt like just yesterday I got eaten alive by bugs while hiding treasure hunt clues in the yard of a pension here.


  The dizzying memory mingled with the humid summer air and clung to me.


  But I needed to focus.


  While misplacing a note during the Hanpyeong Industry treasure hunt didn’t make headlines, failing to protect Lee Cheonghyeon properly could put Spark plastered all over the front page of entertainment news.


  I wedged myself between Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon as they walked towards the pension, each pulling a suitcase.


  I slung my arms around their shoulders and said,


  “My maknaes.”


  “Yes?”


  “What?”


  “Don’t get distracted by the crowd and stick close to your hyungs, okay?”


  Choi Jeho chided me from behind, telling me to take care of my own luggage. I turned to see Jeong Seongbin pulling my suitcase as well.


  The retreat hadn’t even begun, and I already had a headache.


  “The first mission is ‘Making Your Own Dinner’!”


  “Gasp. We have to make everything ourselves?”


  The cast buzzed as someone received and read the mission instructions.


  It was understandable. There were over forty mouths to feed here. Even just making ramen would be a huge task.


  “Wow, with so many people, I wouldn’t even know where to start.”


  Someone from All Over said, scratching their head.


  “Then shall we divide into grocery shopping and meal preparation teams?”


  Moon Yeongyu offered a suggestion.


  “Having twenty people just focused on meal prep seems a bit inefficient. I think a few people would be enough!”


  Song Minil chimed in.


  That b*tch, he was just saying he didn’t want to do it. I saw you kicking around the soccer ball outside the pension earlier, don’t think I didn’t.


  Suppressing a sigh, I joined the conversation.


  “How about dividing into grocery shopping, meal preparation, and dishwashing teams? Since we need to clean up afterward, it would be good to divide the roles. Plus, it’ll give us more footage for the broadcast!”


  Even with this suggestion, some people would still try to slack off. But if they were going to play around, they might as well generate some content.


  

  “We’ll be back!”


  With cheerful goodbyes, the grocery shopping team departed. A member of Log was driving.


  Meanwhile, I found myself dragged along purely because someone decided I was the greatest intellectual of IDC.


  Writer, how much can we spend?


  What’s the card limit?!


  Watching the idols bounce around like hyperactive rabbits, the writers had begged me to keep an eye on them.


  I had followed them, thinking pessimistically that my presence wouldn’t make much of a difference, but…


  “How much ssamjang and gochujang should we buy? Two jars each?”


  “I saw some gochujang in the cupboard earlier. Let’s just get ssamjang.”


  “Should we buy ten bags of these leafy greens?”


  “Since we’re buying in bulk, it’ll be cheaper to buy individual vegetables rather than the pre-packaged mix. Just lettuce and perilla leaves, please.”


  Watching them toss items haphazardly into three carts, I began to understand why the writers sent me.


  But did I really need to manage the broadcasting company’s corporate card limit? It was not even a UA card.


  “Whoa, they sell yukhoe here! Should we go for a full yukhoe bibimbap meal with short rib soybean paste stew for dinner?”


  “That’s insane. Buy it right now.”


  "......"


  “Hyung, want some beer?”


  “Ah, I’d grab some right now if it weren’t for the minors. Too bad.”


  “Why not let the adults drink while the kids stick to soda?”


  "......"


  “Don’t you think we’re buying too many snacks? These are definitely going to go to waste.”


  “Eh, someone will eat them.”


  Seriously, do these bastards never learn about how to be considerate of others in ethics class?


  What if there are people who can’t eat raw meat? Why are they trying to make everything into yukhoe bibimbap?


  And there are so many minors here, yet they’re seriously considering buying alcohol? Are they trying to get all of us canceled in a teen drinking scandal?


  Which one of you said someone would eat the leftovers? Do they think other people are garbage disposals for celebrity snacks? What a thoughtless thing to say.


  My insides burned black. Dealing with Spark was never this maddening, but now I felt like my entire digestive system was being twisted into knots.


  In the end, I had to sift through all three carts like I was wringing them dry.


  Using the skills honed from confiscating the clicky keyboard the owner’s son had snuck into the cart, I managed to save up 200,000 won.


  Consider it a donation to the stage production budget. But this is the last time. Next time, I’m turning a blind eye..


  

  Is there anything more meaningless than dividing roles?


  I used to work in HR. Back then, my tasks included registering new hires, managing leave days, uploading job postings, scheduling interviews, headhunting, purchasing office supplies, processing terminations, managing building cleanliness, appeasing executives, and issuing various documents.


  But the HR manager at the Hanpyeong Industry had to do a bit more.


  For example, stanning idols on behalf of the manager, installing building signs, picking locked doors, manually cracking passwords on PCs left locked by former employees, running ramen errands, reading the executives’ autobiographies aloud… Fuck.


  Anyway, the point was, dividing roles didn’t mean much in practice.


  Look at me now. I just got back from grocery shopping, and now I was wearing work gloves and arranging charcoal in a drum.


  Perhaps because there were so many people that one or two slackers weren’t noticeable, most of them just said, ‘What can I do?’ and then proceeded to do absolutely nothing.


  It was somewhat comforting that Choi Jeho, who learned how to light charcoal from me in the last self-produced video, was handling the torch himself.


  He skillfully lit the newspaper and transferred the flame to the charcoal. Finally, one member was living up to the group’s name.


  “Hyung, should I do it?”


  “A kid shouldn’t play with fire. Kiyeon, go wash the vegetables.”


  Even amidst this chaos, Spark took the initiative to find tasks. They were a far cry from the Spark of the past, who would freeze up on variety shows.


  I was proud, but they shouldn’t be the only ones working. I wouldn’t stand for it.


  Fuming like a raging yaksha, I was startled when Yeo Seongchan appeared with Moon Yeongyu.


  “Hyung, stop that and go inside! Yeongyu and I will grill the meat.”


  “You two alone won’t manage. There are too many mouths to feed.”


  “We’ll just call in reinforcements. Ah, the All Over hyungs said they wanted to try grilling.”


  “No, I’ll grill. I’m really good at it.”


  At the mention of All Over, I quickly snatched the plate and tongs from Yeo Sungchan’s hands. I didn’t want to eat drug-laced samgyeopsal.


  “Wouldn’t it be better to sit down and eat comfortably?”


  “I take pride in outdoor grilling. Please let me do it.”


  After pleading with Moon Yeongyu, I finally secured a drum barrel.


  As I was grilling, inhaling the acrid smoke, Moon Yeongyu spoke,


  “Hyung, I heard you got scolded by Joowoo after our stage performance?”


  “Who told you that?”


  “Seongbin did. We were on the same bus earlier. That’s when I heard it.”


  It seemed the leaders sat together. Couldn’t they have discussed something more constructive with that positioning?


  “Don’t even mention it. It was hard to appease him.”


  “Still, Spark seems really close. Even just chatting with them for a bit, they all seem so kind.”


  “The members are all kind.”


  I couldn’t deny that they were kind, even if they caused some ridiculous trouble sometimes.


  “Aren’t the Berion members close too?”


  “We’re all the same age.”


  Do they think there’s a big age gap in Spark or something?


  …Wait, is there? Is there a big gap between me and them?


  As I pondered, someone held out a plate of grilled meat. It was Jeong Seongbin.


  “Hyung, eat while you grill.”


  “What about you? Have you eaten?”


  “There’s plenty of meat over there. Don’t worry and eat. You too, Yeongyu hyung!”


  Jeong Seongbin smiled kindly.


  As expected of Jeong Seongbin, the true leader of our time, ensuring no one felt left out, even around the charcoal grill.


  I was enjoying the ssam, even with the scattered ash, when a completely unexpected guest arrived.


  The Log members arrived wearing gloves.


  “Here, Mr. Iwol and Mr. Yeongyu, go eat now!”


  Log members pushed Moon Yeongyu and me toward the tables. They each grabbed tongs, loaded the emply plates with grilled meats, and handed them to us.


  “Sunbaenim, I can finish grilling…”


  “No, no. We’ve eaten enough!”


  “The dongsaengs were worried that Iwol-hyung wasn’t eating. Hurry up and eat. Isn’t our maknae watching?”


  “Come on, hyung always makes sure to eat well!”


  With Log joining in, the atmosphere became even more boisterous.


  Glancing toward the table, I noticed Park Joowoo and three others—Choi Jeho was busy eating his own meal—staring intently at me.


  It had been ages since we had samgyeopsal, they should focus on eating themselves.


  I trudged over, took off my work gloves, and ate the meat I had just grilled.


  Perhaps because it had been so long, the fatty, smoky flavor was incredibly satisfying.


  Chapter 134: Team-Building Retreat (3)


  The IDC Baekjung Nori Festival continued for quite some time.


  In the main event,


  ssireum
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  Ssireum or Korean wrestling is a folk wrestling style and traditional national sport of Korea that began in the fourth century. Source: Wiki.


  , Choi Jeho showed off his thigh muscles and emerged as the final victor. After eating all that meat, he really earned his keep.


  During the campfire session, a short segment was held with the theme of burning away past hardships and moving forward with a fresh start…


  “I was happy to become close with such good hubaes! There were times we clashed, but moving forward, I want us to maintain a great relationship and grow together!”


  …and Song Minil ruined the mood once again.


  What clashes? He was the one who started it. That sly bastard.


  As if reading my mind, the Berion members glanced at me, gauging my reaction. I diligently maintained a benevolent smile.


  Other minor incidents included someone setting marshmallows on fire and another suddenly bursting into tears, lamenting the hardships of the competition. Perhaps because they were still young, the atmosphere softened more easily than I expected.


  Watching them, I was reminded of the Hanpyeong Industry campfire, where everyone except the executives wanted to go home.


  As I stared at the roaring flames back then, what had I been thinking?


  That I want to go home?


  Asking why am I living like this?


  I remember being consumed by a very intense longing…


  It was Park Joowoo who broke my train of thought.


  “…It’s nice, all of us coming together like this.”


  “Huh?”


  “It feels like a real trip.”


  Park Joowoo smiled faintly. It was quite unusual.


  His usually expressionless face was wearing a smile, the flickering firelight reflecting on his normally cold features.


  Par Joowoo, who hated noise, was enjoying the laughter and chatter. Park Joowoo, who was always shy and eager to hide, was saying it was nice to have so many people gathered…


  “I guess so.”


  I replied shortly and turned my head. I felt strange.


  Has he changed?


  I didn’t want to exert too much influence on Spark. I was fine with managing their work and preventing accidents, but I didn’t want to alter the personalities of the individual members.


  This made me feel oddly guilty.


  “Let’s come again with the UA staff next time!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon exclaimed excitedly.


  I wanted to ask if he was trying to ruin the company’s employee satisfaction rating, but I held back because of the cameras.


  “Where do you want to go?”


  “The beach is probably the easiest, isn’t it?”


  Jeong Seongbin and Choi Jeho, true leaders who never ignored their members’ words, wasted no time escalating the idea.


  “That’s right. If we all go, we’ll need to rent two buses like the one we took today, right? I wonder how much that would cost.”


  Kang Kiyeon added his two cents.


  “Round trip to Incheon is about 400,000 won per bus, Gangwon is about 600,000 won. But generally, they charge based on kilometers rather than just the region.”


  “When did you even look that up?”


  “Maybe this hyung secretly wants to go on a group trip too?”


  Do I? If the UA rating drops because of the company retreat, it’s all your fault.


  We had a heated debate while watching the flames, ‘UA Staff Retreat: Mountains or Beach?’.


  Idols planning a company retreat while wearing mosquito-repellent bracelets—I hoped this wouldn’t make it onto the broadcast.


  

  The variety show-style retreat was brutal.


  From the crack of dawn, the IDC cast had to perform a wake-up mission: dancing cutely to a trendy aegyo song.


  The idols, barely awake, struggled to learn the choreography and perform the adorable dance… I didn’t know who would want to watch it, but everyone did their best.


  Of course, trying your best doesn’t always guarantee good results.


  I showcased my abysmal dance skills and sank miserably.


  I need at least a day to learn this.


  But Iwol, you’re an idol!


  There are always mutations in the world!


  Why is the world so harsh to idols? I bit my lip in sorrow, but nothing changed.


  “Hyung, you still haven’t passed?”


  “I’m planning to skip breakfast today.”


  Kang Kiyeon gave me a pitying look. Having already visited the food truck, he offered me a helping hand.


  “Look. This hand gesture represents rabbit ears.”


  “Oh, it wasn’t Maltese ears?”


  “That’s not important, anyway. Then…”


  Kang Kiyeon danced brightly and cheerfully, despite the early hour.


  I, on the other hand, clumsily tried to follow along beside him.


  How could anyone learn a dance just by watching it? I’d been in school for 16 years and never learned such a skill.


  “Iwol-hyung, still on the mission?”


  “Can’t I just take over in your place…?”


  Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo, who had also enjoyed a hearty breakfast, expressed their sympathy.


  Gathering more than forty idols and making one office worker struggle—this was the harsh modern society. I would not forgive it.


  In the end, I somehow managed to pass by peeking at the five Spark members dancing in front and mimicking them from the back row. Tears welled up in my chest as I received my meal.


  As I was eating my hard-earned food, Cha Sehan, sitting diagonally across from me, spoke.


  “Hyung, did you not get any mosquito bites? There were so many mosquitoes in our room.”


  “We turned on the mosquito repellent. Want some lotion?”


  “You carry that around?”


  Of course. While I was with this team, I had a duty to protect their faces from all kinds of disasters.


  And mosquito repellent was a summer essential.


  There were so many mosquitoes in the Hanpyeong Industry office that I kept a personal repellent at my desk every summer. The company never bought it for me.


  I handed Cha Sehan the bottle and continued eating.


  Then, the small number in the corner of my vision caught my eye.


  The number, which had been 3 yesterday, had changed to 2. I only noticed now, distracted by the dance.


  Is it a countdown?


  I tried to recall what was scheduled for two days later, but there was nothing besides the final IDC competition meeting.


  It seemed unlikely the system would display such a minor schedule like this.


  During the break after the meal, I asked Jeong Seongbin.


  “Seongbin, do we have any schedules the day after tomorrow? Besides the IDC filming.”


  “Nothing else besides that.”


  So, it wasn’t a schedule. Was it a new task? What grand task was the system going to give me?


  Hey, you should at least tell me what it is so I can prepare.


  I complained, but the system didn’t show up. Lazy bastard. Just try lecturing me about attendance after this.


  

  Aside from my slightly reduced field of vision due to the countdown, the retreat ended smoothly.


  Since the cameras weren’t rolling on the bus ride back, we could sit wherever we wanted.


  However, unlike when we first boarded, we all got off at the broadcasting station when it was time to disperse. Why did even this have to feel like a retreat?


  On the way back to the dorm, our manager, who had come to pick us up, spoke during a red light.


  “Guys, are you coming to the company later?”


  Even after a two-day, one-night shoot, we still had to go to the company. To practice.


  When Jeong Seongbin answered yes, the manager, relieved, started driving again.


  “Then stop by the office before going to the practice room.”


  “The office?”


  “Yeah. A lot of fan letters arrived. You have some time before the next competition, so it’d be good to read them now.”


  Come to think of it, it had been a while since we’d last received fan letters.


  I suddenly remembered the first time I received them. Even when I went to the post office to send mine, I thought, ‘These guys must receive a lot of letters…’ but when I actually got them, I was shocked by both the quantity and the sincerity.


  Sure enough, this time, each person at least had a box full of fan letters.


  For someone like me, who had only ever received utility bills and health check-up notices in the mail, I still hadn’t quite gotten used to it.


  It feels…heavy, somehow.


  When I first received fan letters, I felt surprised, but afterward, I felt grateful.


  At the same time, I felt guilty. I was working for very selfish reasons, and yet receiving such pure support, I wondered if I deserved it.


  There were even more fan letters this time than usual.


  Judging by the encouraging stickers and messages on the envelopes, it seemed many were sent after the personality controversy.


  I settled into a corner and opened the letters addressed to me.


  As usual, the letters were filled with affection, written in every available space.


  【This is my first time sending a letter to an idol.


  I don’t know if you’ll read this, Iwol, but I’m writing this hoping my support reaches you!


  .


  .


  .】


  【I can’t believe this is already my fifth letter ㅎㅎ


  While being a Spark fan, I’m always surprised by how deeply I can love something.


  Whenever I see stationery with flame designs, I buy it and write to you. It’s both painful and joyful how much Spark fills my life ^^】


  【Iwol, it’s noona


  .


  .


  .


  The world is too harsh for our twenty-one-year-old tuxedo kitty, isn’t it? Noona wants to blow up the earth for that, but it’s not easy…


  Still, trust the human powder kegs that are Sparklers and hang in there a little longer. Sparklers are always on your side.


  Ignore the keyboard warriors who don’t spend time or money on Spark, and only listen to the sweet words. Our Iwol is an adult, so you understand what noona’s trying to say, right?


  I love you, even if you look like a sea urchin with the personality of a dust bunny under a wardrobe. Wash up warm, cover yourself with a clean blanket, and sleep well!】


  【To. Iwol


  Iwol, you’ve been so busy filming ‘IDC’, haven’t you? Are you eating well?


  I’ve lost the will to live since the company cafeteria changed the suppliers. Why did they change it? The only perk of this company was the delicious food.


  Although you guys only eat chicken breast and salad because you’re on a diet, I want to see you eating delicious food today. I think it would make my heart a little happier.


  Taking care of yourself is good, but sometimes eat what you want. Isn’t that why we work and live? I feel a thrill every time I see your jawline, but I still want you to be happy.


  Don’t just tell your fans to eat a balanced diet, you should eat well too. Okay? I love Spark’s amazing abs to death, but a sick Spark who doesn’t eat well is a cardinal sin. Keep that in mind.】


  About half were kind and affectionate letters, and the other half were filled with resolute support and love. It was hard to tear my eyes away from any of them.


  After a long while, I finally finished reading and organizing the fan letters.


  The others were also reading most of their fan letters by now.


  Back when I was a fan at the Hanpyeong Industry, I thought idols wouldn’t read their fan letters at all, or just a few at most. But these guys diligently read every single one they received.


  When they were busy, they read them in the car. If even that wasn’t possible, they used their break time.


  I didn’t have any complaints about this part. Everyone read their fan letters properly.


  So why didn’t they show this side of themselves to the fans sooner? Why were they like that in the past?


  Just as I was about to explode in anger, Lee Cheonghyeon drew everyone’s attention.


  “How do you guys store your fan letters?”


  “I put them in boxes under my bed…”


  “I do the same as Joowoo. I want to move them somewhere else, though, since it’s hard to take them out.”


  There weren’t many other places to put them, but it seemed that Park Joowoo and Jeong Seongbin had neatly stored them under their beds.


  “I got a storage box. What about you hyungs?”


  “In the bottom drawer of my closet.”


  “In my suitcase.”


  As soon as we finished talking, Choi Jeho and I exchanged looks. Both of us had the same expression, thinking, ‘You’ve got to be kidding me’.


  What’s wrong with a suitcase? It was the only thing I cherished in this dorm.


  “That’s good and all, but everyone be careful of humidity. Mold can grow on walls or paper during the rainy season.”


  Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo’s faces paled at my words. It seemed they hadn’t thought of that.


  “Or buy a six-drawer dresser and keep them in your own space. Get one that fits in the living room.”


  “That’s a good idea. It’ll be easy to see them if they’re in the living room!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon excitedly agreed.


  The company would probably get us a new dorm once we got more popular, so we should buy a plastic dresser to make moving easier. And put dehumidifiers in each drawer.


  Practice that day was more energetic than usual. Everyone was smiling.


  Now that I thought about it, it was strange. These guys, who loved their fans enough to enjoy practice after a two-day, one-night shoot and just by reading a few fan letters, why did they disband?


  It was baffling. Even I found myself constantly looking back whenever I received such affection.
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  Chapter 135: Office Revenge (1)


  In the end, I never figured out the identity of the countdown until the day the number disappeared.


  It’s probably nothing big…


  I just kept thinking that to myself while shaking off the cushions that the production crew had sat on up on the rooftop.


  How many crises could a newly debuted idol group possibly face? The controversy had already happened, and the work had always been plentiful, whether before or after debut.


  Wait a second. Does that mean every day is a crisis for me? Suddenly, I started to feel disillusioned with life.


  Just in case a tragedy like collapsing from a nosebleed during filming occurred, I meticulously checked everyone’s accumulated fatigue levels from early in the morning.


  I personally checked each member’s condition, even massaging their shoulders. They all just found it excessively burdensome; no one seemed particularly unwell.


  I even went to the office at the crack of dawn, loitering around in case something went wrong there, but there were no signs of trouble. It was a normal day, literally.


  I did my best in the areas I could check, but nothing seemed off.


  Then it was not my responsibility anymore. No matter what came up, I had an excuse.


  “Hyung, the directors will arrive in 10 minutes!”


  Kang Kiyeon delivered the breaking news as I pounded on the cushions, unable to take my frustration out on the system.


  Without having any time to think further about the mysterious number, I grabbed a pile of cushions and headed for the stairs.


  

  I was the one leading today’s meeting.


  I wanted to stop appearing on the show, but my position as a producing member made it unavoidable. Next time, I’d find a job that didn’t even have the word ‘P’ on it.


  Still, I prepared diligently for this meeting.


  It was time to gather the threads Spark had been laying.


  “Before we begin the meeting for the final competition, let’s review our previous concepts.”


  So far, the image Spark had shown on Idol Dynasty Chronicle was closely tied to history and its flow.


  The fresh, rookie idols on the self-introduction stage represented the founding of the Joseon Dynasty.


  The sports competition in the first round symbolized the long-standing factional disputes in Joseon history. The Milky Way stage in the second round alluded to scientific advancements like the


  Cheonsang Yeolcha Bunyajido
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  Cheonsang Yeolcha Bunyajido is a fourteenth-century Korean star map, copies of which were spread nationwide in the Joseon Dynasty.


  .


  So, what was left?


  “Everyone, you all remember the name of our program, right?”


  “Idol Dynasty Chronicle.”


  “Correct. Until now, Spark has reenacted historical flows and events. Now, it’s time to leave a record of it.”


  Didn’t I tell you? Spark will become the identity of the Idol Dynasty Chronicle.


  I switched the PPT slide, revealing images of old court historians and the Annals of the Joseon Dynasty.


  “The Annals of the Joseon Dynasty is a significant record that encompasses a wide range of historical facts about the Joseon era. I’m sure you all know how important it is. So, for the final competition, as historians, we aim to share with the public, without omission or embellishment, what we’ve seen and learned on the IDC stage. Does anyone have any objections?”


  “None!”


  “Nope.”


  Everyone readily agreed. It was only natural since, although this meeting was for filming, Spark had been planning their stages with this in mind from the beginning.


  Since it was an idea planned before the filming of the Idol Dynasty Chronicle, it wasn’t new to them.


  However, we still needed to work out the details. From here on, the meeting became a serious discussion.


  “We’ll wear hanbok for the final competition, right? What style are we going for?”


  “I think something closer to a scholar’s outfit rather than a fully traditional scholar style might look better…”


  “That’s good and all, but the visibility of dance lines in hanbok varies drastically depending on the design. I think we need to consider this in advance.”


  As Jeong Seongbin, the leader, pointed out the key discussion points, Park Joowoo and Kang Kiyeon offered their opinions.


  “Actually, we need to put a lot of effort into the final competition, right?”


  “….?”


  “I didn’t want us to waste time on reference research, so I’ve already prepared the general framework. If we agree on this, let’s finalize it today and send it to the production team.”


  I opened the shared spreadsheet I had prepared.


  Usually, I shared folders, but considering today’s filming, I organized everything—costumes, props, lighting, media art, etc.—into separate sheets within one file. One of the cameras immediately turned towards the projector screen.


  “We’ll decide on the color scheme last, after looking at the color sheet. We’ll proceed quickly, so please make your decisions promptly.”


  “No second votes or anything?”


  “No. Pick what you like when you first see it. If it stands out to you right away, it’s a good choice.”


  At my words, Lee Cheonghyeon shook his head, excited.


  There was no need for a second vote. The decision-making was done swiftly. While they previously seemed like they’d order five different dishes at a Chinese restaurant, they now seemed to have developed an eye for selecting the best option after considering various factors.


  How should I put it? It felt like watching a well-trained junior.


  

  “Good work, everyone!”


  “Thank you for your hard work!”


  The filming of the meeting ended with the writers’ farewells. My energy levels plummeted.


  Was this really the daily life of an idol? It was no different from the Hanpyeong Industry. Was a highly evolved idol actually just an office worker?


  “Hyung, you look really tired.”


  “Really? Did it show during filming?”


  “Not during the filming, but it’s obvious now that the cameras are off.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon said, pointing at my under-eye area. I’d definitely need under-eye filler treatments once the Idol Dynasty Chronicle was over.


  Rubbing my eyes, I replied,


  “I guess it’s because of the back-to-back meetings. My energy is drained.”


  “It’s not the meetings, it’s because you haven’t been sleeping.”


  Choi Jeho scolded me while putting the chairs back in place.


  Who would want to organize materials after a retreat and practice? I also loved taking long naps.


  I felt incredibly wronged, but I couldn’t show it. The production crew hadn’t left yet.


  As I held the meeting room door open for them, a writer approached me and asked,


  “Iwol, who comes up with your ideas?”


  “We all come up with them together!”


  “No, I mean the main ideas. I’m curious which department is in charge of setting the direction, like from the self-PR stage.”


  “We really do it ourselves. The company mostly checks for feasibility.”


  “You guys do it? Not the company?”


  “Yes!”


  The writer’s expression turned strange at my words.


  Did they…not believe me? Was Spark about to get embroiled in a ‘concept thief’ controversy and get malicious edits this time?


  Worries swirled in my mind.


  At this point, I might have to hand over Spark’s weekly meeting notes to prove our innocence…


  “I see. We’re probably doing a Season 2, and it seems like a lot will need to change in the format.”


  “Is that so?”


  I feigned ignorance, but it made sense.


  There was a big difference between a pilot program hastily made to ride the survival show trend and a full-fledged seasonal program. There had to be some changes.


  “So, I was wondering if there’s a separate variety show writer or planning team under UA, and if we could get an introduction to some talent… but I guess that’s not the case?”


  “The planning team usually helps a lot when we have a comeback. We just wanted to handle the competition part ourselves.”


  I wished the accounting team had helped us out, but that wasn’t meant to be.


  The writer, sighing, suddenly lifted their head. After looking around, they asked in a low voice,


  “Right, is Producer Yoo Hansoo here?”


  “Yes, he is.”


  “I heard he’s not working on idol projects anymore? He doesn’t have any ongoing projects, right? There are so many rumors going around about him…”


  So the rumors in the broadcasting industry spread that fast. News of Yoo Hansoo’s downfall had reached outside of UA.


  I had noticed he hadn’t been around the company much lately. Was he lying low because of these spreading rumors? He should have known better from the start.


  Judging by their tone, it doesn’t seem like they want to give him work… are they just curious?


  If it were up to me, I wanted to say that it was not even about his work anymore—He should be grateful if the company didn’t end up suing him.


  But I shouldn’t say that. I was an idol, an adult, and a member of society. If that person caused his own downfall in the industry, that was enough.


  “Ahaha… I don’t know.”


  “Oh, never mind. I shouldn’t have asked. It must be awkward to answer such questions. I’m sorry.”


  Fortunately, the writer understood my position. They even said, ‘You’re too kind’ while looking at my awkward smile.


  They probably thought I was being considerate of Yoo Hansoo. Even though I was the one who ruined him.


  “And your second competition stage was a huge hit!”


  “Really?”


  “It went incredibly viral. Doesn’t UA do any monitoring?”


  “I usually do it, but I couldn’t this time because of the retreat filming.”


  “The response was amazing. The visuals were so good that the thumbnails and fancams all came out beautifully.”


  Praises kept pouring in. I felt embarrassed.


  “I’m glad. We all worked hard on it.”


  “But you’re the producing member, right? Everyone’s saying these days’ kids are scary. They’re full of praise, saying you have great sense.”


  “You flatter me. We still have a lot to learn.”


  No matter how good I was, I couldn’t compare to industry professionals. Besides, I didn’t want to take all the credit for the ideas.


  As I hurried to see the writer off, I made eye contact with someone at the end of the hallway.


  It was Yoo Hansoo, the very person we had been discussing moments ago.


  Speak of the devil.


  He seemed to be heading this way, but he must have stopped because he saw someone he knew or overheard our conversation.


  Yoo Hansoo stood still, watching the writer and me.


  “Iwol, what are you looking at?”


  “Oh, I thought someone was passing by. I guess not!”


  I urged the writer to leave. When I looked back, Yoo Hansoo was already gone.


  It took a while to see the production crew off. With so many people and so much equipment, it took half a day just for the Idol Dynasty Chronicle vehicles to come and go.


  Still, I felt relieved after they finally left.


  As I stretched, preparing to head down to the practice room, I heard someone calling me from afar.


  “Iwol!”


  “Yes, Assistant Manager.”


  It was the assistant manager from the general affairs team.


  They wouldn’t call me over unless it was important, so I wondered why they were stopping me.


  “Did you do any prop-making activities during the meeting today?”


  “No. You’re talking about the meeting the Idol Dynasty Chronicles crew filmed, right?”


  “Yes, that one.”


  Why suddenly mentioning prop-making?


  Sensing my puzzled look, the assistant manager added,


  “It’s nothing much, but I went to the storage room to get some tools, and I noticed some equipment was missing.”


  “We didn’t use any, but if the Idol Dynasty Chronicles filming crew needed something, maybe a staff member lent it to them. Should I ask?”


  “I wonder if we can find them… Could you ask through Chanyoung? If it’s gone, we’ll have to buy new ones.”


  “Yes, I understand.”


  The assistant manager left, saying they would also double-check the meeting room.
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  Chapter 136: Office Revenge (2)


  After the meeting, the practice continued endlessly.


  Thankfully, Jeong Seongbin stopped the music before anyone threw up. Otherwise, we would have all been cleaning the practice room floor.


  “Hyung… can I go to the convenience store?”


  “Why the convenience store?”


  “I want an isotonic drink…”


  Park Joowoo pleaded with a parched face. He looked like he was about to collapse if he didn’t get one.


  “I’ll get it for you. It’s past midnight.”


  The main vocal’s throat was precious, so I decided to personally go to the convenience store for him. It was late too.


  “…It’s close, I can go.”


  “Kids shouldn’t wander around at night.”


  “Then I’ll go with you.”


  “Choi Jeho, you stay here and watch the others.”


  Leaving the members in Choi Jeho’s care, I left the practice room.


  The moment I stepped outside, the humid air enveloped me.


  Perhaps because of the tropical night, I felt short of breath after just a short walk.


  The song should come out on time, but will we finish the choreography in time? Where should I start looking for an action school?


  I had to tackle these thoughts now, while I had the time. It was a wisdom gained from my time at the Hanpyeong Industry during those hectic, dog-eat-dog seasons.


  As I walked, my mind racing, a white light flashed before my eyes.


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from the ‘Superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ ☜

  


  An incomprehensible system message appeared. This was the first time I’d seen one like this.


  I looked to my left, but there was nothing unusual.


  What… am I supposed to do?


  At that moment.


  I felt a sharp impact on my head. Before I could lean against a wall, my body tumbled forward.


  My head throbbed as if it had been struck by something.


  And it was hot. My skin felt like it was burning.


  The streetlight cast a long shadow over me.


  Someone was muttering something above my head.


  “…Did you tell them?”


  Because of the backlighting, I could barely see the man’s face. The pain made it difficult to open my eyes fully.


  The assailant straddled my back.


  Then, he whispered in my ear,


  “You talked about me to that writer, didn’t you? You’ve been spreading rumors about me, haven’t you?”


  I recognized the voice. Yoo Hansoo was out of his mind.


  I saw the head of the hammer Yoo Hansoo was holding.


  It was a familiar brand. I realized this was the tool the assistant manager from the general affairs team was looking for earlier.


  If it weren’t for the system…


  If I hadn’t turned my head to the left.


  The burning pain would have been on the back of my head, not the left side of my scalp.


  Yoo Hansoo tapped my head with the metal, saying,


  “I should have broken this a long time ago.”


  “…”


  “So you wouldn’t be able to scheme up anything.”


  A rough hand grabbed my hair.


  I bit my lip hard to suppress a scream.


  As I struggled to open my eyes, I met Yoo Hansoo’s gaze as he looked down at me.


  It was a look I had never seen before in my life.


  At the same time, I realized. Yoo Hansoo was serious.


  This wasn’t a momentary impulse; he had chosen to drag me down with him, even if it meant ruining his own life.


  Think.


  I didn’t go through all this regression to end up like this.


  I barely managed to hold onto my rationality.


  First… disarm him.


  I grabbed Yoo Hansoo’s hand, the one clutching my hair. I dug my fingernails into the back of his hand.


  As Yoo Hansoo yelled and recoiled, I grabbed the dropped tool and pushed myself up.


  My vision was red, and I could barely see straight.


  I knew I needed to stop the bleeding.


  But I couldn’t bring myself to press on the wound. Sh*t, it hurt even without touching it, how could I press on it?


  Struggling to breathe and unable to do anything, I saw Yoo Hansoo’s ankles before me.


  Suddenly, I thought of the others left in the practice room.


  I hoped his grudge was only against me. I hoped he would surrender after finishing with me.


  But what if his resentment wasn’t just towards me, but towards all of Spark?


  What if he intended to harm everyone he considered an obstacle, and…


  What if Park Joowoo had been here instead of me, or if Choi Jeho had come out with me?


  I grabbed Yoo Hansoo’s ankles as he backed away. His body couldn’t fight the momentum and toppled over.


  It hurt like hell. I felt like I was about to lose consciousness.


  But if I let him go now…


  I grabbed his hair with my remaining hand as he sat on the ground. I climbed on top of him, pinning him down.


  Yoo Hansoo yelled something beneath me.


  I couldn’t hear him. Only the pounding of my heart filled my ears.


  I felt the blood rushing to my head.


  Then, the feeling of all the blood… draining away.


  I felt dizzy. My unopened resume appeared before my eyes.


  
    .


    .


    .


    Total Fatigue: 70% (Work Support Service Activated)

  


  That meant I was near death. Without the work support, it would have been 90%.


  But I couldn’t give up now. Not until I completely stopped him.


  However, things didn’t always go as planned.


  Even though I had subdued Yoo Hansoo, my strength was fading bit by bit.


  On the other hand, Yoo Hansoo, cornered, fought back violently.


  Every time I exerted force to hold him down, pain shot through my head.


  Just as my total fatigue exceeded 75%…


  
    ….

  


  The system appeared.


  I couldn’t quite make out what was written.


  With blurring vision, I fumbled through the new message.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Subordinate’ is notified of ‘Four Major Insurances – Industrial Accident Compensation Insurance.’


    ▷ If ‘Subordinate’ suffers a serious injury during work, ‘Industrial Accident Compensation Insurance’ will be applied once.


    ▷ During the ‘Industrial Accident Compensation Insurance’ period, ‘Subordinate’ can choose one of the following: ① Pain relief from work-related injury, ② Rapid recovery from work-related injury (varies depending on the severity of the injury).


    ▷ Insurance benefits are limited to one-time use…

  


  How long will it take for this injury to recover?


  I asked the system, and the answer came immediately.


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from the ‘Superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ Assistant Manager Kim, did you get into an accident on your way to work? How long will you need to rest? I can’t give you more than two weeks, okay?

  


  Two weeks? When I should be tying this guy up right now?


  I chose option 1 without hesitation.


  And then, as if by magic, all the pain vanished.


  I could see Yoo Hansoo’s face clearly. He was laughing.


  “You son of a b*tch, is this funny to you?”


  I grabbed Yoo Hansoo by the collar, and he spat in my face.


  “Kim Iwol, you deserve to be punished.”


  “What?”


  I thought I’d misheard. Yoo Hansoo was saying the very words I should be saying to him.


  “It doesn’t make sense for someone like you to be more recognized than me. Who are you to insult me?”


  “Are you out of your mind?”


  “When someone like you gains fame, it makes the entire industry look like a joke. You should’ve just listened to me quietly and learned properly instead of showing off, you arrogant little punk…”


  I couldn’t listen anymore. I pressed my knee against Yoo Hansoo’s throat.


  “Gack… You b*tch, are you trying to kill me?”


  “You tried to kill me too, you a**hole.”


  I was out of breath. The pain was gone, but my fingertips were still getting colder.


  If this continued, I could pass out from excessive blood loss.


  I’m running out of time.


  If I lost consciousness, Yoo Hansoo would definitely harm me. His reputation had already crossed a point of no return.


  But what should I do…?


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from the ‘Superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ Assistant Kim, I heard you’re getting an incentive for your hard work. The reason was something about working hard under a difficult boss?


    [SYSTEM] A reward is provided as ‘Subordinate’ adheres to ‘Work Ethics.’


    ▷ Empathy Experience Ticket: Allows the user to make a target experience one sensation or emotion of their choosing.

  


  Work ethics.


  It was a type of message I’d only seen once before, when I witnessed Jang Junhoo’s workplace harassment.


  I thought it only penalized unethical behavior, but it also rewarded ethical actions? A reward that could positively influence others.


  What happens if I use the experience ticket in this pain-free state?


  The system responded succinctly to my question.


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from the ‘Superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ Assistant Manager Kim, you’re not actually pain-free right now. You just can’t feel it. You know, like Schrödinger’s… something or other.

  


  “Haha!”


  All this hard work finally paid off, damn it!


  I wiped my sticky face and asked Yoo Hansoo.


  “Mr. Yoo Hansoo. Have you ever imagined what it feels to have your head splitting open?”


  And I used the experience ticket.


  
    [SYSTEM] Use ‘Empathy Experience Ticket’ on ‘Yoo Hansoo (Producer)’?


    ▶ Recommended Program: Pain


    ▶ Yes / No

  


  When I selected ‘Yes,’ Yoo Hansoo clutched one side of his head as if trying to tear it off. His expression conveyed pure agony.


  I covered his mouth to muffle his scream, put down the hammer momentarily, and rummaged through his pockets for his phone.


  First, I called the police with Yoo Hansoo’s phone. I reported being attacked and hit on the head by an assailant, and they said they would dispatch officers immediately.


  Next, I entered my phone number into his phone. Then, I dialed it and saved the contact as ‘UA Temp Worker.’


  I had received a temporary phone after the personality controversy, but since I hadn’t returned it yet, my own phone was still in the practice room.


  So, if a call from Yoo Hansoo’s number connected to it…


  ─ …Hello?


  …Those guys would probably be the ones to answer.


  Chapter 137: Office Revenge (3)


  “Is that hyung brewing some sports drink on the way back or something…?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon muttered.


  It had been 20 minutes since Kim Iwol left. Considering the location of the convenience store, he should have returned by now.


  “He’ll be back soon enough.”


  “Still, though.”


  At Choi Jeho’s words, Jeong Seongbin glanced at the practice room door.


  He is late.


  Given Kim Iwol’s personality, he’d usually sprint to the store and back without breaking a sweat and returned, saying, ‘Considering my efforts for this late-night outing, let’s work harder on the remaining practice. Okay?’


  It was not that they were worried or something. How many things could threaten a grown man over 180cm tall?


  It was just unusual for him to be this late.


  “…Maybe he’s carrying too much stuff? Should we go out and check on him?”


  “That hyung wouldn’t struggle with a few bottles of drinks. Plus, it’d be worse if we end up missing each other, so we should just wait.”


  Park Joowoo fidgeted nervously and Kang Kiyeon tried to calm him down. Yet, even Kang Kiyeon hesitated to suggest they continue their practice.


  Just then, a familiar vibration rang out from somewhere.


  None of the members were bold enough to carry a cell phone without the company’s knowledge.


  So, it must be Kim Iwol’s phone. He had gone out to answer a call during practice recently.


  “Did hyung borrow someone else’s phone to call us?”


  “Could be.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon and Jeong Seongbin were the first to approach the source of the sound.


  The two easily found the phone in the corner of the practice room couch.


  “Huh?”


  “Eh. Why is PD Yoo calling at this hour?”


  As Lee Cheonghyeon said, the words ‘PD Yoo Hansoo’ were displayed on the screen.


  “Let’s answer. It might be urgent… and hyung might get scolded for not answering.”


  Jeong Seongbin said.


  It sounded considerate, but… well.


  Normally, one wouldn’t answer someone else’s phone without permission.


  Moreover, Jeong Seongbin and Kim Iwol were known for being the most polite members of the group. There was no way someone like him would disregard such basic etiquette.


  Maybe Jeong Seongbin didn’t trust Yoo Hansoo and wanted to gauge the atmosphere between them while Iwol was absent. Choi Jeho could only guess.


  “Give it to me.”


  “Yes?”


  “Give me the phone. I’ll answer it.”


  Given what they knew about Yoo Hansoo’s personality, Choi Jeho figured he should be the one to take the call.


  He took the phone and…


  “Hello?”


  ─ Put Choi Jeho on.


  “…Kim Iwol?”


  …An unexpected voice answered.


  “It’s me.”


  ─ Are you at the practice room now?


  “Yeah.”


  ─ Are the other members there too?


  “Yeah. Why aren’t you back yet? Everyone’s saying we should go look for you…”


  The other members were giving him worried looks.


  However, Kim Iwol cut him off.


  ─ Don’t come out.


  “What? Are you almost here?”


  “If hyung’s carrying too much stuff, should I head to the entrance?”


  Jeong Sengbin, who had been listening quietly, chimed in.


  ─ I think the manager will come soon. Until then, no one leaves the practice room. Got it?


  “Manager Chanyoung left work already.”


  The agency was close to their dorm, so the manager had been sent home early since they’d planned to all head back together after practice.


  ─ Someone from the company will come. Just wait.


  “Where are you and what are you doing…?”


  Choi Jeho was getting annoyed.


  Why was he acting like this today, when he usually explained everything without being asked?


  Just then, Park Joowoo cautiously took the phone from Choi Jeho’s hand.


  “Hyung, why does your voice sound weird…?”


  Voice?


  It sounded the same as usual. Why was Park Joowoo asking that all of a sudden?


  As Choi Jeho and the other members looked at Park Joowoo quizzically, a woman’s scream came from the phone.


  With that piercing scream, the call ended abruptly.


  

  As Kim Iwol had said, their manager came to the practice room right after the call ended, his face pale as a white sheet.


  He didn’t answer their questions. He just hurriedly ushered them into the van and drove away from the company building.


  Everyone was bewildered—until they saw the police tape, the patrol cars, and the crowd gathered nearby.


  Chaos erupted in the van. They couldn’t even remember how they had calmed down Choi Jeho, who was shouting to turn the car around.


  After dropping the members off at the dorm, the manager left again.


  It was only then that the members learned what had happened.


  [Breaking News] Idol Spark’s Kim Iwol Attacked Near Agency; Hospitalized


  UA Entertainment Assault Incident: Perpetrator Revealed as In-House Producer


  [Live Coverage] Police Lines Surround UA; Tight Police Lines


  Producer Attacks Idol With Weapon; Victim Identified as Spark Member Kim Iwol


  Articles poured out from every media outlet. Perhaps due to the unique nature of the incident, news about Kim Iwol started appearing in the general news section.


  Stories about Yoo Hansoo, who was immediately taken custody, continued to surface.


  Perpetrator of Idol Assault Case Complains of Unexplained Headache… Investigation Faces Difficulties


  [Exclusive] Perpetrator Producer Arrested at the Scene


  Police Investigation Launched… Focus on Whether Arrest Warrant Will Be Issued


  Everywhere was in an uproar. SNS, fan cafes, even the dorm phone – everything was buzzing.


  Whether it was people genuinely worried about Kim Iwol, or those who enjoyed gossip.


  Everyone was waiting for a clear explanation. After all, a producer assaulting an idol was an unprecedented event.


  ≫ What the fuck is going on?


  ≫ No, Iwol, what happened? He was fine filming just yesterday, why is this happening all of a sudden?


  ≫ No matter the conflict, this kind of violence is wrong… It would have been nice if they had resolved it through dialogue… I hope the victim is okay.


  ≫ So is our baby okay or not? XX I’m so confused right now


  ≫ A company employee hits an idol with a blunt weapon?? Did I understand that correctly???


  └ The world has seriously gone mad…


  ≫ Isn’t this the kid who had that personality controversy before?


  If you look at this, maybe the insubordination rumors were true after all.


  └ Shut the fuck up, can’t you read the room?


  └ But I also thought that… There’s no smoke without fire


  └ A person is down after being assaulted and you’re here spouting nonsense? You’ll all get sued and then you’ll learn your lesson


  UA hadn’t released any statement, even though the ‘we want follow-up article’ post likes reached three digits.


  More accurately, they couldn’t. This was the first time such a major incident had occurred at UA.


  However, that couldn’t be used as an excuse. Incompetence wasn’t something to be proud of.


  Besides, hadn’t UA already experienced this once? A situation where their artist was at the center of controversy.


  Of course, UA hadn’t done anything special back then.


  Jeong Seongbin remembered Kim Iwol, who had resolved the entire situation on his own.


  Wouldn’t it be better to let the company handle this?


  To his question, Kim Iwol hesitated before replying.


  No, I think I’d feel better handling it myself.


  To be honest, Jeong Seongbin thought his hyung tended to worry too much.


  The people at UA that he had seen so far weren’t the type to ignore their artists’ struggles. They had even told Kim Iwol to leave it to the company.


  But Kim Iwol hadn’t. Instead, he quelled all the controversy by himself.


  And now, faced with this situation without Kim Iwol, UA was struggling, neglecting both the fans and the members.


  It made sense: it was late at night, so the company was slow to respond, and his hyung’s safety was the top priority.


  Though Jeong Seongbin knew this logically, a sense of frustration welled up in his chest.


  With such provocative news, rumors spread like wildfire.


  While the other members unplugged their phones and waited for updates from the company, rumors that even the people involved were unaware of spread like wildfire.


  ≫ There’s talk about this being a mutual fight. What’s the truth?


  I heard the idol overreacted too.


  └ There’s no clear news yet, so stop spreading false information….


  └ I’m not spreading false information; I’m asking a question. Can’t I even ask?


  └ Fans are already anxious about every little thing, so please don’t make things worse. Do you seriously lack social awareness or what?


  └ ‘Producer Yoo claims that the other party also assaulted him, insisting it was mutual fault’ That’s what the article says, so why are you only treating your oppa as the victim? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ So where exactly is Mr. Yoo hurt?ㅋㅋㅋ The idol has a head injury and is unconscious, but the guy who’s supposedly hurt is screaming in front of cameras for attention?


  ≫ UA you m*therfuckers, please say something, I’m going to die from the stress… I’m going crazy


  ≫ I don’t need anything else, just tell me if Iwol is okay… It’s a head injury, for goodness’ sake. Please….


  └ ㅠㅠ I know you’re worried, but let’s wait a little longer! We’ll get an update soon ㅠㅠㅠㅠ


  And then…


  ≫ @NEW_Re:


  Who helped you when you were about to be kicked out of the team for incompetence and almost ruined someone else’s work?


  There’s a limit to repaying kindness with animosity


  No one covered for you as much as Iwol did


  If it weren’t for him, I would have sued you before you caused that accident


  I hope I never see you again in this industry


  And for those who keep provoking me with comments or DMs,


  Don’t say behind my back what you can’t say to my face ^^


  Iwol is a hoobae who helped me a lot


  And everyone at the company adores him


  Think logically,


  Is it normal to do such a thing to someone almost twenty years younger than you?


  ≫ ㄱ. Your Seongchan


  [As you can see in the 3rd competition meeting cut broadcast]


  [Honestly, Iwol-hyung took care of us a lot]


  [What’s shown on screen wasn’t even half of itㅠ He’s really genuine, he takes care of people a lot]


  [He’s not the kind of person to mistreat anyone]


  [You’ll know if you talk to him for just 3 minutes, people are so strange]


  [Will I get scolded by the company for saying this, you ask?]


  [Don’t worry, our company likes Iwol-hyung too]


  [But he’s on another level—different from CEO Moon. He has a unique charm.]


  [Heerang is also talking about Iwol-hyung right now, too?]


  [See? I told you, hyung is like a human catnip]


  ≫ @Pollo_q


  The Iwol I know puts his all into even the smallest tasks,


  He’s always diligent and takes good care of his members.


  But overnight, he’s turned into a troublemaker who clashed with a company employee and caused an accident.


  I’ve seen and heard a lot over the years, but this really crosses the line.


  The moment unexpected figures pulled the trigger, the fandom, which hadn’t been able to relax for a second, fearing bad news, exploded.


  ≫ Summary of why Sparklers are furious (warning: long thread)


  Iwol is a producing member, but he also does concept + styling + planning. It’s to the point that a fellow member said on their self-produced content that without Iwol, there would be no Spark.


  They are a self-producing group, so the members share the roles in making the lyrics, composition, and choreography.


  Members also create the self-produced content (they often film with camcorders + they plan their individual videos and get them approved by Kim Iwol)


  IDC concept and stage design were also done by the members (just look at the meeting scene that was broadcast).


  Meanwhile, Kim Iwol cleaned up the mess YHS made while also doing his main job (NR’s testimony).


  The company, knowing this, neglected him and this happened.


  This is just what’s on the surface, how much worse must it have been behind the scenes?


  Even during the personality controversy, Kim Iwol personally clarified things on a broadcast


  At that time, we just thought it was neat and great, but now it’s chilling


  I wonder how little he must have trusted the company to do that….


  ≫ The members make their own content, they do their own producing, what does the agency even do? Is it right to leave the aftermath to the artist after bringing in a useless PD? #UAExplain


  ≫ DoesUAneedIwoltomanagetheiremployeesandwriteapologyletters #UAExplain


  Idon’texpectanythingelsedjustmanageyourartists’mentalhealthproperly #UA_Protect_Your_Artists


  Morethansixcharacterswithnospaces


  ≫ For a fellow labelmate to speak like that, you can imagine just how much Iwol must have been through…


  And from the way it sounds, it seems like the perpetrator went around causing a mess while Iwol cleaned it all up


  If that’s true, UA’s entire executive team should be bowing their heads in shame.


  ≫ So to summarize,


  A forty-year-old man did a shitty job, got fired, and took it out on a twenty-one-year-old kid.


  Does this make sense? Does this sound right to you???


  ≫ We need to look at why Iwol had to shoulder everything in the first place


  The company is useless, the PD they hired is incompetent…


  This incident shows how structurally flawed UA is as a company


  If this is how they operate, then what’s the point of having a company or employees at all?


  ≫ Please, at least earn your salaries


  You guys get paid to work, but my kid hasn’t even been paid yet, why are you treating him like a dog? On top of that, he got his head smashed in the process?


  Actually, it’s you UA who should be working themselves to the bone and getting beaten up


  Stop staying quiet and do something, damn it


  At that point, UA finally realized what they had been neglecting.


  Frantically rushing between the police station and the hospital, UA hurriedly drafted and posted an apology statement.


  ≫ Hello, this is UA Entertainment.


  This evening, an incident occurred where one of our artists was injured by a company employee.


  Currently, the artist is receiving medical treatment and the employee has been handed over to the investigative authorities.


  We ask for your understanding that we couldn’t deliver the news quickly as we prioritized the artist’s safety.


  We will take full responsibility and manage our artists properly to prevent such incidents from happening again.


  Once again, we apologize for causing distress with this unfortunate incident.


  The moment Jeong Seongbin saw UA’s apology, he felt a dull headache creeping in.


  It became painfully clear why Kim Iwol had chosen to take everything into his own hands.


  And just how wise that decision had been.


  As Jeong Seongbin predicted, fans were further enraged by the statement that only listed the facts rather than taking true accountability.


  When writing an apology in the workplace, it would have been enough to explain why something happened, what mistakes were made and what resulted from them, how much damage was caused to the company, and what countermeasures and preventive measures will be taken. But the entertainment industry was different, wasn’t it?


  ≫ Is this seriously what you call an apology?


  Rewrite it, damn it


  ≫ What should be in an apology:


  Forget everything else, just admit what you did wrong and beg for forgiveness


  This isn’t some accident—it’s a buildup of neglect finally exploding. Shouldn’t the apology start with admitting you failed to prevent something that could’ve been avoided???


  ≫ You drove everyone to the edge, then handed us this pitiful excuse for an apology?


  When Iwol was dragged into that mess at the IDC show, you didn’t even write an apology—just made him do a live explanation instead. Thanks a lot for that, jerks. No wonder he has to do everything himself


  ≫ Yeah, okay, just quit the entertainment business altogether


  You guys are running things haphazardly like this and still call yourselves an entertainment company


  What kind of entertainment company lets their own idol end up with a cracked skull?


  How badly did you screw up to let things get to this point?


  Have you all collectively lost your minds?


  Eventually, UA wrote and posted a new apology.


  This time, they acknowledged the allegations of the idol’s excessive workload, explained the background of how Yoo Hansoo came to work with the artist and the conflicts they had, and made it clear that the artist was the victim.


  They also included that they would take legal action against any further spread of false rumors about Kim Iwol’s bullying, insubordination, or mutual fault in the incident.


  The second apology concluded with a statement that they would take legal action and seek compensation from Yoo Hansoo and provide full support for Kim Iwol’s recovery.


  “Ha…”


  Jeong Seongbin let out a deep sigh after confirming that the atmosphere had finally calmed down.


  “…Are you okay?”


  Park Joowoo patted Jeong Seongbin’s shoulder, his face filled with worry.


  The dorm felt like a funeral home. It was Choi Jeho who broke the icy silence.


  “Seriously, why can’t we go?”


  Choi Jeho’s voice was heated as he argued with someone over the phone. Kang Kiyeon was trying to calm him down and keep his voice from escalating further.


  “Seriously, why should we just sit around here doing nothing while reporters are already at the hospital? He’s getting surgery right now. Shouldn’t the members see that the surgery goes well?”


  Just as a curse word was about to slip out, Jeong Seongbin covered Choi Jeho’s mouth and took the phone. He could hear the noisy background behind the manager’s voice.


  “Hyung, it’s Seongbin.”


  ― Yes, Seongbin. I know It’s tough, but please persuade Jeho…


  “No, hyung.”


  Jeong Seongbin’s voice dropped.


  It wasn’t just about wanting to defy the company that had told them nothing while they anxiously scoured every news update.


  “I think it’s the right thing for us to be there. Please.”


  All of them wanted, more than anything, to see Kim Iwol right now.


  Chapter 138: Office Revenge (4)


  I opened my eyes to an unfamiliar ceiling.


  This scene—it was like something straight out of a web novel I read recently.


  In those stories, people woke up in a hospital and then debuted as idols.


  …Wait, isn’t that literally my story?


  I had no idea how long I had been unconscious. My last memory was a woman screaming at the sight of me covered in blood.


  For some reason, I also remembered the incident at the Hanpyeong Industry. Must’ve been a dream.


  But… what should I do now?


  Should I call a nurse? I didn’t feel sick enough to call anyone.


  Thanks to the system, I felt no pain. Rather, it was comfortable lying down and doing nothing for the first time in a while.


  I used to be such a simple person who loved my bed. How did my life end up so twisted?


  I looked around, getting a grasp of the situation.


  Judging by the IV in my wrist and the fall precaution sign on my head, whatever surgery or treatment I had undergone seemed to be over. If it had been a real emergency, everyone would have been gathered around my bedside.


  Never thought I’d live to see myself hospitalized.


  Strange. The Hanpyeong Industry was worse in many ways, but UA was where I actually felt my life was most at risk.


  But there was a problem.


  This… seemed to be a private room.


  How much did a private room cost? This was my first time being hospitalized, so I was a bit flustered. I’d only heard it was incredibly expensive, so a cold sweat ran down my back.


  Would the company cover it? I hadn’t even gotten insurance in this life yet. Did an injury-related hospitalization fall under work benefits?


  That crazy b*tch… I’m charging him for all the medical expenses.


  I gritted my teeth, thinking of Yoo Hansoo. There was no way I’d settle for anything less than an astronomical sum. I would sue him in every way possible and ruin his life.


  While I was fuming, I heard the door open. Someone approached.


  “Manager?”


  “Iwol! You’re awake? Nurse, the patient is awake!”


  Suddenly, the surroundings became noisy. All I did was answer to a presence, but I felt drained.


  After a brief explanation, my room became peaceful again.


  “The surgery went well. You almost got yourself into serious trouble, you know.”


  “Really?”


  “Of course! Do you know how bad the injury was? …No, I shouldn’t say such things to someone who just woke up. Sorry.”


  Apparently, the injury had been worse because it was on my head. That trash of a human.


  “Does it really not hurt? You had a lot of stitches.”


  “Maybe it’s the painkillers. I feel fine for now.”


  Despite my words, the manager didn’t seem reassured.


  But I couldn’t pretend to be in pain. There was nothing to gain from it.


  I forced a smile to show I was fine, and the manager sighed in relief.


  “Ah, did the members go back okay?”


  I had told them to wait in the practice room, thinking the company would send them home when the police and ambulance arrived.


  “The members? They’re sitting outside right now.”


  “Huh?”


  Surprisingly, they’re here?


  “Did I sleep that long? Did a few days pass or something?”


  “No, no! The kids were worried about you.”


  Even so, with all the commotion, they should have sent the kids back to the dorm.


  “Do you want to rest some more? If you’re okay with it, I can let them come in for a bit.”


  “Sure, sure.”


  I agreed readily, thinking it was better to let them in than leave them in the hallway.


  As soon as the manager left, I heard their footsteps, as if they’d been waiting.


  Their faces as they rushed to my side were…


  “Hyung!”


  “Hyung, are you okay?”


  …Half of them were a mess.


  “Did you cry?”


  “Hyung, sniff, what did the doctor say? Are you okay now?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon was bawling.


  He didn’t even cry this much when we read the rolling papers we wrote for our 5th anniversary on our self-produced content.


  “The surgery went well, why are you crying? I’m fine.”


  At my words, Cheonghyeon wiped his tears with trembling hands.


  “Do you think surgery fixes everything…?”


  His voice trembled.


  “Seeing how your mouth is working, you seem fine.”


  Choi Jeho looked down at me with a disapproving gaze.


  Yeah, damn it, I’m fine thanks to the system doping. So what?


  “Why… why are you so angry?”


  “Do you even have to ask?”


  “Enough, hyung.”


  Choi Jeho frowned. Kang Kiyeon tried to stop him, but he wouldn’t budge.


  “Do you even know how you ended up here? Your head cracked open, and you’re acting all nonchalant?”


  “How was I supposed to know this would happen?”


  “You almost died, and that’s all you have to say?”


  “But I didn’t die, so it’s fine.”


  And I was far from nonchalant. If I had died from something like this, I would’ve gone to grab the system by the collar first.


  “Anyway, I’m fine, so everyone go back to the dorm. Don’t go out without the manager for a while.”


  “Yeah, good for you, you bastard.”


  Glaring at me, Choi Jeho stormed out of the room.


  “I’ll be back in a minute.”


  “Uh…”


  Kang Kiyeon followed Choi Jeho out.


  “Why is he like that? Was he acting like that outside too?”


  I’d done all sorts of things to prevent the personality controversy. I hope he didn’t cause a scene while I was unconscious.


  “Should I be honest?”


  “…”


  Jeong Seongbin’s words left me speechless. I felt like I was facing Pandora’s Box.


  “Jeho-hyung, until 30 minutes ago, he was shouting in the car that he’d kill Yoo Hansoo, sob.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon said between sobs.


  That b*tch. I told him not to lose his temper in front of the kids.


  Wait. So Kang Kiyeon went to calm him down?


  “Choi Jeho, that guy really…”


  “Hyung! Don’t get up!”


  “You can’t get up, hyung!”


  I almost jumped out of bed. Cheonghyeon and Seongbin frantically held me back.


  Even though the pain should be subsiding, the back of my head throbbed. I held the back of my neck and lay back down.


  “Why does he only do things that piss me off? I’m going to die of stress, not the injury.”


  “Don’t say that.”


  Park Joowoo’s voice came from behind Lee Cheonghyeon and Jeong Seongbin.


  I hadn’t noticed because they were blocking him, but Park Joowoo also looked terrible. Tear tracks stained his cheeks.


  “I thought you were really, going to die…”


  Park Joowoo spoke haltingly, his voice heavy with emotion.


  Tears like glass beads rolled down his face.


  “…Sorry.”


  I apologized briefly. But Park Joowoo’s tears didn’t stop.


  After silently crying for a while, he finally spoke.


  “I’m sorry for asking you to get me that drink…”


  His tears dripped onto the blanket.


  It was such a trivial thing, and it wasn’t even his fault things turned out this way.


  My heart sank. I felt uncomfortable.


  “It’s not your fault, why are you apologizing for that?”


  At my words, he roughly wiped his tears with his sleeve.


  …He must have been really shocked.


  Even I had frozen up when the attack first happened, unable to think of anything but grabbing the weapon.


  For kids who hadn’t even turned twenty yet, it must have been terrifying.


  I patted his shoulder a few times as he sniffled.


  “Are you really okay? They said it could hurt a lot when the anesthesia wears off.”


  Jeong Seongbin asked with a worried expression.


  “I’m really okay. Maybe the anesthesia hasn’t worn off yet.”


  I wanted to go after Choi Jeho, but comforting these kids was the priority.


  Just look at Cheonghyeon’s face. If he’d cried any more than this, he’d be a ‘Weeping Statue – 20XX’. Now he looked completely puffy.


  Looking closely, Jeong Seongbin’s eyes were also red. Since everyone was crying, Kang Kiyeon must be with Choi Jeho. I felt bad for burdening the maknae with this.


  “Seongbin, can you bring Choi Jeho and Kiyeon back? I’m worried about Kiyeon having to handle him.”


  “…Okay.”


  I decided to call back Kang Kiyeon, who must be struggling alone.


  Then I spoke to Park Joowoo and Lee Cheonghyeon, who were the only ones left.


  “When you get back to the dorm, everyone should take a


  cheongsimhwan


  [1]


  Cheongsimhwan = a traditional Korean pill made from herbs and other medicinal ingredients.


  . I bought the liquid kind last time. You know where the first-aid kit is, right?”


  “Isn’t hyung the one who needs cheongsimhwan the most right now?”


  “Don’t make me repeat myself when I’m already tired.”


  There was more I wanted to say.


  Looking at their tear-stained faces, I smiled awkwardly.


  “I’m sorry for making you worry.”


  “…”


  Since I wasn’t in pain at the moment, I had dismissed their concerns as overprotection. For them, who had come all this way for my sake, it was thoughtless of me.


  I sincerely apologized for that.


  “I’m not lying when I say I’m fine. Trust me. Just look at me talking—it feels like my usual self, doesn’t it?”


  “That’s because you can’t see your own face, hyung…”


  Park Joowoo retorted.


  But I seriously wasn’t hurting at all. Honestly, I felt guilty for making them worry. Though I couldn’t explain why.


  “And I’m sorry for asking if you were shocked earlier. You must’ve been shaken up enough already. It was insensitive of me.”


  “What are you even saying? No matter how shaken we are, could it compare to how you feel, hyung?”


  Grumbling, Lee Cheonghyeon gradually stopped crying.


  “Apologize to the hyungs and Kang Kiyeon too for being insensitive. And don’t provoke Jeho-hyung. Telling someone who’s worried about you, ‘I’m not dead, so it’s fine’—what kind of response is that?”


  “I need to have a private talk with Choi Jeho. How dare he get angry in front of the younger members…”


  “Jeho-hyung hasn’t been like that lately. He’s just worried about you.”


  “Cheonghyeon, whose side are you on?”


  “Today, I’m on Jeho-hyung’s side, you idiot.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s fierce criticism poured down on me. Park Joowoo didn’t seem to want to stop him either.


  Once I managed to close their emotional floodgates, Jeong Seongbin returned with the moody duo.


  To the three of them, I repeated the same apology. Jeong Seongbin received it with a slightly relieved expression, while Kang Kiyeon looked dissatisfied but accepted it reluctantly.


  As for Choi Jeho…


  “…”


  “…”


  “I’m sorry for being insensitive, but you shouldn’t curse or get angry in front of the younger members either.”


  “Jeong Seongbin, can I go back to the dorm first?”


  …It wasn’t smooth, but we somehow made up.


  I was able to hear about the perpetrator, Yoo Hansoo, after that.


  1.


  Cheongsimhwan = a traditional Korean pill made from herbs and other medicinal ingredients.


  Chapter 139: Office Revenge (5)


  “What happened to PD Yoo?”


  “Don’t even use the polite honorific with that person. Do you really want to use honorifics for human trash?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon snapped.


  Do you think I use it because I want to? I’m doing it because someone might hear us.


  I was about to retort, but I held back when I saw the state of his face. I couldn’t leave Spark’s top visual looking like a deflated steamed bun forever.


  “I heard he’s at the police station, but there’s been no news since then. All we heard was that he’s not cooperating with the investigation.”


  Jeong Seongbin’s words also subtly lacked honorifics for Yoo Hansoo.


  For even this polite person to be like this… At this point, Yoo Hansoo’s chances of getting into heaven were slim to none.


  “I heard he held a grudge against you, hyung…”


  “Even so, does it make it okay to hit someone? That crazy bas…”


  “Ssh.”


  I barely managed to calm down Choi Jeho, who was getting worked up again.


  You told that writer about me, didn’t you?


  Yoo Hansoo had definitely said that. He also accused me of spreading rumors about him.


  In truth, I had never told anyone about his bullying except for the planning team leader and Mr. Min Jukyung.


  From his perspective, starting with a shaky position at UA because of me, getting hit with internal whistleblowing, earning a tarnished reputation, and ending up demoted while watching me thriving must have been too much to bear.


  But I didn’t publicly execute him or I get him fired. I didn’t expect him to go this far over something so trivial. As expected, he was a pathetic loser.


  It seemed that the final straw for Yoo Hansoo was the ruining of his so-called achievements. The career he built by stealing others’ work.


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from ‘Superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ I knew that Yoo guy would pull something like this. Didn’t I tell you he looked unhinged? He had ‘disaster waiting to happen’ written all over him. See? I told you not to provoke him, didn’t I?

  


  The system seemed to know Yoo Hansoo would do this.


  Why didn’t it just curse him to death while at it? Judging by how eagerly it was counting down to his breakdown, it probably enjoyed the show.


  I wanted to grind the system to dust, but since it prevented a truly serious injury and even gave me an incentive, I’d hold back.


  Seeing Yoo Hansoo even go this far, he must have been truly afraid of losing his precious reputation.


  Did he even think about the things he’d done? Just looking at his work history, it was clear he had made enemies everywhere. If it were me, I’d be too scared to live like that.


  More importantly, the investigation.


  Was it finally time for the collection of Yoo Hansoo’s quotes I’d accumulated over the months to shine?


  My heart pounded. Was it the excitement of finally delivering sweet, long-overdue revenge in my work life? My chest tightened with exhilaration, and I felt a surge of energy.


  “Cheonghyeon, there’s a folder with my name in our shared folder. The password is ‘zkfxhlrldnjs214dlfck’. Inside, there’s a subfolder titled [Other] Target for Revenge—Yoo Hansoo. It should be the third or fourth one.”


  “Hyung, you’ve been keeping something like that in our shared folder?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked with a bewildered expression.


  “I saved it all because I knew I’d need it someday. Copy everything onto a USB and give it to the manager. There are plenty of empty USBs in the office, so don’t waste money buying one.”


  “What’s in that folder?”


  “Screenshots of texts PD-nim sent me and recordings of our calls. There’s also my organized work schedule, and a journal where I poured out my frustrations about PD-nim. If they need the originals, you can just hand over my phone. I haven’t deleted any texts.”


  “…”


  “They say the more records, the better.”


  The methods of collecting evidence of workplace harassment that I had looked up to report Manager Nam were finally coming in handy.


  For him to have a criminal investigation at this point, when the internal investigation at UA is nearing its end?


  Good, you bastard. I’ll make sure you’re ostracized not just from the company but from society as well.


  As I relished the sense of catharsis, I locked eyes with Kang Kiyeon, who was looking at me with a strange expression.


  “Aren’t you even angry, hyung?”


  “About what?”


  “Besides being shocked and reporting Yoo Hansoo, don’t you have any other thoughts?”


  Kang Kiyeon’s expression was cold.


  “Hyung.”


  “What.”


  “Earlier, I stopped Jeho-hyung because he seemed too agitated, but you too…”


  Then he closed his mouth.


  There were two possible reasons why he was acting like this. He either didn’t feel the need to say it, or he thought it was too harsh to say.


  Normally, these guys avoided using strong language or losing their temper.


  It wouldn’t be bad to hear their true feelings while they were venting their frustrations at me.


  “Say what you want to say. Just no profanity.”


  “…”


  “Hurry up. You won’t say it if I don’t give you the chance. If it’s something you’re uncomfortable saying in front of the others, I can ask them to leave.”


  “Ha…”


  Kang Kiyeon sighed.


  “I know you’re a consistent person, hyung, but sometimes I wish you’d take it easy.”


  “…”


  “We were really worried about you. Furious at Yoo Hansoo, too. But when you act like it’s no big deal, it makes us feel like idiots for being so anxious.”


  Silence followed.


  Kang Kiyeon frowned and turned his head.


  You think I’m not angry? I almost got a hole in my skull.


  But that’s how corporate life is; you have to fend for yourself.


  I had to earn enough to pay my living expenses each month, and if I took time off because I got sick, then it’d be unpaid leave, which meant I didn’t get the money.


  Showing weakness only got you criticism, so I tried not to give them any reason to find fault with me.


  I’d seen countless employees trying to schedule surgeries on weekends or holidays because they couldn’t take extended time off. After living like that for a long time, my own well-being took a backseat.


  And my feelings? If I got angry just because someone insulted me, it would only make me look like the problem. How could I express my feelings honestly?


  My thoughts started drifting towards self-pity again. I needed to control myself.


  I had a lot to say to Kang Kiyeon. Like how 30 million other workers would probably understand me, or how I’d love to take a break too, and so on.


  But this time, I decided to back down. I didn’t want to spark a tearful argument.


  “Thanks for caring so much. I’ll try not to worry you next time.”


  The look on his face practically screamed: Yeah, right.


  They got upset whether I spoke up or stayed quiet. I could feel my head start to ache.


  What I really wanted was for them to move on, clear their minds, and get back to practice. But if I said that, some of them would glare at me and nag me again.


  Suppressing a sigh, I decided to step down.


  “Okay. Everyone worked hard today, so go back and get some rest. Seongbin, get in touch tomorrow when you’re free. Let’s discuss how we’ll handle the final competition.”


  “The final competition?”


  Kang Kiyeon asked back.


  “Are you seriously planning to have a meeting tomorrow?”


  “Should we not? Are we not going to participate?”


  “Hyung, you didn’t hear a single word I said, did you?”


  “Kiyeon, don’t push him too hard. Hyung, the final competition has been postponed for two weeks.”


  Jeong Seongbin stopped Kang Kiyeon, who was getting angry.


  The postponement of the final competition was unexpected. The finals were crucial in survival programs, especially those broadcast live events.


  There was a mountain of work to do, from venue rentals and audience recruitment to expanding the voting system. A two-week delay would mean the production crew would have to redo almost everything from scratch.


  “Why?”


  “One of the contestants got into an accident—how could they just go ahead with the show? Especially since it wasn’t just any accident, but something that happened during preparations for the IDC performance and caused a big commotion.”


  Choi Jeho clicked his tongue.


  Jeong Seongbin pulled out a wet wipe and began gently cleaning my hair.


  “A lot of articles came out, and it became a big issue… The situation got a bit out of hand.”


  The wet wipe came away sticky with black, congealed blood.


  “So for now, don’t think about anything else and get some rest.”


  Jeong Seongbin smiled awkwardly, as if trying to hide his anxiety.


  This made it seem like…


  I’m the one making them worry more.


  But what could I do? I couldn’t take back the words I’d already said.


  I nodded and told them I understood, then nudged them to head home and rest, saying I wanted to sleep too.


  

  It wasn’t until I watched the guys leave the hospital room with the manager that I finally felt the tension ease a bit.


  Still, wasn’t it illegal for five people to gang up on a patient like that? I felt so wronged, I almost cried.


  But there was no time for tears. I needed a plan for the final competition.


  Originally, there were about three weeks left until the final competition.


  Now it had been extended by two weeks.


  It was rare for a whole group to drop out of a program because one member got injured. Usually, they just excluded the injured member.


  However, this time, the situation was different. Not only was the injury sustained during preparations for the show, but there were internal issues at the agency involved as well.


  In this case, UA could pull all of Spark from the program to protect the artists and manage the incident.


  Withdrawing right before the finals wouldn’t be an easy decision, but UA was the kind of company that would do it. They always emphasized their artists’ well-being.


  The conclusion was clear.


  I absolutely had to recover and declare with a nonchalant face, ‘I’m perfectly okay! Let’s charge toward the last IDC performance!’.


  Judging by the faces of the Spark members earlier, unless I made a full recovery, they wouldn’t just keep me off the stage—they wouldn’t even let me join the discussions.


  But who am I?


  I was someone who had never caught so much as the flu and powered through everything with a healthy body.


  Besides, I had my trusty workplace support system to rely on.


  With that, I should be able to make a quick recovery and return in great shape…


  
    .


    .


    .


    Total Fatigue: 65% (Work Support Service applied)

  


  …Or maybe not.


  Why is it still at 65%?


  Does that mean it’s 85% without the service? So, I’m still in danger?


  It didn’t feel real. Probably because I felt no pain.


  Just then, someone entered the room. It was a nurse.


  “How’s your pain level?”


  “It’s fine. Is my injury very serious?”


  “No, the surgery went well!”


  Then why is my fatigue at 65%?


  I’m not even having nosebleeds now. Is this a system error?


  “When will I be able to be discharged? I don’t feel any pain, so I’d like to be discharged as soon as the wound heals.”


  “Discharged? Oh dear, I guess your guardian hasn’t explained it to you yet. The doctor said you’ll need to stay hospitalized for about eight weeks to monitor your progress. Do you have something urgent coming up?”


  Huh?


  Hospitalized… for how many weeks?


  But… I have a stage to perform on…?


  Chapter 140: Fourth Competition: Emergency Meeting (1)


  I’m screwed.


  I was the one who pushed for us to enter IDC, and now, because of me, we might not even make it to the announcement stage. I have no idea what went through my head.


  An eight-week recovery period, with total fatigue reaching 95%… Does that mean I almost died?


  Suddenly, the system’s messages, which had been bothering me until recently, came to mind.


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from the ‘Superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ Assistant Manager Kim, why are you doing things I didn’t tell you to do? Don’t you have any work? Should I give you more?


    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from the ‘Superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ Assistant Manager Kim, you’re making things unnecessarily difficult. Why do you keep doing things I told you not to?


    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from the ‘Superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ Assistant Manager Kim, standing out isn’t always a good thing in society.

  


  At that time, clearly…


  Who’s going to die if Spark leaves IDC? Will the flow of the heavens change?


  …I thought like that.


  But it turned out I really almost died. The countdown was a warning.


  Looking back now, I could see that the system wasn’t entirely hostile toward me. At the very least, it hadn’t completely abandoned me when I faced a crisis. It even had follow-up measures in place, like the four major insurance plans.


  Furthermore, based on the recent system message, it seemed the penalty imposed during IDC was intended to prevent this incident.


  Finally, all the puzzle pieces seemed to fit together.


  The abnormally reduced budget, the unusually large amount of negative reactions even considering the malicious editing, and the recent character controversy that even led to demands for my removal.


  Although it wasn’t directly stated, the penalties and countdown were constantly pushing me to leave.


  Does this mean I should stop doing anything the system doesn’t explicitly ask me to do?


  But then again, during the Challenge Life show, there hadn’t been any restrictions or penalties. This meant that not everything was strictly divided into ‘things you can do’ and ‘things you can’t do.’


  And besides… how am I supposed to get to number one by only doing what I’m told?


  I didn’t even know how many KPIs I had left to meet, so I couldn’t afford to hesitate.


  Only one thing was certain: Ignoring the system’s warnings wouldn’t end well for me. Finding the loopholes, however, was my new challenge.


  Why did it have to go this far just to turn me into an idol?


  My head was spinning. My thoughts were so tangled they felt like they were about to explode.


  Damn it.


  Thinking about unsolvable problems drove me crazy. I shut my eyes.


  If only I could switch off my thoughts with a simple click.


  But my unresolved thoughts lingered in my head like grease floating on a pot of cold bone broth.


  Whatever. For now, I should just be grateful that I wasn’t dead.


  There would be plenty of time to think later, but the IDC’s finals were just around the corner. This was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.


  Wasn’t there something else below the industrial accident insurance explanation?


  When the industrial accident insurance explanation first appeared, I was too panicked to read beyond the most obvious words. But thinking back, it felt like there had been more written at the bottom.


  I opened the industrial accident insurance explanation again.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Subordinate’ is notified of ‘Four Major Insurances – Industrial Accident Compensation Insurance.’


    .


    .


    .


    ▷ During the ‘Industrial Accident Compensation Insurance’ period, ‘Subordinate’ can choose one of the following: ① Pain relief from work-related injury, ② Rapid recovery from work-related injury (varies depending on the severity of the injury).


    ▷ Insurance benefits are limited to one-time use.

  


  The system had said it would take two weeks to recover from the injuries I sustained at the time.


  If two weeks was all it took for a head injury, now that I’d had surgery, I should be able to heal in even less time.


  Since the finals are postponed anyway, I can just say I made a miraculous recovery and go up on stage.


  While I was at it, I wanted to build some muscle as well, so I deactivated the work support service.


  Leaving it on would prevent muscle growth. This was my chance to reset my fatigue levels and come back stronger than ever.


  As I stared at the part about being able to change benefits, a new message appeared.


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from the ‘Superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ You can’t stack benefits, you know? Just because something looks flashy on the outside doesn’t mean it’s all good, so pay attention to the substance too. Good luck!

  


  Then, 3 seconds later.


  The same headache I had experienced hours ago returned with a vengeance.


  Fuck, with my body this XX up, no wonder those guys worry, XX, XX, XX…


  My head was filled with nothing but curse words. This was the first time I had experienced this since chemical warfare training.


  

  The next day, Jeong Seongbin visited the hospital room with Choi Jeho.


  Looking pale and haggard, I greeted them as best as I could.


  “What’s up with your face?”


  This guy’s picking a fight with my appearance. Is he trying to show off how handsome he is?


  “Are you in a lot of pain, hyung? You look really unwell.”


  Take a look at Jeong Seongbin. He said the same thing, but in such a gentle and affectionate way.


  “I’m fine. Thanks for coming, both of you.”


  I wasn’t fine at all, but if they found out, they’d nag me to death. So I mustered all my acting skills to look composed.


  “Actually, what I wanted to discuss today…”


  “Sorry to interrupt, hyung. But there’s something I wanted to say first.”


  Surprisingly, Jeong Seongbin cut me off mid-sentence. When I told him to speak his mind, he hesitated for a moment, then spoke firmly.


  “Hyung, we’ll handle the final competition on our own.”


  It was a completely unexpected statement. These guys were actually taking a step towards being a five-member group, Spark, of their own initiative!


  I had thought the only way to prevent Spark from withdrawing from IDC was for me to recover as quickly as possible, convince everyone I was fine, and get back on stage.


  But these admirable guys were telling me to rest and that they would handle the stage themselves.


  I almost burst into tears of joy, but I held back. My head already hurt so much that I was on the verge of tears. If I let my guard down, both my tear ducts and my wounds would burst open.


  “Are you sure you can do that?”


  “Are you in any position to worry about that? If we tell you to rest, just rest.”


  Even Choi Jeho kindly advised me to rest.


  This was a momentous occasion. I decided to mark today as my second birthday.


  “Thanks for your consideration. You guys will definitely look more amazing without me.”


  “….Huh?”


  Even though their planning was poor in the past, the Spark members always performed their roles incredibly well. This time, I had spoon-fed them the idea, so they should be able to pull it off brilliantly.


  Is this the first time Spark will show the audience a proper five-member performance?


  If they nailed this stage, the impact of my eventual departure from the group would be softened.


  By then, people might start saying things like, ‘Spark didn’t really need Kim Iwol after all’.


  “It’s an important stage, so make it count. It might actually be better this way. Let me know if there’s anything else I can do to help.”


  Instead of wasting a ton of time memorizing the damn choreography, it might be better for a klutz like me to work on my laptop here.


  The others wouldn’t have to adjust to my dance skills either. And if we excluded the budget for my costumes and props, they’d have more money to use.


  I was about to ask Jeong Seongbin if he could bring me a shared laptop, but his expression looked strange.


  “’It’s better this way’? What do you mean, hyung?”


  “I mean, the quality will be higher if it’s just you guys. It was a good call to let you and Joowoo rest during the last position battle. Or maybe Kiyeon could take more parts this time…”


  “Wait a minute. I don’t understand why you think that way, hyung. Why do you think it would be better without you?”


  “I told you last time. Do I really have to say it twice?”


  Jeong Seongbin’s expression hardened.


  “So, if there’s a spare laptop, could you bring me one? And my journal too. I think I left it next to my pillow.”


  “…No, just rest while you’re hospitalized.”


  “Huh?”


  “We’ll figure out a way for you to participate, even if only briefly. Just focus on recovering as quickly as possible before the final competition.”


  I didn’t know why he suddenly changed his attitude, but Jeong Seongbin was resolute. His mood had visibly soured.


  “He’s been given an eight-week recovery period. There’s no way he’ll be discharged before that.”


  Choi Jeho interjected. But Jeong Seongbin didn’t budge.


  “There must be a way for all six of us to perform. So let’s drop the idea of hyung sitting this one out.”


  With those words, Jung Seongbin bowed politely and left the room. I gestured for Choi Jeho to follow him quickly.


  “System, can’t you show them a video of Spark performing as a five-member group?”


  If I could just show them that once, Jeong Seongbin wouldn’t say things like that.


  But the system was merciless.


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from the ‘Superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ Be realistic. Assistant Manager Kim, you really have a knack for trying to cut corners, don’t you?

  


  The dizziness I had been suppressing in front of them came rushing back.


  Here I was, in pain, with no paid sick leave, and Jeong Seongbin still scolding me. Life felt so unfair.


  

  “You want to include hyung’s part in the latter half?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon was shocked by Jeong Seongbin’s announcement. Park Joowoo and Kang Kiyeon’s expressions weren’t much different.


  “What’s wrong? Did the conversation with hyung not go well…?”


  “That’s not it.”


  That was all Jeong Seongbin could say in response to Park Joowoo’s question.


  The members had waited a long time in front of the operating room before finally seeing Kim Iwol. But when they did, none of them could speak.


  His face, difficult to recognize due to being covered in blood, his lips scabbed from being bitten, and the numerous IVs stuck in the back of his hand.


  Even the word ‘injury’ felt too mild to describe it. Everyone was reminded of death as they looked at Kim Iwol.


  Park Joowoo, who had been holding back his tears, cried non-stop until he heard that Kim Iwol was recovering stably. Lee Cheonghyeon, who had been alternating between crying and stopping himself, wailed as soon as Kim Iwol opened his eyes.


  Fortunately, after Kim Iwol passed the critical point, the members returned to their dorm, each lost in thought.


  And the next day, Jeong Seongbin gathered the members.


  “Yesterday, the manager hyung said that if it was too hard for us, we could withdraw from IDC.”


  “Yeah…”


  “I want to know what you all think. Just share your thoughts honestly.”


  Jeong Seongbin already had a desired outcome in mind. He had even spent the entire night thinking about how to persuade the members if they disagreed with him.


  However, that worry turned out to be meaningless.


  “This is the program Iwol-hyung tried so hard to persuade us to join. He’s not someone who likes giving up halfway. I think we should see it through to the end.”


  Everyone agreed with Kang Kiyeon’s words. Unanimously.


  “Even if he’s discharged after eight weeks, hyung will still need continuous treatment. The five of us will have to handle the stage. Is everyone okay with that?”


  Jeong Seongbin double-checked. The members, who had spent just as much time agonizing over it as he had last night, agreed once more.


  So they resolved to lessen-hyung’s burden, to do their best to ensure he could focus solely on his recovery without worrying about them.


  It’s an important stage, so do your best. Maybe this is for the better.


  And yet, why were those words so infuriating?


  At that moment, Jeong Seongbin saw an image of Kim Iwol practicing alone late at night, overlapping with the current Kim Iwol.


  I’m doing this because I’m much lacking compared to you guys.


  Jeong Seongbin clearly remembered Kim Iwol’s words.


  Words so absurd that anyone at UA would find them preposterous.


  Even during his argument with Kang Kiyeon, when Kim Iwol had thanked them for being considerate to him, it hadn’t sat well with Jeong Seongbin.


  Wasn’t that much only natural? They were fellow members, they had shared joys and sorrows, and he was the hyung they relied on the most.


  “About Iwol-hyung.”


  Jeong Seongbin voiced what he had been pondering over for a long time.


  “Don’t you think his self-esteem is abnormally low?”
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  Anyone at UA knew how competent Kim Iwol was.


  There was even a running joke within the company: ‘Did we recruit an idol or a new employee?’. Now, that joke wasn’t so funny anymore.


  Even to Jeong Seongbin, who had dreamt of being an idol for a long time, Kim Iwol was exceptional. He might not have been a professional idol, but he was definitely a professional at something.


  Iwol? He’s good at what he does. Smart too. He’s just so sharp.


  Did Iwol organize this? He’s really meticulous.


  If it’s Iwol’s idea, then we can trust it.


  Just off the top of his head, Jeong Seongbin could recall countless instances of praise directed towards Kim Iwol.


  It wasn’t just public image management; Kim Iwol was also held in high regard by his closest team members. Jeong Seongbin himself relied heavily on him.


  Yet, there were those who were particularly harsh towards Kim Iwol.


  One group consisted of people like Jang Junhoo or Yoo Hansoo, who either had a poor public image or felt inferior to Kim Iwol.


  The other was Kim Iwol himself.


  Kim Iwol’s self-criticism was almost habitual. Jeong Seongbin wasn’t sure if Kim Iwol was aware of it, but having struggled with self-deprecating tendencies for years, Jeong Seongbin recognized the nuances in Kim Iwol’s words better than anyone.


  At first, he thought he was mistaken. What could someone like Kim Iwol possibly lack?


  But he wasn’t wrong. When it came to work ethics, Kim Iwol was tough on the team, but he was even tougher on himself—not just in terms of work but in every aspect.


  Jeong Seongbin realized for the first time, through observing Kim Iwol, that acknowledging one’s shortcomings was different from failing to recognize one’s strengths.


  Kim Iwol worked tirelessly, snatching only a few hours of sleep—four at most, and sometimes only one or two when busy—and relentlessly practiced to compensate for any areas where he felt he lagged behind the other members.


  Despite his grueling schedule, he still found time to visit the fan cafe daily. The way he beamed with pride whenever a great performance video was released showed how much he genuinely cherished their fans and yearned to deliver captivating performances.


  Yet, when it came to crucial moments, Kim Iwol would say things like…


  You guys will definitely look cooler without me.


  …with an indifferent expression, without a hint of frustration or regret.


  “I don’t know exactly what hyung is thinking. But if we just let him keep believing he’s not that important to the team… it really hurts my heart.”


  At Jeong Seongbin’s words, the team fell silent. While their specific examples differed, everyone recalled similar moments with Kim Iwol.


  Jeong Seongbin glanced at Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon. If Kim Iwol were to participate in the stage performance, these two would undoubtedly bear the brunt of the work.


  They had already gone through the process of revising their entire choreography once after Iwol’s absence, leaving both of them utterly exhausted.


  “I know it’ll be a burden on Jeho-hyung and Kiyeon. We could put hyung on a separate side stage, or have him only participate in the recording, but I’d really like us to think about this together. I’ll do my best to help with whatever I can…”


  Jeong Seongbin lowered his head, feeling apologetic.


  The response he received was far more positive than he had anticipated.


  “It’s fine with me, I’m on break anyway. Just let me sleep in a little later this week.”


  “I’m okay with it too.”


  “We’ll need to reassign the parts, right? I’ll work on it with Joowoo-hyung!”


  “Okay, Seongbin, you focus on costumes and… other areas you can manage.”


  The members, rigorously trained by Kim Iwol, readily took on their respective tasks.


  And so, they began to discuss how they could perform live with the injured member Kim Iwol.


  

  Even now, almost three days into my hospitalization, I still wasn’t feeling myself.


  My head throbbed with unbearable pain, dizziness persisted, and I had to put on a brave face for the occasional visitors, pretending I wasn’t in pain.


  This whole charade was driving me insane. Looking back, using pain relief to stop Yoo Hansoo was definitely the right call. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have been able to subdue him, let alone move; I would have been crumpled on the floor.


  As I pondered things like, ‘How do people in movies fight so well after getting hit with metal pipes?’, the manager walked into my hospital room.


  “How are you feeling?”


  “Much better. The doctor came by earlier for his round and said I’m recovering quickly.”


  The nurse who had changed my dressings also mentioned that my wounds were healing remarkably fast. She sounded almost suspicious, like she couldn’t believe her eyes. Thanks to that, I probably would have to get another MRI.


  So, I asked the system to focus on healing the internal injuries while leaving the external ones to heal at a normal pace.


  I wanted to return to society, not end up in some rare human research lab.


  “I heard you asked the members to bring your laptop?”


  With that, the manager handed me a phone, which looked ridiculously small compared to a laptop.


  “But they said not to give you a laptop. They said you’d just work if I give it to you.”


  “Huh?”


  “I figured you would, so I didn’t bring it. But you need a way to contact us if anything happens, so keep this phone.”


  I just stared at the phone in my hand, feeling like a raccoon that had just rinsed its cotton candy.


  We then discussed who would be responsible for settling the surgery and hospital bills.


  Apparently, UA had already covered all the hospital expenses. I was also informed that even if I reached a settlement with Yoo Hansoo, I wouldn’t have to give the money to the company.


  “The company knew there were issues between you and Producer Yoo, so we’re taking responsibility. We’ll cover all the medical costs, so don’t worry about it. Okay?”


  The manager also suggested that I should consider counseling and promised to bring me a list of therapists later.


  “And Iwol, I have something to ask. Are you feeling up to talking right now?”


  “Yes, please go ahead.”


  He pulled a chair over from the cabinet and sat down.


  “This might be a sensitive topic. Is that okay?”


  “Of course. Please feel free to speak your mind.”


  “Um…”


  I wondered what could make him hesitate so much, but then an unexpected question came out of his mouth.


  “Can I ask how bad things are between you and your parents?”


  The fact that he was bringing up my family at this point…


  “Is this about the guardian’s consent?”


  “Huh?”


  It must have been because they tried to contact my guardian during surgery.


  Sure enough, the manager avoided my gaze.


  I couldn’t contact them directly. The system had placed restrictions on that.


  But what if I could communicate through a third party?


  “If you managed to contact my parents…”


  If there were someone who could access their contact information and reach out on my behalf, I could ask about my sister.


  At the very least, I wanted to know where she lived or what she was doing.


  “Well, the thing is…”


  My manager fell silent.


  Not long ago, there was a controversy about my character. Now that my personal information had been leaked, there was no guarantee that word about me hadn’t reached them.


  My heart sank. It felt like someone had doused me with ice water.


  “They don’t want anything to do with me, do they?”


  Guardian signature or whatever else—it didn’t matter. They could refuse to sign; it didn’t matter whether I received surgery or not. Even if they had told the hospital not to bother contacting them despite being listed as my family in the records, I wouldn’t have cared.


  But couldn’t they at least give me a chance to talk to them?


  My resentment towards the system dissipated. Even without the system, they would have acted the same way.


  “Iwol.”


  The manager called my name and patted my shoulder.


  “In the future… if something comes up involving your family, how would you like the company to handle it?”


  It was a kind gesture.


  Honestly, I wanted to say I didn’t care. I wanted to tell him to cut ties with them completely and not even bother looking.


  What’s the point of meeting halfway? Why bother coming near my house?


  You said you worked late last night too. Have some decency and buy your noona dinner.


  “It’s okay.”


  I suppressed all my emotions and decided to endure.


  “If they ever get in touch, please let me know. There’s something I want to say to them.”


  For my sister’s sake.


  

  After the manager left, I checked my messages that had piled up.


  Countless people had sent me messages asking how I was doing.


  I expected it from the Berion members, but even Mr. Polo and Mr. Yur had sent texts expressing their concern and wishing me a speedy recovery.


  Wondering why everyone was making such a fuss, I searched for news articles and found the headlines to be quite dramatic. If you just read the articles, you’d think I was at death’s door.


  With such sensational reporting, of course everyone’s freaking out .


  Following the manager’s approval, I posted a brief update on the group’s official account, letting everyone know I was resting well. Then, I started replying to all the messages I had missed, expressing my gratitude.


  Finally, I logged into BubblePop, which I hadn’t been able to access properly for several days.


  My inbox was overflowing with messages.


  ≫ Iwol, are you okay? Don’t push yourself, get plenty of rest ㅠㅠ


  ≫ Iwol, don’t get sick


  ≫ I miss you! Rest up, recover quickly, and come back soon!!


  ≫ Iwol, if anyone bothers you, just wave carrots in both hands and shout my name. This noona will take care of everything


  I slowly typed a short message.


  Iwol


  [You’ve been waiting a long time, haven’t you? I’m sorry for the late reply.]


  My rule of sending at least 10 messages a day had been completely broken. Guilt washed over me.


  Despite that, the fans welcomed me warmly.


  ≫ Kim Iwol, no apologies allowed


  ≫ What are you sorry for?ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ Are you okay?


  ≫ Iwol, noona is on her way to set UA on fire


  ≫ Yeah, baby, you shouldn’t apologize for things like this


  Some frequently used words still left me flustered… but their sincerity mattered more than anything else, so I accepted their kindness gratefully.


  Assistant Manager Kim, how are you that tall yet always carrying headache meds?


  You got heatstroke because there wasn’t any food? Are you doing this on purpose because I turned off the fan on your side, Assistant Manager Kim?


  Assistant Manager Kim, I’m losing it because of the staff. Everything’s the flu this and flu that. If everyone’s sick, who’s supposed to work?


  My mind kept overlapping Manager Nam’s face over everything, as if to prevent me from feeling apathetic towards the fans.


  I was already deeply grateful, so I wished these random thoughts would leave me alone.


  Instead, I made a promise to myself—to make up for the lost time with the fans and communicate as much as I could.


  And so, I chatted excitedly with the fans until I fell asleep, completely oblivious to the ‘BubblePop 999+’ trending topic that appeared a few hours later.
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  Perhaps due to the media coverage, the situation was quickly resolved.


  First, UA swiftly concluded the internal audit that had been dragging on. They also began a large-scale overhaul of internal regulations.


  I heard all this news directly from UA employees. I politely declined, but the CEO and a few other employees insisted on visiting me at the hospital.


  “I’m truly sorry, Iwol. I have no excuse.”


  It was incredibly awkward to just lie there and accept their bowed apologies.


  Still, I didn’t say it was okay. If they had properly evaluated Yoo Hansoo before hiring him, or if they had overcome their discomfort and fired him when the issues first arose, none of this would have happened.


  The CEO continued to speak for quite some time.


  “You were so competent that the company and I became overly greedy. We shouldn’t have, but we placed too much burden on you.”


  “The company should be a place you can trust, but it failed to be. I feel ashamed that we didn’t provide that trust. At the same time, this incident made us reflect on whether we even have the capability to offer such trust. I’m deeply sorry.”


  Even from my hospital bed, I could tell how much UA was being hammered both inside and outside the industry.


  Demands ranged from a public apology to calls for a special law to abolish unfair practices. The small pebble I’d thrown had turned into a hailstorm striking UA.


  So, I’d expected them to be humble in their approach, but…


  “We’re accepting requests for department transfers within the company. Of course, we’re not just relying on volunteers—people like Jukyung and the planning team members who worked well with you will be reassigned proactively by the company.”


  “We plan to consistently create opportunities for one-on-one meetings. The management team has only focused on contracts and compensation until now. We’ll expand the areas the company takes care of to minimize any discomfort.”


  “Don’t worry about self-produced content anymore. We’ll hire separate staff for that. If you have any preferences for personnel or requirements, we’ll accommodate them as much as possible.”


  …Their humility went beyond mere formality. I could feel their sincerity, and it caught me off guard.


  There were many other follow-up measures as well.


  From now on, whenever I needed to move for idol-related activities—such as going to the practice room—the manager would always pick me up (as a side note, the manager received a pay cut due to this incident). UA also decided to compensate members with idea fees whenever they contributed to concept planning or other creative work.


  As I was still processing this sudden shower of benefits, the CEO asked,


  “Can you give us another chance?”


  I didn’t have much of a choice anyway—I was fated to stay here until I achieved my final KPI. If the conditions improved, I could only be grateful.


  Ultimately, their goal was for us to do nothing except participate in planning and composition meetings. I couldn’t help but wonder how nice it would have been if it had been like this from the beginning, but I decided to think positively, believing that a bright future awaited.


  Meanwhile, Yoo Hansoo was making headlines almost daily, alternating between the entertainment and society sections of the news.


  In entertainment, he was portrayed as a corrupt power figure who habitually abused idols and industry professionals. In society, he was labeled a criminal who assaulted a young idol. The news was constantly ablaze with his scandal.


  Occasionally, there were articles about Yoo Hansoo complaining of severe headaches.


  At least I had painkillers—the thought that he couldn’t receive any treatment because he had no visible injuries was strangely satisfying.


  This wasn’t the only refreshing news.


  Inspired by Newri’s exposé, industry professionals began to report Yoo Hansoo’s misdeeds one by one, even coining the term ‘Yoo Hansoo Gate’.


  ≫ They say there are hundreds of pieces of evidence submitted by victim K alone, making it almost impossible for him to avoid a prison sentence. Did I read that right?


  └ If he was cursed that many times, he should have spoken up sooner… poor Iwol…


  ≫ Another YHS exposé (from a junior colleague at the same company, with proof)


  This bastard, there’s no end to his deed


  └ What he’s doing is fucking evil…. If he’s deliberately bullying people, those below him couldn’t have endured mentally


  └ Fr. Stealing achievements and verbal abuse, it’s all gaslighting. I wouldn’t have lasted three months and quit right away


  ≫ Wow, but it’s also chilling that he was collecting all of this one by one


  Did the victims plan to report him all along? ㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ If my boss was an a**hole, I would have reported him too


  └ Is this YHS a psychopath?


  Amidst this storm, I, the initial whistleblower and the biggest victim…


  “You’re saying there were witnesses to the assault?”


  “Yes, my group members.”


  “The evidence was handed over to an employee but is now lost, so only photos remain?”


  “That’s correct.”


  …I had the luxury of having police officers in my private hospital room, verifying the facts of the damage.


  Since the case had grown so large, they asked for permission to visit the hospital for a faster investigation, and I readily agreed, wanting to avoid dragging it out.


  “Were these assaults or threats ongoing?”


  “Physical contact, such as hitting my shoulder or head, occurred almost every time, and the threatening remarks worsened after the PD moved departments.”


  “The abuse was mainly through phone calls or messengers?”


  “Yes. Or he often called me to meeting rooms or the rooftop where there were no CCTVs.”


  And I could see the officers’ faces darken every time I spoke.


  “There are CCTVs in the meeting rooms and on the way to the emergency exit, right? We’ll have to check those.”


  “I recorded all the dates and times in my planner. I documented every movement for work purposes…”


  “Oh, you did well.”


  The typing sound of the officer recording the conversation grew faster and faster.


  After wrapping up my testimony on Yoo Hansoo’s misdeeds, an officer asked:


  “This is a procedural question, but if the perpetrator’s side requests a settlement, would you consider it?”


  If I were in dire need of medical expenses and couldn’t endure a long legal battle, maybe.


  But UA was covering everything—there was no way I’d make such a foolish decision.


  “I…”


  I was about to phrase my thoughts more politely—’I need to see Yoo Hansoo completely blacklisted from the industry!’—when the hospital room door suddenly burst open. Because I was lying down, I couldn’t see who had entered.


  “Are you Mr. Kim Iwol’s guardian?”


  The officer asked, looking towards the source of the sound.


  There’s no way those people would come now, right?


  The officer looked at my face, then towards the door, back and forth.


  Then, the unknown visitor spoke.


  “I’m Hansoo’s mother.”


  “Cough.”


  I choked even though I’d only inhaled air. I covered my mouth, trying to suppress my cough.


  “Excuse me, you can’t just come in here like this, Ma’am.”


  One of the officers got up and disappeared from my view. It seemed he was trying to escort Yoo Hansoo’s mother out.


  This was straight out of a drama. If Kang Kiyeon had popped out from under my bed shouting, ‘Surprise! It was all a hidden camera prank!’ I might have believed it.


  The visitor was persistent. She didn’t budge despite being told she couldn’t be here.


  “You have to follow procedure and talk, you can’t just barge in like this.”


  “I came here to sincerely apologize…”


  “That’s only possible if the victim consents to it, Ma’am. And this is a hospital. Can’t you see he’s still a patient? Please leave first.”


  “Do you think I’d be doing this if I wasn’t desperate? Don’t you have children, officer?”


  As my manager, who had stepped out earlier for the investigation, returned, the woman was ushered out of the room by two strong men.


  But that didn’t change much. The commotion continued out in the hallway.


  “Does this happen often?”


  “More than you’d think…”


  “That must be tough…”


  The remaining officer and I, both visibly drained, waited for the situation to calm down.


  But my expectations were in vain—the commotion refused to subside.


  The mother kept lamenting about how Yoo Hansoo was a young man with a bright future and the pride of the family, and and how a single impulsive mistake shouldn’t ruin his entire life with a prison sentence.


  Damn it, Yoo Hansoo was sure lucky. Even after stabbing someone in the back, he still had family defending him.


  Meanwhile I didn’t have anyone to sign as my guardian because they didn’t want to be involved, even though I had a head injury.


  Just as my anger started to flare up, I heard my manager’s voice.


  “Your son hurt someone so badly the child can’t even sit up, and this is how you act? how can you be this selfish?”


  The manager was yelling.


  Even without seeing him, I could tell—he was really, really angry.


  He was so calm when I first woke up.


  Perhaps even his calm demeanor back then was for my sake. So that I wouldn’t be shocked right after the accident.


  “Um, can I confirm that I don’t want to settle and proceed with the case?”


  “Are you sure?”


  If it were any other time, I might have let her in the room because I didn’t want to cause trouble for other people in the hospital.


  I might have considered listening to her since it was Yoo Hansoo who committed the crime, not his mother. Or perhaps I would have considered settling out of pity for an elderly person who came to apologize on behalf of her son.


  But I decided not to sympathize with them anymore.


  Because I had people who worry for me for days and take my side.


  “Yes. I want to proceed without any leniency.”


  Let him deal with the consequences of his actions. Just like the day he stole the data in the meeting room.


  And so, my long and bitter relationship with Yoo Hansoo came to an end.


  

  While UA and I were putting out fires offline, a lot was happening online.


  Seeing ‘Apology_final.jpg’ from UA made me grab the back of my neck in frustration, but at least they uploaded a revised statement. That was a relief.


  Spark received praise and went viral for showing a good performance despite experiencing such internal company issues.


  ≫ It’s amazing the kids still pulled this off when the company is a mess


  └ Teams whose stages were worse than Spark’s should honestly reflect on themselves


  └ But the fact that there weren’t many teams with better stages than Spark’s… (no comment)


  ≫ Conversely, doesn’t that mean they can do this well even with just the members?


  Will they start their own company later? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ Day 1 of supporting Spark Entertainment to be founded


  Spark is this generation’s miracle from a half-*ssed company


  └ UA isn’t that badㅋㅋ


  └ From now on, UA joins the ranks of of the half-**sed company


  └ Look at how they’re running things. How could anyone not call them half-a**ed?


  The biggest beneficiary of this was me.


  Following the broadcast of the position competition, public sympathy for me grew like never before.


  ≫ Watching the last episode just confirmed it for me,


  Our baby really has low self-esteem.


  It broke me when he asked if Br’s MY wished to be teamed up with someone else instead


  But, come on, look at how Iwol took on all the difficult parts (not trying to diss MY, will ignore any nonsense). Iwol was a UA trainee for a reason… even if their form is a bit outdated, they’re a ballad powerhouse…


  He’s only a bit clumsy at dancing, his singing is at the level of other groups’ main vocals, and it’s only natural that he’s not good at dancing considering his short training period


  On top of that, he’s been working, planning, monitoring, and getting chewed out this whole time. That’s just too much…


  From today on, if anyone calls Iwol a klutz, I’ll kill them all, for real


  └ Spark’s main vocal line might be insane, but Iwol’s vocals are solid too. A lot of times when I thought, ‘Oh, this part’s nice’, it turned out to be him.


  └ When the other kids said Iwol was always in the practice room, I only thought it was admirable, but the fact that it was all because of gaslighting… Fuck… I’m so mad I could cry


  ≫ All the bastards who trash-talked Kim Pep and called him a klutz, bow your heads


  Especially that fandom ^＾anti-fans^^^malicious commenters^^^^ who were laughing together back then


  Did it feel good to bash my kid to boost your oppas?


  Isn’t it amazing that a kid who was living 48 hours a day by dividing 24 hours into pieces did this well?


  Now that everything’s exposed, y’all suddenly have nothing to say? Hilarious.^_^


  Yeah, just keep your mouths shut. If I see one more person dragging my boy, I swear I’ll really kill you all


  └ Kill them 2222222


  └ Kill them 33333333333333


  └ Like singer, like fan; Is their social skills completely gone?


  └ This comment above came at the wrong person first and is pretending to have great social skillsㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Touch some grass, idiotㅠ


  ≫ I’ve been dying of frustration with all the hate posts, malicious commenters, and trolls


  I was about to lose my mind over all the baseless hate and trolls


  Y’all don’t know a damn thing. No one saw what he was going through behind the scenes, yet you judged him based on what little you did see


  Iwol, from now on, just look at pretty things with those pretty eyes of yours.


  └ Iwol, don’t look at those things, just ignore it


  ≫ Iwol, if you keep this up, you’re only going to end up as the ultimate idol


  People keep babying you, telling you you’re beautiful, and now you probably think the whole world is at your feet


  Well, you’re right. Everything you say is correct, and everything is yours


  Just keep living exactly how you want, okay? Love you to death


  └ Love you


  └ Love you, love you, love you


  └ Love you, Iwol!!!!!!!!!!


  └ Love Spark ㅜㅠㅜㅠㅜㅠㅜㅜㅠㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜㅠㅜㅠㅠㅠ


  └ Love you♡


  └ Spark, walk only on flower paths♡♡♡♡♡♡♡♡♡♡♡♡♡♡


  Somehow, I had become the resilient idol who endured gaslighting and harsh criticism while still doing his job diligently.


  My fingers almost caught fire from posting on Bubble Pop, ‘Everyone, I’m really okay and I had fun working! Now the company said they’ll help me a lot! Don’t worry! And thank you so much for all the compliments!’


  Meanwhile, there were also efforts to completely destroy Yoo Hansoo, who had been on the verge of getting kicked out of the industry.


  Someone had dug up every single post from Yoo Hansoo’s social media. Not that it was really ‘digging’—his accounts were all public.


  ≫ So, what exactly is producing?


  To my beloved hubae’s question, I…


  After much contemplation, I answered like this:


  .


  Isn’t it the creation of life?


  The creation of life?


  .


  My hubae doesn’t understand yet


  The true meaning of my words


  How sublime the value of this profession is


  How much effort a producer must make…


  To give birth to a single life


  .


  .


  Every day,


  I create a world


  A world that must be destroyed


  for the one being born


  Thinking of Demian


  ≫ Did you see XXX’s SNS post, the pretentious text?


  What a pretentious, cringeworthy mess. Seriously, he seems like a total socially inept freak;;;;


  └ Oh, look at him trying to be Demian or whatever ㅋㅋ Did he even read it


  ≫ Ugh, everything that surfaces is disgusting


  Seriously, there’s no end in sight, it keeps coming out.


  ≫ Ugh, crazy bastard


  Doesn’t even know his place… I guess he did that kind of thing because he didn’t know any better


  As a result, Yoo Hansoo’s melancholic photos and embarrassing self-absorbed writings spread nationwide.


  Ultimately, he became someone who couldn’t even lift his head in public. His trial was still ongoing, but prison time seemed inevitable. Once he got out, he’d probably be better off bulk-buying masks for his own safety.


  So now I don’t have a boss… right?


  Yoo Hansoo was out, they said they’d arrange the team separately.


  The members only needed to give their opinions when they wanted to, so it was practically the same as not having a boss above me!


  Finally, after more than 10 years of office work life.


  I had a workplace without a boss.


  My heart pounded with excitement. That night, I fell asleep feeling completely at peace.
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  After the police investigation, my body recovered at an incredible pace. I heard the doctors whispering amongst themselves, calling it a miracle. Getting rid of my pent-up stress definitely played a part.


  On the other hand, the pain decreased very slowly. Since my body was healing well, my prescribed painkillers were reduced, but the pain remained the same. I had no choice but to bite my lip and endure it. At this point, I wasn’t sure what the right choice was anymore.


  Then, two people who looked just as miserable as I felt showed up in my hospital room.


  “Are you guys sick too?”


  “It’s from working too much…”


  Lee Cheonghyeon grumbled as he took out his laptop. Today’s hospital visitors were Jeong Seongbin and Lee Cheonghyeon, and the reason for their visit was an ‘urgent meeting request for the final competition’.


  “You said we were going to discuss the final competition, but none of the dance-line guys came?”


  “They’re basically zombies right now.”


  “They look like walking corpses.”


  According to Jeong Seongbin, Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon were apparently refining, discarding, and revising their movements and choreography dozens of times a day.


  “They even dragged Joowoo-hyung into running simulations with them.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon chuckled. He looked a little unhinged.


  “Anyway, this is choreography plan number 1.”


  “Number 1?”


  “There are three versions. We weren’t sure what would be comfortable for you, hyung, so we recorded them all.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon played the video. At the same time, Jeong Seongbin handed me a piece of paper. It was a blueprint of the IDC live broadcast stage set.


  “The areas marked in red in the video are the main stage, and the areas taped in blue are the side stages. Please use it as a reference.”


  “Got it, thanks.”


  Everyone’s preparedness had improved significantly. Thanks to them, I didn’t have any particular questions while watching the video.


  “…So, you’re saying you’re going to leave me alone on the side stage?”


  Except for the fact that my position was overly conspicuous.


  “You don’t like it? Then take the lift up to the main stage.”


  I don’t want that either!


  I wouldn’t mind popping in and out quickly, but I don’t want to stand out alone!


  Why should I be the one getting a solo shot while leaving you guys in the background?


  “Can’t I just dance? I’ll stay as far back as possible so I don’t stand out.”


  “Are you serious? How can you dance right now, hyung?”


  “I can. I’m recovering really fast.”


  “How are we supposed to believe that?”


  “If you don’t believe me, come by during the doctor’s rounds tomorrow.”


  While Lee Cheonghyeon and I were bickering, Jeong Seongbin replayed one of the choreography drafts.


  Then, he turned the laptop screen back towards me and said,


  “The doctor also said it’s okay, and if your recovery speed continues like this, we might be able to change the choreography for the third verse and perform together. What do you think?”


  “Honestly, it’d be perfect if you could join from the dance break. Hyung, get better fast.”


  “If I could control that, would I be an idol? I’d have opened a natural healing research lab by now.”


  The meeting continued for quite some time after that. By the time we finished our discussions, all three of us were completely drained.


  “Oh, hyung. Does this TV work?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon, sprawled out on the chair, asked, pointing to the large TV.


  “I don’t know, I’ve never turned it on. Why?”


  “If it does, I was going to unplug it before leaving. Otherwise, you’ll stay up watching IDC live, won’t you?”


  “You don’t think I’ll just watch it on my phone?”


  “I know you’ll watch the broadcast on the TV and follow the real-time chat on your phone.”


  This guy knew way too much about me.


  “If they postponed the final competition, shouldn’t this week or next week be a rerun episode?”


  “They increased the training camp footage. They said they’ll air something like a recap the week before the live broadcast. So I don’t think there will be reruns.”


  Jeong Seongbin kindly explained. It seemed everyone but me had been busy.


  I was relieved that the broadcast wasn’t canceled, but I felt a little guilty.


  “The show airs late at night anyway, so just sleep while you’re hospitalized. Don’t get all excited about having a private room and stay up watching live. We’ll handle the monitoring.”


  “Didn’t I ban you guys from monitoring?”


  “Ah, then tell Jeho-hyung to watch it!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon snapped. That guy was… not the type to get mentally affected by monitoring. Fair point.


  “Fine, I’ll rest well, so you guys better take care of your skin. If I get discharged and see blemishes on your faces, you won’t be able to leave the dermatologist’s office for four hours that day.”


  At my words, Lee Cheonghyeon half-heartedly responded while packing up his laptop. He probably thought I was just making an empty threat, but this was the perfect chance to show him the true wonders of aesthetic treatments.


  

  For the past few days, Baek Haewon had been in a state of utter distress.


  The unprecedented situation had thrown the entire idol fandom into peak chaos.


  Naturally, Baek Haewon’s timeline, filled with Spark-related content, was no exception.


  ≫ A company has a duty to protect its artists.


  The Spark fandom demands a responsible explanation and follow-up measures from UA.


  #UA_Protect_Your_Artists


  #Idols_Have_The_Right_To_Be_Protected


  #UA_Get_Your_Act_Together


  ≫ I saw our baby trending while I was working and it was like a bolt from the blue…


  I only want to see good news, why do things like this keep happening?


  Thankfully, news quickly spread that Kim Iwol was recovering well. And as if to prove it, he frequently visited the fan café and messaging app—sending over 999 messages in the process.


  Baek Haewon, for one, felt like storming into UA and throwing eggs at them.


  Yet, aside from his initial reassurance that he was okay, Kim Iwol never once brought up the incident himself.


  While the fandom was in an uproar, Baek Haewon and fellow long-time fans realized something.


  Ah, he’s doing this to keep us from getting worried…


  It was a decision as wise as his good looks. Thanks to that, so many Sparklers also refrained from deliberately bringing up Kim Iwol’s injury.


  [Iwol]


  [Are you watching IDC today?]


  [I’m going to watch it!]


  [Could you keep it a secret from the members? Cheonghyeon threatened to unplug the TV.]


  Even today, Kim Iwol was talking about the same old topic of watching the program live.


  If Iwol wanted them to watch, then what else they could say? They had to watch.


  Baek Haewon turned on IDC, a show that Sparklers couldn’t help but have a love-hate relationship with.


  If they do evil editing again this week, I’ll kill them…


  It was an incredibly boring show, but she endured episode 1, only to see them edit her boys like absolute trash and film their performance like a low-quality fan cam.


  It was maddening for Baek Haewon, who had seen Spark’s performance live in the audience.


  She had clearly seen with her own two eyes how awesome Spark was, but the broadcast only showed their lower bodies.


  ≫ How did this stage win first place on-site?


  No matter how I look at it, it’s not that good;;;;


  └ If you watch the full stage version, you can tell they actually killed it. The broadcast just screwed them over.


  └ I just watched it and it’s trueㅋㅋㅋ Is it okay for a live broadcast to be this malicious?


  No one would ever know how much blood, sweat, and tears Baek Haewon had poured into sharing links to the full-stage version of the performance.


  If only the damn IDC production team had edited it properly from the start, none of this would have been necessary!


  It seemed they came to their senses from the second stage, but honestly, she was still anxious.


  At least it was comforting that this week’s episode featured a peaceful training camp. After all, fans regained their energy from new content.


  Last week, the fandom had exploded over Spark’s incredible performance. The thrill of that moment was still vivid.


  On the bus, Iwol mostly stared out the window, but the moment they got off, he was busy doting on the younger members and chatting with contestants from other teams. Iwol, you’re really a social butterfly, huh?


  It had been obvious for a while. Despite having the shortest training period in Spark, there were plenty of anecdotes about Kim Iwol and the members.


  When Cheonghyeon ran away, Iwol-hyung went to find him.


  Seongbin-hyung, isn’t it unfair to bring that up now?


  Jeho-hyung, you spend the most time with Iwol-hyung at the gym. What do you talk about?


  Why would we talk while working out?


  We don’t really cook much at the dorms, but when we do, Iwol-hyung usually takes the lead.


  Everyone, Iwol-hyung’s pan-fried meatballs are delicious…!


  When did he make meat patties again? And why did he only give them to Joowoo-hyung?


  I recently changed all my bags because of Iwol-hyung. Now I only use backpacks.


  Why? Did he say your shoulders were getting uneven?


  Yeah. I got scolded for 30 minutes because of one bag.


  No wonder all of Kang Kiyeon’s bags looked new.


  There were some trap cards in between, but still!


  Considering how friendly and caring he was, it made sense that he had so many people around him.


  Even her own brother, who wasn’t particularly close to Kim Iwol, had a good impression of him. The emotional wounds left from Kim Iwol’s characater controversy felt as if they were finally healing.


  But just as Baek Haewon’s heart recovered, it was thrown into turmoil again—because Iwol was now part of the grocery shopping team.


  『I saw some gochujang in the cupboard earlier. Let’s just buy ssamjang.』


  『The lettuce doesn’t look so good. Should we get the ones next to it?』


  『Since there are many people, it would be cheaper to buy in bulk. Let’s get the large one.』


  Kim Iwol on screen was just… a mom.


  Not the warm and nurturing kind who embraced everyone like a mother figure, but the realistic kind who went grocery shopping and came home with nothing but vegetables.


  Even after returning, Kim Iwol was busy. Taking out the drum, arranging the charcoal, and lighting the fire.


  At least IDC had finally blessed Spark with decent editing. The boys got plenty of screentime, and it was clear the production team was being considerate of the recent uproar in the fandom.


  However, with the Parthe members nowhere to be seen, the sight of only the eldest members of the team handling the drum and torch was both heartwarming and saddening.


  Baek Haewon’s complicated feelings melted away as she watched Jeong Seongbin diligently delivering meat and lettuce wraps. The way the younger members waited like baby birds for Iwol to sit down and eat was adorable, too.


  Yes, as long as you guys are happy, that’s all that matters. Baek Haewon surrendered to the sight of Spark, who looked genuinely harmonious.


  Chapter 144: Return to Work


  Thanks to the system, I truly recovered in just two weeks. Everyone marveled at my astounding recovery speed.


  If it were up to me, I would’ve turned off the work support service, taken advantage of my fully recharged body, and even signed up for a Jiu-Jitsu class. But considering the worried looks around me, I decided to hold back. I was determined to become a self-defense master before the year ended.


  There was also good news.


  With the system’s restrictions lifted and Yoo Hansoo gone, UA’s support had significantly expanded.


  Feeling guilty for not providing proper support before, UA promised to spare no expense for our final stage performance.


  Seizing the opportunity, we hired an entire dance team. Spending company money really was the best thing in the world.


  Even though the doctor officially declared me fully recovered, I decided to stick to the plan and join in only from the middle of the performance.


  Since I was going to join from the dance break, I learned the dance break choreography separately from the dance instructor, and I ended up watching the guys practice from the side during verses 1 and 2…


  What?


  I could tell with just a glance.


  These guys, their spirit was on a completely different level.


  The way their weight shifted, the friction of their shoes, the angles of their fingers, the flow of their waves—everything was perfectly synchronized.


  They said they had finished preparations perfectly up to the part where I entered, but they were at a level where they could go on stage right away.


  As Jeong Seongbin stopped the music, Kang Kiyeon approached me and said,


  “You can come in here, hyung.”


  “Can I just not step in?”


  “Get in position before I pick you up and place you there myself.”


  I trudged over to my spot.


  “You learned all the choreography, right?”


  “Yeah. But I want to try it at a slower speed first.”


  “Okay.”


  Kang Kiyeon nodded and returned to his position.


  Then, Lee Cheonghyeon, who was next to me, exclaimed,


  “Ah, finally, we’re six again!”


  Looking ahead, I saw Spark and I were reflected in the large mirror opposite us.


  Jeong Seongbin, whose eyes met mine in the mirror, smiled faintly.


  They looked so damn good as five members, I couldn’t be the one to ruin that.


  For the first time in a while, I felt a sense of responsibility. It wasn’t a bad feeling.


  

  The positive effects weren’t just limited to finances.


  The costume order is finished?


  Yes. Once we relayed the concept, the planning and production teams moved quickly.


  With Yoo Hansoo and the production team leader completely removed from their duties, the organization finally began to function smoothly.


  As someone who knew all too well how painful it was to have a terrible person in the mix, I was deeply moved.


  Now that the process was established, I wouldn’t have to struggle from scratch like before. It was such a relief.


  Most of the other preliminary work had been completed while I was in the hospital. Naturally, my late-night overwork disappeared.


  Thanks to that, I could now go straight to bed after practice. What a luxurious life.


  At this point… I should probably take a moment to assess the situation.


  I’d been neglecting to grasp the current situation because of the flurry of events and being busy, but I shouldn’t lose sight of my goal.


  Lying on my side to avoid pressing my injury against the pillow, I started retracing the series of events.


  First, there was hope of contacting my parents.


  Before, I thought the system had completely severed the connection between us, but this incident proved otherwise.


  Even if they still didn’t want to be involved with me, the situation could always change.


  I prepared questions in advance so I wouldn’t be flustered and could ask what I needed when I finally got in touch with them.


  Next, I felt the need to clearly understand the scope of my safety.


  At least, based on what I’ve grasped so far…


  Any attempt to alter my future outside of idol-related activities resulted in penalties for breaking confidentiality.


  If I pushed forward with actions that the system warned me against, my well-being was at risk.


  Failing to uphold professional ethics led to penalties.


  …I think it could be summarized as such.


  This time, I survived thanks to the employment insurances, but there was no guarantee it’d be the same next time.


  I had to stay alive to save my sister. I’d have to approach this more carefully in the future.


  Thirdly, this was more of a question than information.


  It was the question of ‘Why is the system doing this to me?’.


  Ideally, I should have pondered this question earlier, but I wasn’t great at multitasking. It was only now, with some breathing room, that I could reflect on it.


  If asked whether the system was 100% negative, I could definitely say no.


  I still couldn’t forgive it for wiping out my academic achievements. But if that was the price for the chance to bring my sister back, then so be it.


  And although its methods were very unkind, the system had clearly warned me before Yoo Hansoo attacked me. If it weren’t for the system, I might’ve been on the brink of death.


  Then, was the system entirely on my side?


  I don’t think so.


  Keeping me alive and constantly making me do things—wasn’t it because the system has a purpose? If I could figure that out, I might be able to utilize the system better.


  One day, I’d form a union and get my revenge on this damn system. Just wait till I hit my final KPI—I’d give the Virtual Career Planet a one-star rating.


  Fueled by boiling rage, I finally calmed down after 30 minutes. As my thoughts settled, I became aware of a dull headache I had previously ignored.


  How the hell does it heal my body but not my nerves?


  Moments like these made me realize how unreal the system truly was.


  What was the point of recovering in two weeks if the pain lingered for eight?


  Though the pain had dulled compared to when the accident first happened, it was still there, so I wrapped my head in the blanket and curled up.


  Then, I heard a rustling sound from the side. I also heard the sound of a blanket being lifted and Choi Jeho stepping onto the floor.


  I held my breath until he left the room.


  I thought he was just going to the bathroom, but his footsteps passed right by it.


  Then I heard the refrigerator open. I could hear him rummaging through the freezer diligently, the clattering sounds reaching the room.


  Is this bastard having a late-night snack?


  Right before the final episode of the program? At a time when he should be burning fat more diligently than anyone else? As the group’s center, no less?


  I considered rushing out and catching him red-handed, but decided against it. I should reprimand him, but my head hurt too much.


  Besides, Choi Jeho wasn’t the type to gain weight just from one slip-up. He was even learning acrobatics for the final performance, so he must be burning a lot of calories.


  There was no high-calorie food in the dorm either, so even if he sneaked a snack, it would be something like a frozen yogurt stick.


  Do we even have something edible in our dorm’s fridge?


  Now my imagination ran wild, thinking, ‘That bastard Choi Jeho has been hiding something and secretly eating it whenever he gets a chance, without the members knowing.’


  Tomorrow, I’d turn the dorm upside down as soon as the sun rose up.


  And I’d raid his secret food stash and make an example out of him…


  As I clenched my fists and planned the grand cleaning, he calmly returned to the room.


  Then, without even closing the door, he approached my bed.


  His hand then grabbed my head, which was under the blanket. He grabbed too close to my injury, and I nearly screamed.


  “Ouch…!”


  “What, why is your head here?”


  Choi Jeho’s voice also rose in surprise. I lifted the blanket and raised my head to see Choi Jeho frowning deeply.


  “What are you doing?”


  “I was trying to grab your shoulder.”


  Judging by his words, it seemed he had reached out randomly in the dark.


  “Why are you grabbing someone’s shoulder in the middle of the night?”


  “You think I wanted to?”


  As soon as he finished speaking, I felt something cold pressed on my face. Choi Jeho was holding out an ice pack wrapped in a towel.


  “For me?”


  “What’s the point of having it if you don’t use it?”


  I kneaded the ice pack without replying.


  As I placed the pack near my injury, the pain seemed to subside.


  “Nice. Feels cool.”


  “Don’t put it directly on your head.”


  “I know that much. But why did you…”


  “Because you keep tossing and turning.”


  Choi Jeho lay back down on his bed. Even after such a considerate act, his back turned to me, just like usual.


  Staring at the back of his head, I quietly apologized.


  “Sorry. I must’ve kept you up.”


  “I’m sleeping now.”


  After those words, he was silent for a while, then muttered,


  “Wake me up if it gets worse.”


  How kind. This ahjussi almost teared up.


  As the pain subsided, sleepiness crept in. I closed my eyes and replied,


  “Yeah, thanks.”


  

  Even long projects eventually came to an end.


  The day of IDC’s finale, after much talk and many incidents, had finally dawned.


  Perhaps due to all the hardships they’d endured, everyone had sharp jawlines, not a hint of puffiness. With jawlines like that, they should all put on a paper-cutting-using-jawlines show.


  One burdensome thing was that too many eyes were on me.


  First of all, my appearance was the reason. After my surgery, the doctors had shaved a small area near the wound for the stitching (The doctor had proudly reassured me that they had minimized the shaving out of consideration for my idol status), and I wore a cap to hide it, which ironically made me stand out amongst the glamorous idols.


  There’s no way they don’t know why I’m wearing a hat.


  Not only had the incident made entertainment news, but it had even been covered in general news segments, so everyone must have been surprised…


  “Mr. Iwol, are you performing on stage today?”


  …Even MC Yur looked genuinely shocked, which was unexpected given his typically composed expression.


  Mr. Yur even made us, who had come to greet him in the waiting room, sit in a row on the sofa and handed us snacks.


  “I’m just going to make a brief appearance and then leave!”


  “Are you sure that’s okay? I heard you were seriously injured.”


  “I have good resilience.”


  Yur advised me to take care of my health no matter how important passion was. He added that we should have a meal together after IDC was over.


  Additionally, after receiving greetings from Berion—who had apparently been telling everyone how good of a person I was, to the point where I almost teared up—I returned to the waiting room feeling completely drained.


  The only idols I properly knew were Spark. When did I suddenly acquire all these glittering celebrity acquaintances?


  “It was tough at the time, but now that it’s ending, I feel kind of sentimental.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon said, squeezing into the seat next to me.


  “We haven’t even performed yet, how can you be sentimental already?”


  “I knew you’d say that, hyung.”


  Even though he knew, he still said it anyway… This guy’s gotten bolder.


  This was the same guy who once ran away because he was too scared to debut with his own song.


  “You’ve changed a lot in less than a year, haven’t you?”


  “What are you talking about? I haven’t lost my original mindset!”


  “That’s not what I meant.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon ran to Jeong Seongbin, his face pale.


  He then pestered Jeong Seongbin, asking if his eyes had lost their spark. Anyone watching would think I had been relentlessly nagging him.


  Chapter 145: Fourth Competition: Final Announcement (1)


  Live broadcasts required more work than pre-recorded performances.


  As such, the scene was buzzing with activity. Everyone moved in perfect unison.


  The first performance slot went to Parthe, who had won first place overall in the third competition.


  A wise choice. In a competition that relied on text voting, it was advantageous to perform first and gather votes over a longer period.


  Their stage stood out, decorated splendidly with members of the royal family vying for the throne, befitting the finale.


  Spark’s costumes today were neat white hanboks with dark teal kwaeja.


  (TL note: Kwaeja is the sleeveless outerwear in hanbok).


  To avoid appearing too monotonous, we added embroidered details and norigae ornaments. Even if the concept was incorruptible scholars, Spark was still an idol group, after all.


  Based on the results of watching several survival programs, attempts at oriental-style stages in the finals were relatively rare, so we decided to bet on this.


  As predicted, many groups had already worn hanbok in the second and third rounds, while uniforms dominated the finals.


  Especially with the audience and viewers having to sit through six performances in one go. I wanted to avoid overlapping concepts as much as possible, and thankfully, we succeeded.


  “Your hair looks seamless.”


  “Really?”


  Kang Kiyeon examined my hair from side to side and nodded.


  I usually refrained from using flashy items, but today was different.


  First, to cover the remaining stitches above my ear, I attached a short hairpiece.


  The stylist worked hard to make it blend naturally with my original hair.


  And to prevent the hairpiece from flying around while dancing, I wore a silk headband over it.


  Wouldn’t this make me stand out too much?


  You never know when or where the camera will zoom in.


  That’s true…


  As expected, medicine should be left to pharmacists, and styling to professionals. Thanks to their expertise, I ended up with a headband lined with gauze on the inside for comfort.


  Because we focused more on aesthetics than historical accuracy, the knot left a long strip of fabric trailing down the back of my head, but since everyone said it suited me, I decided not to shorten it.


  “Is Spark ready?”


  “Yes!”


  We answered in unison.


  Spark’s concept today was historians.


  Those who recorded history in a place where everyone dreamed of seizing the throne.


  And today, we would redefine the very essence of this program.


  

  Spark’s meeting scene was being broadcast on the large screen with a VCR effect. The live broadcast was likely airing the edited version for television.


  『Spark entering in 5 minutes!』


  The assistant director’s voice came over the radio. Staff bustled about on the darkened stage. Watching the hurrying figures, Director Han took a moment to stretch.


  We really do run into each other a lot.


  Director Han briefly reminisced.


  From Jang Junhoo’s music video shoot to Drinkers, this was the third consecutive time he had encountered Kim Iwol on set.


  It would be strange not to see idols while working in music programs, but there were always some people who were particularly memorable.


  For Director Han, Kim Iwol was one of them.


  When they first met, he thought Kim Iwol had a very bright and friendly personality.


  He still vividly remembered how Kim Iwol, even when it wasn’t his own shoot, came out to take care of his member and busily tried to help the passing staff, even in small ways.


  When they met on Drinkers, the impression was a little different.


  Director Han clearly saw the sharp glint in his polite and calm, yet mischievous eyes.


  Unlike the other cast members who got completely wasted and stumbled around, Kim Iwol finished his drink neatly, bowed at a perfect 90-degree angle, and exited gracefully.


  That moment had been striking. So when Director Han saw Kim Iwol and his fellow members again in the IDC Audition, he had been genuinely pleased.


  Though he hadn’t been assigned to film Spark’s meeting scenes, he had heard plenty of interesting stories from Team 2, who had covered UA’s footage.


  That they conducted meetings like office workers, that the kids were all very articulate.


  The writers, who were incredibly critical of celebrities due to their extensive experience, were full of praise.


  Until then, to Director Han, Spark was a unique but kind rookie idol group.


  However, when the IDC PD called an emergency meeting, his impression of Spark changed a little.


  I heard a Spark member was assaulted?


  By PD Yoo Hansoo, is that right?


  That crazy bastard finally caused trouble. The rumors about him weren’t good, I knew he’d cause an accident someday.


  Still, how could he do such a thing?


  A cast member’s injury issue due to a sudden accident.


  The repercussions were huge. The program’s name and Spark dominated real-time trends on SNS, and articles poured out.


  Is Mr. Iwol alright?


  Director Han asked. The PD sighed and replied,


  He has an eight-week recovery.


  Oh…


  It was a severy injury so it was only natural. But hearing it directly made him feel even worse.


  Then is Spark dropping out? Or will they continue without Mr. Iwol?


  They will probably drop out, right? A simple injury is one thing, but if this happened because of a colleague from the same company, the members must be in shock. They’re all so young, too.


  The sound director said regretfully. He had been keeping an eye on Lee Cheonghyeon, who was in charge of composing and arranging for Spark, since the second competition.


  But this is… ha.


  The PD ruffled his hair. He seemed to have something on his mind, hesitating before finally speaking.


  I know I might sound like a psychopath saying this, but it’s such a waste.


  What is?


  Their final stage. I heard the plan from Team 2’s maknae. And their stage is basically the condensed version of their entire journey. If they don’t get to show this, they’ll just be remembered as kids who performed a decent stage and withdrew midway.


  The main writer, who had been glaring at the PD, intervened.


  Let’s be honest with each other since we all know what’s going on. You just don’t want to lose them, right, PD?


  Spark had something that a music program PD would consider a waste to miss out?


  It was puzzling. Director Han also knew knew all too well how stubborn people in this industry could be.


  But as if to prove the main writer’s words, the PD started tearing at his hair with both hands.


  Yes, I don’t want to lose them! It’s such a waste! Don’t you feel the same?


  It is. That stage is like a summary of IDC.


  So, Director Han.


  The PD’s gaze turned to Director Han.


  Would it be too much to ask Spark to reconsider performing in the finals?


  Are you serious? You’ll really be called a psychopath.


  He had wondered why he and the sound director, who weren’t involved in planning, were called, and now he knew.


  Director Han knew IDC was performing better than expected. Still, weren’t there lines people shouldn’t cross?


  Even on ‘Drinkers’, Kim Iwol’s face lit up whenever he talked about his members. Someone who cherished and loved his members like that couldn’t possibly have a bad relationship with them.


  And now, after what had happened to Kim Iwol, how could Spark possibly feel okay? It was something he couldn’t bring himself to suggest, as a decent human being.


  I don’t think that’s right either.


  The sound director also waved his hand dismissively.


  Just as Director Han was about to get up, thinking the conversation was over, the maknae writer knocked and opened the meeting room door.


  PD-nim! Spark isn’t withdrawing!


  The PD cheered, and the rest, including the main writer, were dumbfounded.


  But their shock only lasted a moment.


  Someone who had been watching Spark closely for months muttered,


  They’re really tough…


  Although calling them ‘tough’ almost felt like an insult, Director Han couldn’t deny it.


  

  Back then, I was just shocked that Spark was going ahead with the performance.


  The surprises didn’t end there. Kim Iwol appeared at the broadcasting station wearing a cap.


  The production crew, who initially thought he came to support the members, were shocked to see Kim Iwol wearing a name tag during rehearsals.


  Kim Iwol himself was unfazed. From the start of rehearsals, he smiled as usual and meticulously checked the backup dancers’ entrance and exit routes, as well as the sound setup.


  With an injured member, the stage quality won’t be as good as before.


  Still, their determination to stand on stage together was conveyed. Director Han thought they were fresh and passionate.


  That was—until the rehearsal actually started.


  He should have expected it when the large-scale backup dancers and various sets, different from Spark’s previous stages, appeared.


  Spark was a group that didn’t waver, even when their eldest member was injured. A group that refused to compromise, even when one of them was badly hurt.


  I know you’ll do a great job, Director Han, but make sure you capture Spark’s performance well this time.


  Spark?


  On the day Spark announced they wouldn’t be dropping out, the PD had patted Director Han’s shoulder after the meeting.


  I am counting on you.


  Well, I’ll do my best since it’s my job…


  Seeing Director Han’s hesitant expression, the PD said,


  I think they’re going to do really well. Let’s create an amazing stage together.


  The PD’s eyes held conviction.


  Director Han couldn’t understand it back then, but now, after checking the proposal, camera work, set, and rehearsals, he understood.


  Spark could create an incredible stage.


  

  Spark chose Lee Cheonghyeon’s self-composed song, 『Chronicles of the Royal City』 , for their final stage.


  Before any music played, Jeong Seongbin walked to the center of the stage.


  With the rustling sound of paper in the background, Jeong Seongbin recited,


  『Someone came here to ascend to the throne.』


  Director Han remembered seeing it in the performance plan. It was a quote from the first volume of the Annals of King Taejo, ‘Taejo ascended to the throne in Suchang Palace (太祖卽位于壽昌宮)’.


  Jeong Seongbin turned and walked towards the other members, lined up with their backs to the audience.


  『This is a story


  A record of countless souls who have passed through this land.』


  Jeong Seongbin’s voice faded away like a whisper.


  The song began from here.


  Among the members turning around one by one, Park Joowoo, who had been walking with his eyes covered by the back of his hand, swept his hand across his eyes.


  Park Joowoo’s eyes, illuminated by the spotlight, shone with a deep gray light.


  Chapter 146: Fourth Competition: Final Announcement (2)


  『Some stories become history


  On divine beings


  Everyone focuses their attention』


  Park Joowoo’s gestures had a dreamy quality.


  His movements, flowing from his face and neck down his sleeves, were graceful.


  Until now, Spark’s choreography had always been dynamic and bold. No matter where they paused, their angles were razor-sharp, and every member’s enthusiasm stood out vividly on stage.


  But this time, their control over intensity was more pronounced. The choreography wasn’t overly aggressive, but all five members moved in perfect harmony—like flowing water.


  Their hanboks, seemingly made of a silk-like material, flowed with each movement, even the creases at their waists catching the light in a uniform manner. Director Han didn’t miss that detail.


  As the members lowered their stances for the next move, Choi Jeho appeared in the center.


  『Footprints left in the snow,


  Failures from challenges


  Remain unforgettable


  Every day, in a long story』


  Synchronized with Choi Jeho’s solo dance, Spark gathered in the center and then spread out across the stage. This part made Choi Jeho stand out even more.


  And as his part was nearing its end, just as Kang Kiyeon approached him—


  Choi Jeho encircled Kang Kiyeon in his arms and covered his lips.


  Kang Kiyeon grasped Choi Jeho’s hand, lowering it with a smile.


  His downward gaze met the camera with an enigmatic look, the corners of his lips lifting in a faintly bitter expression.


  『Here, we are


  How will we be recorded?


  Will my name remain,


  Or will it fade away?』


  The gentle mood of the first verse became a little firmer as it transitioned to the second.


  Lee Cheonghyeon took on this role.


  Though he was just like any other boy his age during breaks or in the dorm, Lee Cheonghyeon possessed a unique charisma on stage.


  Every member of Spark commanded presence on stage, but the gap was particularly striking with Lee Cheonghyeon.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, who had rampaged like a mad dog in the previous performance, now exuded an aura as elegant as a Confucian scholar.


  He unfolded a fan, seemingly acquired from somewhere unknown, and gracefully waved it as he performed his part.


  And as the second verse came to a close, the moment Lee Cheonghyeon folded the fan with a crisp snap…


  “Whoa!”


  Gasps of genuine surprise erupted from all around Director Han.


  Wet hair, dark gray eyes that seemed coordinated with Park Joowoo’s, and skin that stood out even more because of its exceptionally pale tone.


  『Let it be known


  To me as well


  I have words I want to leave behind』


  It was Kim Iwol’s appearance, which no one in the audience could have predicted. His face, glistening with moisture, bloomed into a radiant smile.


  After delivering his short part, Kim Iwol moved to the back of the formation.


  Yet the impact lingered.


  Even the formation of six members now carried a newfound sense of stability.


  It was strange. The previous five members hadn’t made any mistakes, nor were they lacking in skill.


  The ensuing group dance was the epitome of splendor.


  It felt like they were declaring, ‘It’s not that we couldn’t be flashy! We just haven’t had the chance!’


  With what seemed like at least twenty backup dancers joining in, the scale of the performance instantly grew.


  Intricate movements repeated in sync with the grand flow.


  Among the backup dancers dressed in hanboks with irregular black patterns on a white background, Spark, in their turquoise hanboks, clearly stood out.


  Like plants blooming on a snowy mountain.


  A thought befitting a director with an eye for visuals.


  Fluid movements, like riding waves, followed one after another with subtle shifts in timing.


  Walking among them, Jeong Seongbin began to sing again.


  『Write our story


  Within it


  Let us be together


  Like this moment right now』


  Most of the stages that had been presented in ‘Idol Dynasty Chronicle’ so far contained themes related to struggle, conquest, and the throne.


  It was understandable. The title of the program itself was ‘Idol Dynasty Chronicle’.


  And yet, Spark had focused on the journey itself, rather than occupying the throne, as their goal.


  And now, they were inscribing the sentiments of their journey.


  Is the story of those who failed to become kings unimportant?


  Are the untold moments lost forever?


  Should the stories of the unrecognized simply be buried and forgotten?


  For those who had ever pondered such questions, Spark was providing an answer.


  They would remember. Because that was the role of the chronicler.


  Seeing it this way, Director Han understood why the producer wanted Spark’s final performance.


  The theme of ‘Idol Dynasty Chronicle’ was the growth stories of idols striving to become kings. The program itself was a record of that growth.


  And Spark was voluntarily taking on the role of the chronicler. Could there be a stage that better represented the identity of ‘Idol Dynasty Chronicle’?


  And it’s not just about ‘Idol Dynasty Chronicle’…


  Having observed countless idol performances that carried deeper messages within their lyrics, Director Han realized—


  Spark’s song could be interpreted in multiple ways, depending on the angle.


  A figure that commands attention wherever they go.


  The observers who never stop watching and recording their every move.


  The desire to remain together, unbroken, within that narrative.


  Doesn’t it remind you of something?


  Ultimately, it’s ‘Idol’ Dynasty Chronicle, isn’t it.


  Spark had crafted an unmissable performance while ensuring their own legacy. It was a clever move—strategic, even.


  Moreover, weren’t they saying they would make it history? Their ambition was impressive.


  The music gradually intensified, reaching its climax.


  『It’s okay to stumble


  Even if it’s a failure


  I want it captured


  So we can look back on it』


  『Imprint our hearts


  So we can unfold it


  After the long night ends』


  Director Han focused his camera on the main vocals as they delivered the high notes and ad-libs while facing each other.


  There was a common saying in the industry. If a team had two or more main vocals with different timbres, that team would succeed.


  By that standard, Spark had the strongest vocals of any group in Idol Dynasty Chronicle.


  Even while executing intense choreography, their main vocalists didn’t let a single note waver. Every member carried their part flawlessly. What director wouldn’t be impressed?


  The music became richer with the subtle blend of traditional Korean instruments. The balance between the instruments was delicately controlled, reaching a certain point.


  Timed with a brief pause, Choi Jeho leaped.


  If it went according to rehearsal, it was time for ‘that.’


  Director Han heightened his focus as much as possible. If it happened exactly as in rehearsal, he might miss it again.


  Choi Jeho placed both hands on the stage and performed a cartwheel.


  And the moment his feet touched the ground, he used the momentum to jump high.


  His finely tailored kwaeja billowed, tracing a perfect arc.


  Is that a flash kick?


  The angle of his kick in mid-air was artistic. The perfectly circular motion, the masterful jump, and the prolonged hang time. There was nothing to criticize.


  Idols nowadays mastered not only singing and dancing but also foreign languages, gaming, and even fine arts. Acrobatic skills were becoming increasingly common.


  But the reason Choi Jeho was special was…


  I don’t know.


  It just be like that sometimes. There were people who drew attention just by standing still.


  Choi Jeho was also such a person. Every single movement was breathtakingly perfect, creating the illusion that even his clothes and hair were dancing along.


  Even if he didn’t gain popularity now, Choi Jeho was the type who would eventually achieve great success. Director Han had seen many such people gain recognition through viral moments.


  And given how well he was starting off, there was little doubt—Choi Jeho’s future was secure.


  The soaring vocals subsided as Choi Jeho’s solo dance came to an end.


  As the backup dancers gathered in the center of the stage, turning their backs and bowing their heads, the black markings on the backs of their hanboks formed a single shape.


  Spark’s five members had also blended into the black letters.


  Choi Jeho’s low voice resonated deeply across the stage floor.


  『Now I


  Will remain as a trace


  And become eternal


  For a long time』


  Choi Jeho, who had been kneeling, slowly raised his head.


  And he turned and walked back to his empty spot.


  Finally, the character ‘錄’ (rok, meaning ‘to record’) was completed on the white canvas.


  It was a perfect ending.


  PD Yang must be regretting not saving this for the finale.


  Director Han thought to himself as he adjusted the camera angle to follow where the Spark members would be standing even as the stage went dark.


  But sentimentality aside, he still had work to do. There were still interviews, two more performances, and the final ranking announcement.


  Just as he was hoping for a smooth broadcast, the stage lights came back on.


  As he adjusted the camera angle again to capture Spark’s upper bodies as they gathered for the interview, the walkie-talkie became noisy.


  Urgent voices and a chaotic atmosphere.


  Murmuring from the audience.


  Director Han raised his head to check the stage.


  The Spark members, who were gathering at the front of the stage, were running towards Kim Iwol, who had collapsed in the corner.


  Instructions to change the angle towards Yur and not to show the audience came in through the walkie-talkie in a flurry.


  While a staff member carried Kim Iwol offstage, Yur swiftly took charge, guiding the younger members with practiced ease.


  Only then did Director Han recall a fact he had briefly overlooked.


  Although makeup had concealed his complexion, Kim Iwol’s hair had been damp with cold sweat from the moment he appeared.


  And that he was a patient who had recently suffered an injury that had left him with an eight-week prognosis.


  Chapter 147: Fourth Competition: Final Announcement (3)


  Crises always arrived unexpectedly.


  It happened during rehearsals too. A performance I had nailed during practice suddenly felt overwhelming.


  That was when the pain became unbearable. If the Spark guys had noticed, they would have pulled me out even right before the live broadcast, so I didn’t let it show. But as I waited backstage before going on, I felt like I was about to lose consciousness.


  Just three minutes, what was so hard about enduring that?


  And I really did it. Without any mistakes, I saw the slogans the fans had brought to cheer on Spark, and I perfectly completed the final image.


  That must have been my limit. Even though I knew it would make a broadcasting accident, my body wouldn’t move.


  After that, my memory was hazy. When I regained consciousness, I was in the hospital again.


  As the serious conversation around me started wrapping up, I opened my eyes.


  “Um…”


  “Iwol, you’re awake!”


  My manager, who had been sitting by my bedside, immediately stood up.


  I took a deep breath and asked the first question on my mind.


  “Manager, is Idol Dynasty Chronicle over?”


  “Idol Dynasty Chronicle? They’re probably tallying the votes now.”


  “Then can I watch the broadcast?”


  This was the program I had pushed myself to the brink for, determined to see it through to the end.


  He pretended to be stern and said no, but my manager knew how dedicated I was to Idol Dynasty Chronicle.


  After some pleading, I was finally allowed to watch the live broadcast on my manager’s phone.


  All the contestants were on stage, waiting for the ranking announcement.


  In the small screen, I saw the Spark guys huddled together.


  『The moment has come to put a period at the end of this long history. Right now, we will reveal the rankings for Idol Dynasty Chronicle!』


  Yur’s voice reached my ears, but my gaze was fixed on only one place.


  I wonder if they did well in the interview.


  It hadn’t been long since they saw me coming out of the operating room. So I was even more worried.


  Could those mentally fragile guys hold it together until the end on such a big stage?


  Could they manage their expressions well enough to avoid controversy even if their ranking plummeted in the final vote after consistently performing well throughout the program?


  Everyone probably knew in their heads. That Parthe would win.


  In the past seasons of Idol Dynasty Chronicle, the online votes directly reflected the debut seniority, and among them, Parthe had overwhelmingly led the votes.


  Anyone familiar with survival programs—viewers and contestants alike—must have anticipated this outcome.


  Much less the contestants themselves, who would have shared amongst themselves how much their agencies had invested in the show.


  They must be feeling resentful. Still, they shouldn’t let it show.


  『In 6th place, thank you for your hard work, Berion.』


  Knowing how hard the Spark members had prepared, and how naive they were, my heart ached for them.


  As the 5th, 4th, and 3rd places were announced in turn, Spark offered their heartfelt congratulations. But when only Spark and Parthe remained, they started to look nervous.


  Some might say their humility was just an act, but I knew better. Their humility was real. They expected Parthe to win, but they hadn’t even considered that they themselves might rank so high.


  But they couldn’t show any disappointment. The moment they let it slip, they’d be attacked from all sides.


  When it was their turn, they just needed to say thank you, acknowledge the fans first, and promise to keep working hard…


  『In 1st place… Congratulations, Parthe!』


  With a pop, confetti rained down. Bringing the trophy, Yur approached Parthe, who were embracing each other. After all, the highlight of a competition program was the final ranking announcement and the winner.


  『Winning group Parthe, please share your thoughts.』


  Amidst the confetti covering the screen, I saw it clearly.


  Park Joowoo, who was standing near Han Gawoon, smiling brightly and briefly hugging him the moment the ranking was announced.


  And Jeong Seongbin, gathering the members together with a genuinely joyful smile.


  The five members on screen were smiling sincerely, applauding Parthe.


  I stared blankly at them.


  What were they so happy about?


  They knew, too. That they had done well in every performance so far.


  With all they had poured into this, feeling disappointed was natural.


  Why did they look so relieved?


  My eyes felt hot. Just a little.


  …If only I hadn’t rushed to appear on the first season of Idol Dynasty Chronicle just because I desperately wanted to win a music show.


  If I had waited until my recognition was a little higher, if I had released a few more albums and appeared on other programs.


  Then I could have given them the ranking they deserved.


  I should’ve endured the headache a little longer. Should’ve lasted just a bit more on stage.


  Then I could’ve at least patted them on the back and told them they’d done well.


  I couldn’t bear to watch anymore.


  With the arm that wasn’t hooked up to an IV, I covered my eyes. My eyelids felt heavy.


  “I’m sorry…”


  I murmured quietly. I meant it.


  

  Thankfully, when I opened my eyes again, I saw the familiar wooden ceiling.


  Whoever had carried a 183cm guy back to the dorm, I owed them my thanks. I just hoped it was one of the many healthy individuals overflowing in this dorm.


  I checked the date on my phone beside my pillow.


  It was the day after Idol Dynasty Chronicle ended. I seemed to have slept just the right amount.


  No schedules today… should I sleep some more?


  After all the emotional exhaustion from yesterday, I felt drained. I needed rest.


  But in a shared living space, privacy was a luxury.


  Just as I was about to drift off again, someone opened the door and came in. And they called me in a very soft voice.


  “Hyung, are you asleep?”


  “I’m not.”


  “Oh my god, you scared me.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon flinched and stepped back.


  “Is your body okay?”


  “Yeah. I feel much better after sleeping.”


  “Really? Your complexion does look a bit better.”


  Unusually, Lee Cheonghyeon didn’t argue with me. He just observed my complexion.


  “…Yesterday―”


  “If you’re going to say you’re sorry you couldn’t be there for the ending, you don’t have to. I don’t want an apology from someone who’s sick.”


  “…”


  “Don’t say it to the other members either. It’ll just give the hyungs more wrinkles.”


  Sharp little brat.


  At least he didn’t sound resentful. He really was too soft-hearted.


  “Producer Yang said he’d like to have a meal with all of Spark sometime.”


  “Why?”


  “As a substitute for the after party. We didn’t go to the official one.”


  Since one of the members was taken to the hospital, they must have come straight back. It was probably their first afterparty, so I felt a little sorry… No, never mind. There was nothing good about learning how to handle company dinners too early.


  “Come eat if you’re up.”


  “No, I want to sleep more. You guys eat.”


  “Really? Alright.”


  Surprisingly, Lee Cheonghyeon readily retreated.


  Then he shouted towards the living room.


  “Ma’am! Iwol-hyung says he’s going to sleep more!”


  …Ma’am?


  “Ma’am? Do we have a guest?”


  “Seongbin-hyung’s mother is here. She made samgyetang because we need to eat nutritious food.”


  “Why are you only telling me this now!”


  So that was what the chicken broth smell was.


  How could he casually say, ‘This hyung is sleeping in and won’t even eat the food Seongbin’s mother made~!’ to the person who had been watching my and Jeong Seongbin’s chaotic idol journey!


  I hurriedly changed into clean casual clothes. Then I ran out of the room, smoothing down my messy hair with my hand.


  “Auntie, you’re here?!”


  “Iwol, you’re up? Did you wake up because of the noise I made?”


  “Of course not. How have you been?”


  “You’re not in a position to worry about others. Goodness, look how much weight you’ve lost. Eat and then go back to sleep. Okay?”


  Before I could say anything else, Jeong Seongbin’s mother went back to the kitchen. I took the opportunity to quickly wash my face in the bathroom and came out. The guys were each occupying a ttukbaegi at the dining table.


  As I awkwardly sat down, she placed a steaming ttukbaegi in front of me.


  “Do you eat samgyetang, Iwol? I heard from Seongbin that you’re not picky.”


  “Of course, I love it!”


  Actually, I didn’t really like it. If I had to specify, I didn’t like having hanbang baeksuk with company colleagues by the valley. The seating was so uncomfortable that I couldn’t tell whether the stew was going up my nose or my mouth.


  But this…


  Two whole ginseng roots, two whole chicken legs, not separated.


  Food prepared solely for me, not something I had to awkwardly share while being mindful of others.


  “Did you guys all get ginseng too?”


  I asked, noticing that some bowls didn’t have any. Lee Cheonghyeon answered.


  “We all had one each. Seongbin-hyung’s Mom gave you two because you’re a patient.”


  “That’s right, you need to eat a lot to get better quickly. Iwol, there’s glutinous rice inside too. Eat it all. I showed off my skills today.”


  “Yes, thank you…!”


  With that Jeong Seongbin’s mother left early. Even after seeing her off, steam was still rising from the ttukbaegi.


  I slowly sipped the broth, spoonful by spoonful. I carefully ate the chicken and finished all the rice. For the first time, I thought samgyetang was delicious.


  

  When I came out after washing up, I found Choi Jeho in the living room, which was unusual.


  Normally, he’d be in his room, wearing earphones and glued to his phone.


  At a glance, it seemed like the only difference was that he had moved to the living room sofa. Since he was doing the same thing as always, I didn’t bother talking to him.


  I left Choi Jeho and went into my room, only to find Jeong Seongbin standing awkwardly between the beds.


  He wasn’t the type to casually enter someone else’s room, so this was definitely suspicious.


  As I shot him a questioning look, Lee Cheonghyeon, who had been talking to Jeong Seongbin from the top bunk, spoke in an exaggeratedly stiff tone.


  “Oh, right. I was supposed to play a game with Kang Kiyeon.”


  Then he quickly climbed down from the bed and dashed out of the room. What a terrible liar.


  I heard the door close behind me. Jeong Seongbin’s gaze wandered somewhere on the floor. A long silence followed.


  So, what could our dear leader possibly want to say to me after going through the trouble of chasing out both his hyung and dongsaeng?


  Drying my damp hair with a small towel, I asked,


  “Shall we sit and talk?”


  Chapter 148: Establishing Preventative Measures (1)


  Jeong Seongbin was kind.


  He never put up walls and was friendly to everyone.


  He was affectionate and attentive to every individual, and especially if the person in question was vulnerable, Jeong Seongbin would hover around them, showing concern.


  Yet, this morning at breakfast, he was clearly avoiding me. He sat further away than usual and flinched noticeably whenever his mother mentioned me.


  After acting like that, he came all the way to my room, so I figured he had something to say and invited him in.


  Even after we sat together on the bed, Jeong Seongbin remained silent for a long time.


  And when he did speak, all he could manage to say was…


  “Please lie down. You must be tired.”


  …and that was it.


  Somehow, I had ended up lying down while he sat beside me, turning into the most inconsiderate hyung in history. No matter how gentle his tone was, it was hard to ignore our leader when he spoke.


  At this rate, my poor pillowcase was going to get soaked. I’d have to secretly wash it again tomorrow.


  I slid a towel between my head and the pillow and subtly observed Jeong Seongbin’s expression.


  His face looked dark. Maybe I was overanalyzing, but he seemed to be in distress.


  “Did someone upset our leader?”


  “……”


  “Tell me. I’ll show you the epitome of a member’s loyalty to their leader.”


  At my joke, he finally turned his head towards me.


  I could see his lips trembling beneath his hair.


  “Hyung.”


  “Yeah.”


  Jeong Seongbin lowered his head.


  “I’m sorry.”


  The bedsheet wrinkled beneath his clenched fists.


  “I knew you weren’t the type to do things half-heartedly.”


  “Seongbin.”


  “I was being unreasonable because I was upset.”


  Jeong Seongbin couldn’t lift his head.


  He seemed to think that my collapse during the live finale was his fault.


  It wasn’t an unreasonable assumption. After all, I had accepted the proposal to sit out, yet Jeong Seongbin had pushed for my participation.


  However, it was ultimately my decision to accept. There was no reason for Jeong Seongbin to feel guilty.


  If anyone should apologize, it should be me. I was the one who convinced them to compete in the contest, only to leave them alone at the final presentation.


  Nevertheless, Jeong Seongbin seemed troubled. He seemed to think that my participation on the final stage and my subsequent collapse were his responsibility.


  “It’s not like I had to put you on stage just to prove that you belonged there… I was shortsighted…”


  “Okay, stop there.”


  I cut Jeong Seongbin off before he could dig himself any deeper.


  Since I rarely interrupt others, he widened his eyes and stared at me.


  “Sorry for cutting you off. I just wanted to ask something.”


  Jeong Seongbin didn’t bother to reply. Instead, he leaned slightly towards me.


  “Seongbin.”


  “Yes.”


  “Putting aside all the apologies and everything, how did it feel to be on stage with all six of us?”


  Jeong Seongbin hesitated to answer. His eyes wavered.


  He was so transparent. It made me feel like I had to be honest with him too.


  “I was happy.”


  “……”


  “We worked really hard, right? I was glad we were able to finish it properly. It was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.”


  I wasn’t the only one who had given my all for IDC.


  Everyone practiced like crazy and pushed themselves to their limits. We went through that grueling survival program, finishing in second place without any fights or mistakes.


  They deserved to feel the joy of their achievement.


  “Don’t let a good memory turn into a bad one. That would be a waste.”


  “…….”


  “So, I’ll ask you again—how was it, performing as six?”


  I gave Jeong Seongbin one more chance to answer.


  He hesitated for a long moment, struggling to find the words.


  Then, as if admitting defeat, he smiled.


  “It was the best.”


  That was all I needed to hear.


  I closed my eyes, saying I was going to take a nap.


  Seongbin watched me for a moment before closing the door and leaving.


  Beyond the door, I could hear Lee Cheonghyeon anxiously pestering him, asking if the conversation went well, his voice blending into the background like white noise.


  

  To celebrate the end of IDC, Spark was given a short break.


  It was only a two-day vacation, but each member quickly found ways to keep themselves busy.


  First, Jeong Seongbin was preoccupied with communicating with the company. After appearing on IDC, we had received quite a few offers for TV appearances, and now that the schedule had cleared up, the details were finally being passed on to him.


  Kang Kiyeon didn’t leave his room, saying he wanted to catch up on some comics. I’d heard reading comics was his hobby, but it seemed he was quite serious about it. He didn’t leave his bed for hours.


  Park Joowoo went to buy a second-hand album. Apparently, a rare item, impossible to get even with money, had appeared on Hongdangmu Market. Worried he might get scammed, I sent Choi Jeho with him, but thankfully, it was a legitimate transaction.


  And as for me…


  “Hyung, have you chosen your spoon yet?”


  “No, and why the hell do I have to use a Pororo kids’ spoon set?”


  I was being harassed over whether I wanted the red spoon or the blue spoon.


  The whole incident started with the dishes.


  While I was hospitalized, Spark divided my chores among themselves.


  Now that I was discharged, I figured it was time to reclaim my rubber gloves, but some of them strongly opposed it.


  I didn’t push them away and yell, ‘Shut up! I’m the dishwasher in this house!’ because they looked genuinely worried.


  I’d also held back when they wouldn’t let me do laundry. Sure, my conscience pricked a little for lazing around while they worked, but I couldn’t deny the convenience. If push came to shove, I could find another way to contribute.


  However…


  “We have perfectly good spoons and chopsticks. Why are you trying to buy new ones? Especially these?”


  “Our dorm cutlery is old and heavy. To focus on recovery, you need to avoid wasting energy on unnecessary things. Plastic is light and perfect!”


  …This was a different story. No, it wasn’t just different—this was too much.


  I stared blankly at the screen as Lee Cheonghyeon scrolled through it.


  A 5,690 won ‘Pororo Children’s 3D Handle Cutlery Set’ in various colors flashed before my eyes.


  “You’re kidding, right?”


  “I even got a discount coupon.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon was dead serious.


  I looked around, but everyone avoided my gaze. Did this mean everyone in the dorm agreed with me using Pororo cutlery? Unbelievable.


  In the end, Lee Cheonghyeon—with Choi Jeho’s help—successfully placed an order for a sky-blue spoon set. He even got a discount on the shipping fee and looked ridiculously pleased about it.


  I had so much I wanted to say, but I held back. Right now, I was too weak against Spark. I couldn’t scold them in this weakened state.


  “Sigh…”


  I took a deep breath and escaped to my room. Then I turned on my laptop and snuggled under the covers.


  If I used the laptop in the living room, someone might interrupt me again, so I shouldn’t leave here for at least 30 minutes…


  『spArk’s Treasure Chest


  Please enter the password.』


  ….


  Who the hell?


  Who set a password on the shared laptop without any notice?!


  

  “Hyung, are you mad…?”


  “No.”


  “You seem mad, though…”


  “No way. I’m just amazed by your passion.”


  Next to Park Joowoo, who was busy gauging my reaction, I numbly squeezed and ate some red ginseng. It was the second batch of health supplements Jeong Seongbin’s mother had left.


  Even after the laptop incident, I continued to suffer various hardships. They kept pestering me from all directions.


  At some point, I couldn’t even tell if I was exhausted from my injury or just drained from dealing with these guys.


  Honestly, I had to admit it. These guys were so thorough, it was as if they had spent the entire time I was asleep scheming up nonsense.


  And that just made it all the more frustrating. If they were this good at working together, why the hell were they so desperate to be at each other’s throats before?


  Hyung, we’re going to practice.


  Then I’ll also…


  Please rest. Contact us if you need anything!


  No, I’ll just sit and watch…


  We’re off!


  They even left me behind to go to practice. Jeong Seongbin was so quick to ignore me and run off.


  In the end, I had no choice but to lean against my bed and listen to the hard rock albums Park Joowoo had scavenged.


  I wished someone would steal a bass from UA for me. So I could practice my hands while stuck doing nothing.


  Oh, I also took the chance to do a full system check. It was not often I got a guilt-free moment to stare into empty space.


  For what felt like the first time in a million years, I checked my résumé.


  I had been neglecting it since my stats didn’t seem to be improving, but surprisingly, there had been some changes.


  
    Performance Evaluation (100)


    – Vocal Proficiency: 11(▲)/20


    – Dance Proficiency: 9/20


    – Self-PR: 17(▲)/20


    – Attendance Management: 18/20


    – Organizational Adaptability: 15(▲)/20


    – Total Fatigue: 10%

  


  The increase in vocal proficiency made sense. I’d been singing diligently.


  But what about the increase in Self-PR and Organizational Adaptability?


  Self-PR went up just from that drunk clip spreading around, so it probably rose because of the Yoo Hansoo situation… But Organizational Adaptability?


  As I was pondering, the system appeared.


  
    [SYSTEM] Work Instructions from the ‘Superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ Assistant Manager Kim’s team seems to have a good atmosphere these days? It would be great if that teamwork translated into results. You know what I mean, right?

  


  So it meant I was getting along with Spark.


  And apparently… quite a lot…


  Other than that, nothing much had changed. Before I became an idol, it was desperate to grill me, but now it seemed to neglect me, knowing I couldn’t deviate from their plan.


  How much further until I reached my KPI of winning first place on a music show?


  What would the next KPI be after that?


  Holding a fan meeting? What if they told me to hold a concert? Could I handle all of that?


  I thought about it for a while before deciding to stop. The fact remained that I’d have to do it when the time came.


  Instead, I decided to think positive thoughts. Like what I’d do when I finally met my sister.


  Should I suggest we go on a trip abroad? I think Mrs. Song mentioned some good places.


  I also recalled the one-day workshops we had considered for team-building. There were ones for making accessories like bracelets, and others for pottery or candle-making.


  My sister… she always said she wanted to burn everything down, so maybe it would be good to send her to a candle-making class once a week.


  Or maybe I could suggest her playing golf; I vaguely remembered one of her friends played it.


  I heard it’s expensive. I should have asked people how much it costs.


  My sister always preferred things that were cost-effective. Things like winter fish-shaped buns, short bets at outdoor batting cages, and seasonal visits to arboretums.


  I didn’t dislike finding happiness in small things, but if every aspect of life consisted only of those things, wouldn’t it feel tedious?


  Shouldn’t she have at least one thing she truly loved?


  Something she could enjoy freely, without worrying about time or money.


  I took out my journal and wrote a small goal on the last page.


  Make sure my sister gets to do at least one thing she genuinely wants.


  I felt a sense of accomplishment just from setting this goal.


  For the first time ever, when thinking about my sister, I felt more anticipation than guilt.
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  What do you usually do in your free time, Assistant Manager?


  Well, I left work yesterday when the office closed.


  Ah…


  Twelve years of my life were spent solely on studying until high school. Then came the military and the Hanpyeong Industry.


  For most of my life, I didn’t have any free time. The only hobby I could claim was playing the bass a little during college.


  Now, I had been given free time with nothing to do, nothing I could do, and no bass to play. Stuck in an empty dorm that wasn’t even my home.


  I’m bored.


  Resting? It was the best.


  There was no office worker who didn’t like lying in bed. I spent the whole day yesterday doing just that.


  But there was such a thing as crowd psychology.


  There were six people living in one dorm, and five of them lived a productive life of going to practice in the morning and coming back at night. How could I be at peace doing nothing on my own?


  Because of that, I felt like I was sitting on pins and needles. I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was the only one wasting my life.


  Whenever I instinctively turned on my laptop, wanting to do something…


  『spArk’s Treasure Chest


  Please enter the password.』


  …That infuriating lock screen was all I got. For the record, I tried to crack it and failed.


  Should I monitor the final performance?


  I hadn’t actually seen how Spark’s stage was broadcast because I had collapsed right after the performance.


  I grabbed the phone I hadn’t yet returned and opened MeTube. The full-version videos of each group’s performance appeared in order.


  Huh?


  Something was strange.


  I double-checked the six latest videos, comparing their view counts and titles.


  ≫ Parthe – 『Crown』 │ 790k views


  Log – 『Final』 │ 630k views


  Spark – 『Sijungga』 │ 1.34M views


  All Over – 『Utopia』 │ 580k views


  Sticky – 『Dreaming』 │ 420k views


  Berion – 『Goal』 │ 270k views


  Wasn’t Spark’s view count way too high?


  The thumbnail already had a gold foil ribbon for reaching 1 million views. Our count was nearly 1.7 times that of Parthe, who had won first place.


  Below that, videos with embarrassing titles like ‘Idol Collapses on Live Broadcast’ and ‘Male Idol Shows Fighting Spirit Despite Injury’ were lined up.


  If the videos are getting this much attention, there must have been some reaction.


  I postponed watching the performance video and headed to the online communities, where I found clear evidence of a fiery discussion.


  ≫ Let’s talk about the IDC finaleㅎㅎ


  .


  .


  .


  And then finally, Sparkㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  I was literally left speechless. Maybe it was because the other teams went all out for the finals with intense performances, but Spark felt incredibly outstanding


  And I finally understand why the forum went up in flames every time Spark appeared


  They are, without a doubt, a visual group. Seriouslyㅋㅋㅋㅋ And they were wearing hanbok, yet they all had insanely broad shoulders


  Every time Lee Cheonghyeon appeared, I forgot to breathe, and then Choi Jeho would show up, and my heart would stop. → This process repeated infinitely


  Not just in this round, but even in the previous performances, you could tell they spent a ton of money, which I appreciated. It was a feast for the eyesㅎㅎ I understand why fans always complain about their sh*tty agency ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ


  If they were under a major company, they probably would’ve had massive support and created a legendary stage dripping in production value


  .


  .


  .


  └ Who wrote my diary here?


  └ Every time Lee Cheonghyeon appeared, I forgot to breathe >> This is totally meㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ But he’s so handsome, it’s thrilling. Handsome is the best


  └ The group I’m most looking forward to seeing all grown up


  └ I get what you mean—it’s not like they dance stiffly, but it’s really smooth… But they’re also sharp, so it’s super satisfying


  └ This


  ≫ Is it okay to have six Grand Dukes in the North?


  Public safety must be great


  └ Took me a second to get itㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ The dukes could probably solve a Ruby Cube together.


  └ Nope, Ruby Cubes are for four players, so two dukes would have to stand in the back.


  └ Where did the duke-level charisma that sweeps through high society go? They can’t even join in a game; their cool factor is ruined.


  └ Oh please stopㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ Summary of Spark’s stage, the condensed version of IDC (blatant promotional post warning)


  I went from denial to full-on obsession after watching their performance in IDC Episode 1… It was so good I had to post this! Let’s go down together.


  (Excluding the Position Battle since it feels like an exception)


  Self-PR Stage (Flowering)


  They presented the founding of Joseon by comparing it to an idol debut concept.


  According to Iwol, when planning, they focused on conveying the feeling of starting from scratch, like hitting your head against a wall.


  Original stage: Door opening sound + Lee Cheonghyeon starting on his knees → Added an opening sequence and started with choreography of everyone waking up.


  They said they worried about how to show the establishment and structuring of a nation, and since the members’ debut process felt similar, they incorporated it all. (So, Jeho, are you a late sleeper? Explain yourself on a live stream if you disagree.)


  They said they changed a lot of the lyrics to fit the keyword ‘beginning’ (From within the long, dark night → Until the long dawn breaks / Sending to the night sky → Dyeing the sky).


  Song Swap (Desire)


  The original song’s concept was a war over sacred relics, but somehow Spark made it a sports theme.


  They said they took only the keyword ‘competition’ from the original song’s fight for sacred relics, the factional strife in Joseon history, and the competition between idols.


  I was personally impressed that they chose sports as a concept after considering how to make the competition enjoyable without stressing the viewers.


  ↑↑ As an extension of this, they said they structured it to show that the ultimate reward isn’t material, like a trophy or medal, but ‘honor’.


  Cover Song (Starlight)


  A stage based on cultural heritage like science and art.


  The concept was celestial researchers who long for a shining existence and look up at the sky every day, and they said this represents the image Spark strives for.


  Like how Lee Cheonghyeon portrayed a moment of realization, they said they want to discover the light someday.


  Did you put star glitter on your faces because you wanted to become stars and looked at the stars every night? You guys are already stars. Look in the mirror if you don’t believe me.


  + Among the IDC stages, this is the only one with classical sampling. They said they wanted to indirectly show the cultural exchange of the Joseon Dynastyㅋㅋ Our Iwol is definitely a concept nerd.


  I learned later that the lighting effects on stage also represented the Cheonsang Yeolcha Bunyaji-do.


  The moment Lee Cheonghyeon opened the light bulb (approach the essence of knowledge), stars poured out (gain enlightenment), and the Cheonsang Yeolcha Bunyaji-do appeared (see the universe)… How can I not love this narrative? ㅠㅠㅠ


  Above all, the stage is so beautiful… It’s my favorite… I created a new Spark fan account after seeing this. The members’ visuals were legendary, so if anyone hasn’t seen it, you have to.


  Final Competition (Sijeongga)


  The stage that showed why Spark dealt with both idols and Joseon history simultaneously = because the program is ‘Idol Dynasty Chronicle’.


  They said they wrote the narration at the beginning thinking of it as the introductory lines for the IDC program.


  Their concept is that they are the chroniclers writing the stage for the program.


  At the end, the members became parts of the letters, representing themselves as chroniclers and simultaneously expressing their desire to be remembered as a record by someone.


  They said this was the stage they planned since deciding to participate in IDC, so it was the one they worked on and revised the most.


  Final thoughts: Genius idols Spark who perfectly blended the idol industry with royal chronicles. Spark, you worked so hard. Iwol, keep producing forever.


  └ Number 1 is a bit… too much of a stretch


  └ They said they focused on the ‘idol’ aspect too. Are you illiterate????


  └ They mixed both aspects well. If they’d only focused on Dynasty Chronicle, they would’ve worn Hanbok throughout IDC


  └ I think they made the right choice—it doesn’t feel overly concept-heavy, but the storytelling is solid


  └ Right, I think they aimed for a twist by revealing it at the end


  └ It’s crazy that they planned this within a single survival program. Other agencies introduce their concepts over at least three albums, but they explained everything in just two months


  ≫ Why Spark is the true winner:


  : Just look at the view counts


  └ An insurmountable difference, but ‘that’ group is desperately pretending not to see it


  └ Mindless voting is pathetic… If I were them, I wouldn’t even be proud of winning that way


  └ Why should fans who spend their own money voting have to hear this crap? It’s not like they manipulated the numbers… Sparkler fans are so full of themselves


  └ I’m not a Sparkler, just a casual viewer, but you’re so triggeredㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Okay, we got it, your Parthe is the best, keep pushing your fans to vote


  └ ???: I’ll be upset if we don’t get first place ㅠㅠ


  └ Really? The idol himself said that?


  └ Search for ‘PRTE mㅇ bubble pop’, the full text is even worse


  “How many of these are there?”


  It was normal for review posts to appear after a program ended, but it was unusual for a single page to be dominated by discussions about one particular group.


  But now, everywhere I looked, I saw talk about Spark. And it was all positive.


  And the reason for this was…


  ≫ Male idol who fainted on live broadcast today


  His name is Iwol, a member of Spark, and he collapsed right after the final performance on IDC


  There’s talk that it’s aftereffects from his recent injury in the news


  (Photo removed)


  Most people were shocked because he seemed fine during the performance


  └ Please take down the photo… It might be a look he doesn’t want others to see.


  └ I heard he got hit in the head. I was wondering how he was doing. He must have really pushed himself


  └ He did push himself. He finished the whole performance


  ≫ Iwol, I knew you were serious about being an idol,


  But I didn’t want to find out you were this serious


  I thought you’d be resting comfortably and eating hospital food, but I couldn’t believe my eyes


  └ Wow, even the fans didn’t know


  └ The fandom couldn’t have imagined it. I dropped my spoon while eating and watching. He was diagnosed with an 8-week injury


  └ Shouldn’t he be resting in that condition…? Aren’t the fans saying anything???


  └ Sparklers were about to riot outside the agency, but since the members made the decision themselves, they’re staying quiet for now


  └ If UA is smart, they won’t force him to perform now… It hasn’t been long since he got beaten up


  └ Well, maybe because they got slammed, they released an apology and official statement quickly this time


  ≫ He performed so perfectly that I thought he had recovered, but then he suddenly disappeared from the screen


  └ Originally, they weren’t planning to have him dance, but he insisted on starting from the dance break. I’m facepalming. Kim Iwol, you’re a patient


  └ He even covered his injury with a headband. That makes it even more heartbreaking


  └ At this point, he needs to be forcibly confined like an emperor, regardless of his own will… This is all Kim Iwol’s doing. Endure it, Kim Iwol—this is the top-tier privilege you brought upon yourself


  …It seems I had an impact. I couldn’t help but sigh.


  In the meantime, I also checked the fan cafe, wondering what UA and the members had said.


  ≫ From. Seongbin


  Sparklers, you must have been worried!


  Iwol-hyung just returned to the dorm.


  There are no injuries or major issues—it’s likely that the sudden increase in activity took a toll on him, so please don’t worry too much.


  Thank you for supporting us and worrying about us until this late hour.


  Love you always! ♥


  └ Cheonghyeon @Seongbin That hyung needs to be scolded. Say something to him as the leader


  └ Seongbin @Cheonghyeon How can I do that to hyung? ^^;;;;;


  └ Cheonghyeon @Seongbin You’re the leader!


  ≫ From. Joowoo


  Thank you for cheering us on until the end.


  I still feel a bit dazed since I didn’t expect this result, but I’m really happy.


  We’re planning to have a celebration together as six members soon—once Iwol-hyung fully recovers!


  Until then, Sparklers, please don’t get sick and take care of your health. Health is the most important.


  ≫ From. Kiyeon


  Second place… Thank you. We were able to enjoy this long period without getting tired all thanks to Sparklers. Thank you. Really.


  Iwol-hyung worked the hardest, but he’s out cold right now. (+Jeho-hyung also passed out after carrying Iwol-hyung.)


  Please scold hyung a lot once he wakes up. He doesn’t listen to us.


  Please also watch the IDC behind-the-scenes video that will be uploaded tomorrow. Good night.


  └ Jeho What do you mean I passed out?


  └ Kiyeon @Jeho Good night, hyung


  The posts were full of mentions of me. I knew they were just trying to reassure the fans, so I couldn’t really complain, but I couldn’t shake off the dizziness in my head.


  There was even a ‘Pro Idol Kim Iwol Quotes Collection’ among the trending posts. The aftermath of IDC seemed to have spread far and wide.


  It was scary. I couldn’t begin to imagine what was written in that post.


  But an idol couldn’t just ignore public opinion.


  I cautiously tapped on the post overflowing with comments.
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  ≫ Pro Idol Kim Iwol’s Quotes Collection


  A collection of moments from Kim Iwol, the ultimate pro idol, that left a deep impression on me.


  ※ Warning: Extreme bias & strong personal opinions ※


  『Cheonghyeon: No way! Am I really that great? Specifically how good?


  Iwol: About 850,000 won per unit area


  Cheonghyeon: Why 850,000 won?


  Iwol: That’s the price of gold right now.』


  『What’s with the backlight? Are you trying to cast a shadow on the fans’ hearts? Do you think the blessing of natural light is a joke?』


  『If you eat high-calorie food, you have to run. Are you going to grease your mouth and tarnish our activities?』


  『That aegyo is the best you can do? Just because Sparklers keeps calling you cute, you’re getting complacent? Since when did we work with such a careless attitude?』


  『Iwol: Things look prettier when blurry.


  Iwol: You too.


  Jeho: Why me again?


  Iwol: If you have a conscience, think about whether you’d look pretty in my eyes.


  Jeho: You’re saying this because I posted 3 selfies, aren’t you?


  Iwol: You could have posted 4, but the fact that you posted one less means you’re out.』


  『Kiyeon: Wouldn’t Lee Cheonghyeon stand out too much if he dyed his hair?


  Iwol: What are you talking about? The country prospers when handsome people dye their hair.


  Joowoo: Hyung, where do you even hear these things…?』


  Kim Iwol is the best idol in my eyes, no rebuttals. If you disagree, write it in your diary


  └ 850,000 wonㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ The first idol in Korea whose face has a market price.


  └ His way of speaking is hilarious. The words are refined like a noble’s, but the delivery is straight-up savage


  └ He sounds super intense, but considering how hard he works, I can’t even criticize him… ㅋㅋㅋ I heard he sleeps three to four hours a day


  └ The members themselves say he practices the most and handles all the work…


  ≫ Even antis acknowledge Kim Pep’s fan service.


  Sure, lots of idols are active on Bubble and fan cafés, but—


  He remembers almost all the fans who come to fansigns and continues conversations with them


  He wants to look good for the fans who come to his commute, so he always commutes with full hair and makeup, even for pre-recordings at dawn


  He resizes popular fan photos into wallpaper formats before uploading them


  He watches fans’ vlogs and always mentions them


  There seem to be many anecdotes that show this… attention to detail


  Personally, the funniest one is how he refuses to do a one-handed heart, saying it’s disrespectful, and always insists on using both hands. Legendary old-school manners


  └ He’s definitely built different. Even though he hasn’t done that many fansigns yet, remembering all those details isn’t easy


  └ Huh? Didn’t he sometimes do his own touch-ups in waiting rooms in self-content videos?


  └ He gets his base done at the salon, then fine-tunes it in the waiting room for a stage look


  └ The two-handed heart thing is killing meㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ They say strike while the iron is hot, but what do you do when the dam bursts?


  └ Stay calm and enjoy the content


  └ I’m about to explode right now


  There were countless similar posts. Most of them were about how hard Kim Iwol was working.


  It seemed Spark and I were both trending in real-time at dawn.


  My face felt hot. This feeling of embarassment was unfamiliar.


  So this is what it feels like to be praised.


  My stomach churned.


  It wasn’t a bad feeling, just awkward.


  I didn’t have the courage to click on every single post.


  Just seeing the positive titles alone was overwhelming.


  My hand twitched. I tried to press the back button, but hesitated. My gaze lingered on the small phone screen.


  Having my efforts recognized was an experience that couldn’t be replaced by any reward.


  For the first time in my life, I had earned an incentive.


  

  After several hours of monitoring, I wandered around the empty dorm.


  It was not like I was just idly messing around; I did get some things done.


  First, to prevent Lee Cheonghyeon from easily getting addicted to medication, I removed all but a small amount of the medicine in the first-aid kit and hid it.


  If I knew what he might get addicted to, I would’ve just taken that, but since I couldn’t remember, I had to individually portion out every single medicine.


  Since there was nowhere suitable to put it, I hid it in my small suitcase for now. If necessary, I’d buy a small safe.


  Then, hoping to keep even a speck of dust away from my Spark members’ voices. I ran the vacuum.


  Once I got my paycheck, I should get an air purifier for the dorm… Actually, wait. Wouldn’t the company cover that? I’d have to ask later.


  I also played air bass while listening to the album Park Joowoo had given me. My fingers itched to play the real one at the company, but I couldn’t ask the manager to go back and forth just for that, so I held back.


  As I was wandering around the living room, I sat down on the sofa, then…


  “Hyung, why are you sleeping here?”


  …I woke up to a familiar voice. Kang Kiyeon and Lee Cheonghyeon were standing in front of me.


  “I guess I fell asleep watching TV.”


  The last thing I remembered was watching a rerun of the IDC finale while flipping through channels. I must have fallen asleep midway.


  That explained why from the second performance onward, thousands of idols were performing acrobatic shows in front of 3 million spectators. It was all a dream.


  “If you’re tired, go to bed. It’s nighttime anyway.”


  Kang Kiyeon said as he turned off the TV. It was already 9 PM.


  “It’s fine. But you guys are back early.”


  Everyone returned earlier than usual. Judging by the fact that they all arrived together, they must have agreed on it beforehand.


  As I massaged my temples to shake off my drowsiness, Lee Cheonghyeon sat down near my feet.


  “It’s an emergency. If you’re not sleepy, hyung, let’s have a strategy meeting.”


  “Why? What happened?”


  “Something huge happened.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon looked serious.


  The last one to enter, Choi Jeho, kicked off his shoes and spoke.


  “Jang Junhoo came by.”


  A name I hadn’t thought about suddenly popped up. A question flew out of my mouth before I could even process it.


  “Where?”


  “The practice room.”


  At that moment, every swear word I knew flashed through my mind. Jeong Seongbin stood between the living room and the entrance, wearing an awkward smile.


  Right. Yoo Hansoo wasn’t the only trash at this company.


  I almost sighed but held it back. Taking care of Jeong Seongbin was the priority.


  “Seongbin, are you okay? You must have been surprised.”


  “I’m okay. I was surprised, but… he didn’t do anything.”


  “If he did something in this situation, that would be like asking to be arrested.”


  As I sneered, my eyes met Lee Cheonghyeon’s. He seemed to be thinking the same thing as me.


  “He must’ve been scared.”


  “Seems like it.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon chuckled in agreement.


  The PD he worked with had harassed idols and eventually crossed the line, driven by his inferiority complex.


  This became a huge scandal. Jang Junhoo himself also had a history of harassing an idol. He’d been doing it for much longer than Yoo Hansoo.


  The police were in and out of the company, and the media was buzzing every day.


  On top of that, idol K exposed all of Yoo Hansoo’s misdeeds, so Jang Junhoo must have been worried about when his name would come up.


  Lee Cheonghyeon shrugged and said,


  “He brought tons of drinks and snacks.”


  “It’s all an act.”


  Choi Jeho opened a can of soda. The sound of fizzing carbonation filled the air.


  “Anyway. The important thing is something else.”


  I shifted my position and asked,


  “What did that guy say?”


  Park Joowoo sighed and answered,


  “…He wants to talk to Seongbin. Privately.”


  “And? Did you tell him we only move in pairs?”


  “We haven’t told him that much…!”


  “Seongbin, what do you want to do?”


  When I asked, Jeong Seongbin pondered with an ambiguous expression.


  He was the one who said he didn’t want to make a big deal out of it last time. I thought it was a golden opportunity to receive a proper apology, but for Jeong Seongbin, even an apology might be uncomfortable.


  “Take your time to think about it. He’s the one who’s in a hurry, not you. Don’t forget that your comfort is the most important thing.”


  “Yes, thank you.”


  Jeong Seongbin smiled.


  And as soon as the next day arrived, he came to our room.


  “Hyung.”


  “Yeah?”


  “I’m going to meet him.”


  He said it with a determined look.


  “Are you sure? You don’t have to force yourself.”


  Jeong Seongbin wasn’t the type to say things he didn’t mean, but I still couldn’t help worrying.


  He was naturally polite, so I feared he might feel obligated to comply just because an elder asked him to.


  As if he’d read my mind, Jeong Seongbin smiled and replied.


  “I thought about it a lot and made up my mind. You don’t have to worry.”


  “That’s good to hear, but…”


  I wasn’t entirely reassured. Jeong Seongbin was the type who would drink poison if an adult told him to.


  I’d feel better going with him as a guardian.


  If Jang Junhoo started spouting nonsense, I could unleash my temper right there.


  As I was waiting for a chance to butt in, Jeong Seongbin spoke up.


  “So, um…”


  He swallowed nervously and fiddled with his fingers.


  Yeah, go ahead and ask. I’m ready to listen to Jang Junhoo’s confession with you.


  “Which member do you think I should go with?”


  “What?”


  Not me? Another member?


  Was he seriously thinking of choosing between Choi Jeho, who might get into a fight with Jang Junhoo and expose his own weakness; Park Joowoo, who was even quieter than him; Lee Cheonghyeon, who, despite recent changes, still got nervous around adults; or Kang Kiyeon, who had a fiery personality, to take with him?


  What a brilliant selection. Facing Jang Junhoo with these guys? I absolutely object.


  “Take me with you.”


  You want to go with those naive guys and get wrecked again?


  Just shut up and bring me!
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  Only after witnessing my incredible plank did Jeong Seongbin allow me to accompany him. All that forearm training had paid off.


  And on a peaceful afternoon, Jeong Seongbin and I visited an unfamiliar studio. It was the place Jang Junhoo had told us about.


  Jeong Seongbin took a deep breath in front of the entrance.


  It was understandable that he was nervous. It was impressive enough that he’d decided to come this far on his own.


  “If you want to go back, it’s okay. He’ll always be waiting for you here.”


  “Haha…”


  I wasn’t joking. Jang Junhoo must be feeling like he was on the edge of a cliff right now.


  Even though I’d given him an out, Jeong Seongbin chose to be brave.


  We went to the studio door and rang the doorbell. The door opened abruptly without a word. Jang Junhoo, with a stiff expression, stood before us.


  “Hello, sunbaenim.”


  “Hello.”


  Jeong Seongbin quietly echoed my cheerful greeting.


  “…Right.”


  Surprisingly, Jang Junhoo accepted the greeting. Jeong Seongbin’s eyes widened, as if it was a rare experience.


  Jeong Seongbin and I sat side-by-side on the long sofa, and Jang Junhoo took a seat in front of his computer. No one spoke for a long time.


  Before coming here, I’d given Jeong Seongbin one piece of advice.


  You know the atmosphere won’t be comfortable, right?


  Yes…


  Don’t be intimidated. Don’t worry about what he thinks, and don’t try to force a pleasant atmosphere. You don’t have to smile if you don’t want to.


  It was the opposite of what I usually emphasized to them.


  The situation was different now. I didn’t want the victim to be the one feeling small in front of the perpetrator.


  Jeong Seongbin followed my advice well.


  Instead of forcing a smile or worrying about Jang Junhoo’s mood, he sat quietly, very quietly.


  Jang Junhoo’s gaze shifted between me and Jeong Seongbin.


  This bastard still hadn’t learned his lesson. He wronged Jeong Seongbin, yet he was more concerned about my reaction?


  I waited to see how long he’d keep his mouth shut, but eventually, Jang Junhoo spoke.


  “I’ve been thinking. Maybe I was a bit too harsh on you.”


  That was it. He didn’t say anything more.


  Jang Junhoo looked at me again, his eyes demanding a response.


  I chose to remain silent. Then Jang Junhoo started talking rapidly.


  “I did it because… I cared about you. But I guess it must’ve felt difficult from your perspective…”


  When I had told Jeong Seongbin to gather any evidence he had of Jang Junhoo’s harassment, Jeong Seongbin brought me everything, from text messages to unfinished diary entries. There were many painful stories within them.


  How could someone treat a junior like that? How could it not be difficult, exhausting, and miserable?


  If this bastard knew how many diary pages were curled at the edges from being wet with tears, could he still say these things?


  Jeong Seongbin’s fists, resting neatly on his thighs, trembled.


  I placed my hand over his, gently running my fingers over his clenched fists.


  “Sunbaenim.”


  “…”


  “You’ve never written a proper apology before, have you?”


  Both Jang Junhoo and Jeong Seongbin flinched. My left hand, still caressing Jeong Seongbin’s hand, gradually tightened.


  “You haven’t even said you’re sorry.”


  At my sneer, Jang Junhoo’s face contorted.


  “Seongbin, do you want to wait outside?”


  I suggested it, worried that the tense atmosphere might trigger bad memories, but Jeong Seongbin refused. Instead of leaving, he stared directly at Jang Junhoo.


  “Just from listening to this, it sounds like you’re not even sure if you did anything wrong.”


  “Don’t be sarcastic.”


  “It’s obvious you’re just trying to sweep things under the rug and walk away, so how can I not be? I’m here as Seongbin’s guardian, after all.”


  Jang Junhoo averted his gaze.


  “As you know, Seongbin is kind. He’s talented, hardworking, innocent, and considerate of others.”


  “…”


  “If you wronged someone like that, and if you created this situation just to ease your own conscience, then at least make sure you apologize properly.”


  There was no telling when Jeong Seongbin’s self-esteem, shattered by Jang Junhoo’s inferiority complex, would recover. All just because of one irresponsible adult.


  Despite all that, Jeong Seongbin came here to give Jang Junhoo a chance.


  So, if Jang Junhoo was truly remorseful…


  “Isn’t that the least you can do for Seongbin, who came all the way here?”


  Jang Junhoo lowered his head.


  If he were the type to feel ashamed by a few words from me, he wouldn’t have done those things in the first place.


  So, this must be a pose of ‘anguish’. He was agonizing over how to bypass me and receive Jeong Seongbin’s forgiveness.


  Then, Jeong Seongbin got up and lightly grasped my forearm.


  “Hyung, let’s go.”


  Perhaps he couldn’t bear this atmosphere any longer.


  Worried, I looked up at Jeong Seongbin, but his expression wasn’t one of fear or avoidance.


  If anything, he looked resolute.


  “I thought this meeting would be a step in a better direction.”


  “Hey, Jeong Seongbin.”


  Jang Junhoo called Jeong Seongbin hastily.


  But Jeong Seongbin didn’t waver. Instead, he continued calmly,


  “But it seems I was wrong.”


  “…”


  “If this isn’t the conversation I was expecting, I don’t think there’s anything more to say.”


  Jeong Seongbin bowed and turned around without hesitation.


  At that moment, a loud noise came from where Jang Junhoo was.


  A chair crashed against the wall, and Jang Junhoo fell to his knees, bowing his head.


  “I’m sorry.”


  “Sunbaenim.”


  “I was wrong.”


  When I had collapsed from overexertion during practice and begged for forgiveness, Jeong Seongbin had desperately tried to lift me up.


  He was different now. He just looked down at Jang Junhoo, prostrated before him, with a complicated expression, but didn’t do anything.


  “I hope you can forgive me…”


  Jang Junhoo’s hands trembled.


  He was probably realizing how much Jeong Seongbin had changed.


  But this wasn’t enough.


  As an adult, as someone who’d made a mistake, he had to take responsibility.


  With a ‘proper apology’.


  “What exactly are you asking him to forgive?”


  At my question, Jang Junhoo quickly raised his head. His eyes, glaring at me as if he wanted to kill me, were sharp.


  “What should he forgive?”


  I slowly emphasized each word.


  Jang Junhoo looked up at Jeong Seongbin. Jeong Seongbin was watching with a shadowed expression.


  “Cursing at you… throwing things. Hitting your head as I walked by. Nitpicking your recordings even though there was nothing wrong with them. I’m sorry for embarrassing you in front of others. I was wrong.”


  Jang Junhoo stammered.


  “Why did you do that?”


  I asked again.


  Jang Junhoo bit his lip. The tips of his fingers, pressed against the floor, turned white.


  Jeong Seongbin stared at him for a long time. When Jang Junhoo still didn’t speak, just as Jeong Seongbin was about to turn away…


  “Because I was jealous.”


  Jang Junhoo’s words stopped him in his tracks.


  “I was pissed because you’re much younger than me, no, that you are better than me. I was afraid of how much you’d look down on me if I admitted that a middle schooler was better than me.”


  “…”


  “I took it out on you. When things weren’t going well, taking my anger out on you was the quickest and easiest thing to do. I shouldn’t have done that. I wasn’t in my right mind.”


  Ugly feelings of inferiority poured out. Jeong Seongbin’s expression as he listened was difficult to describe.


  “I won’t do it again.”


  “…”


  “I promise. I’m begging you… please forgive me, just this once.”


  Jang Junhoo added, his forehead touching the floor.


  Jeong Seongbin ended the conversation by saying he’d think about it. Then, we left the building in silence.


  He remained silent even after getting into the car. I didn’t force a conversation.


  It wasn’t until we were alone in the elevator that he finally spoke.


  “So, it really wasn’t my fault.”


  His voice was dry. I pretended not to notice and replied while looking at the mirror,


  “Of course not. Are you the type to go around causing trouble for others?”


  Jeong Seongbin didn’t chuckle or act flustered lke usual. He just sniffled and lowered his head.


  When the elevator doors opened, I led him to the emergency exit instead of the dorm.


  As the metal door opened and closed, the surroundings became quiet.


  Only then did Jeong Seongbin bury his face in his hands.


  “You did well.”


  I pulled him into a hug, gently rubbing his back.


  He cried for a long time, until the metallic scent of the rusty hinges clung to our clothes


  

  “Seongbin-hyung is super busy these days.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon muttered, watching Jeong Seongbin talk with the manager.


  “He keeps organizing things in his room, too.”


  Kang Kiyeon added. Park Joowoo nodded in agreement.


  Ever since Jang Junhoo’s apology, Jeong Seongbin had been a bit brighter than usual. And he became much more proactive in everything.


  “…I was worried he’d be down, but I’m glad.”


  Park Joowoo smiled gently. He seemed to have been quite worried about his friend.


  With a bright expression that would melt away any worries, Jeong Seongbin ran over to Park Joowoo.


  “Everyone! Our schedule for this month has been set!”


  “Oh! How many gigs?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon peered over to see the paper in Jeong Seongbin’s hand.


  “Well, we have to decide that now.”


  “Hmm?”


  Jeong Seongbin placed the paper he received from the manager on the floor.


  The moment I saw the chart densely packed like a swarm of ants, I knew.


  “There are some overlapping schedules, so we have to exclude some events and interviews. And for programs where only some members can participate, we have to decide who will go.”


  That Spark had blown up in popularity.


  And now… all that was left was to work like dogs.


  Chapter 152: Confirmation of Performances (1)


  Idols had a lot to do besides appearing on music shows.


  They had to go on variety shows, attend events, and film self-produced content.


  Among them, the fans’ favorites were definitely variety shows and solo self-produced content. Especially with proper staff!


  Spark didn’t have any so-called ‘variety show gods’. They were just a group of good-looking guys who weren’t all that funny otherwise. Because of that, Spark hadn’t had many variety show appearances in the past.


  Still, nothing beats variety shows when it comes to attracting new fans.


  To win first place on a music show, we needed to appear on as many programs as possible. No matter how great the song Lee Cheonghyeon wrote, it wouldn’t matter if no one listened to it.


  I carefully scanned through the list of programs we’d been invited to. Food-related shows seemed to be trending, as there were quite a few mukbang invitations.


  “Choi Jeho, can you eat a lot?”


  “I can if I have to.”


  “How much?”


  “Probably more than you guys.”


  Since that guy didn’t gain weight easily, eating a bit more wouldn’t be a big deal for him. Alright, he was set for a cooking show.


  There was also a program whose main content was testing human patience… Kang Kiyeon volunteered for this one. I told him he could quit if they asked him to eat bugs or something that wasn’t HACCP-certified.


  There was also a familiar program.


  Challenge! Life Experience – 1 Night 2 Days


  It seemed the ‘Challenge! Life Experience’ production team really liked us. Considering they wanted to take us for 1 night and 2 days.


  “This time, we’ll do something other than a cafe, right…?”


  Park Joowoo said.


  Anything would be fine, as long as it wasn’t making shaved ice. My sister used to work at a café, and the summer shaved ice season always drove her crazy.


  “If it’s a summer special, maybe we’ll be picking fruit? Like peaches or grapes?”


  “They did an orchard special recently. It will probably be something like weeding a rice field.”


  Kang Kiyeon and Choi Jeho racked their brains. Pulling weeds in the summer heat, huh. Just thinking about it made me dizzy.


  Still, being invited back to a show we’d previously appeared on was a good sign, so we decided to accept the offer.


  There was also an unexpected program. A singing program called ‘Genre-Swap of My Singer’.


  It was a show where various singers came out and sang songs that weren’t their specialty, and it was a program that many people watched in clips because they could see a different side of their favorite singers.


  “How did we even get a ‘Genre-Swap’ offer?”


  For this kind of show to work, it needed artists that viewers were already familiar with. If an unknown singer tried a new genre, it wouldn’t feel fresh—it would just be unfamiliar.


  Because of that, the bar for idols appearing on ‘Genre-Swap’ was quite high. While trot and opera singers often made repeat appearances, it was rare for more than three idol groups to be featured in a single season.


  The reason for our invitation was completely unexpected.


  “Newri sunbaenim recommended us. She received an appearance offer, but due to her schedule with events, she couldn’t make it, so she pushed for us instead.”


  To think it was all thanks to the full support of a senior! I’d heard that the entertainment industry ran on connections, but actually experiencing it firsthand was something else. For once, I didn’t feel jealous of MYTH.


  “Seongbin, do you want to try this?”


  “Me?”


  Jeong Seongbin was startled.


  “You didn’t get to participate in the position battle, right? Go out there and show them what you’ve got.”


  “But…”


  His hesitation was obvious.


  It was understandable—Park Joowoo had also missed out on the position battle.


  Normally, I wouldn’t have suddenly asked Jeong Seongbin to appear.


  But at ‘this’ point in time, with ‘this’ kind of program, I couldn’t not send him.


  “Getting an apology is one thing, but revenge is a different matter.”


  “….!”


  “After getting revenge once, I realized something. You have to vent your anger once in a while before you explode.”


  Jeong Seongbin’s face turned white as he understood what I meant.


  “Hyung, are you serious?”


  “I haven’t been anything but serious since I came to UA.”


  I thought back to Jang Junhoo, who had bowed in apology to Jeong Seongbin—but that wasn’t nearly enough to settle things.


  “You have to show them what you’re made of. Don’t you think?”


  Jeong Seongbin’s eyes trembled. Then he regained his composure and took a deep breath.


  “You have to do well, though. If you do, Joowoo will have a chance next. We have to let Joowoo sing rock once.”


  “I’ll trust you….!”


  Watching the back-and-forth between me and Park Joowoo, Jeong Seongbin finally broke into a bright smile. It didn’t seem like he had anything left to worry about.


  

  As soon as Jeong Seongbin’s appearance on ‘Genre-Swap’ was confirmed, I headed straight to UA.


  And I wandered around the agency endlessly. My excuse was that I was looking for something to help with, but no employee would be willing to give me work at this point.


  The person I was really waiting for finally showed up around the time the employees were practically begging me, ‘Iwol, you don’t have to do anything, just sit down and have a drink…!’.


  “Hello, sunbaenim!”


  A loud greeting echoed through the office. Everyone inside turned to look at me.


  Jang Junhoo, on the receiving end of the respectful greeting, looked bewildered.


  Like the professional workers they were, the staff immediately turned their attention back to their monitors.


  However, the sudden drop in noise and the heads subtly peeking over partitions made it clear that everyone’s attention was still on me.


  Moreover, the words ‘workplace harassment’ have already been imprinted twice in their minds.


  Once when they first learned of Jang Junhoo’s harassment, and again when I reported Yoo Hansoo.


  Having heard about workplace harassment twice already, UA employees were bound to associate any slightly suspicious behavior with bullying.


  So, what would they think if I greeted a senior artist as if I were a rookie soldier reporting to a superior?


  Jang Junhoo stood frozen, unsure of what to do.


  He had probably planned to come into the office around this time, grab a busy management team member, and shower them with flattery. Unfortunately for him, today he’d be having a conversation with me instead.


  “Sunbaenim, are you busy today by any chance?”


  “Why do you ask?”


  “There’s something I really wanted to ask you! If it’s not too much trouble, could you spare me some time?”


  Even as I spoke, a few staff members continued to eye us with suspicion. Jang Junhoo must have sensed it too.


  “…Alright. Is there an available meeting room?”


  A staff member guided us to a meeting room with translucent glass walls.


  It seemed everyone was genuinely worried that I might get beaten up. Since Jang Junhoo had a habit of getting physical, I appreciated their concern.


  I glanced at Jang Junhoo, his face crumpled in displeasure.


  But this wasn’t nearly enough.


  For everything our leader went through, you’d better be ready to shed some real tears of blood.


  

  “What do you want?”


  Jang Junhoo asked, crossing his legs.


  “You only act submissive to Seongbin. I guess you don’t consider snatching my phone and threatening me as harassment?”


  “You little…”


  Jang Junhoo stopped himself mid-curse, seemingly aware of the CCTV.


  “So what? You want an apology too?”


  “No. I’m fine as long as Seongbin receives a proper apology.”


  In other words, your previous apology wasn’t enough.


  “So what do you want me to do?”


  Mentioning Jeong Seongbin seemed to calm Jang Junhoo down a bit. He must have realized this wasn’t a situation where he could act carelessly.


  “It’s nothing much. Seongbin is going to be on a music variety show soon, and I thought it’d be nice if he had some invisible support from you. You’ve spent so much time holding him back—why not give him a push forward for once?”


  “Hey!”


  “Sunbaenim. How about we speak with mutual respect, human to human, while I’m still using honorifics?”


  I stared intently at Jang Junhoo.


  “After talking with the police, I realized that titles and hierarchy don’t matter when giving testimony.”


  “…….”


  “We haven’t reached that point yet, and we won’t, right? Let’s keep this civil.”


  Jang Junhoo bit his lip. He seemed irritated as he messed up his hair and almost slammed his hand on the table, stopping himself just in time.


  I waited patiently until he finished his little tantrum.


  “….What kind of support?”


  As Jang Junhoo raised the white flag first, I brought up the topic I had prepared.


  “Your debut song—it’s a masterpiece, isn’t it?”


  “Hey.”


  “It would be meaningful and nice for your cherished junior from the same agency to sing it, right?”


  “You little…!”


  Just as Jang Junhoo was about to yell, I saw several figures flinch beyond the translucent wall of the meeting room. They looked ready to barge in at any moment.


  Unfortunately for him, UA today was different from the UA of the past.


  There was no Yoo Hansoo to gang up on a junior with. No production director pulling shady backroom deals. No sycophantic staff agreeing with everything he said. No one.


  With the watchful eyes of the employees at my back, I looked directly at Jang Junhoo and said,


  “What do you think, sunbaenim?”


  “…….”


  “Of all the meager considerations you could offer, this seems like the one that would hold the most value.”


  Jang Junhoo was silent. I could practically see the gears turning in his head.


  Of course, he’d be panicking.


  Jeong Seongbin was more skilled now than Jang Junhoo was back then. Jang Junhoo would be the one who knew this best.


  His career will be ruined.


  For Jang Junhoo, who had continued his career on the reputation of his debut song, losing the prestige of that song was a massive blow.


  Moreover, he would be greatly affected by the title of ‘Veteran Ballad Singer Defeated by a High School Idol Vocalist’.


  “I think it would be good if you could cooperate with the official music release as well. Since we’re in the same agency, negotiations should be smooth!”


  Jang Junhoo, his face flushed red, glared at me and asked,


  “You really think he can perform my song properly on stage? After taking years of verbal abuse from me, like you said?”


  That’s right. You tainted the most crucial years of his life. For years.


  “You know better than anyone, sunbaenim. Seongbin has always been good.”


  So, it’s time for him to step on you and rise above. By completely overshadowing your brightest moment.


  “And you talk like I’m pulling some kind of elaborate scheme… but Seongbin agreed to this too.”


  I could still see Seongbin’s bright, untainted smile as if I had just seen it a moment ago. The thought made the corners of my lips twitch upward.


  “So you don’t have to worry about him. He’s grown up just fine.”


  Of course. Not just anyone can be the leader of Spark.


  Chapter 153: Confirmation of Performances (2)


  After I confronted Jang Junhoo, Jeong Seongbin devoted himself to practice like crazy.


  Even though school had resumed after IDC ended, he seemed more energetic than ever.


  Aren’t you tired?


  Not at all. Every day is enjoyable lately!


  Like a switched-on flashlight, his smile radiated brilliance.


  I asked if there was anything I could help with, but he refused. He said that since he had received help from everyone so far, he wanted to finish it with his own strength.


  Jeong Seongbin looked genuinely happy saying that. I realized—this was what someone looked like when they were doing what they loved.


  Watching Jeong Seongbin excitedly enter the vocal practice room, Lee Cheonghyeon grumbled.


  “I want to go to the ‘Genre-Swap’ live audience too.”


  “You think just anyone can attend?”


  “But we’re on the same team! What, I don’t even get to see my own member’s performance?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon exclaimed as if he was wronged. Anyone would think he had a reserved seat in the audience.


  “It would be unfair if we went. Jeong Seongbin would get five extra votes for free.”


  “Hyung, are you that biased?”


  “Of course. I’m totally a hedgehog parent when it comes to my team.”


  While Lee Cheonghyeon and I were having a pointless conversation, Park Joowoo was focused on his laptop screen.


  “Joowoo, what are you doing?”


  I rested my chin on Park Joowoo’s shoulder and looked down at the screen to see a familiar shopping mall.


  It was the place where we bought the materials for the headbands we used during the radio appearance. But this time, the cart was full of fluorescent colored paper instead of headbands.


  “Even if we can’t go to the site, we can cheer him on together while watching the broadcast… I was thinking of making some cheering props.”


  “You? You’re going to cheer for Seongbin?”


  “Yeah… There’s also the saying, ‘front-row seat at home.'”


  Where did you learn such sophisticated words? It seemed the kids had been doing too much monitoring while I was lying around.


  As the three of us were looking at the monitor, Kang Kiyeon also stealthily approached. Then he meticulously examined the items Park Joowoo had added to his cart.


  “I think we have some foam board left. I put it in the storage room on the veranda.”


  “Didn’t we use that for self-produced content last time…?”


  “We used the white side then, so the black side is clean. We could probably make two slogans.”


  Now that the company had taken some work off our plates, the members were voluntarily picking up new projects. It was ridiculous.


  “What are you guys doing gathered here?”


  Choi Jeho, who had just returned from action school, asked, looking at us.


  “They’re making cheering props for Seongbin.”


  “Ah, that ‘Genre-Swap’ thing?”


  Choi Jeho trudged into the living room.


  He then silently looked down at the kids who were debating ‘Jeong Seongbin’s name, should we make it with fluorescent lime green paper or hot pink paper?’ in front of the laptop.


  After a brief silence, Choi Jeho asked,


  “Don’t you think the kids are acting a little strange?”


  “They’re just passionate.”


  “Right….”


  “What are you trying to say?”


  While I was grilling Choi Jeho, the kids started pulling out the albums they had in the dorm, saying they should stick Jeong Seongbin’s picture on the foam board.


  Lee Cheonghyeon picked up the ‘With List’ album. It seemed he couldn’t bring himself to touch the debut album.


  “Let’s be bold and cut out this one. It’s his first solo stage, we have to go all out.”


  “The back of that face has your face, Cheonghyeon… Are you okay with your face being cut?”


  “For our leader, I can make that sacrifice.”


  “Alright. I’ll buy you a replacement later.”


  “Actually, instead of With List, get me the new album when it drops. Let’s help with first-week sales.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon picked up the scissors after making a deal with Kang Kiyeon to receive the new album within the first-week sales counting period.


  Just as I was about to enjoy watching their efforts, I suddenly snapped back to my senses and quickly stopped them.


  “Hold it, everyone.”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Guys, you should also think about filming this for self-produced content!”


  “That’s right…!”


  Park Joowoo, with a look of realization, quickly put the albums back in their places. Choi Jeho, watching us come together, shook his head and went back to his room.


  

  Until the recording day of ‘Genre-Swap’, Jeong Seongbin was incredibly busy. The start of the second semester of his senior year meant he also had to prepare for his college entrance performance exam.


  When’s the practical exam?


  January next year. Usually, schedules get busy at the end of the year, so I’m thinking of preparing in advance while I have free time.


  That was what he said. Park Joowoo was helping him in various ways with the practical exam, so the other members, including me, decided to just listen to our leader for the time being.


  The impressive part was that despite his grueling schedule, Jeong Seongbin never lost his bright and positive attitude.


  Um, hyung. You really didn’t have to do this much for me…!


  What are you talking about? Your voice is Spark’s pride. Choi Jeho, is the quince tea still not ready?


  On it.


  Of course, we also treated him like royalty.


  I was a pro at taking care of people, after all. I served him with utmost care.


  As a result of our devoted care, Jeong Seongbin looked radiant from head to toe. I couldn’t say for sure because I couldn’t see it, but I bet his vocal cords were glowing too.


  When we sent the polished Jeong Seongbin off, all of Spark members went to the dorm elevator to see him off.


  Honestly, we even considered piling into a car and heading to the broadcast station with him. That plan fell through, though, since our manager, unfortunately, couldn’t split himself in two.


  Make sure to greet everyone properly when you get there. If the air’s too dry, turn on the humidifier. And don’t drink anything too cold.


  Don’t worry. I’ll do well!


  With an energetic farewell, he took off.


  At least when Choi Jeho left for his music video shoot, someone could accompany him. This felt more like sending a kid off to their first day of elementary school.


  We waited for him, preparing reactions for every scenario, from him making a big splash to completely messing up the stage.


  And a few hours later.


  I’m back.


  What? The chicken isn’t here yet!


  Jeong Seongbin returned to the dorm a step ahead of the celebratory chicken we ordered in advance.


  Perhaps due to security regulations, Jeong Seongbin didn’t show any particular reaction. Even when Lee Cheonghyeon nudged him, he just silently ate his chicken.


  That evening, we decided to take pride in the fact that he completed his first solo schedule without crying. If the public reaction wasn’t good, we could just unplug the router for a while.


  And just like that, the long-awaited broadcast of Genre-Swap—with Spark’s dorm Wi-Fi on the line—was fast approaching.


  

  “Seongbin-hyung.”


  “Yeah, what’s up?”


  “We’re going to watch ‘Genre-Swap’ tonight, do you want to watch too?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon threw the first punch. From afar, Park Joowoo gulped.


  Wait, is that idiot crazy? He told us to leave the talking to him, and this is how he planned to bring it up? What if Jeong Seongbin refused? Was he going to make him wait in the shoe rack until the show ended?


  Unlike me, who was beyond shocked, Jeong Seongbin remained calm.


  “Okay.”


  He even agreed. Fortunately, it seemed he didn’t terribly mess up or embarrass himself on stage.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, seizing the opportunity, went for another jab.


  “Hyung, can we wave slogans during your performance?”


  “What slogans?”


  “Handmade Spark cheering slogans. We made five.”


  “There are such things?”


  Jeong Seongbin looked bewildered.


  Considering his diligent nature and his habit of seeing the best in people, he must have assumed we’d spend the entire time practicing while he was busy preparing for his stage.


  Unfortunately for him, he was wrong. Just sit back and admire the handmade products of Spark’s blood, sweat, and tears.


  At Cheonghyeon’s signal—two quick claps—Park Joowoo and Kang Kiyeon scurried to the balcony.


  As the two pulled out the slogans from the shopping bags they had hidden, Jeong Seongbin’s face turned bright red.


  The slogans, boldly written in gothic font, had phrases like ‘Spark’s Top Vocalist’, ‘Jeong Seongbin, whose singing is as great as his face’, and ‘UA’s New Talent’.


  His face, meticulously cut out from the album as if it were a sticker, stood out.


  “Seongbin, are you laughing at the members’ sincerity?”


  “I think he’s just embarrassed.”


  Kang Kiyeon muttered to himself.


  He had been just as excited while making them, yet now he was expertly distancing himself.


  Jeong Seongbin graciously allowed us to wave the slogans adorned with multiple pictures of his face. Thanks to this, I was also able to experience the so-called ‘front-row seat at home’.


  As the broadcast started, we gathered in front of the TV, each holding a slogan.


  The main character, Jeong Seongbin, was seated in the center. He looked flustered, but we didn’t care.


  “Wow, what’s with the lineup for this episode?”


  “It must be incredibly competitive.”


  As soon as the performers gathered in the studio, Lee Cheonghyeon and Choi Jeho commented. As expected of a popular program, the lineup was impressive.


  “I was surprised too. There were only senior singers.”


  “That makes sense.”


  Certainly, his luck with the lineup wasn’t good. First of all, there wasn’t a single singer whose name I hadn’t heard before. There were even two performers who had previously appeared on ‘Genre-Swap’.


  Despite the challenging environment, Jeong Seongbin maintained his smile and showed off his flower-like visuals. The MCs even commented every time they made eye contact with him.


  『Every time I make eye contact with Seongbin, I get startled. He’s so handsome.』


  『Thank you for the compliment…!』


  The other performers also chimed in. It was a relief that they didn’t seem to treat him like an ‘idol who only relies on his looks’.


  Once the performance order was decided, the stage lit up with one breathtaking act after another.


  As someone who recently filmed a music survival program, it felt a bit strange to say this, but…


  “It feels like only true professionals appear here.”


  “Exactly.”


  They weren’t using any amazing effects or showcasing flashy dances. They literally came out with just their voices, and yet the stage could be so captivating.


  This was a miscalculation. The goal was to show ‘Jeong Seongbin, who performs his own song amidst talented individuals, even against senior singers’, but I didn’t expect everyone to bring out their ultimate moves.


  I guess I’ll have to be satisfied with Jeong Seongbin being considered better than Jang Junhoo.


  It was a shame, but considering Jeong Seongbin’s age, this alone was a great achievement. I decided to keep my expectations reasonable.


  And right on cue, Jeong Seongbin was shown in a close-up.


  『Next is the turn of the singer who will show a new change in K-pop vocals!』


  『Let’s watch the stage of Spark’s Seongbin, who has transformed from a dazzling idol into a lyrical ballad singer!』


  With that brief introduction as his backing track, Jeong Seongbin stepped into the spotlight.


  Chapter 154: Confirmation of Performances (3)


  On screen, Jeong Seongbin exuded a different aura than during his activities with Spark. The ivory and white outfit suited him perfectly.


  A soft effect appeared below him, along with a caption.


  『The beautiful youth who sings of youth, transforms now.』


  “Why is the caption like that?”


  Choi Jeho was appalled. The phrasing might have been outdated, but it wasn’t exactly wrong.


  “What’s wrong with that? Seongbin is a beautiful youth, isn’t he?”


  “C-Can we just skip this part…?”


  Jeong Seongbin lowered his head, his ears bright red.


  While the person in question couldn’t lift his head, the song title appeared beneath the feet of Spark’s top beautiful youth vocalist.


  It was Jang Junhoo’s debut song, ‘First Step’.


  A story about a man experiencing love for the first time, cherishing the joy of being together, only to have his first fight and eventually part ways.


  Ironically, the reason this song gained popularity was because of its cliché storyline.


  Since it was a common tale, many people found themselves singing First Step at karaoke after a breakup.


  The simple structure and moderate vocal range also contributed to making Jang Junhoo, a rookie at the time, a recognizable singer.


  Back as a trainee, I had chosen a lesser-known song by a famous singer to take a shortcut, but Jeong Seongbin had no need for such tricks.


  The melody of a simple acoustic guitar flowed.


  『That spring, I met you


  My cheeks were stained with cherry blossoms


  Summer, with a young heart


  I ran and hid behind a tree


  In autumn, the trees


  And my heart burned red


  On a winter day, by your side


  I lay down


  Your gaze fell softly』


  Because he already possessed dazzling skills.


  He could confidently aim for the flag planted at the very top of the opponent’s territory.


  Jeong Seongbin’s clean yet soft tone brought to mind a first love that never even existed.


  Perhaps this was what fans meant when they used the term ‘fuzzy’.


  『The steps you and I took


  Became marks on our heart


  Piling up steadily


  Looking only at each other, for a long time


  We walked and walked』


  Yet beneath that tenderness lay undeniable strength.


  The stability that came from years of solid fundamentals.


  Jeong Seongbin had built his foundation better than anyone else. From IDC to now, his greatest strength had been the trust and comfort he provided to listeners.


  He was the guy who had managed to push Jang Junhoo, a professional singer, with pure skill since middle school. There was no way Jeong Seongbin couldn’t handle the intro of Jang Junhoo’s song.


  When Jang Junhoo sang this song, he must have been in his late twenties or around thirty. His voice lacked the freshness needed to sing about first love, yet he wasn’t old enough to sound nostalgic about it either.


  Then, what about Jeong Seongbin?


  He was young and innocent, perfectly suited to the word ‘first love’, yet he possessed the experience that even Jang Junhoo lacked back then.


  It was only natural. Jeong Seongbin had recorded all of Jang Junhoo’s love and breakup songs over the years, as he aged.


  Because he didn’t want to be scolded, because he wanted to do better. Because he wanted to keep singing, and ultimately, debut.


  With that desperation, he had endured and refined his voice for years. It was almost ironic—Jang Junhoo had handed him the very weapon that could bring him down.


  He’s doing well.


  If he had performed this well, why hadn’t he said anything after the shoot? If he had just lifted the corners of his mouth even slightly, I would have thrown him up in the air in celebration.


  I glanced sideways, but Jeong Seongbin was busy fanning himself.


  Did he mess up the second half? Or did he perform well, but the results didn’t turn out the way he wanted?


  All sorts of thoughts crossed my mind, but I pulled myself together and focused on the performance again. The music was reaching its climax.


  The camera zoomed in on Jeong Seongbin’s hand gripping the microphone.


  Blue veins stood out on the back of his hand.


  His fingertips were red, and as the camera panned up, his neck, the tip of his nose, his lips…


  『I ran away, walked


  To a place where the waves couldn’t reach


  To a distant sandy beach


  Leaving you to be swept away and erased


  My steps are cold


  Snow is falling』


  —were all red.


  Tears welled up in Jeong Seongbin’s eyes.


  Even the way he struggled to hold back his tears resembled a youth who had just sent off his first love.


  The way he gripped the microphone with both hands, trying not to miss a single lyric, pouring his heart into each note, made my heart ache.


  How could he sing so perfectly while maintaining such emotions? It felt disrespectful to even doubt about such things right now.


  Ah.


  Jeong Seongbin on screen took a small breath.


  I didn’t need to look around to know. Everyone gathered was immersed in Jeong Seongbin’s every breath, every note, beyond imagination.


  It was an unbelievable level of emotional expression.


  I underestimated him.


  I had taken for granted what it meant to be the main vocalist of Spark, the group that was criticized for everything but their visuals and talent.


  It was my mistake to treat the fact that he had been recording guide vocals since middle school, had been a trainee the longest, and had double-digit vocal proficiency from the moment we met as mere data entries.


  My goal was just… to humble Jang Junhoo and get some payback.


  I had hoped that Jeong Seongbin would be able to erase Jang Junhoo from his own song.


  But Jeong Seongbin easily surpassed my expectations.


  No one watching this performance would even care who originally sang this song.


  It was overwhelming—in the best way possible.


  

  “Hyung, you’re a genius.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon, his eyes red, turned to Jeong Seongbin and said.


  “Our hyung is a genius!”


  “Try holding back your tears first, Cheonghyeon!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon seemed genuinely moved. So was I.


  “Be quiet. I can’t hear hyung’s interview.”


  Kang Kiyeon scolded Lee Cheonghyeon and turned up the volume. Jeong Seonbin, having finished his performance splendidly, was being interviewed by the MCs.


  『You’re in the same agency as Mr. Jang Junhoo, right? As senior and junior?』


  As soon as the MC’s question came out, a familiar curse word was heard from somewhere.


  “Damn it….”


  That Choi Jeho must have cursed out of reflex. I’d let it slide this time since it was about Jang Junhoo.


  『Yes. Actually, I have a deep connection with Jang Junhoo sunbaenim.』


  “Gasp.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon held his breath. It seemed he hadn’t expected Jeong Seongbin to mention it so directly.


  『Really?』


  『I’ve been recording guide vocals for his songs since I was in middle school. So I’m confident that I know his songs very well!』


  『That’s quite a connection. I’m sure Mr. Junhoo must be proud to see his junior debut and put on such a good performance.』


  “Proud, my foot. He’s probably seething with jealousy right now.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon scoffed. This kid, his temper seemed to have gotten a bit sharper.


  “Iwol-hyung, did you know Seongbin-hyung would perform this well and that’s why you left it all to him?”


  Kang Kiyeon asked. I glanced at Jeong Seongbin and replied,


  “No, not really. I was surprised too.”


  As if embarrassed, Jeong Seongbin avoided my gaze. Then, in a tiny voice, he explained that the tears weren’t intentional. I didn’t bother explaining that the fact they weren’t intentional made them even better.


  The broadcast ended with a 17-year veteran ballad singer being selected as the ‘Singer of the Day’.


  Even in the fierce competition, Jeong Seongbin achieved the feat of winning third place.


  As I was fiddling with Jeong Seongbin’s picture on the slogan with satisfaction, he spoke.


  “Thank you, hyung.”


  “For what?”


  All I did was make a slogan, yet he was suddenly thanking me.


  When I gave him a questioning look, Jeong Seongbin smiled and said,


  “Do you remember last year, hyung, when you sang ‘Sitting by the Window’ at the monthly evaluation?”


  “I do.”


  Wasn’t that the first evaluation where I faked emotions I didn’t have due to lack of skill? Looking back, it was embarrassing.


  “I thought a lot about you, hyung, while preparing for this stage.”


  “….You did?”


  “Yes. I was able to elevate the performance because I used you as a reference. Without that, it would have been hard to fully immerse myself.”


  Jeong Seongbin smiled.


  This kid seemed to have found something to learn from my past self. Meanwhile, I had just been looking back at it with self-deprecation.


  Feeling embarrassed, I avoided his gaze.


  “You prepared and thought it through on your own. I didn’t teach you anything.”


  “Still.”


  “Don’t try to give me credit for your hard work. The world is already stingy enough with praise as it is.”


  Perhaps because I was embarrassed, my words came out stiff. Feeling awkward, I quickly got up from my seat.


  “Still, thanks for the compliment.”


  Jeong Seongbin smiled brightly at my words. It was a night that felt embarrassingly sentimental.


  

  After Jeong Seongbin’s appearance on ‘Genre-Swap’, a new song was added to Baek Haewon’s playlist. Since it was a song for broadcast, she hadn’t even expected it to be released as an official track—but it dropped as if it had been planned all along.


  That was… such a good broadcast…


  Perhaps because it was a long-standing program, the sound was excellent, and the lighting effects were great. She was proud of her idol, who put on a fantastic performance there.


  Above all, ‘Genre-Swap’ captured Jeong Seongbin’s innocent, glistening face perfectly!


  Baek Haewon’s post, which included screenshots of Jeong Seongbin’s shining visuals, was widely shared among Sparklers. A video of his amazing high notes also boasted a considerable number of views.


  ≫ My mom, who hated idols appearing on Genre-Swap, did a 180 degree in 3 minutes.


  She keeps asking if he’s really an idol


  So, Seongbin, please release a traditional ballad already


  └ It’s not easy to surpass the original, but honestly, Seongbin did so well… ㅋㅋㅋ I went to listen to the original and quietly backed away ㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ Let’s be real, Seongbin swallowed the originalㅠㅠ I’m so proud of our baby, I could die


  ≫ A cold, ethereal-looking guy tearing up? That’s cheating


  Plus, he sings so well


  At this rate, he’s going to be the No. 1 male idol main vocalist


  └ 22 At this rate, Jeong Seongbin, you’re going to be the No. 1 male idol vocalist ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ


  ≫ The tears in Jeong Seongbin’s eyes look like pearls.


  Is this okay…?


  My heart… my heart is trembling?


  I’m drenched in emotions from head to toe. If you squeeze me, I’ll wring myself out


  └ Calm down and go stream the song.


  ≫ His eyes, the tip of his nose, his neck are all reddish, his eyes are moist… his expression sorrowful…


  Singing about the pain of heartbreak with a face like that, how can you not fall in love??


  └ How can you not fall in love???


  └ How can you not fall in love???????


  └ How can you not fall in love?????????????


  ≫ I’m so glad I’m not in politics


  If it were me, I would have pulled down all the palace pillars, issued decrees, and emptied the national treasury every time Seongbin shed a tear, and I’d end up getting executed for it


  └ OP, please, your head is literally about to rollㅠㅠ


  └ What did I just read?


  Having taken this opportunity to promote Spark even to neighboring fandoms, Baek Haewon was completely drained.


  To recover, she lay in bed, playing Jeong Seongbin’s version of ‘First Step’ on repeat until the music wore out.


  Exactly 30 minutes later, her phone notification startled her.


  A new update about her beloved Spark had just dropped.


  There wasn’t supposed to be anything today…?


  There was no way she missed an SNS notification. Confused, Baek Haewon hurriedly went to Spark’s MeTube channel.


  ≫ [Spark] Making Cheering Props Secretly for Our Leader 2X08XX


  Could it be banners they made for Seongbin?


  Spark was so cute she wanted to die. It seemed like the cameraman was trying to capture the members huddled together, but since all of them had ridiculously broad shoulders, the thumbnail ended up just being a massive wall of backs—which was somehow perfect.


  Unusually, the background of this video was their dorm. There was no sleek PPT either.


  She wondered why, but thinking about it, this was normal for an idol’s self-produced content. She had been so used to seeing their professional side that she almost forgot.


  『We each make one and then put them all together later, right?』


  『Let’s do that. Let’s make them with our own individual styles.』


  As soon as Kim Iwol gave permission, Lee Cheonghyeon picked up the materials.


  Thus began the unhinged creation of cheering props by the five members of Spark, none of whom were quite normal.


  Chapter 155: Analyzing Other Departments’ Work (1)


  Every Sparkler knew that Spark was a somewhat strange idol group.


  On the surface, all six members looked more than decent; they were incredibly handsome men.


  However, a closer look revealed that each of them had… well… some rather peculiar traits.


  Take, for example, Choi Jeho, the center and visual of Spark.


  『There’s a scratch on the table, what should I do?』


  『Didn’t we have a table mat? You’re supposed to use that underneath』


  『I did, but it went through the mat too.』


  Because of his ability to destroy sheet vinyl, table mats, and the table itself in one go, Choi Jeho was always treated like a servant.


  Whenever firewood needed chopping, his teammates would tell him, ‘Choi Jeho, it’s finally your time to shine!’ and leave him to do all the axe work on his own.


  The cold, tall center with a steely impression was reduced to a bottle opener, a firewood maker, a human compressor, and so on.


  And there was another member quietly growing into Servant No. 2 beside Choi Jeho.


  『Kang Kiyeon, your skills have improved a lot, haven’t they?』


  『I guess it’s because there’s a lot of things I want to chop.』


  『That better not include me.』


  Kang Kiyeon was more balanced than Choi Jeho, who had only put points into strength.


  However, armed with a sharper mind, he was gradually becoming more ruthless in how he treated his teammates.


  『Oh my, look at our Seongbin-hyung looking so fresh!』


  『Huh…?』


  『He’s so cute I could die. I have to put his picture on this!』


  The way his same aged-friend Lee Cheongyeon treated his hyungs wasn’t particularly good either.


  Although his affection was more apparent compared to Kang Kiyeon, Lee Cheonghyeon’s way of expressing it was—to borrow the fandom’s words—a bit twisted. In other words, not normal.


  Even now, Lee Cheonghyeon was folding his fiftieth paper heart, saying he would stick them on the slogan. He even remarked that using gold paper for his dear hyung was well worth it.


  Once all those hearts were attached, Jeong Seongbin’s photo would end up looking like a frilled lizard.


  『Joowoo, what are you going to write?』


  『…I was thinking of writing “I’ll cheer you even in my death.”』


  『Hmm… Let’s try to tone down the expression a bit.』


  Then, there was Park Joowoo, casually making extreme statements in his usual calm voice.


  Despite his generally easygoing nature, Park Joowoo had an eerie sense of fixation on certain things.


  A glimpse at his all-white bedding or pristinely clean sneakers was enough to hint at his silent convictions.


  『No, this isn’t the kind of slogan I wanted!』


  『What kind of slogan did you want?』


  『A proper slogan that asserts its presence even when captured in a group shot on camera.』


  『Do those even exist?』


  But the strangest one is still Iwol.


  Seeing him vigorously making banners, she was relieved that he seemed better, but Kim Iwol still looked distressed. Just because the slogans weren’t turning out to his liking.


  Spark’s official ‘skilled drill sergeant’, Kim Iwol, who was reliable in everything except dancing, had a tendency to be fanatical about all things idol-like.


  In the end, after much internal struggle, Kim Iwol finally embarked on a grand operation—changing Seongbin’s name from neon pink to neon green. It was a sight that couldn’t be seen without tears.


  Creating cheer props as a group of wild young men was a constant battle.


  At one point, Choi Jeho accidentally cut out a vowel backward, turning Jeong Seongbin into Jang Sangbin, while Park Joowoo’s banner was filled with such… ominous energy that it had to be discarded.


  Spark’s trials and errors were vividly conveyed to the viewers.


  ≫ Choi Jeho, the embodiment of brute strength


  └ A man who shatters everything with an innocent face… exhilarating.


  └ The first-ever idol who looks like he wouldn’t be swayed even by a bowl of warm rice.


  ≫ Our baby Kiyeon, what do you want to chop so badly?


  Just tell me, this noona will bring it to you


  └ Kiyeon, don’t worry, noonas will chop it all for you


  └ We won’t let a single drop of blood stain Kiyeon’s hands


  └ How romantic


  ≫ Cheonghyeon is even more obsessive than Sparklers


  └ It’s not easy to show more love for the members than Lee Cheonghyeon


  ≫ Joowoo is kind of like that, you know


  An honor student with an obsessive streak


  └ This sounds like Cheonghyeon’s nonsense but the discount version


  └ Even if your characterization of him doesn’t match mine, that’s just going too far. See you in court—an endless legal battle awaits


  └ I apologize, but your character interpretations are way off. I’ll be watching to see how far you go


  └ = Meaning they’ll fight to the death.


  └ I came with popcorn thinking it was a fight, but it turned out to be a wedding.


  Certainly, real-time mentions had increased significantly after IDC. Baek Haewon’s heart was filled with happiness.


  Even after discarding a banner that seemed to be fermented with love, the handmade vlog continued.


  Spark, the professional idols, didn’t forget to fill the video with commentary while focusing on their work.


  Kim Iwol said with a serious expression,


  『If we take out a loan with Jeong Seongbin’s voice as collateral, we could buy a Han River view apartment.』


  『If it’s near the Han River, wouldn’t the LTV regulations kick in and we wouldn’t get much of a loan?』


  『Not a mortgage loan, a Jeong Seongbin collateral loan. Then it’s possible.』


  『Right.』


  Lee Cheonghyeon nodded in agreement.


  “What’s LTV?”


  With the mention of a word she had never heard before, Baek Haewon turned to the to SNS, the vast sea of knowledge.


  ≫ Right < He just said right…


  └ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ But taking out a loan with Jeong Seongbin’s voice? LTV 90% easily possible


  ≫ At first I thought only Kim Iwol was crazy, but turns out Lee Cheonghyeon is just as bad


  If you look closely, it’s always Lee Cheonghyeon who agrees with his hyung’s strange comments ㅋㅋㅋ


  └ Their vibes kind of matchㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ When there’s weird talk and banter, it’s those two


  └ Nerds


  └ That’s so funny ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ


  └ Ah, our kids are totally saneㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  In SNS, the cold-hearted adults were laughing amongst themselves.


  They were the ones who always said they left their five-year-old selves at home because they were ten years too heavy to carry around. Baek Haewon felt deeply betrayed.


  After scouring the internet, she learned that LTV was Loan-To-Value ratio related to mortgages, but Baek Haewon still felt like she didn’t fully understand her idols’ conversation.


  The only conclusion she could draw was: ‘To keep up with Spark’s humor, I need to study real estate’.


  Of course, that didn’t mean the video was filled with only nonsense.


  Even amidst the artisan spirit battle, which told viewers to compromise with reality, there was a heartwarming moment.


  『Iwol-hyung, do you have anything else to cut?』


  Kang Kiyeon, who was focused on cutting something away from the camera, came to the living room and asked.


  When Kim Iwol said there wasn’t anything, Kang Kiyeon picked up a bundle of sheet vinyl and went back to the kitchen table.


  『Why are you two working over there? Come here and make them.』


  『We’re coming now.』


  Kang Kiyeon, who had his back to the living room, answered casually.


  Following that, Kang Kiyeon was briefly captured in the corner of the screen, hiding the cutter knives he and Choi Jeho were using behind the trash and going into the room.


  One camera followed Kang Kiyeon inside.


  Kang Kiyeon opened a small toolbox in the corner of the room.


  Well-organized tools were visible beneath his sleeve.


  Blades, screwdrivers, small pliers, and such.


  Oh my, why is Kang Kiyeon so thoughtful…?


  Kim Iwol himself seemed oblivious to the fact that Kang Kiyeon and Choi Jeho were purposely standing in the kitchen, only bringing him the pre-cut materials. That made it even more touching.


  Only after turning the living room into a mess did Spark’s slogan-making come to an end.


  『I believe our Seongbin will do well. Let’s show them the leader’s spirit!』


  『I hope you get good results for all your preparation. Fighting!』


  『I’m so proud that my friend is standing on such a wonderful stage. Congratulations, and I’ll cheer you on hard…!』


  『Don’t do too well without me. I’ll be jealous. You know I love you, right? Our hyung is the best! Do well!』


  『Don’t be nervous and do well. Leader, fighting!』


  The members’ heartwarming cheers played during the post-credit video.


  Baek Haewon, for the first time in a long time, enjoyed a moment of returning to the world of her pseudo-family, the place that felt like home.


  

  Even during their off-season, idols never truly rest.


  They performed at local events, made appearances on various MeTube channels or variety shows, and kept up with their schedules in one way or another. The rest of the time was spent in self-practice.


  Originally, they had planned to push out a digital single around this time, but…


  The company will fully support you this time! Don’t worry!


  …UA said they would take full charge of the pre-production work, so they had nothing to do. These days, all I had to do was sit in on mid-stage meetings.


  Of course, just because the official work disappeared didn’t mean there was no work at all. There was a pile of overdue English worksheets, data backups, and missed PT sessions.


  While I was organizing my tangled schedule, a memo caught my eye.


  Acting Class Readjustment Needed.


  Right, there was this too.


  Idols in modern society had to be able to do everything. That ‘everything’ included acting.


  UA spared no expense in supporting our education, including acting classes for better expressiveness. I still remembered the hell I went through being stuck between Choi Jeho, a natural genius at emotional expression, and Lee Cheonghyeon, whose learning abilities were sharper than a sponge.


  Come to think of it, hasn’t no one in Spark actually pursued an acting career?


  Idols acting was always a hot topic. Among all the controversies that Spark had stirred up, ‘branching into acting’ was one of the few they had never touched.


  If no one planned to seriously pursue acting, maybe canceling the lessons wouldn’t be a bad idea. It felt like wasting money and time on something they could learn sufficiently from their dance teacher.


  But little did I know, these acting classes would come back to haunt me in the most unexpected way.


  “A drama audition?”


  The CEO and manager dropped a bombshell on me, a guy whose only acting experience was drunkenly mimicking the department manager.


  To summarize their story:


  A drama was about to start production, but casting was difficult because it was written by a rookie writer.


  As the roles of the main and supporting actors decreased and casting was continuously delayed, the possibility of broadcasting decreased, and the production company hurriedly ramped up casting efforts.


  To make up for the low-profile lead, they considered casting an idol to secure at least some dedicated viewers.


  Due to budget constraints, they wanted an idol who would accept a low fee, but since the role had very little screen time and paid poorly, even that was proving difficult.


  Amidst this, I received an audition offer, and the company asked if I would like to audition. The end.


  Even after I summarized it, I still couldn’t accept it. My mind kept denying reality.


  “It’s just an offer, so you don’t have to accept it. Iwol, your condition is the most important.”


  Just as I was about to decline, saying, ‘Then, I’ll…,’ something flashed before my eyes.


  No way.


  No freaking way!


  At this moment!?


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘New Task’ has been assigned


    ▷ Participate in the drama ‘In My Office’ audition.


    ▷ Reward: Memory Data (1 piece)

  


  Holy sh*t!


  “So? Do you need time to think it over?”


  “I’ll do it.”


  The system told me to. My personal condition was no longer relevant.


  Furthermore, the reward was memory data. I didn’t know what format it would be in, but for me, whose head was full of more holes than volcanic rock, it was a much-needed reward.


  Just auditioning would be fine. Knowing the system, if it was going to give me more drama-related tasks, it would have set the new task as ‘Pass the audition’ from the start.


  “I’m grateful for the opportunity. I’ll do my best!”


  “You don’t have to try that hard. I’ll let them know you’ll be attending the audition, then?”


  With autumn, the season of change, just around the corner—


  It was time to prepare for a thrilling new job interview as an office worker.


  Chapter 156: Analyzing Other Departments' Work (2)


  The drama ‘In My Office’ was a typical romance set in an asset management firm.


  It was about a love story between a new team leader who came to a Korean company after working on Wall Street for unknown reasons, and an assistant manager who had an uncanny ability to pick out profitable funds, navigating the ups and downs of the market… but.


  Does this even make sense?


  Crap, I was already hitting a roadblock just from trying to understand the script before the audition.


  They keep mixing up securities firms and asset management companies, is that okay?


  Is it possible for people who invest to not even consider financial stability?


  Even though my college grades were abysmal, I could still spot the inconsistencies at a glance.


  In this day and age, where even work experts upload drama review videos, how do they plan to deal with the backlash?


  But there was a bigger problem.


  How do they even fall in love with the team leader?


  I couldn’t understand the emotional trajectory of the main characters at all.


  Sure, workplace romance happens. But is it that easy?


  The male lead spoke rudely, lacked social skills, and lived with a superiority complex—a triple combo. I couldn’t understand how the female lead fell for the male lead.


  The only saving grace was that the character I was auditioning for was an ordinary office worker, neither romantically involved with a colleague nor possessing any genius abilities. At least I wouldn’t have to run out of the audition room shouting, ‘I can’t act this nonsense!’.


  The audition assignment consisted of two main parts: script acting and character analysis.


  The script wasn’t too long, so I memorized it quickly. That left me extra time to focus on character analysis.


  Name: Do Younghwan, 28 years old, an easygoing character who pops up unexpectedly, says what needs to be said, and disappears, like a comic relief character…


  I diligently scribbled with my pen, imagining what kind of person Do Younghwan would be.


  A bit younger than me, still at the junior employee level, and a quiet worker who kept to himself.


  

  “So, I heard Iwol decided to audition?”


  Right after the meeting ended, Min Jukyung took advantage of the remaining time in the meeting room to ask the CEO.


  “He did. He accepted on the spot.”


  “Isn’t that a bit too much for him?”


  “Well, the audition isn’t right away.”


  Then, Yoon Hyunjoo added,


  “We should probably keep him from doing anything physically demanding for a while. The management team knows this, but Iwol never hits the brakes.”


  “That’s true…”


  “If we don’t give him something to do, he’ll just find work anyway. Iwol hasn’t been coming to the practice room lately, has he?”


  “No, I heard he’s only been attending acting classes.”


  “Good. Let’s have him take a break from dancing and company work for now. Tell Mr. Chanyoung to keep an eye on the members’ sleep schedules.”


  The management team staff recorded Yoon Hyunjoo’s instructions.


  Watching them, Yoon Hyunjoo recalled Jeong Seongbin, who had recently requested a meeting with him.


  UA had to undergo many changes after the major incident. It wasn’t a smooth process, but even being able to complain was a luxury.


  In times like these, Spark generally stepped back quietly and did their part.


  They were the kind of kids who didn’t need much supervision—something Yoon Hyunjoo himself often said out loud.


  So for someone like Jeong Seongbin, the most polite among them, to request a meeting? That wasn’t normal.


  Although he had done a solo performance, Jeong Seongbin was someone who prioritized the well-being of those around him over his own opportunities.


  Without hesitation, Yoon Hyunjoo told them to send him in immediately.


  And not long after, he found himself sitting across their in-house artist, whose atmosphere had subtly changed, sharing a cup of tea.


  After exchanging a few greetings, silence fell over the office.


  Jeong Seongbin probably came because of the work treatment improvement issue.


  Usually, Kim Iwol would take the lead, but since he was in his current state, Jeong Seongbin must have come instead.


  Yoon Hyunjoo had planned to talk to all of Spark members about this issue at some point.


  So, he had a prepared response in mind, but…….


  CEO.


  Yes, what is it?


  How do you increase self-esteem?


  Jeong Seongbin brought up a topic outside of Yoon Hyunjoo’s expectations.


  Self-esteem?


  Yoon Hyunjoo echoed thoughtfully. He had often told the staff to instill confidence in the members during training and evaluations, but he hadn’t thought deeply about self-esteem.


  Was it a mistake to make him the leader when there were clearly older members?


  Or did he feel responsible for what had happened with Yoo Hansoo?


  Flustered, Yoon Hyunjoo asked what was wrong. Jeong Seongbin pressed his lips together once, then hesitantly began to speak.


  And then, another unexpected name popped up.


  It’s about Iwol-hyung. From our perspective, he’s an amazing and reliable member, but he doesn’t seem to think of himself that way at all.


  Iwol?


  The Kim Iwol Yoon Hyunjoo knew was always confident in what he did.


  He always spoke with conviction and was mature enough not to be easily swayed by external factors.


  However, recalling the atrocities committed by Yoo Hansoo that Kim Iwol had compiled, Jeong Seongbin’s words weren’t entirely incomprehensible.


  How many people could remain unaffected after months of verbal and physical abuse? Especially when they didn’t even have a proper family to confide in.


  He takes really good care of us. We always feel like he’s looking out for us, not just professionally but emotionally too.


  Jeong Seongbin spoke calmly.


  We want to help him just as much… but we don’t know how. Maybe it’s because we’re not yet reliable enough for him to lean on.


  He’s not someone who expresses his struggles easily. It’s not that he doesn’t trust you.


  There was no way Kim Iwol would lean on his younger group members. He didn’t even talk about his hardships to company staff who were much older.


  “So, I’ve been thinking…”


  Jeong Seongbin carefully laid out his suggestions, showing signs of deep contemplation.


  Although the company is making efforts, I hope hyung will have less involvement in administrative tasks in the future.


  Could we find something he could enjoy or showcase his abilities in?


  Hyung always says there’s no room for praise in the real world, but… when he does well, I want to make sure he gets the recognition he deserves. He does seem to pay attention when professionals acknowledge his work.


  Jeong Seongbin spoke fluently. However, his fists, resting on his knees, trembled slightly.


  He wasn’t making rational suggestions like Kim Iwol would. From a business standpoint, the company had no real reason or obligation to grant this request.


  Nevertheless, Jeong Seongbin was doing his best to convey his thoughts. Carefully, but as clearly as possible.


  Is this the whole team’s opinion?


  When Yoon Hyunjoo asked, Jeong Seongbin nodded vigorously.


  Alright. Since it’s the leader’s first suggestion, I’ll take steps to reflect it as soon as possible.


  …Thank you!


  Jeong Seongbin’s eyes shone.


  A light Yoon Hyunjoo thought he had lost for a while during his long trainee period.


  How admirable.


  Yoon Hyunjoo murmured, looking at the office door Jeong Seongbin had left through.


  He felt a lump in his throat, the same feeling he had when he saw Jeong Seongbin’s ‘Gender-Swap’ stage.


  After that meeting, Yoon Hyunjoo started to pay closer attention to Kim Iwol.


  The acting offer could have been rejected by the company. Still, he tried to bring in various opportunities for him to experience if he wanted to.


  And Kim Iwol carefully examined those opportunities. He had no greed, yet he readily accepted any task given to him, which was heartbreaking to see.


  Because he’s so competent, everyone just thought about giving him more work.


  Reflecting on this, Yoon Hyunjoo let out a long sigh.


  When Kim Iwol decided to audition right then and there, Yoon Hyunjoo called the Spark management team, whose department name was still undecided, and issued a strict directive.


  ‘Forget


  carrots and sticks


  [1]


  ‘Carrots and sticks’ here means reward and punishment, respectively.


  . It’s all carrots from now on. Got it?’


  We’ll turn the office into a carrot farm.


  It wouldn’t do to have their idol, who deserved nothing but praise, struggling with low self-esteem.


  Even if Kim Iwol failed the audition, at least the UA staff would support his new challenge.


  Yoon Hyunjoo made a firm resolution. Then, looking at the still-reorganizing organizational chart, he diligently worked his pen.


  

  The audition was held in a shared office space with meeting rooms.


  “Iwol, don’t be nervous and do your best! You can do it! Okay?”


  My manager’s encouragement was so enthusiastic to the point of being burdensome.


  Is this audition really that important? If I fail here, will UA go bankrupt or something?


  Good thing I decided to come in semi-formal attire just in case. Even if I didn’t get the role, at least they’d acknowledge my effort. I was probably the one who looked the most like an actual office worker here.


  Wearing business attire after so long felt suffocating, but other than the feeling that I should be heading to work right now, everything was fine.


  Thanks to reading the script during breaks, I had even memorized other people’s lines. I really gave it my all. At the very least, I had the right to say I fought well, even if I lost.


  As I entered the office, lost in thought, a person who appeared to be the writer guided me through the details.


  I moistened my throat with the water I brought, and soon my turn came.


  After knocking and receiving permission to enter, I opened the door to see three judges sitting inside.


  “Hello, I’m Spark’s Iwol!”


  “Yes, nice to meet you.”


  The person sitting in the middle responded.


  Sit down only when given permission, keep a gentle smile on your face…


  The interview etiquette I memorized for my first job interview came to mind. Even though it had become second nature by now, every single word remained vivid in my memory.


  Not long ago, I had been the one sitting in the interviewer’s seat. Now, it felt like something from a distant past.


  However, my interview knowledge became useless just three minutes after the audition began.


  “If you were born in XX, how old are you?”


  “Twenty-one years old!”


  “Twenty-one? You’re very young. Wouldn’t it be difficult to portray an office worker?”


  “Still, you have the presence because of your height. How tall are you, Iwol?”


  “183cm.”


  “183cm? Without insoles?”


  “Yes, that’s correct.”


  In a job interview, all these questions would be reportable offenses.


  In an era where blind recruitment was becoming the norm, they were asking about my age and height? I used to think casting in the entertainment industry and hiring in companies weren’t so different, but now I could feel the contrast firsthand.


  “The visuals are perfect, but he’s too young.”


  “Hey, honestly, based on visuals alone, he’s lead actor material.”


  “That’s just because there aren’t many handsome guys among 20-year-olds these days.”


  The writer, director, and producer engaged in a heated discussion about the extinction of handsome male actors in their 20s, right in front of me.


  Even if I wasn’t deeply connected to the acting world, wasn’t this a bit too much like being a discarded kite left drifting in the wind?


  Still, I kept smiling brightly until they finished their conversation, and they all seemed to realize their mistake and turned their attention back to me.


  “You’ve been briefed on the audition process, right? Script reading and character analysis.”


  “Yes, I’ve been informed.”


  “Then let’s start with the character analysis. Just freely explain what kind of person you think Do Younghwan is.”


  Here it comes.


  Time to showcase my presentation skills, which have somehow improved since becoming an idol.


  1.


  ‘Carrots and sticks’ here means reward and punishment, respectively.


  Chapter 157: Analyzing Other Departments' Work (3)


  The public always had a lot to say about idols transitioning into acting.


  However, such reactions were of no concern to production companies.


  For them, only a few factors mattered—production costs, recognition, and overall visual appeal.


  Unless it was a hugely famous writer’s work, the production company had no intention of putting much effort into casting anyone other than the main roles.


  And in times like these, there were always a few so-called ‘lucky’ individuals who seized the opportunity.


  People who, despite lacking acting skills, managed to secure supporting roles simply because they were good-looking—even if they had minimal lines but still appeared in every episode.


  The idols who came in this time were probably all good-looking.


  What was the merit of using this guy other than for the dancing scene during the company dinner?


  Sure, his outfit suited the character Do Younghwan, but that was probably all there was to it.


  “Shall we start with the character analysis?”


  Director Cha asked. Since they were all the same anyway, he wanted to quickly finish the perfunctory audition and choose the actor who best suited the writer’s taste.


  The young man in front of him cleared his throat and began to talk calmly about his character analysis.


  At first, it wasn’t much different from any other actor’s approach. He referenced details from the script, matching them with Do Younghwan’s profile, such as his age and personality.


  However, the idol’s character analysis presentation continued uninterrupted for over five minutes.


  “Considering that many financial firms are clustered in Yeouido, he likely commutes on extremely crowded subways. As a result, he’d prefer light clothing that wouldn’t be easily disheveled by the heat, and he’d favor a structured backpack to keep his documents and laptop intact.”


  “What about a watch? Have you thought about that?”


  “I understand that many male office workers in their late 20s use smartwatches. I tried to dress as close to the image as possible, but I don’t personally use a smartwatch, so I couldn’t wear one.”


  The young man responded to the writer’s sudden question with an awkward, yet a pleasant, smile.


  His neatly styled hair and the light gray suit, which gave off a light and airy feeling, caught Director Cha’s eye once again.


  “When do you think Do Younghwan joined ‘My Asset Management,’ Mr. Iwol?”


  “At the age twenty-six years old, I think.”


  “Do Younghwan is twenty-eight, so according to you, he’d have been there for about three years. Wouldn’t he be an assistant manager by then?”


  “The script describes ‘My Asset Management’ as a prestigious asset management firm. I assumed they recruit through conversion-based internships rather than open public hiring, similar to major firms in the industry.”


  The writer nodded. Any writer would do research when writing a drama. The rookie idol’s answer seemed to align with what the writer had investigated.


  Why does this feel like a job interview?


  The handsome young man from earlier was gone, replaced by a veteran who seemed to have been going to job interviews for years.


  The excited writer and producer threw all sorts of questions, but the man in front of them handled every question flawlessly without changing his expression.


  “Well, yes… The character analysis seems sufficient. Let’s see the script acting.”


  Director Cha hastily flipped through the script. He had been in this business for years—there was no way he’d let himself get drawn in by an idol who wasn’t even a rookie actor.


  However, Director Cha never regained control.


  As mentioned before, Do Younghwan was a minor supporting character with very few lines, and…


  “Assistant Manager, here are the materials you requested.”


  “Don’t say that. It brings bad luck.”


  “Every time I want to quit, payday comes around.”


  …yet, the rookie idol, Kim Iwol, was uncannily good at acting like an office worker.


  The audition, which could have been mistaken for a skit, ended just like that.


  

  “I’m back.”


  “How was your first audition? Did it go well?”


  “Hey, give me a moment to breathe.”


  The youngest members rushed out to greet me, followed closely by Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo.


  Choi Jeho also emerged from his room, made eye contact, and then retreated back inside.


  He grumbled about why I bothered with acting when I had no interest in it. Thanks for the greeting, though, brat.


  “It was interesting. Although I didn’t do particularly well.”


  “Why? Was it very difficult…?”


  Park Joowoo looked at me cautiously.


  “Wouldn’t it be weird if I suddenly turned out to be amazing at it?”


  “That… is true.”


  After a moment of thought, Park Joowoo easily accepted my reasoning. But I was right. I was already struggling just to keep up as an idol.


  Especially the director, he didn’t seem to like me very much.


  No matter how I looked at it, his expression had been far from welcoming. That was why, after the interview… no, the audition… ended, I just handed over the list of setting errors I found in the script and quickly left.


  On the way back, the system rewarded me. I hadn’t checked it yet, planning to open it later at night.


  “That’s a shame. I thought we’d have a genius actor in our team.”


  “What if I suddenly decide I want to focus on acting and leave the group?”


  “Go ahead and try.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon boldly pulled a ‘Are you scared?’ on me. I really was, so I didn’t argue any further.


  As I was showcasing the Do Younghwan scenes I’d practiced at the audition for the members, the dorm phone rang.


  When Jeong Seongbin, who was closest, answered the phone, we busily mouthed questions.


  Is it the company?


  Manager hyung?


  Jeong Seongbin shook his head, then focused on the call.


  His expression changed in an instant.


  His face turned pale, and he barely managed to utter, ‘Jeho-hyung’, after hanging up.


  “Choi Jeho, someone’s looking for you.”


  “Who?”


  At my call, he sluggishly sat up from his bed and opened the door.


  “Your dongsaeng, I think. She said it was urgent…”


  Before I could finish, he bolted out of the room.


  He practically almost snatched the phone from Jeong Seongbin’s hand.


  “What’s wrong?”


  Choi Jeho’s voice was sharp as he spoke to the person on the other end.


  Jeong Seongbin cautiously approached us and said,


  “His dongsaeng… she was crying…”


  “Oh…”


  Lee Cheonghyeon covered his mouth and looked at Choi Jeho, who was completely focused on the phone call.


  Throughout the conversation, Choi Jeho only said, ‘Yeah’.


  The call wasn’t long. After three minutes that felt like an hour, he hung up.


  “What happened?”


  “I need to go out for a bit.”


  “Now? Where?”


  Choi Jeho grabbed his wallet and put on his shoes without answering. The heels of his sneakers were crumpled.


  As Choi Jeho left, too quickly for me to stop him, I quickly called out to Jeong Seongbin.


  “Seongbin, if our manager looks for us, tell him we went to the convenience store. Okay?”


  “You’re going too, hyung?”


  “I can’t let him go alone. I’ll contact you if anything happens.”


  I grabbed my wallet and jacket and went out, just as the elevator doors were closing.


  I pressed the open button and forced the doors open. Choi Jeho frowned as I got in.


  “Why are you following me?”


  “Don’t you know Spark has to move in pairs?”


  “Aren’t you the one who breaks that rule the most?”


  Despite his retort, he didn’t tell me to go back.


  Instead, he silently hailed a taxi. He must not even have time to argue with me.


  Fortunately, a taxi arrived quickly. We seemed to have benefited from it being the time when people were leaving bars.


  I quietly fastened my seatbelt while Choi Jeho gave the address.


  Even after the taxi started moving, Choi Jeho couldn’t seem to relax.


  “Are you okay?”


  I couldn’t help but ask, even though I knew he wasn’t.


  I didn’t expect a reply, but surprisingly, he spoke.


  “…My father showed up at my noona’s place.”


  “Didn’t you say they’ve been living separately for a long time?”


  I had heard a brief account of Choi Jeho’s family situation.


  His father was problematic, so his parents divorced and they had been living separately ever since.


  But family issues were not something you could just sever cleanly.


  Even after I became independent and restricted access to my records, I still spent sleepless nights imagining them suddenly showing up. I’d had to document every instance of abuse, every insult, just to make it legally possible. It must be even harder for those who hadn’t.


  “Shouldn’t we call the police?”


  “It’s useless.”


  Choi Jeho’s voice was strained.


  “That man, he doesn’t hit people. He knows he’ll really go to jail if he does.”


  “…”


  “But since he doesn’t hit people, they just try to calm him down and tell him to sleep. They say things like, ‘Family arguments happen,’ or ‘Your father will come to his senses in the morning.’”


  I had no words.


  Even though I tried to live as if I had no family, I still had nights where I lay awake, dreading the possibility that they’d find me.


  I knew the pain of not knowing how many years, how many more times, I would have to see the people I wanted to be strangers to.


  “It’s bullcrap.”


  Choi Jeho muttered. I pretended not to hear and closed my eyes.


  

  The neighborhood where his sister lived was quiet. In other words, deserted.


  After paying the taxi fare and getting out, Choi Jeho, who followed me out, looked around, seemingly checking if his father was nearby.


  I grabbed his arm before he could take off running.


  “Wait a second.”


  “What?”


  Choi Jeho’s reaction was sharper than ever. His eyes flashed with a dangerous glint.


  “What are you going to do when you see your father? You’re an idol now. Are you going to have a huge fight with your father and end up at the police station?”


  “…”


  “Let’s say you don’t resort to violence. Is there any guarantee that your father won’t accuse you of threatening him? Violent crimes against direct relatives are serious offenses.”


  Choi Jeho’s breathing turned rough.


  However, he didn’t refute me or tell me to watch my mouth. He knew. He knew I wasn’t wrong.


  Choi Jeho clenched and unclenched his fists several times, his hands turning red as blood rushed to them. The veins, bulging and blue, pulsed beneath his skin.


  “Then what am I supposed to do?”


  His dark eyes locked onto mine, making no effort to hide the ominous energy radiating from him.


  “Leave it to me, and you stay back.”


  “What?”


  “Wait. Until I call you.”


  I entered the convenience store. I needed to prepare something.


  Chapter 158: Company Building Security Management


  Kim Iwol returned with two bottles of soju.


  “What are you going to do?”


  Choi Jeho couldn’t understand what Kim Iwol was thinking at all.


  “Are you gonna drink with me and charge in headfirst?”


  “I’m not that thoughtless.”


  Kim Iwol, however, was unfazed. Even the way he gently swirled the bottle by the neck exuded composure.


  But the elegant atmosphere didn’t last long.


  Kim Iwol suddenly started chugging straight from the bottle. Choi Jeho, startled, quickly grabbed his shoulder.


  “Hey!”


  “Puah.”


  Then he spat it all out. Specifically, in a secluded corner of the alley next to the convenience store.


  “Are you okay? You crazy bastard, why would you…?”


  “I did it on purpose, so shut up. You’re making me look even more pathetic right now.”


  Whether he spat it out wrong or not, the liquor dribbled down his chin. Kim Iwol wiped his mouth with his sleeve.


  Then he poured some soju onto his palm and rubbed it on his sleeves and collar.


  “Are you out of your mind? What the hell are you doing?”


  “Transforming into someone people wouldn’t want to mess with.”


  The remaining soju was poured onto the hem of his pants.


  As if it wasn’t enough, Kim Iwol picked up a second bottle.


  “Going to pour more?”


  “It doesn’t reek of booze yet.”


  Kim Iwol pulled down his mask, tilted his head back, and exhaled.


  “Yeah, not enough yet.”


  “Tell me what you’re going to do. So I can…”


  …at least get myself dirty too.


  Choi Jeho was taken aback by the thought that suddenly crossed his mind. He had firmly resolved never to touch alcohol in his life.


  “You just stay here.”


  “What?”


  “He’s probably here to get money. A celebrity son is just an easy target for someone like that. It’s better if you don’t encounter him.”


  Choi Jeho couldn’t argue. Leaving Choi Jeho speechless, Kim Iwol once again put the bottle to his lips. He didn’t drink it as Choi Jeho had feared. He just swished it around in his mouth and spat it out.


  “So you wait here, out of sight. I’ll go see your noona.”


  What makes you any different? Choi Jeho thought. Kim Iwol was just the same age as him, after all.


  But before he could retort, Kim Iwol disappeared into the alley.


  Did I tell him the exact address?


  Choi Jeho hurriedly followed after him.


  

  Ugh, the smell of alcohol.


  The stench of alcohol radiated from me with every stride.


  With every step I took, the stench of alcohol wafted from my entire body.


  It was mixed with the stale scent of cigarettes. The effort of gargling with liquor over the pile of cigarette butts on the ground had paid off.


  Spiritual Pillar Jeong Seongbin


  [Hyung, as you said, I contacted Choi Jeho’s sister through his sibling and asked her to take his father to the park!]


  Although my mask and hat limited my vision, checking messages wasn’t a problem.


  After running a bit more, I spotted a shabby green space that barely qualified as a park.


  In the deserted park, someone was arguing.


  “You have a job, so why don’t you have any money, b*tch?!”


  “Do you think food and lodging are free? At least I use it for living expenses. Where do you spend your money that you never have any?”


  Unlike the woman, who was trying to keep her voice down despite being a bit away from the residential area, the man was busy yelling at the top of his lungs.


  It was obvious. He wanted to exort what he wanted out of her by exploiting her reluctance to cause a scene at home.


  I quietly caught my breath at the park entrance.


  Then I untied one of my shoelaces and pulled my hat down low.


  I can do this.


  How many drunken troublemakers had I dealt with before?


  How many disorderly drunks had I cleaned up after?


  Besides, Kim Iwol, you’re an elite trained in this. With real-world experience to boot.


  I confirmed the target’s location once more.


  Then I slowly walked towards the man, staggering as if I were about to collapse.


  Choi Jeho’s father continued to berate the noona, paying no attention to me. He seemed accustomed to not caring about other people’s eyes.


  I carefully approached him from behind.


  And I bumped into his shoulder.


  Or rather, I pretended to bump into him, making only slight contact.


  “What the hel?!”


  “Ouch!”


  As the man turned around angrily, I dramatically collapsed to the ground, catching both of their attention.


  Now was my moment.


  “Ahjussi, watch where you’re going!”


  “What?”


  Fight fire with fire.


  Drive out a drunkard with another drunkard.


  Of course, I’ll be the trashier drunkard.


  “You bumped into me, and now you’re raising your voice at me…?”


  “Can’t you see I fell because of you? I think I broke my leg. How are you going to compensate me for this?”


  Pulling off blatant gaslighting for the first time made my conscience sting. But I forced myself to wail dramatically, clutching my leg and rolling on the ground.


  I pointed at Choi Jeho’s sister and shouted,


  “Hey, you! What are you just standing there for? Call the police, call them!”


  “What the hell is this little punk trying to pull?”


  “What does it matter if I’m young or old; I fell because of you and broke my leg! I’m going to handle this the legal way!”


  “You think I haven’t seen scammers like you before?”


  “My leg is broken, does it matter whether it’s a scam or not? Do you want to go to jail, then?”


  Unfortunately, our country tended to be lenient towards those who acted out. Even Choi Jeho’s father, who had been relentlessly harassing the noona, hesitated to touch me, the bigger mess.


  I got up and brushed off my pants, making it obvious that I hadn’t actually broken my leg. Still, I put on a pathetic show of feigning injury, limping theatrically.


  “Ahjussi, if you don’t want to eat prison food, let’s settle this for 500. Then I’ll agree to a settlement.”


  “This is a total scam!”


  “A scam? I’m trying to end this nicely, and you’re kicking good fortune away? Who in the world breaks their own leg to run a scam? If you don’t like it, then go to jail!”


  Choi Jeho had said it himself. This man would avoid anything that would land him in jail.


  As I stepped closer, the man flinched. Seeing that, I lowered my gaze and said,


  “I’ve lived in this neighborhood for 20 years. I know everyone here, you know? Do you think you can just treat me like this and run away, then expect me to let it slide when we meet again?”


  I reeked of alcohol, and I was taller than him. All the conditions were perfect.


  “This, this son of a―”


  “Stop cussing at me! If you don’t like it, let’s do this the legal way! Hey! Call the police! Hurry!”


  The man’s eyes wavered. I could practically hear the gears turning in his head.


  At this rate, any moment now…


  “Fuck!”


  As I expected, the man shoved me and ran in the opposite direction.


  So much for human decency. What kind of father abandons his own daughter to deal with a supposed con artist while he runs for it?


  For once, I had hoped I’d be wrong. My mouth tasted bitter.


  

  “Hello, noonim.”


  I belatedly greeted Choi Jeho’s sister. She said she wasn’t sure if it was really me, Kim Iwol, even after hearing my voice.


  “You really looked like a neighborhood thug… Oh dear! What am I saying to someone I just met!”


  “No, please speak comfortably!”


  I hear worse things from your brother. Feel free to berate me.


  Even though I hadn’t mentioned his name, Choi Jeho popped out from the alley right in front of us. I told him to wait and not to follow me. He really didn’t listen.


  Choi Jeho rushed over and checked on his sister and me.


  “Are you alright? I was watching, but he didn’t lay a hand on you, right?”


  “He didn’t. You said your father doesn’t resort to violence.”


  Despite my words, Choi Jeho’s expression remained tense.


  “Why did you drag Iwol out here in the middle of the night? It’s not like it’s the first time that man has caused a scene.”


  “He followed me on his own. And you know that man, if you give him an inch, he’ll take a mile. It’s the first time he’s come all the way to noona’s house…”


  Choi Jeho sighed instead of finishing his sentence.


  He must be feeling conflicted. I knew that feeling all too well.


  His sister, watching us in silence, lightly tapped my arm.


  “At least I don’t think he’ll come back for a while. Thanks to Iwol chasing him away effectively.”


  “By pulling a fake injury scam?”


  “Can’t you at least add the word ‘acting’ at the end of that?”


  Choi Jeho took off his hat and ruffled his hair in frustration.


  Then, putting his hat back on, he said,


  “I was wondering why you doused yourself with alcohol like that.”


  As soon as he finished speaking, his sister smacked him on the arm. The force was clearly different from when she hit me.


  “I! Told! You! To! Speak! Nicely!”


  “Ow, why are you hitting me?!”


  A thudding sound accompanied each syllable as the noona’s hand made contact. It seemed she was aiming for one hit per syllable. Even while being smacked around, Choi Jeho couldn’t win a word against his sister.


  “Iwol must have hard a time. Even though you guys are the same age, this guy is so immature.”


  “No, Jeho has been so well-behaved lately.”


  “Jeho?”


  Unable to stand my affectionate nickname even for a moment of pleasantry, Choi Jeho interjected.


  What do you want me to do? Call you troublemaker Choi Jeho in front of your sister?


  The noona, watching our silent war of nerves, smiled enigmatically.


  “Why are you smiling?”


  Choi Jeho glared at his sister.


  “It’s just surprising. I never thought you’d have a friend.”


  “Who said he’s my friend?”


  “You’re really going to talk like that to someone who came all this way for you? Do you have a death wish?”


  He was severely scolded for his grumbling. Just watching it felt cathartic..


  

  It was almost dawn by the time we finished talking to his sister.


  While I was brushing the sand off my clothes, his sister pressed some money into Choi Jeho’s hand for taxi fare.


  “Take a taxi, and buy yourselves something delicious tomorrow. This is all the cash I have right now.”


  “You don’t have to. Do you think I can’t even afford a taxi?”


  “I’m giving this to Iwol for his trouble. Don’t get any ideas.”


  Choi Jeho closed his mouth at his sister’s rebuke.


  It was just like my own sister and me back in the day.


  What’s this?


  A hoodie. It was on sale, so I bought you one.


  I have plenty of clothes.


  Bullsh*t. You always wear the same black sweatshirt.


  I used to always grumble, asking why she bought me things.


  It wasn’t just that one time either. Whenever my sister bought me something, I said ‘It’s okay’ more often than ‘Thank you’. I felt bad for making her spend money.


  Back then, I didn’t know that was her way of caring for me.


  I realized it late, that it came from a place of concern, that she cared for me enough to think of me even when she saw something nice on the street. I only realized it after I lost the person who used to take care of me.


  Watching Choi Jeho and his sister, I thought,


  Next time I meet noona, I’ll ask Min Jukyung-nim for advice and bring a gift that a working professional around her age would like.


  I should take her to eat her favorite food, buy her something she wants if she mentions anything, and call her a premium taxi when we part ways.


  In the end, Choi Jeho couldn’t win against his sister. So we returned to the street with allowance far too generous for just taxi fare.


  I opened the taxi app, and the late-night surcharge was outrageous.


  We should take separate cabs, right?


  It was fine on the way here, but now I reeked of alcohol. The very smell Choi Jeho despised.


  If we took the same taxi back to the dorm in this state, there was no telling what Choi Jeho would do in his rage. He’d probably shove me onto the floor mat, roll down all four windows, plug his nose the whole ride, and then kick me out the moment we arrived.


  Fortunately, getting a taxi wasn’t difficult. I called out to him, who was needlessly loitering around.


  “I just caught one. You take this.”


  “What about you?”


  “I’ll get another one.”


  Choi Jeho asked,


  “Why?”


  “What do you mean why? You want to ride together?”


  I grabbed the collar of my shirt and gave it a slight tug, releasing a burst of alcohol smell, like a fabric softener capsule exploding. Choi Jeho grimaced and said,


  “…Just get in. Why waste money?”


  “If this were just a matter of preference, I would have at least asked for your opinion.”


  But family matters and trauma were different. I wanted to make him feel as comfortable as possible.


  As I was entering a new address, my phone was snatched from my hand. It was Choi Jeho.


  “Forget it. Let’s go together.”


  “Huh?”


  “I won’t die from smelling a little alcohol, so let’s just go.”


  He returned my phone with the app closed. In the distance, I saw a taxi with a familiar license plate number.


  As he walked toward the headlights, Choi Jeho suddenly stopped and muttered.


  “I was wondering why you suddenly decided to act.”


  “You mean me?”


  “Maybe it suits you.”


  He waved at the taxi. It was time to go back to the dorm.


  Chapter 159: Personality Test


  “Your hair’s gotten long.”


  “Has it?”


  “Yeah.”


  Park Joowoo fiddled with my hair.


  None of the Spark members were the type to ignore things like this, but Park Joowoo was particularly attentive to any visible wounds or scars on me.


  “If I cover it with the top layer, it’s not even noticeable.”


  “Still.”


  He still seemed worried.


  “Are you worried it’ll show?”


  It was almost time for the live broadcast.


  It had been a while since I last participated in one. Because of accidents and other issues, Spark had been running five-member broadcasts for a while.


  To reassure him, I showed him the beret I had just received from the manager.


  Park Joowoo silently put the hat on my head and adjusted my hair.


  “It’s a relief that it’s just a talk broadcast, but…”


  Park Joowoo muttered.


  Today’s broadcast concept was a casual, laid-back chat.


  That didn’t mean we’d just randomly set up in a company meeting room, though. True to the concept, we reserved a cozy, wood-toned studio, set up board games around the room, and even prepared pretty blankets.


  Spark’s dedicated team worked hard to create the perfect setting. Having a dedicated team was really a blessing.


  We all wore old-school casual outfits, with slight variations in the details.


  While my main piece was a knit vest that matched the beret, Kang Kiyeon wore a hoodie that made him look like a rebellious rapper from the 90s. If we’d gone to the same school, we definitely wouldn’t have been friends.


  Once we adjusted our clothes and gathered in front of the camera, the frame was packed.


  Was it because they were still growing? These guys were growing at a tremendous rate. There was no more fat left to burn, so they couldn’t even slim down horizontally.


  As I sat them down and adjusted the phone camera angle with the manager, someone said,


  “Spark broadcast starts in 3 minutes!”


  A sudden wave of nerves hit me.


  Will the fans who watched the five-member broadcasts accept me?


  I glanced at the five faces sitting down, leaving my seat empty in the middle.


  Each one of them was flawless. And those guys, annoyingly, had left the center spot empty. Thankfully, I was at least in the back row.


  My heart pounded. I didn’t want to squeeze in between them.


  “Hyung, what are you doing? Come on!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon beckoned me.


  I wanted to run away. Like a prisoner, I was dragged between them.


  I couldn’t let them see my discomfort, so I forced a smile. But inside, I was burning up with anxiety.


  It almost felt like motion sickness—something I’d never experienced before.


  Regardless of my feelings, the broadcast started.


  “Sparklers, hello!”


  Jeong Seongbin greeted energetically. Chats that had been appearing even before the live broadcast started began to pop up on the screen.


  ≫ Guys, hi ♥♥♥♥♥♥


  ≫ Hi~


  ≫ Start quickly quickly quickly


  ≫ It’s my birthday todayㅎㅎ Please wish me a happy birthday!


  ≫ IDC was so coolㅠㅠㅠ Spark is the best idol group


  I swallowed involuntarily.


  I quickly scanned the chats with my eyes.


  If I saw comments like ‘Ah, it was better with five members,’ I’d have to pretend to spill water and clean it up, or something, to get out of the frame…


  ≫ Gasp Iwol


  ≫ Iwol are you okay?!?!?!?!?!


  ≫ Iwolㅠㅠㅠㅠ It’s good to see your face


  ≫ Finally 6 membersㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ


  ≫ Iwol, if you’re tired, just lie down for the stream. You’re allowed to.


  ≫ Iwooool ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠMy babyㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠAre you okay?! How’s your body???


  ≫ It’s Iwol♥♥♥♥♥ I missed you so much reallyㅠㅠㅠ You’ve been through a lot, my babyㅠㅠ


  ≫ It’s been a while since we got a 6-member live broadcastㅎㅎ Congrats on your recoveryㅎㅎㅎㅎㅎㅎ


  ≫ ㅋㅋㅋThe kids’ expressions are so much more relaxed with Iwol hereㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  Kind words poured in.


  Seeing all that love, I finally understood why I’d been so nervous.


  I hadn’t wanted to be hated. Not by the fans.


  

  The main content of this broadcast was analyzing each member’s personality type.


  I already knew the Spark members’ official MBTI types. The problem was, they weren’t credible.


  Back when they were younger and didn’t really understand themselves, the Spark members often got lost in the MBTI questionnaire and ended up misinterpreting their own personalities.


  ≫ Um…? Our Jeho is an E?


  Jeho, do you even know what extroverted means?


  There was Choi Jeho, who confidently chose extreme extroversion on the introversion/extroversion question because he communicated smoothly with the dance team.


  ≫ You plan your meals for the whole week, but you haven’t picked a sauce yet, so you think you’re a P?


  Kiyeon, we’ve already agreed that people like you are a J


  And there was Kang Kiyeon, whose self-evaluation had become overly critical after spending years with Jeong Seongbin, the ultimate planner.


  So today, instead of them taking the test themselves, we were doing a special called ‘My MBTI as Seen by My Fellow Members’.


  This way, I could avoid the disaster of being labeled a loose cannon again. There was no ‘MBTI type: Unhinged Janitor’ in existence, after all.


  It was worthwhile pretending to be oblivious when the dedicated team asked, ‘Have you guys all taken an MBTI test?’.


  “Before that, does anyone know their own MBTI?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked, but no one raised their hand.


  It paid off to ban monitoring and cut them off from the internet. It was a hundred times better for them to be in a pure, unblemished state than to pick up strange jargon from somewhere.


  The chat window was already flooded with comments, starting with ‘Your MBTI is CUTE’. These guys, not realizing it was a joke, seriously wondered if there was such an MBTI type.


  Distinguishing between extroverts and introverts was easy.


  “Joowoo and Choi Jeho are I’s. You both prefer being alone when you rest.”


  “I think Joowoo-hyung would be 99% I.”


  Kang Kiyeon agreed with me.


  “…Is that a bad thing?”


  Park Joowoo asked seriously. Thanks to him, I had to spend three minutes explaining that there was no good or bad in MBTI, it just categorized personality tendencies.


  “Kang Kiyeon is also an I. All your hobbies are solo activities.”


  “If that’s the case, aren’t you an I too?”


  “I love hanging out with the members, though?”


  After I finally managed to soothe Park Joowoo, the younger members started bickering about which one of them was an I.


  “Then what about Kim Iwol?”


  Choi Jeho pointed at me.


  “That hyung is… he thinks he’s an I, but he’s an E who can’t separate himself from people.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon answered without hesitation.


  That was unfair. I liked being alone too. I was happiest when I was resting in my small apartment.


  However, Lee Cheonghyeon didn’t seem willing to listen to my protest. It was even more annoying that the other guys agreed without a word.


  After a discussion with the Sparklers, it was decided that Jeong Seongbin, Lee Cheonghyeon, and I were E’s, and the rest were I’s.


  S and N were also determined without much trouble. The realists—Choi Jeho, Jeong Seongbin, and Kang Kiyeon—were marked as S.


  Me, who imagined the shower system falling on my head while showering, Lee Cheonghyeon, who said he typed on an imaginary keyboard in his head every night, and the dreamer Park Joowoo, whose thoughts were a mystery, were assigned N.


  Did they classify people like me, who had to think outside the box due to unusual circumstances, as N? I had no idea what the criteria were.


  Still, the discussion proceeded relatively peacefully up to this point.


  The chaos began when we got to the T and F question.


  “There’s a question that makes it easy to figure this out. If someone told you, ‘I’m feeling down today, so I bought some bread’, what would you say?”


  Jeong Seongbin asked. Lee Cheonghyeon chimed in.


  “Who’s asking the question? A close friend? Or just an acquaintance?”


  “Spoken like a true N.”


  Choi Jeho, a self-proclaimed and unanimously agreed-upon S, shook his head in disbelief.


  But knowing who’s asking the question… isn’t that important? Isn’t it important to you at all?


  But this was just the tip of the iceberg.


  “Let’s say it was me who asked the question. Imagine I suddenly brought some bread.”


  “You already eat bread for breakfast. Are you okay with that much carbs?”


  That answer was even more shocking.


  “Jeho-hyung, are you okay?”


  “Did you lose a screw?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon and I, in turn, expressed concern for Choi Jeho’s seemingly broken personality. Park Joowoo already looked more hurt than Jeong Seongbin.


  Seeing the reactions around him, Choi Jeho frowned.


  “Why?”


  “Well, he said he bought bread because he was feeling down.”


  “So?”


  “Shouldn’t you at least ask why he’s feeling down?”


  Choi Jeho pondered my words for a moment.


  Then, thinking he had come up with a better answer, he said,


  “Will eating the bread make you feel better?”


  “Forget it.”


  I sighed internally but held it in. If everyone had the same personality, it wouldn’t be fun for the viewers, so I’d just tell myself this was all for the entertainment value. Even though it made my brain hurt.


  But there was another unexpected hurdle.


  “…Should I get you some milk to go with it?”


  “Kiyeon, not you too.”


  “If Seongbin-hyung is comforting himself with bread, he should at least enjoy it properly and feel better faster…”


  ≫ Confirmed T for the dance line.


  ≫ I don’t think Seongbin-hyung will feel ever better…


  ≫ I did feel like Jeho and Kiyeon have a straightforward, straight-to-the-point feedback styleㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ Will eating the bread make you feel better? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ You can’t feel better eating bread without milk, Kiyeon is right


  “I… I’ll just try not to feel down…”


  Jeong Seongbin, the ESFJ, smiled in resignation after listening to the explosive discussion between ISTP Choi Jeho, ENFP Lee Cheonghyeon, and ISTJ Kang Kiyeon. Meanwhile, INFP Park Joowoo was busy observing.


  It seemed the MBTI craze would be blowing through the dorm for a while.


  ―


  Profile


  Name: Kim Iwol


  Birthday: February 14th


  Birthplace: Seoul


  Height: 183cm


  MBTI: ENFJ


  Nicknames: Nagging Machine, Underworld Cool Tone, Disciplinarian, Human CCTV, Gentlemanly Maniac


  Likes: Bass guitar, Pear and Platycodon Tea, Short Meetings


  Dislikes: Overtime work, Illegal Activities, Rude Behavior


  Motto: Take care of yourself first


  Favorite Food: Jjolmyeon


  Favorite Scent: Green Earthy Scents


  Favorite Music Genre: Metal


  Favorite Sport: Soccer


  Body Part I’m Most Confident In: Hands


  Personal Habit: Tapping thigh or desk when thinking


  Chapter 160: A Minor Slip-Up


  When handling the A to Z of content creation myself, unexpected issues rarely arose.


  I preemptively eliminated any elements that might lead to mistakes from the members and avoided topics that had previously received poor responses. Since I had already briefed them on behavior and attitude, there was no reason to be nervous during the live broadcast.


  On the other hand, filming content planned by someone else felt like riding a rollercoaster in the dark. With no way of knowing what might pop up, my mouth went dry from anxiety.


  I told you to show me the plan in advance!


  Resentment welled up. Are you watching, UA? This is the result of your neglecting your employees’ needs under the guise of welfare.


  As a result of you all overprotecting me, I am now incredibly anxious.


  Fortunately, the overall topics were lighthearted. They seemed aimed at alleviating the fans’ fatigue after the recent string of events.


  Before I knew it, time had flown by as we chatted about things like ‘Sparks’ Best IDC Performances’, the Pororo Cutlery Set Incident, and personal handmade slogan collections from Gender-Swap.


  “The Sparklers are asking if we’re going to watch the soccer game today.”


  Kang Kiyeon read the chat. The chat window was indeed flooded with talk about soccer. Idol live broadcasts were amazing. I couldn’t keep up.


  “Of course, we have to watch! Speaking of which, Seongbin-hyung, let’s lift the bedtime curfew just for today.”


  “But then what’s the point of rules, Cheonghyeon?”


  “So you’re saying you’re not going to watch? It’s Korea vs. Japan.”


  “Nationwide events are exceptions.”


  And you guys are amazing too—switching topics so smoothly like that.


  Compared to the past, when they’d freeze up like statues at the slightest provocation, this was a remarkable improvement. Although I had no idea what they’d want to watch an old game instead of the live one at this point.


  “What about you hyungs?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon turned and asked. Surprisingly, even Choi Jeho agreed.


  Did they always like soccer this much? Enough to want to watch together?


  I did keep up with major matches, but I’d never seen Spark get this into it.


  Well, the Korea-Japan matches around this time were intense.


  It was practically a national sentiment that even if we lost every other game, we had to win against Japan. Seeing our team, once considered an underdog, pull off a dramatic comeback victory had made even my exhausted post-work self feel a surge of endorphins.


  Lost in memories, I was dragged back to reality by Lee Cheonghyeon’s prodding.


  “Iwol-hyung will watch too, right? Let’s all gather in the living room today, Spark. We’re going to pour our souls into it.”


  “I already watched it, but… Sure, let’s do it.”


  It wasn’t like I’d be allowed to work anyway, and I wasn’t tired after all that sleeping.


  A masterpiece never gets old, so watching it again wouldn’t hurt.


  I readily agreed, but the reaction I got was strange.


  “You already watched it?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked with a strange expression.


  “Yeah.”


  “The Asian Games Korea-Japan match?”


  “Aren’t you confusing it with another game?”


  Kang Kiyeon joined in, questioning me.


  I heard Park Joowoo whispering from the corner, ‘Hyung, your head…’.


  Silence fell over the room like a bucket of cold water.


  Did I talk about a different match than they meant?


  At this rate, I was going to ruin the live broadcast atmosphere, so I quickly tried to confirm.


  “Aren’t you talking about the 20XX Korea-Japan match?”


  “That’s right.”


  “We won 3:2, and there were articles about it. Didn’t you guys watch it live? Maybe you couldn’t because it was on early in the morning.”


  After saying this, I glanced at the chat window.


  I hoped there weren’t comments like ‘awkward silence’ or ‘Kim Iwol, focus,’ but the chat was heating up with different comments.


  ≫ ?


  ≫ ?


  ≫ Iwol, what did you confuse it withㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ ??


  ≫ Did Korea and Japan already play without us knowing?


  Spark and I looked at each other without a word.


  Suddenly, it hit me.


  “It’s currently…”


  The unfinished sentence slipped out before I could stop it.


  Park Joowoo, who somehow caught it, whispered in a trembling voice,


  “20XX, hyung.”


  I’m screwed.


  I was so focused on managing the flow of conversation that I completely forgot to control my mouth. Damn it, why was I as bad at multitasking as a modern human?


  This particular time was a period when the Korean national soccer team’s offense was considered weak.


  It was a time when no one could easily say, ‘Of course Korea will win!’ So my confident statement ended up attracting massive attention.


  ≫ ????


  ≫ It would be amazing if we actually won 3:2


  ≫ Is my idol a time-traveler???


  ≫ Human fortune-telling octopus


  ≫ Ah, our country will win, Iwol said so


  In the rapidly scrolling chat window, the words ‘Is my idol a time-traveler???’ stood out as if written in 44-point font.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Subordinate’ is notified of the ‘Penalty for Breach of Confidentiality.’


    ▷ Any information that could affect areas beyond the successful activities of Spark, including details related to future events, is considered confidential and must be kept secret.


    ▷ ‘Subordinate’ is responsible for maintaining confidentiality regarding the aforementioned details….


    .


    .


    .

  


  Don’t explain it again! I didn’t do it on purpose!


  I mean, who remembers exactly what happened in what year? And I even rolled back nine years! Of course, I might get things mixed up!


  As I was pondering how to fix this, I made eye contact with Jeong Seongbin, who was sitting nearby. His pupils trembled.


  But he remained calm.


  “It’s that thing, right? The Seodongyo technique.”


  Although a bit awkward, Jeong Seongbin did his best to act nonchalant.


  “What’s that…?”


  “It’s talking about something that hasn’t happened as if it already did. People use it a lot, hoping that by saying it repeatedly, it will actually come true.”


  I desperately nodded in agreement with Jeong Seongbin. What a smart kid. All that nonsense I spouted about seeing the future was finally paying off.


  “Right. I hope our country wins, that’s what I mean.”


  “What? If that’s the case, you should have said we’ll win 8:2!”


  Then Lee Cheonghyeon started spreading the rumor that Korea would win 19:1.


  Just as the chat was about to smoothly gloss over the incident with the Seodongyo explanation, the system made a grand entrance.


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from ‘Superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ Assistant Manager Kim, this company outing is ruined because of you.

  


  No way.


  You’re not going to make Korea lose because of me, are you?


  You think I can still live as a K-idol in this country after that?


  I could practically see the system sneering at me in the text. My mind went blank.


  In the end, as a penalty, I had a massive nosebleed after the live broadcast while watching our country’s miraculous tying goal and comeback victory.


  I managed to avoid another trip to the hospital by begging Jeong Seongbin to believe me when I said, ‘This is just… spiritual warfare, trust me’.


  That night, I added the phrase ‘Keep your mouth shut’ 50 times to my journal planner.


  

  Following Jeong Seongbin’s appearance on ‘Gender-Swap’, the SPARK members went off one by one to film their assigned variety shows.


  Choi Jeho, who had consistently focused on mukbang since the IDC folk games…


  『Wow, Jeho, you eat so well.』


  『How do you stay in shape when you eat like this?』


  『I don’t usually eat this much. My members and PT trainer control my diet.』


  ……ended up on a gourmet tour program, where he single-handedly demolished a four-person serving of shabu-shabu, polished off a bowl of kalguksu, and scraped up every last bit of the scorched rice from his fried rice.


  As if that wasn’t enough, he was later seen standing in front of an ice cream counter with a line of children, which sent the panelists into fits of laughter.


  『Mr. Jeho, you look so charismatic, but you act like my eldest son.』


  『Really?』


  『Yeah. Be honest, Mr. Jeho. You still have room for more, don’t you?』


  『…Yes.』


  Perhaps pleased with his performance, the people around him kept offering him more food.


  He took the absence of nagging as a license to let loose, huh? No wonder after the filming he climbed the stairs to heaven like crazy.


  Still, Choi Jeho was cute compared to this.


  Our quiet little kitten, whom I never expected to cause trouble, went and completely demolished the kitchen.


  Kang Kiyeon had to endure all sorts of hardships on a program that tested the limits of human patience under extreme conditions.


  Eating spicy jjampong, a challenge many MeTubers had attempted, was just a warm up.


  Waiting for him next was highly bitter kudzu root tea for ‘palate cleansing’.


  『Ugh… Are you sure this is fit for human consumption?』


  『It’s good for you. Just hold your breath and drink it.』


  『You can say that because you’re not the one drinking it!』


  While the panelists chattered noisily, Kang Kiyeon merely furrowed his brow and downed the shot in one go, leaving no room for argument.


  『…Can I have some hangwa?』


  (TL note: hangwa is a traditional Korean sweet.)


  『Eat, eat quickly!』


  『Alright, Mr. Kiyeon is the only one who cleared the kudzu tea challenge!』


  Afterward, Kang Kiyeon conquered jump roping on acupressure mats and a wet sauna, successfully becoming the 21st King of Endurance.


  We were told to do nothing in advance, so we didn’t even research the show—who would’ve thought it’d be this brutal? I shouldn’t have sent the maknae.


  “Next schedule is our self-produced content shoot, right?”


  “Yeah, it’s been a while since we had a group schedule.”


  Jeong Seongbin checked his planner, and Park Joowoo beamed at the mention of a group schedule, as if he wasn’t tired of seeing us every day at the dorm.


  “Does anyone know what we’re doing today? No one told me anything.”


  Everyone shook their heads at my question.


  “We haven’t heard either.”


  “You’re not secretly scheming behind my back, are you?”


  “I am serious. That’s why it’s not even on our shared calendar.”


  As Lee Cheonghyeon said, the schedule slot on the calendar was empty.


  “If it’s this mysterious, it’s definitely Challenge Life.”


  “Does anyone know what Challenge Life did recently?”


  “They did a wild ginseng digger special. I checked.”


  At my words, Kang Kiyeon rubbed his face. He seemed quite despairing at the show’s consistently high difficulty level.


  But there was good news.


  “I don’t think it’s our turn for Challenge Life this time. Actress Maehee’s spoiler was leaked!”


  “Thank goodness…!”


  “So today really is our self-produced content shoot. What’s the theme, then?”


  “Whatever it is, as long as it’s not Challenge Life I’m good.”


  Before leaving the dorm with determined hearts, we each took a ginseng stick.


  However, after a 30-minute drive, we arrived not at a steep mountain or a bustling cafe, but…


  “Hello, nice to meet you!”


  A woman with a bright smile and a high-pitched voice, full of professionalism, greeted us.


  And behind her, a rainbow-colored sign.


  Flora Daycare Center.


  That’s right.


  Our workplace for the day was a daycare center overflowing with dreams and hopes.


  Chapter 161: Company Daycare (1)


  “Today, all of you will be working as temporary teachers for the Flower Bud Class.”


  “We will?”


  Still bewildered, we were each given bright yellow aprons and tulip-shaped name badges. This was bad. Our group had a cool-toned aesthetic.


  And we were assigned to Flower Bud Class, no less. It was a class that felt out of place for a group of men with an average age of 19.3 years and an average height in the low 180 cm range.


  “Does anyone actually remember their daycare days?”


  “Who even remembers that?”


  “You don’t? We had an English play performance. I played Prospero.”


  “…What’s that?”


  “A nobleman from The Tempest.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon kindly explained, but Choi Jeho’s expression remained utterly disinterested.


  I wasn’t much different. I just thought, ‘Wow, impressive since childhood…’


  “Are there any of you here who have younger siblings?”


  The daycare teacher asked a simple question. Choi Jeho, Lee Cheonghyeon, and Jeong Seongbin raised their hands.


  “What’s the age gap between you and your siblings?”


  “Four years.”


  “Two years for us!”


  “We’re twins, so the same age.”


  The three of them answered in turn. Unfortunately, none had siblings who were infants or toddlers.


  The one with the best chance of connecting with the kids was the one with a four-year age gap, but that was Choi Jeho. I abandoned all hope.


  After receiving some basic guidelines, the children’s names, and the day’s schedule, it was time for them to arrive.


  Ear-splitting cries began to echo from beyond the entrance.


  “Oh no… They don’t want to leave their parents…”


  Park Joowoo looked as if he was about to cry himself.


  Hold it in. If you start crying too, this daycare will need flood damage repairs.


  Still, the children were brave. After seeing off their busy mothers, they took off their coats and walked resolutely into the hallway.


  Then, the moment they saw our faces, they burst into tears again.


  “Waaaah!”


  “Hey, everyone take three steps back.”


  We could tell from their cries alone. Those weren’t tears of sadness.


  It was pure rejection.


  “Shouldn’t we get some bunny ears or something?”


  “You want to wear that all day?”


  “It’s better than making the kids cry all day.”


  Kang Kiyeon muttered seriously.


  “Seongbin-hyung, you go.”


  “Me?!”


  “You’re the only one we can trust.”


  Bolstered by Lee Cheonghyeon’s infinite trust, Jeong Seongbin cautiously approached the first child.


  “Uh, hello…?”


  “Waaaah! Mommy!”


  And he failed spectacularly.


  I’d forgotten. Jeong Seongbin was only a gentle pretty boy within our group.


  In the harsh reality of society, no one saw him as a warm and approachable person.


  As more children arrived, bawling and clinging to the teachers, one of us strode towards them.


  It was Choi Jeho.


  “Hey, what are you doing!”


  “Hyung, come back…!”


  He ignored my and Park Joowoo’s whispers.


  Sure enough, a child started wailing.


  I should have put glasses on him.


  That would have acted as a barrier.


  As I regretted my oversight, Choi Jeho knelt down in the hallway.


  “You can already take off your jacket by yourself?”


  We all stared at him, wide-eyed, at the unexpected question. The crying child did the same.


  “I saw the other kids getting help from their teachers. But you hung up your clothes all by yourself.”


  “Because I’m a hyung…”


  “How old are you?”


  “Five…”


  “Five? You are indeed a hyung.”


  Apparently pleased to be acknowledged by Choi Jeho, who looked like the ultimate hyung, the five-year-old stopped crying.


  “I’m new here, so I don’t know my way around. Which class are you in?”


  “Which class are you a teacher for?”


  “Flower Bud Class.”


  “I’ll show you. Follow me.”


  The child stood up confidently and, grabbing Choi Jeho’s hand, led him to the room with the Flower Bud Class sign.


  He could speak so nicely to kids, but why was he so different with us?


  The words were on the tip of my tongue, but I held them back. At least he was nice to kids.


  Still, Choi Jeho’s smug expression irked me. He knew he’d shown us up.


  

  After much trial and tribulation, all the children of the Flower Bud class successfully arrived at daycare.


  We had a brief self-introduction session. The kids could pronounce ‘Kiyeon’ and ‘Jeho’ just fine, but they struggled with ‘Iwol’. I can’t exactly change my name again, can I?


  Should I just have them call me Mr. Kim? But then it’d feel less like a one-day daycare teacher experience and more like a one-day office worker experience.


  Fortunately, Spark didn’t end up filming a One-Day Elementary School Challenge.


  Because no one came near me.


  The kids would start heading my way, then suddenly scurry off in the opposite direction.


  Forget getting them to say my name—I wasn’t even sure I’d be able to make eye contact with any of them.


  “Just sit down. Stop standing there like a telephone pole.”


  Choi Jeho, with a child draped(?) over each shoulder, spoke. I swear, that guy has veins of gold running through him…


  As I awkwardly sat down, I heard Kang Kiyeon’s bright, clear voice behind me.


  It was truly ‘bright and clear’. I had never heard him speak in such a tone before, but there it was.


  “Did they make a Daldal Pang plushie too? It turned out really nice.”


  “You know Daldal Pang, teacher?”


  “Of course! I love the Mini Pang series.”


  “I know more than a hundred Mini Pangs!”


  Kang Kiyeon leveraged his accumulated big data to join the children’s conversation.


  The kids were loving it. Children with all sorts of ribbon character hair ties flocked to him.


  Pointing at a character plastered on a child’s wristwatch, Kang Kiyeon asked,


  “Who’s this Pang? I’ve never seen them before.”


  When Kang Kiyeon encountered a character he didn’t know, the scene became even more heated.


  “That’s Jjaljjal Pang. Don’t you know him, Teacher?”


  “Was there a character like this? Is it new?”


  “He first appeared in Mini Pang’s fifth season.”


  “They’re already on the fifth season? I’ve only seen up to the third.”


  This scene reminded me of something.


  Something I’d seen before…


  ≫ ??? Why is my timeline suddenly flooded? Did something happen with Kiyeon?


  └ Kiyeon’s concept photos just dropped~


  └ What? Why was I the only one left out??


  ≫ When was this picture of Kiyeon taken??


  └ During the special stage for Mini’s second album~ The sound quality is terrible, so I recommend turning off the audio and just watching the performance~


  └ If you like this kind of outfit, you should check out Kiyeon at the Music Festival… The burgundy eyeshadow was revolutionary.


  └ Leaving a link to Kiyeon dressed as a Hwarang, courtesy of his homma… Enjoy


  I remembered. It was just like when veteran fans spoon-feed new fans all the content they’d missed.


  Meanwhile, Park Joowoo also enjoyed immense popularity. His vibrant sky-blue hair apparently reminded the kids of characters from transformation cartoons.


  He looked pathetic trying to answer the question, ‘Teacher, did you dye your hair Sseubseul Pang color?’.


  It didn’t stop there—ribbon hairpins started appearing, one by one, in Park Joowoo’s hair.


  “Teacher, look here! So pretty!”


  “With this, you can become the Fairy King! I’ll let you borrow it, just for today!”


  Park Joowoo’s hair transformed from simple twin tails into a total of thirteen tiny ponytails. It was tragic.


  Yet, Park Joowoo himself seemed at peace.


  “Noona does this to me a lot…”


  Apparently, his older cousin had given him early exposure to such things. No wonder his choices in mock fan sign events were always so sophisticated.


  Heart-shaped jewel earrings dangled from Park Joowoo’s ears. A true role model for all idols.


  At this point, only the Es were left out.


  Jeong Seongbin tried to herd the children like sheep, insisting they wash their hands first, and ended up making two of them cry. Meanwhile, no one dared to approach me.


  Lee Cheonghyeon was the Es’ only hope, but he was struggling.


  “Teacher, can you play the piano?”


  “I can play anything. What should I play?”


  “Play ‘A Single Flower’!”


  “I’ve never heard of that… How about ‘Trout’ instead?”


  And so, Schubert’s Trout flowed through the Flower Bud classroom. However, it failed to satisfy the young audience.


  “Can’t you play it after hearing it? You have perfect pitch, Cheonghyeon.”


  “They’re all singing in different keys, so it doesn’t work…”


  And so, Lee Cheonghyeon failed to recreate ‘A Single Flower’.


  I was starting to think this whole MBTI thing was a scam. At least in this classroom, Seongbin, Cheonghyeon, and I were the ultimate outsiders.


  

  For lunch, we engaged in the highly coordinated group activity of making sandwiches together.


  While Choi Jeho, Park Jowoo, and Kang Kiyeon watched the kids, Jeong Seongbin, Lee Cheonghyeon, and I slaved away in the kitchen, prepping the ingredients. I thought my heart was going to explode from the pressure of making sure we finished on time.


  “Taking care of kids is really not easy.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon said with respect. His hair, meticulously styled at the salon, was now a complete mess.


  “Well, compared to Joowoo, your hair is still in decent shape.”


  “True.”


  We turned our heads to look at Park Joowoo in the playroom. An untouchable splendor overwhelmed us. It seemed Park Joowoo would soon receive an invitation to the Fairy Kingdom.


  “I get why Kang Kiyeon fits in with the kids, but what’s up with Jeho-hyung?”


  “He’s on the same wavelength as the kids.”


  “Aha.”


  We also badmouthed our colleagues a bit. We had to; otherwise, the ingredient-prep team wouldn’t have any footage to use in the broadcast.


  “Cheonghyeon, didn’t you say you played with your younger sibling a lot?”


  Jeong Seongbin asked. Lee Cheonghyeon, who was sealing a bag of bread, paused.


  “Not ‘a lot,’—just the usual amount, like any siblings.”


  “Is your younger sibling similar to you in personality?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon shook his head at my question.


  “Totally prickly. The complete opposite of me. If you met them, you’d think, ‘Wow, Cheonghyeon is such a nice guy!’”


  “That bad?”


  I couldn’t quite picture it. Maybe because the version of Cheonghyeon in my head was too much of a ‘friendly golden retriever’ type.


  “What about your hyungnim?”


  Jeong Seongbin, well aware of the members’ family situations, asked again, but Lee Cheonghyeon recoiled once more.


  “He’s even worse. Seongbin-hyung, not all-hyungs in the world are like you.”


  “I doubt I’ve been a great hyung to Jong Seongjun either…”


  “It’s on a completely different level.”


  And so, as they fried eggs and blanched ham, they passionately debated whose sibling was ruder and whose older brother had the scariest glare.


  “Come to think of it, I’ve never heard about Iwol-hyung’s sibling situation.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon blurted out. My hand, which was opening the strawberry jam, slipped.


  Considering he didn’t use the term ‘family’, it seemed he was trying to be considerate of my parents’ situation.


  “What about you, hyung? Are you an only child?”


  Their gazes turned towards me. Beads of sweat formed on the hand I was using to open the jar.


  Chapter 162: Company Daycare (2)


  “I…”


  No words came easily.


  I didn’t want to get a penalty, but I also couldn’t pretend my sister—the one who had put my life back on track—never existed.


  But with such a long way to go, if I mentioned having a sister and ended up with another nosebleed, I might actually end up getting an MRI this time.


  Even if I wanted to say I had a sister, my voice wouldn’t come out.


  It seemed the system had some kind of enforcement mechanism to maintain confidentiality.


  As I opened and closed my mouth like a goldfish, the two of them watched my expression.


  Perhaps sensing they’d touched a sensitive nerve, they quickly changed the subject. Thank goodness they were quick on the uptake.


  My sister… was pretty good to me.


  My sister and I grew up without ever really fighting. It was partly because we both had easygoing personalities, and also because of the significant age gap; she always looked out for me.


  Not all siblings with an age gap turned out that way, though—take Choi Jeho’s household, for example.


  My sister tried her best at home too. Even with that kind of family, she tried to fulfill her filial duties.


  She always nagged me to stay out of grown-up affairs, yet she consistently checked in on our family.


  Can’t you just ignore them? They don’t care about us either.


  It’s not that easy for the eldest.


  Her self-deprecating expression was vivid in my memory.


  Jeong Seongbin pulled me back to reality.


  “Should we unwrap the cheese in advance, hyung?”


  “Let’s just open the packages a little. Using their hands a lot is supposed to be good for developing fine motor skills.”


  “Teachers, are the ingredients almost ready?”


  From a distance, Kang Kiyeon, who was now deeply engaged in a conversation about Ttabot, called out.


  His face was bright. It was rare to see him with such a lively expression. As expected, he thrives with cartoon friends.


  “Yes, we’ll be right there!”


  I inadvertently responded in the tone I used when I worked as a server.


  It hadn’t even been half a day, yet I was already adapting to this. Unbelievable.


  

  Objectively, the members of Spark were in good shape.


  Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon, whose daily lives revolved around dancing, were in a league of their own. And apart from Park Joowoo, Jeong Seongbin and Lee Cheonghyeon also had considerable strength thanks to practice and working out.


  If it weren’t for the injury, I would’ve maintained my first-place ranking.


  Although I’d temporarily fallen out of the rankings, I believed I could reclaim my spot soon. I had turned off the total fatigue feature and focused on exercise, so I figured I’d be back in perfect condition soon.


  Surprisingly, there existed a new breed of humans who effortlessly surpassed young men who danced, sang, and exercised daily.


  Children—owners of infinite, inexhaustible energy.


  “Teacher, I can’t do this~”


  “Why do we have to put cucumbers in? I hate cucumbers.”


  “Teacher, I dropped mine!”


  “My clothes are wet~. I want to change~.”


  Children’s energy knew no bounds. Everyone was determined to stack their sandwiches as high as possible, up to eight layers. Bread crumbs scattered like snowflakes.


  Some children meticulously sliced bread with child-safe knives, determined to create star-shaped sandwiches.


  As a result, Park Joowoo, the kitchen assistant(?), also had to do his best to cut the cheese and ham into star shapes.


  “Kim Iwol, hand me some bananas.”


  “I will, but what’s that jam on your face?”


  “…? When did that get there?”


  A child took a cloth and vigorously wiped Choi Jeho’s face clean. His cleanliness level slightly increased.


  I busily supplied ingredients for the members who were covered in clinging children.


  As I was making my third bowl of egg mayo, someone approached.


  It was a child in a gray T-shirt, who rarely spoke to the other teachers or children.


  “…Teacher, where’s your bread?”


  “Mine?”


  Looking around, everyone now had a sandwich.


  The Spark members were also sharing homemade sandwiches with the kids. Choi Jeho even held one in each hand.


  Since feeding the children was the priority, they seemed to have barely taken a few bites themselves, but at least they each had their own. It looked like they’d also made one for each of the camera directors around them.


  I double-checked to see if anyone was empty-handed before answering.


  “I was just about to make mine!”


  Then the child, whose name tag read ‘Jaeyoon’, became lost in thought.


  He then firmly grasped a slice of bread in each hand.


  Jaeyoon made a sandwich all by himself.


  It contained no vegetables, but had two slices each of ham and cheese, making it quite thick.


  He’d added so much egg mayo and strawberry jam that his plastic gloves were stained yellow and red.


  Jaeyoon offered me the sandwich, overflowing with so much filling that it was practically bursting, and said,


  “Here.”


  “Are you giving this to me?”


  “Yes.”


  I took the bread, dumbfounded. Only after watching me take a few bites did Jaeyoon finally start eating his own.


  

  Spark’s appearance caused some changes to the daycare’s schedule.


  Instead of the regular English story time—which Lee Cheonghyeon probably could have managed—free play time was implemented.


  The children, legally allowed to play freely, ran wild as if their reins had been loosened.


  “Teacher! Lift me up to the slide, too!”


  “You can climb up there yourself.”


  “My legs can’t reach!”


  “I’ll hold you up, so give it a try.”


  Choi Jeho transitioned into an amusement park safety attendant.


  “Mini Pang is stronger, right, Teacher? If they use Majesty Power, no one can win!”


  “If Ttabot evolves to level 15, Mini Pang will be defeated in one hit! Level 15 evolution is combining fifteen Ttabots!”


  “Hmm… This requires serious consideration.”


  Kang Kiyeon had become a Supreme Court Justice, deciding whether Mini Pang or Ttabot was stronger.


  “Teacher, of course, Enraged Bitter Pang is the strongest, right?”


  “Well, I’m not sure…”


  “Teacher, look here. I’ll put a sticker on you.”


  And Park Joowoo… well, he’d become something like a fully realized MiniMiniPangPang from Mini Pang Land.


  The numerous hairpins stuck in his hair, the sheer shawl draped over his shoulders, and the magic wand in his hand testified to Park Joowoo’s newfound power. At least he desperately defended his face from being covered in stickers.


  Fortunately, Jeong Seongbin’s characteristic gentleness successfully influenced the children.


  He played the role of a conduit, amazingly figuring out the melodies of the children’s songs and relaying them to Lee Cheonghyeon.


  Thanks to this, piano accompaniment finally filled the Flower Bud classroom.


  And I was still alone.


  “I’ve never felt so ostracized by humanity before.”


  The writers stifled their laughter at my murmur.


  While actively approaching the children would be good on camera, I didn’t want to make them uncomfortable just to improve the quality of the filming.


  Instead of joining the group, I changed course and headed towards the scattered toys. I started picking them up and putting them away one by one.


  As I was filling a basket with blocks, I noticed blocks being added from the other side.


  Jaeyoon was helping me pick up the blocks with his tiny hands.


  “Jaeyoon?”


  Even when I called his name in surprise, he calmly continued tidying up the toys.


  How kind. But at his age, he should just be playing. It was both endearing and heartbreaking.


  Jaeyoon stayed with me and helped clean up the blocks until the end. Tidying up wasn’t lonely.


  

  “Everyone, get ready for nap time!”


  “No!”


  “Yes, it’s nap time!”


  The children protested loudly. But the teacher was firm.


  We, cowardly hiding behind the teacher, silently cheered. Dark circles had fallen like curtains over Spark’s handsome faces.


  “Let’s divide into teams of three people. Three of you clean up the floor, and the other three lay out the blankets.”


  “Okay…”


  Park Joowoo nodded. The jeweled earrings dangling from his ears swayed.


  “I don’t want to sleep.”


  “Really? Well, I’m going to sleep because I want to grow taller.”


  “Do you grow taller if you sleep?”


  “Of course. Look at those teachers.”


  Choi Jeho, talking to a whining child, pointed at us. Looking at the five lanky figures, the child obediently lay down and covered himself with a blanket.


  “How long do I have to sleep to become as tall as you, Teacher?”


  “You have to go to sleep whenever your mom tells you to.”


  “Then can I grow as tall as the ceiling?”


  “Yes. But if you secretly play games instead of sleeping, you’ll get dark circles under your eyes like that teacher over there.”


  Choi Jeho then pointed at me. The child immediately placed both hands over their eyes. Did he just compare me to a panda?


  Kang Kiyeon, meanwhile, was flooded with love calls before he even had a chance to lay down his blanket. Every child dragged their blanket next to his. His exciting tales of Mini Pang and Ttabot’s adventures must have been quite entertaining.


  As Jeong Seongbin and I closed the blinds and turned off the lights, the room quickly fell silent.


  “What should we do now?”


  “Just watch the children sleep!”


  The teacher quietly explained the daycare’s next schedule. She told us someone needed to keep an eye on the children even while they slept, in case anything happened, and that we needed to prepare afternoon snacks.


  Looking at the children sleeping in two neat rows, I couldn’t help but chuckle.


  I didn’t even have to look far—right beside me, there was already an adult dozing off.


  “Joowoo, are you sleepy? Do you want to go lie down?”


  “No, I’m fine…”


  “Go sleep on the slide or something. Choi Jeho is already out cold.”


  Choi Jeho was already sleeping soundly at the end of the slide. I had no idea why he always slept like that.


  After tucking Park Joowoo onto the slide and settling Jeong Seongbin and Kang Kiyeon into the ball pit, I finally had a moment to breathe.


  “Cheonghyeon, aren’t you going to sleep?”


  “I have to memorize the music.”


  The songbook the teacher gave him trembled in Lee Cheonghyeon’s hands. He seemed a bit offended that there were songs he didn’t know.


  What should I do now…


  As I tiptoed around, I noticed a few children had kicked off their blankets.


  They say kids have higher body temperatures—maybe they were feeling too warm.


  I carefully crouched down at the foot of each child’s blanket.


  After gently feeling their foreheads to check for sweat, I carefully tucked them back in. It was a peaceful afternoon.


  Chapter 163: Company Daycare (3)


  After that, we ran all over the daycare with the children, who were now as energetic as fully charged phones.


  I gained a newfound respect for daycare teachers everywhere. I couldn’t understand how they did this high-intensity work every day while maintaining such a kind and friendly demeanor.


  I struggled to keep my patience in check with just five Spark members. Clearly, I still had a long way to go before becoming a truly virtuous person.


  Still, it was a relief that the children had grown accustomed to our faces. We’d grown close enough to joke around with each other.


  Some of the more daring children even experienced riding on Choi Jeho’s shoulders. Although Choi Jeho had to bend his knees considerably to prevent their heads from hitting the ceiling, they all successfully rode the 187 cm-tall human horse.


  Watching this scene—Choi Jeho acting as a human perch while the Spark members surrounded him like a safety net—I turned to Jaeyoon, who was sitting quietly beside me.


  “Jaeyoon, don’t you want a piggyback ride, too?”


  Jaeyoon shook his head. He then snuggled up next to me and diligently read a picture book with barely ten words per page. It was a story about a cat and a child going on an adventure in an alley.


  Is he shy?


  He seemed to talk to his friends sometimes, so I wasn’t sure. But with a sudden influx of adults, I figured he might be feeling overwhelmed, so I decided to stay quiet.


  The sound of pages turning softly filled the air, distinct from the noisy surroundings.


  Then the sound stopped.


  “Teacher.”


  Jaeyoon called out to me. His finger pointed to a spot in the picture book.


  It was an illustration of a tiny black cat, faithfully accompanying the protagonist on their adventure to the end of the alley.


  “It looks like you.”


  Jaeyoon smiled brightly.


  It was a truly pure smile.


  

  Even though I initially worried about how long this ordeal would last, the time to say goodbye came sooner than expected.


  “Teacher, are you coming again tomorrow?”


  A child holding a magic wand in one hand and a transforming car in the other asked.


  “You have to say bye-bye to your teachers now.”


  At the teacher’s words, the children’s eyebrows began to droop. Some even started to tear up.


  “So, the teacher isn’t coming back?”


  Taking that as a cue, someone started to wail. Choi Jeho picked up the crying child.


  “Why are you crying? You promised to dance along when you see me on TV next time, remember?”


  Did they make such a pact? Choi Jeho was really taking fan management to another level. No wonder he was the center.


  After Choi Jeho patted the child’s back a few times, the child in his arms sniffled and stopped crying.


  This… this is hard…


  Adults were used to brief encounters, but the children had genuinely accepted us. I felt a pang of guilt. I must have grown attached to them, too.


  As we were seeing off the tearful children one by one, I felt a tug on my pants.


  Jaeyoon was looking up at me.


  “Jaeyoon, it’s time for you to go home too. Did you have fun today?”


  Jaeyoon nodded. His quietness reminded me of Park Joowoo.


  “I’m glad you had fun.”


  I smiled as brightly as possible and buttoned Jaeyoon’s coat. Then he handed me something.


  It was a crumpled piece of origami paper.


  “It’s a cat.”


  Jaeyoon whispered in my ear.


  Then, holding his guardian’s hand, he quietly said ‘Goodbye’ and left the daycare.


  I looked back and forth between Jaeyoon’s departing figure and the origami paper resting in my palm.


  The black cat, whose form I wouldn’t have recognized if Jaeyoon hadn’t told me what it was, kept catching my eye.


  Since starting this work, I felt like I’d only been on the receiving end.


  It made me wonder how I could ever repay all this affection.


  

  On the way back, we reminisced about the happy times we spent with the cute children.


  “How can their shoes be so tiny? Did you see them all lined up in the shoe rack?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon, your front hairline is more perfectly aligned than those shoes.


  “I seriously thought they were toys. They were all so pretty. We just wear flip-flops.”


  “Don’t tell me you actually wear flip-flops today?”


  I turned my head sharply, and Lee Cheonghyeon in the back seat flinched and tucked his feet away. Fortunately, he was wearing bright navy blue Converse sneakers.


  “Why are you looking at me like that?”


  “I was worried you’d forget your idol duties and commit the atrocity of showing up wearing flip-flops.”


  “You always make us stand in front of the full-length mirror before we leave for schedules, hyung.”


  “There’s always the possibility of unforeseen circumstances.”


  As I turned my head forward again, my eyes met Choi Jeho’s through the rearview mirror.


  Yeah, I couldn’t leave him out of this conversation.


  “Choi Jeho, you did well today.”


  “What?”


  “I said you did a good job. It was unexpected.”


  Choi Jeho frowned. Why can’t that guy ever look happy, even when he’s being praised?


  “Try getting sandwiched between older and younger siblings your whole life. You get used to it.”


  At his offhand comment, the atmosphere suddenly grew tense. Seriously, when did my family situation become such a taboo topic?


  While Choi Jeho and I, the accidental mood killers, shifted our eyes uncomfortably, Lee Cheonghyeon jumped in at just the right moment.


  “Hyung, I’m a middle child, too.”


  This kid—kind, thoughtful, and just too good for this world. If the world ends tomorrow, I’ll put you on top of the Burj Khalifa in Dubai. Your face will be the only thing left for the satellites to see.


  “Jeho-hyung, are you close with your younger sibling?”


  Kang Kiyeon asked. He probably couldn’t imagine it.


  “Just normal, I guess.”


  “Come on, you seemed pretty used to handling kids. You were like a seasoned instructor!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon relentlessly exaggerated. Kang Kiyeon nodded in agreement without bothering to stop him.


  “It’s because Choi Miho throws the biggest tantrums when she doesn’t get her way. I just go along with it to avoid the headache…”


  “Your younger sibling too? Well, Jeong Seongjun…”


  And then Jeong Seongbin suddenly joined in. As if possessed by some grievance, he began to spill the tea about Jeong Seongjun. It was like witnessing a classic K-drama about sibling rivalries.


  “Still, at least Seongjun-hyung and Miho are nice. The people in my family… sigh.”


  “Have you even met Choi Miho?”


  “Yeah, that time you didn’t talk for three weeks and Chanyoung hyung had to call me in to interpret for you.”


  Something like that happened? This son a b*tch was truly hopeless.


  “Why you didn’t talk?”


  “Why else? He and Kang Kiyeon had another disagreement.”


  “Why bring up old stories?”


  “Yeah, it’s not even worth remembering.”


  Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon grumbled at the same time. They were unbelievably in sync at times like these.


  “But I understand how Jeho-hyung and Seongbin-hyung feel. I also have a younger brother, Kiyeon, who doesn’t listen and throws tantrums.”


  “Why am I your younger brother?”


  “Have you forgotten that our birthdays are almost eleven months apart? I’m closer in age to Joowoo-hyung than you.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon chuckled mischievously.


  “Oh, our Kiyeon! Call me ‘hyung’! Come on!”


  “If we ever have a casual-speech day in our team, you’ll be the first one I take down.”


  Threatening remarks began to fly. Jeong Seongbin struggled to smooth things over, telling them to get along.


  Meanwhile, I made eye contact with Park Joowoo in the passenger seat. He’d been watching the backseat commotion with interest, but when our eyes met, he simply grinned.


  

  Even after pouring all our energy into the daycare, practice still awaited.


  Jeong Seongbin, saying, ‘Everyone’s well-rested from their nap at daycare, right?’, reminded me of a drill sergeant.


  Only Lee Cheong-hyeon and I hadn’t napped, making us the unlucky ones. As a result, we were drilled until the sky turned dark. I really needed to build my muscles back up quickly. I should increase my PT sessions.


  By the time we wrapped up our practice and workout, most of the members were completely exhausted. The entire way back to the dorm, the phrase ‘What a long day’ echoed repeatedly.


  Without a word, we headed to the bathroom in order of who finished preparing first. As soon as we were done showering, we dried our hair, finished our skincare routines, and collapsed onto our beds.


  When I finally came out of the bathroom, the dorm was dead silent. I couldn’t even hear the rustling of blankets.


  They must be tired.


  We had a packed schedule ahead of us. Spark’s calendar was full for the next three months.


  Since there was no telling when we’d get to rest properly again, I turned off the kitchen and living room lights for the others, who’d forgotten, turned on Choi Jeho’s night lamp, and went into my room.


  As I lay in bed, I could hear deep breaths from above and beside me. It was so peaceful, I felt like I could fall asleep instantly.


  But I couldn’t sleep yet. My day wasn’t over.


  I called up the system I had been neglecting for a while.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Task’ completed.


    ▷ Reward: Memory Data (1)

  


  My vision went white. If the surroundings were this dark, shouldn’t it automatically adjust the brightness to dark mode? My eyesight was going to deteriorate. What an outdated system.


  More importantly, memory…


  I tried to predict what kind of memory the system would give me. I knew it wasn’t entirely malicious, but its motto of ‘as long as you’re alive, nothing else matters’ seemed unchanged.


  Since it’s a reward, it should be related to my KPI, right?


  My current KPI was getting a first-place win on a music show. If my predictions were correct, this KPI would be achieved soon. I hoped this memory would provide some big-picture information.


  Information directly related to my sister would be ideal, but I wasn’t optimistic. I had no idea how many KPIs I had left.


  There was also a chance the system would screw me over. That was why I chose this time, when everyone was asleep, to open the data.


  Or maybe it’s about what kind of medication Cheonghyeon takes, whether Choi Jeho’s father caused trouble in the past, or how Seongbin’s throat condition is doing…


  Every step of the way was filled with things I needed to know. I should ask for memory data packages next time.


  But how do I use this?


  I inwardly questioned, looking at the brightly glowing ‘Memory Data (1)’.


  Suddenly, everything went dark. My senses blurred, as if I were floating.


  Chapter 164: Side Story. A Certain February 14th


  The official closing time for Hanpyeong Industry was 6 PM. Kim Iwol’s dinner appointment was at 6:30 PM.


  And the current time was… 7 PM.


  “Assistant Manager Kim, aren’t you leaving? I heard it’s your birthday today!”


  Supervisor Hwang, also stuck at work, checked on Kim Iwol with a serious expression.


  He wished he could. But it wasn’t like this company would ever let someone leave on time just because it was their birthday.


  Kim Iwol thought to himself. He didn’t let it show.


  A message notification popped up on one of Kim Iwol’s dual monitors.


  The preview was locked, so the content wasn’t visible, but the sender’s name alone was enough to tell.


  Noona must be furious.


  She probably braved the rush hour subway to Gangnam to treat her younger brother to dinner, only to be stood up for an hour. He was guilty of a heinous crime.


  Only after reviewing all the data that Team Leader Nam had dumped on him could Kim Iwol finally check his sister’s message.


  Noona


  [What the hell?]


  [I think I’ve been waiting for like 40 minutes in -2 degrees Celsius]


  [Don’t tell me this is a new way to piss people off?]


  Iwol


  [Sorry, I’m not done with work yet.]


  [Are you outside?]


  [I’ll send you a gift card, so go inside a cafe or something.]


  Noona


  [Your company is trash]


  [I’m busy emptying out the Mine Friends store, so don’t worry about me]


  Even so, she didn’t pester him about when he’d be done. She’d heard about his irregular closing times several times.


  Iwol


  [Leaving now]


  After sending a short reply, Kim Iwol grabbed his coat. His steps quickened.


  

  Wednesday night in Gangnam was incredibly crowded. There were people everywhere, and the streets lined with restaurants and bars were even worse.


  Crowded on weekends, crowded on weekdays.


  Kim Iwol, pushed along by the crowd, arrived at the store where his sister was waiting.


  His sister, who came out after receiving his message, had a white shopping bag in her hand.


  “Did you buy a doll?”


  “No, this is something else.”


  “You said you were going to raid the doll store.”


  “My place is too small to put anything else.”


  Then she checked her phone. She seemed to be looking at a map app.


  They’d agreed on pasta. It was a compromise between Kim Iwol, who liked noodles, and his sister, who liked Western food.


  She led him on a 10-minute walk. Just as his face started to feel numb from the cold wind, they arrived at an Italian restaurant with warm yellow lights strung along the wall.


  His sister held up her phone to the staff at the front desk, showing the reservation she’d made. After confirming her name, the staff member led them to a table inside.


  “You even made a reservation?”


  “If it weren’t for the fact that we’re eating in Gangnam, I wouldn’t have gone this far.”


  Kim Iwol’s sister had a peculiar way of speaking. She could have simply said, ‘I made a reservation in advance because I thought it would be crowded’. But that was just her way of talking.


  While Kim Iwol filled his glass with water and set the knife and fork, his sister took off her scarf and placed it on the seat next to her.


  Then she handed him the shopping bag she’d been carrying.


  “Here.”


  “What is it?”


  “Your birthday present.”


  Kim Iwol’s eyes widened.


  Even before he looked inside, he saw the celebrity printed on the side of the bag.


  “Ah…”


  “Why the long face before even looking? You think my effort is a joke?”


  “No, it’s not that.”


  A handsome man was posing, wearing a new sports T-shirt.


  Kim Iwol recognized the face.


  “I’ve been seeing this guy a lot at work lately. I was just caught off guard.”


  “Your company hires models?”


  “Not exactly… And he’s an idol.”


  Still, it was only polite to show appreciation for a gift. Kim Iwol opened the bag and pulled out the clothing inside, still in its plastic packaging.


  It was the same line of clothing as the idol printed on the bag, just a different color.


  “You bought me workout clothes?”


  “Didn’t you say you were working out at home?”


  “I did.”


  “Wear it when you exercise.”


  She took a long sip of her grapefruit ade. The ice clinked in the glass.


  “I thought we were just going to settle things with dinner.”


  “It was on sale, so I bought it on a whim.”


  “The product the promotional model was wearing was on sale?”


  “Ugh, you’re so nitpicky.”


  She poked at the ice with her straw. A sign of her displeasure. It was never wise to talk back to her at times like these.


  “Thanks. I’ll wear it well.”


  “Good.”


  There was some time before the food arrived. Kim Iwol and his sister starting talking about their respective companies, but soon stopped. The conversation was only making them more tired.


  The topic shifted.


  “You’re not into celebrities, noona?”


  “Me? I only know a few actors.”


  “Really?”


  “You probably know more celebrities than I do. You said you knew that guy earlier.”


  She pointed at the shopping bag.


  “I only know him because our team leader’s daughter likes him.”


  “And why do you know that?”


  “She sometimes asks me to look up pictures of him and stuff.”


  It wasn’t disruptive enough to interfere with his work, so he helped her out when he had time, but it wasn’t exactly enjoyable searching for pictures of male idols he didn’t know.


  “What’s his name?”


  “Jeho. He’s in a group called Spark.”


  “Spark? Isn’t that the group Lee Cheonghyeon is in?”


  “Yeah.”


  Even his sister, who wasn’t interested in the entertainment industry, knew Lee Cheonghyeon.


  “He’s really handsome. Isn’t he the representative visual of male idols right now?”


  “He is indeed handsome. I’m sometimes surprised when I look up his pictures.”


  His sister took out her phone. She wanted to see who the other members were since they were on the topic.


  “Jeho is the oldest. Wait, he’s the same age as you?”


  “Yeah. Doesn’t he look older?”


  “I am not sure.”


  She gave a noncommittal response and tapped on Choi Jeho’s profile.


  The face of the handsome man with strong features, whom Kim Iwol had seen just yesterday, filled the screen.


  “He’s handsome. His position… Center? He’s 187cm tall? No wonder he’s the center.”


  “He looks really tall in fancams.”


  “You even watch his fancams?”


  “…It just happened.”


  “You’re basically a fan now.”


  “Don’t say that; I feel like crying.”


  Even as he protested, Kim Iwol hoped his task of gathering information on Choi Jeho would end soon.


  “The oldest isn’t the leader? That’s unusual. This one has a cute face.”


  “He’s actually quite responsible. He’s a good speaker, too.”


  “He looks like it. A total class president type.”


  His sister nodded.


  “But with Jeho above him, can this younger one even shine?”


  She seemed genuinely worried about Jeong Seongbin’s heavy responsibility. Her attitude was completely different from when she praised Choi Jeho’s visuals.


  Just as they were about to look at Park Joowoo’s profile, their pasta arrived. Cream risotto for his sister, basil pasta for Kim Iwol.


  Seeing a thin-crust pizza arrive as well, Kim Iwol asked,


  “Why did you order so much?”


  “This is a normal amount of food.”


  “Let’s split the bill half and half, then.”


  “Who talks about splitting the bill before even eating? You’re ruining my appetite.”


  Enjoying her Spark research, she continued browsing their profiles while eating her risotto.


  “Joowoo…? I’ve never heard of him. He’s the main vocalist, so I guess he sings well. But wasn’t that Seongbin guy also a main vocalist?”


  “Their vocal tones are different. Joowoo’s is sharper.”


  “No matter how I look at it, Cheonghyeon is the most handsome. Why isn’t he the center?”


  “But when you watch their performances, Jeho stands out.”


  “Kiyeon has a strong presence, too. He has a total maknae-on-top vibe.”


  “He looks that way, but he’s respectful to the other members. He seems like a good kid.”


  Kim Iwol continued to comment on each member. He didn’t know why he was playing along with this idol conversation.


  I never thought I’d be chatting about this kind of stuff with noona.


  Kim Iwol recalled his sister’s birthday last year.


  He had been in his final year of university then. His sister had looked haggard. That summer, it felt like the scorching sun beat down only on her.


  If circumstances were different, I would’ve told you to take a gap year.


  She had said with a vacant expression.


  She had said it felt like she’d never have a day off, that she never thought her university breaks would be the last rest of her life.


  It was a lament, a plea for sympathy. She said it because she knew what kind of life awaited him, dreaming of graduating and getting a job right away.


  It’s my turn to do my part now.


  It was only natural. And Kim Iwol kept his promise.


  While his classmates prepared for difficult exams to get into large corporations or become civil servants, Kim Iwol joined a decent company that didn’t demand much of him, earning enough money to get by.


  And now, six months later, he and his sister had a little more breathing room. That alone was enough for Kim Iwol.


  Perhaps that was why he pretended to be interested in the idol conversation, even though the mere sight of them reminded him of his team leader.


  Dinner was delicious. The restaurant was warm, and pleasant classical music played in the background.


  By the time Kim Iwol finished his pasta and picked up his coat and bag, his sister was already at the counter with the bill.


  A sharp wind blew outside.


  “I told you we should split it.”


  “You buy me dinner on my birthday. Omakase.”


  (Tl note: The term omakase translates to “I leave it up to you,” which reflects the diner’s willingness to relinquish control over their meal to the chef. Typically served at a sushi bar, the chef’s choice meal is based on the freshest and highest quality ingredients available.)


  “I’m going off the grid starting in July, so just keep that in mind.”


  It was a weeknight. They both had to go home and prepare for work the next day.


  It was time to part ways.


  “Hey.”


  His sister stopped him.


  “If they ask you to do anything weird at work, just quit. Don’t stubbornly stick around.”


  “I should work there for at least two years before changing jobs, shouldn’t I?”


  “You think putting up with crap for two years will get you anywhere other than another crap company?”


  His sister was unusually serious. Kim Iwol smiled faintly.


  “It’s not that bad yet. I’ll think about it after I’ve gained some experience.”


  “Suit yourself.”


  She scoffed. It meant, ‘Yeah, right’. Kim Iwol’s sister sometimes doubted his judgment, like now.


  “Don’t make things harder for yourself. Okay?”


  As soon as she finished speaking, she disappeared.


  He didn’t know whether she went down to the subway turnstiles, got into a taxi, or went into a bus stop.


  Kim Iwol was left alone in the bustling city.


  And then he woke up.


  It was from a long time ago.


  Kim Iwol was in an unfamiliar dorm room.


  If he turned his head, Choi Jeho, the one from the shopping bag, was next to him, and above him, Lee Cheonghyeon popped up, greeting him good morning.


  “…What day is it today?”


  Kim Iwol asked. Perhaps because it was winter, his throat was dry.


  Lee Cheonghyeon thought for a moment before answering.


  “It’s the 14th. Oh, it’s Valentine’s Day!”


  Now, there was no one left who remembered that February 14th was Kim Iwol’s birthday.


  He had never felt bitter about it before, but today, he felt unusually cold.


  I have to go to practice.


  Kim Iwol, who had been sitting on the edge of his bed, got up.


  It was time to get to work.


  Chapter 165: Mind Control (1)


  How long had my eyes been closed?


  In that indistinct moment between wakefulness and sleep, a familiar voice echoed in the darkness.


  “Young people these days have such weak mentalities. Their heads are screwed on wrong. How do they expect to survive being so fragile like that?”


  A blunt, harsh, and emotional tone.


  It was Manager Nam’s usual refrain.


  Even without seeing it, I could vividly picture the office atmosphere. Manager Nam grumbling to himself while reading online articles, everyone else pretending not to hear and focusing on their work.


  Someone whispered next to me. It was Assistant Manager Ahn.


  “An employee in a nearby office died. That’s why he’s like this.”


  Assistant Manager Ahn sighed.


  “I’m so tired of him going on about ‘young people these days.’ He talks about people like they’re losers. Does he even know how desperately people are struggling just to hold on?”


  It was around the time when Assistant Manager Ahn’s team members were leaving the company one after another. And he was one of the few who didn’t curse the departing employees.


  “That’s how it is these days. They think something terrible will happen if they quit, so they end up having extreme thoughts. They feel trapped. No matter how much others tell them to take a break, they can’t hear it. When your mind is struggling, your judgment gets clouded…”


  He spoke calmly, his words heavy and dark.


  “But the world is a big place. This isn’t the only company out there. So…”


  That day.


  The day I returned to work after saying goodbye to my sister.


  I remembered his last words to me, words of comfort.


  “Don’t be like that, Assistant Manager Kim.”


  A chill seeped into my bones. I heard the faint sound of water.


  I opened my eyes, and a shimmering nightscape spread before me.


  A few skyscrapers, still lit up, looked glamorous.


  The Hannam Bridge?


  I recognized it easily, having crossed it countless times.


  But there was something different. The bridge, usually jammed with traffic during commuting hours, was completely empty.


  The road was deserted, and the streetlights flickered, casting their glow on the damp night air.


  The night sky was pitch black.


  What time is it…?


  I rummaged through my pockets and found my phone.


  4:10 AM. Even the first buses wouldn’t be running yet.


  As I walked along the sidewalk, I felt a chill on my arms. I brushed my arm, and the rustling fabric of my shirt met my hand.


  Suddenly, I turned around and looked back the way I had come. I saw buildings with almost all their lights extinguished. Hanpyeong Industry was about an hour’s walk from there.


  The moment I turned back around, a coldness washed over me. My chest tightened, making it hard to breathe.


  The wind blew, but I couldn’t draw a breath.


  Beyond the narrow railing, I saw the vast, black expanse of the sky.


  It blended seamlessly with the dark river below, making it impossible to tell where one ended and the other began.


  Nausea welled up inside me. My hand trembled as I covered my mouth. My steps faltered in the wind, and I had to grip the railing tightly to avoid falling.


  Unconsciously, a word I hadn’t intended to speak escaped my lips.


  “Noona.”


  My other hand also reached for the railing. The dark river flowed silently below.


  The sight before me was the same one I had seen at twenty-eight.


  The ‘erased emotions’ I’d forgotten resurfaced, weighing heavily on my heart.


  “Do I really have to keep living like this?”


  Back then, I had asked that question by the unresponsive river.


  I couldn’t say I’d lived diligently, but I hadn’t been lazy either.


  I didn’t have dreams, but I hadn’t been without hope.


  I just thought I was living… adequately.


  Life twisted so suddenly. After an unexpected tragedy, I started living on autopilot.


  Waking up when the alarm rang, going to work when it was time, indifferent to the insults hurled at me.


  Then, when the time came, returning home and falling asleep alone.


  Everyone talked about changing their tomorrows, but I remained unchanged, like a stone stuck in place.


  As if annoyed by my stagnation, people constantly picked fights with me. I hated it, so I kept hiding, taking root in barren places and refusing to move.


  I had no motivation, no desires. No thoughts at all.


  Someone forced their way into the space where my defenses had crumbled. I didn’t resist even when they poked at my wounds.


  I gave up on thinking. I had no confidence that I could live a better future.


  Because the more aware I became, the more I felt the void. Because my sister had lost even her future.


  Because it was agonizing.


  My sister was the only one who told me to live well. Now there was no one left to give me courage.


  Because it suffocated me.


  I exhaled the breath I’d been holding, a rough sound escaping my throat. My breathing turned ragged.


  I hung my head low for a long time.


  Even though the wind whipped my hair across my face, I didn’t bother to brush it away. I didn’t straighten up.


  I kept my gaze fixed downwards, as if trying to see the bottom of the invisible river.


  Then a faint vibration buzzed in my pocket.


  A familiar saved name, a familiar tone. And…


  Manager Nam


  [I’m going to the client’s office tomorrow before work]


  [Have Assistant Manager Kim take care of onboarding the new hires]


  [Tell him to come in early and set things up]


  …The kind of treatment I’d probably receive for the rest of my life.


  The city lights were so far away, but the light from my phone was so close, blindingly so.


  I took a step back from the railing.


  The heart that had sustained me felt dead.


  At twenty-eight, burned out and empty, I gave up on Kim Iwol’s human life.


  Kim Iwol stared at the message that arrived around 4:30 AM for a long time.


  Then he smiled sadly.


  “Life is so hard, Noona…”


  He murmured.


  Kim Iwol started walking. A staggering, heavy gait, without will or purpose.


  And then I woke up.


  There was nothing but pitch-black darkness, like the color of water.


  “Ah…”


  I shouldn’t have remembered.


  I should have kept forgetting.


  It would have been better to live my whole life without knowing about that time when I didn’t want to do anything.


  “Ah, ah…”


  Emotions surged within me.


  I bit my lip hard and pressed my palms against my eyes, trying to soothe the welling emotions.


  But nothing changed. The pain, the deep despair remained.


  I frantically searched my suitcase and took out the hidden headache medicine.


  I didn’t even have time to get water, so I swallowed it dry. Then, as if escaping reality, I fell asleep.


  

  Morning came.


  I wanted to quit everything. My shoulders felt heavy.


  As I sat on the bed, lost in thought, Lee Cheonghyeon came down the stairs and greeted me.


  “Good morning!”


  My sister’s face overlapped with his.


  “Hey, you’re here early.”


  On the first day I regressed, his face was just a blur. Just from unlocking a single memory, it had become so much clearer.


  Which made it all the more painful. My hands, hidden under the covers, trembled.


  Contrary to how I felt, the smile I’d practiced appeared reflexively.


  I’m such an idiot.


  “Yeah, good morning.”


  A top-class idiot. A fool. A moron.


  Smiling in front of others whether I liked it or not, unable to express my true feelings, just burying them deep inside.


  A spineless idiot who would probably die just doing what others told him to.


  

  “Hyung, you’re done eating already?”


  Kang Kiyeon asked, looking at my salad container. Half of it was still untouched, the dressing left unused.


  “Yeah.”


  “…Are you feeling sick?”


  Even Park Joowoo, who barely ate much himself, turned his attention to me.


  “I’m just tired of eating only salad.”


  “That’s understandable.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon agreed. Choi Jeho, on the other hand… Considering he was on his third container of salad, he clearly couldn’t relate.


  “But hyung, you didn’t eat anything this morning either.”


  “Are you guys keeping tabs on me?”


  “It’d be weirder not to notice when we’re eating at the same table.”


  Kang Kiyeon narrowed his eyes and scolded me.


  If I had baked the bread myself, I could have lied and said I ate one while baking. Unfortunately, I hadn’t yet received permission to bake bread.


  “You should eat something to get better. You have to take your medicine, too, hyung.”


  Even Jeong Seongbin tried to persuade me with his gentle tone that made it impossible to brush off.


  “Thanks to your kind nagging, I think I’ll get better even without the medicine.”


  “So you’re not taking your medicine?”


  “Hey, if there’s one thing I’m good at, it’s taking my meds on time.”


  I despised headaches. Ever since I suffered a migraine once, I learned to cherish a clear mind.


  Even now, my head felt fine, but I was still taking the full eight-week prescription.


  Ugh, it’s starting…


  Amidst the lighthearted banter, nausea rose in my throat.


  I excused myself, grabbed my salad container and the trash, and stood up.


  After sorting the trash outside the practice room, I headed straight to the bathroom.


  I went into the last stall and locked the door.


  “Ugh.”


  A wave of nausea hit me. I threw up the salad I had just eaten.


  This was why I couldn’t eat. What was the point of eating if I was just going to throw it up?


  If I didn’t have to eat with the Spark members, I would have chosen to starve.


  “Ugh, blech…”


  My stomach had been like this for days. No matter what I ate, it wouldn’t stay down for more than a few minutes. All I was doing was wasting food.


  It had been the same back when I was around twenty-eight. It wasn’t just my memories returning—my body remembered too.


  At least I’ve got some tricks now.


  On the first day, I’d forgotten and eaten salad with oriental dressing. Nearly threw up the wrong way and wrecked my nose. Since then, I’d been forcing myself onto Kang Kiyeon’s diet.


  I pounded my chest a few times with my fist. It helped a little, easing the nausea just enough.


  After hitting my chest a few times with my fist, the nausea subsided a little.


  Even this was becoming tiring. Maybe because I wasn’t eating but still expending energy, I felt increasingly dizzy.


  But if I show any sign of weakness at work…


  I felt like the river was rising beneath my feet. I felt like if I turned around, I’d see the straight road leading to Hanpyeong Industry.


  “Blech!”


  My hands went back to the toilet. I dry heaved until I was dizzy, and only then could I finally lift my head.


  The system was floating above the bathroom stall.


  
    [SYSTEM] Performance-based correction effects are being applied.


    ▷ Due to ‘Outstanding Attendance Management,’ you are receiving high evaluations.

  


  I’d seen this message before. Didn’t something similar activate when my attendance management score was 18?


  I remembered getting some kind of benefits during the monthly evaluation because of my good attendance.


  I opened my stat sheet, and the numbers had changed slightly.


  
    Performance Evaluation (100)


    ─ Vocal Proficiency: 11/20


    ─ Dance Proficiency: 9/20


    ─ Self-PR: 17/20


    ─ Attendance Management: 20(▲)/20


    ─ Organizational Adaptability: 15/20


    ─ Total Fatigue: 15%

  


  My total fatigue, which I’d painstakingly brought down to 0%, had gone back up. Probably because I had been moving around without eating.


  The problematic attendance management was at its maximum.


  If I got a one-time benefit for good attendance, what kind of effect does perfect attendance have?


  As I stared blankly into space, a new message appeared at the bottom of the system window.


  
    ▷ To ensure smooth task performance, negative emotion recognition will be minimized.

  


  It seemed the system really did want to help me.


  Seeing as it was giving me exactly the function I needed right now.


  Chapter 166: Mind Control (2)


  After receiving the system’s help, the problem of throwing up after meals completely disappeared.


  I didn’t feel particularly bad, nor did I dwell on unnecessary thoughts. It was just like when I had first returned to being twenty years old.


  It seems my relatively stable mental state upon returning was due to my incomplete memories.


  If I had returned with those memories intact, I would have spent each day wallowing in self-deprecating thoughts. In that sense, the system’s choice was correct. Though I hate to admit it.


  Ah, there was also one peculiar thing.


  Hyung, do you want porridge today?


  Huh?


  Jeong Seongbin, through our manager, suddenly prepared porridge for me during mealtime.


  He didn’t even order porridge for everyone, just for me.


  Why porridge all of a sudden?


  It seems like you haven’t been eating much lately, hyung. Since you’re still eating, it doesn’t seem like you’ve lost your appetite, but I thought maybe regular food was too much for you.


  What…


  This is vegetable porridge, and there’s also pumpkin porridge and pine nut porridge.


  I was a little taken aback when he placed three separate containers of porridge in front of me. Given that there weren’t any spicy or heavy options like seafood porridge, it seemed he had deliberately chosen ones that were easy for a recovering patient to eat.


  Out of consideration for his effort, I chose the least burdensome-looking vegetable porridge and ate it diligently.


  He’s oddly perceptive in strange ways.


  Just like when he had noticed my nervousness when his parents visited. He was a really considerate guy.


  Jeong Seongbin’s porridge therapy turned out to be a great help. Even though the system cured my stomach problems, if I had immediately gone back to regular food after constantly throwing up, I might have gotten sick. Jeong Seongbin diligently provided me with porridge until I finally asked Choi Jeho to bake me half a loaf of bread.


  “Hyung, we have a meeting!”


  “I’m coming!”


  Thanks to that, not only had I fully recovered, but I was also now walking briskly toward a meeting—unfortunately summoned by Lee Cheonghyeon, our personal meeting hell.


  This meeting was special. While most planning meetings were handled by our dedicated team, this one was led by us.


  That was because the next album would feature Spark’s first fan song as a digital single.


  The preparations went smoothly. It was a pleasure to see how efficiently Jeong Seongbin and Lee Cheonghyeon were progressing.


  Even though there was a mountain of work to do, it felt great that everyone could work on something they wanted to do in a supportive environment.


  “They said they’re matching the timing with the fan club recruitment, right?”


  “That’s what they said. There’s no confirmed schedule yet, but they’re aiming for the end of October.”


  Jeong Seongbin pulled up a calendar on the screen. The schedule was packed with barely any breaks. It really reminded me of my company days.


  Since I hadn’t been closely following Spark’s activities for a while, I carefully went through the schedule, but something caught my eye.


  “There’s no mention of contacting a lyricist. We have less than a month left excluding recording and promotions, are we sure we don’t need to check on this?”


  “We decided to write the lyrics ourselves, remember? That’s why I prepared the demo today.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon opened the shared drive. A file named ‘Demo_LyricsReference_NoGuidelines’ caught my eye.


  “We’re writing them? By ourselves?”


  I couldn’t believe it. When did such an important and dangerous conversation happen?


  Lee Cheonghyeon, the one who dropped the bombshell, remained nonchalant.


  “Yeah. I wrote it in the last meeting minutes. You didn’t read them?”


  “You put a password on the shared laptop!”


  Jeong Seongbin soothed me as I nearly collapsed from frustration. They hadn’t told me anything about such a crucial matter.


  Writing lyrics. And for a fan song, no less.


  This couldn’t be happening. The only things I could write were job postings and proposals.


  Sure, I could write glowing descriptions to make a company like the Hanpyeong Industry sound appealing if I threw away my conscience.


  But a fan song with lyrics like, ‘I want to keep Sparkler by my side, even if it costs me 1 billion won a year’? Everyone would definitely quit the fandom after hearing that.


  Ignoring my dizziness, Lee Cheonghyeon played ‘Demo_LyricsReference_NoGuidelines’.


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s meticulously crafted beautiful melody filled the meeting room. The simple composition and classic instrumental combination gave it a fresh feel.


  Just listening to it painted a clear picture in my mind: a late summer afternoon, a tree’s shadow stretching along a brick wall, and boys in white school uniforms standing beneath it.


  If a song could create such vivid imagery just by listening, its composition must be highly refined. With just a few additional instrumental layers and background vocals, it could be ready for release.


  But what kind of lyrics could possibly fit this?


  I had no idea. I couldn’t even refer to past Spark fan songs, as those were for the Spark and Sparkler of that time.


  If I had known this would happen, I would’ve taken a creative writing class. Then I wouldn’t be in this predicament.


  “In line with the purpose of a fan song, rather than setting a specific concept, I hope we write the lyrics with the intention of honestly expressing what we want to say to the fans.”


  Jeong Seongbin summarized. With about 30 minutes left in the meeting room reservation, we decided to brainstorm individually.


  I jotted down a few words that came to mind on the grid paper at the back of my planner journal.


  Gratitude, thank you, Sparkler, support, benefactor, grace, light, debt…


  This was wrong. With these words, I could only write something like, ‘Sparkler, our gracious benefactors and guiding light, thank you always for your support. We will repay this kindness like paying off a debt’. And it would surely take the top spot as the worst idol fan song lyrics.


  Actually, the first word that came to mind when I thought of Sparkler was…


  Love.


  …But I didn’t have the courage to write or sing that. So I didn’t write it down.


  Racking my brains, I raised my hand and asked,


  “When is the deadline for this?”


  It didn’t seem like a task I could finish easily.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, as if I had asked the most obvious question, answered while I was tearing my hair out.


  “As soon as possible.”


  “Alright…”


  

  With our lyric-writing task looming, our usual worksheet homework was somewhat postponed.


  As a result, every night after practice, we each held a piece of paper in our respective rooms, the kitchen, or the living room, waiting for the muse of creativity that never seemed to arrive.


  There was the diligent Jeong Seongbin, who would draft dozens of simple compositions and repeatedly combine them, and then there was Choi Jeho, who just sat staring blankly at a white page.


  As for me, I naturally belonged to the latter group.


  “How much have you written?”


  Choi Jeho asked. I replied in a parched voice,


  “Nothing.”


  “What’s up with that?”


  “I guess I have no talent for creative writing.”


  How powerless could a human be? It was pathetic.


  Not wanting to suffer alone, I asked Choi Jeho about his progress.


  “You?”


  “I wrote two lines.”


  “Isn’t that half done?”


  “I’m about to delete them.”


  Dark circles were visible under Choi Jeho’s glasses. Right. He was the type who was clumsy with all forms of expression except physical ones.


  Still, even I, a devout believer in experts, couldn’t advocate for bringing in an outside lyricist this time.


  Because it was a fan song… Talk about a dilemma.


  As I repeatedly wrote and erased, our manager came to the dorm.


  It was unusual, so we were all a little surprised. We wondered if something had happened again.


  “Is Iwol here?”


  “Yes, what’s going on?”


  The manager’s face was flushed. Only ominous thoughts filled my mind.


  What is it? More work?


  UA hasn’t given us any work lately, though?


  Is there something wrong with the company’s accounting books? I’ve almost forgotten everything about accounting, would I even be of any help?


  Tension hung in the air. Then, the manager smiled brightly and exclaimed,


  “You passed the audition!”


  “Huh?”


  Completely unexpected words tumbled out.


  “Audition?”


  That audition I went to after saying ‘screw it’ and pointing out historical inaccuracies like an obsessive viewer?


  For a moment, I couldn’t even remember which audition it was. Too much had happened since the In My Office audition.


  This was absurd. Were there really that few talents who could pull off the role of a world-weary office worker?


  But I wasn’t going to accept the casting so readily. An idol’s acting activities might be a plus for the idol and the agency, but they were definitely a minus for the fandom atmosphere, public opinion, and the people working on set.


  It was not like I didn’t understand their sentiment. No matter the circumstances, would those in the industry welcome it?


  One of the few things UA did right in the past was not making Spark act. They probably got the hint after that one breakup MV featuring Lee Cheonghyeon—realizing that, if mishandled, even a face sculpted by the heavens could end up being a public punching bag.


  This time, I fully agreed with UA’s old policy. Besides, what good would it do to stand out even more than I already did?


  I should politely decline—thank them for the opportunity, acknowledge my lack of talent after the audition, and respectfully reject their offer…


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘New Task’ has been assigned.


    ▷ Appear in the drama ‘In My Office’


    ▷ Reward: Dance Proficiency +0.16% per episode appearance (Bonus points awarded for appearing in all episodes)

  


  “Oh my… What an honor!”


  I wondered what acting had to do with dance proficiency, but it didn’t matter.


  A chance to increase my stagnant dance proficiency? And all I had to do was diligently play a very, very, very minor character with only a few lines?


  Since ‘In My Office’ is a 12-episode series, I can gain almost 2 points.


  It was a free opportunity; of course, I had to accept. I’d bluffed my way through idol life this long.


  Besides, after this digital single, we had a mini-album coming up. The dedicated team was working hard on it, and I couldn’t just stand on the side doing my joyful wooden doll dance.


  This reward was perfect. I decided to embrace reality.


  The members surrounded me, filled with excitement. Everyone congratulated me.


  Just wait, guys. I’ll be back as a dancing machine.


  Chapter 167: On-Site Work (1)


  After the casting announcement for In My Office, news articles flooded in from all directions.


  ≫ Spark’s Iwol, ‘Now I want to act’… A new challenge


  ≫ Striking while the iron is hot, ‘Spark’s Iwol to appear in In My Office’


  ≫ ‘I want to show a mature side of myself…’ Spark’s Iwol’s unique transformation


  Half of them were backhanded compliments. Since I had been a hot topic recently, they couldn’t outright write, ‘Iwol: The Next Cringe-Worthy Idol-Actor?’. But it was clear that there was still a negative perception of idols venturing into acting.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, who was scanning the headlines next to me, said,


  “People don’t seem to know how good of an actor you are, hyung. You’re totally the king of acting.”


  “Me?”


  I hadn’t even received the script yet, let alone shown anyone my audition performance. But Lee Cheonghyeon spoke with absolute certainty.


  When I questioned him, he nodded and said,


  “You’re good at that one kind of acting, hyung. That… ‘Thinking it’s a ridiculous request, but enthusiastically responding as if you’ll give it your all’ acting.”


  “Cheonghyeon, how about we start some drama at the dorm for the first time? Maybe do a live stream about Spark’s internal conflicts?”


  “You can’t deny it, can you? I’ve seen right through you, hyung.”


  He saw through me so well that it felt like he’d pierced a hole in my heart. I must have raised him wrong. Or he learned something strange somewhere without my knowledge.


  Lee Cheonghyeon giggled and ran away. A sigh rose from deep within my belly.


  I should at least have a framework for the fan song lyrics before the script arrives.


  I opened my precious journal. This month’s schedule was also packed.


  There were local festival schedules, and another ‘Challenge Life’…


  Wait.


  ‘Challenge Life’?


  “Seongbin, did we have a set date for our Challenge Life filming?”


  “I only heard it was this month, but the exact date wasn’t decided yet…”


  “It’s today! How are you doing, Spark?”


  “Whoa!”


  Before Jung Sung-bin could finish, the production crew burst through the practice room door. They were like a tidal wave.


  More importantly, it was 10 PM.


  They wouldn’t come for a meeting at this hour…


  “We’re not leaving right now, are we?”


  “As expected of Mr. Iwol. You’re quick on the uptake.”


  “Right now?”


  Kang Kiyeon’s eyes widened.


  “W-We’re a mess right now.”


  Park Joowoo’s voice was full of despair. It was fortunate that we had only done vocal training instead of dance practice, so we didn’t smell of sweat.


  “It’s alright. You’ll all be a mess once we get there anyway.”


  The PD said with a good-natured laugh.


  But PD-nim, while pearls shine even when buried in the mud, barnacles remain barnacles no matter where you place them.


  And I, a barnacle, need time to prepare.


  “Do we have to leave now?”


  I understood Choi Jeho’s bewilderment. If we left now, we could reach almost anywhere in Korea before sunrise.


  What kind of work is usually done at night?


  The environmental cleanup episode already aired. Rail track maintenance? Or maybe a PC café night shift as an extension of the café job episode?


  As I racked my brains, I quickly pulled a pouch from my bag.


  And promptly gave Park Joowoo motion sickness medicine.


  “This is definitely a long trip. Take this quickly.”


  “Yeah…”


  Park Joowoo swallowed the medicine as if it were the elixir of life. He seemed to sense an impending doom.


  “Alright, Spark! We have a long way to go! Let’s get going!”


  “Yes!”


  We piled into the car in an orderly fashion. Cameras were installed everywhere, seemingly set up while we weren’t looking.


  “What do you think we’ll be doing?”


  Kang Kiyeon asked as he fastened his seatbelt.


  “My mom always stays in the lab late at night when her experiment results don’t go well.”


  “But what help could we possibly offer in a research lab?”


  For once, Choi Jeho made a valid point. None of us were even bachelor’s degree holders, let alone masters or PhDs.


  “Maybe something like squid fishing?”


  “That sounds plausible…!”


  Kang Kiyeon also offered his opinion. It seemed plausible enough, but Jeong Seongbin refuted it.


  “Wouldn’t we have had to leave earlier then? We’d have to go all the way to Ulleungdo. And it’s the end of the season.”


  “How do you know about the squid fishing season, hyung?”


  “I saw it on the news.”


  The news anchor probably didn’t expect an idol to be diligently watching reports about squid fishing season.


  While we were racking our brains, the car sped south.


  Work that had to be done in the early morning or dawn in the southern region during a calm autumn day.


  Something where appearance wasn’t important, so no makeup was required, difficult enough to satisfy viewers, yet simple enough for even children to do, requiring only manpower.


  And something that required going at night, even if it meant filming in the dark.


  In other words, something that had to be done at a specific ‘time’…


  “It’s the mudflats.”


  “Huh?”


  We’re going to the mudflats, you fools!


  

  The car drove for a long time before finally arriving in Mokpo. Everything was pitch black. The salty scent of the sea hung in the air.


  As we got out of the car one by one, the PD approached us.


  “I heard you figured out where we were going midway?”


  “Yes, Iwol-hyung did…”


  “The audio director was freaking out when he realized no one was sleeping. It’s a long trip, you should have gotten some rest.”


  Spark had an ironclad rule: no sleeping when the cameras were on. Unless it was due to unavoidable circumstances like motion sickness, injury, indigestion, or a 24-hour sleepless schedule, we must stay alert.


  “The driver didn’t even use the navigation. How did you guess? Did our script leak?”


  “Haha, I wonder.”


  I smiled, but inside, I was crying. There was no filming location as cost-ineffective as the mudflats.


  Work on the mudflats followed a frustrating pattern: the tougher the labor, the less usable footage we got. The only entertaining moments came at the start when people fell a few times. But after that, the thick mud slowed everything down.


  There was only one benefit Spark could gain from this filming: a full-body natural mud pack.


  They probably put in a whole group because if a regular cast member filmed this alone, it would turn into a documentary.


  I lamented inwardly as I took my position under the lights.


  Once the scene was set, the PD started.


  “So? Do you have any idea what kind of work you’ll be doing today?”


  “Digging… clams?”


  Park Joowoo cautiously attempted to guess the answer.


  “I saw this on MeTube. Cleaning barnacles!”


  “What’s that?”


  “You remove barnacles from the bottom of ships with a high-pressure hose. They lift the ship…”


  Lee Cheonghyeon enthusiastically explained the process of barnacle cleaning. None of it sounded easy.


  Besides, they wouldn’t give a task involving high-pressure hoses to non-professionals.


  Aside from the difficulty, it was a matter of safety. The ‘Challenge Life’ production team wasn’t that incompetent.


  “Ah, it’s so satisfying when you can’t guess the answer easily. It makes brainstorming for ideas worthwhile.”


  The PD laughed contentedly, seeing us struggle to guess the correct answer.


  “Last time, Spark prepared for the part-time job too easily. So this time, our writers gritted their teeth and searched for an idea.”


  It seemed the ‘Challenge Life’ team had a competitive spirit. That must be why they brought us all the way to Mokpo at 1 AM.


  “Today, Spark’s daily task is ‘catching mud octopus’!”


  An item not commonly heard of beforehand.


  A task difficult to prepare for.


  The unique characteristic of not knowing if we could succeed until we tried.


  Perfect. That was why my vision was going dark.


  Spark was aiming to be a cool idol group, looking good and excelling at everything, leaving no room for criticism!


  “The tide hasn’t gone out yet, though?”


  Choi Jeho asked, pointing at the sea. The water was visible not far away.


  “We’ll be taking a boat from here.”


  “A boat?”


  “Apparently, octopuses don’t live near the shore.”


  At the same time, we were handed documents for boarding. After filling out the forms, we were each given a plastic bag.


  “It contains work clothes, gloves, and everything else. You can change into them on the boat. Just put them on over the clothes you’re wearing now!”


  “Wow, our first matching outfits since our practice clothes!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon rejoiced. He seemed to be making a dig at me for suggesting we buy practice clothes as our first friendship item.


  Since we had to catch the tide at the right time, boarding was quick and efficient.


  It was quite a novel sight, seeing us wearing multiple layers of clothes inside the boat. At least, it was a scene we hadn’t seen from Spark before.


  “Joowoo-hyung, are you okay with the motion sickness?”


  “Yeah, I’m okay for now.”


  “Kiyeon, your shoulder strap is twisted.”


  “Thanks.”


  It was nice to see everyone taking care of each other.


  Until the boat reached its destination, we reviewed today’s goal.


  “How many did the PD say we had to catch per person?”


  “Wasn’t it ten?”


  “Is that doable? I’ve never caught one before, so I have no clue.”


  Jeong Seongbin, Kang Kiyeon, and Lee Cheonghyeon huddled together, discussing ‘Can Spark catch 60 octopuses today?’.


  Choi Jeho was leaning against the wall, drinking the mixed coffee the crew member had given him, and observing. He seemed like he’d adapt and survive anywhere.


  As we chatted, crammed together in the small space, we heard the sound of the boat anchoring.


  Following the captain’s instructions, we waited, and as the water slowly receded, the vast mudflats were revealed.


  “Spark, please get off the boat now! Be careful, the mud is very deep!”


  As soon as the PD finished speaking, we heard a thud sound. Choi Jeho’s right leg was stuck in the mud up to his knee.


  “You have two hours to catch octopuses here. And you’ll need tools to catch them, right?”


  At that moment, a staff member threw something from the boat onto the mud.


  Six large baskets woven with straw, presumably for holding the octopuses, and…


  Shovels?


  …Six shovels. Long ones, with long handles and blades.


  Strange. From what I saw on the internet, people used small trowels to dig up clams. Was the equipment for a mudflat tourist experience different from that used in real mudflats?


  Regardless of my shaking pupils, the PD didn’t seem to care. Instead, he brought a crew member to his side and said,


  “Then, before we start digging… I mean, octopus catching! You’ll see a demonstration by a skilled professional!”


  I heard that clearly.


  He definitely said digging!
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  The octopus-catching idea was brought up by the youngest writer.


  Although not quite peak season, mudflats had always been a treasure trove for variety shows. The low location costs meant they could offer appearances to higher-profile celebrities.


  The fact that catching a single octopus required dozens of shovelfuls of mud also perfectly aligned with the program’s pursuit of hardship. Thus, octopus catching was proudly selected as a candidate.


  The problem was who would actually go catch the octopuses. The intensity of the work was the issue.


  Even seasoned veterans would be out of breath after a few hours of this strenuous activity. The camera director, who had visited the location for a preliminary survey, returned with a report that just walking while pulling his submerged legs out of the mud was exhausting enough.


  While you could at least rest on a mud sled while harvesting clams, the only tool for octopus catching was a specialized shovel. Even then, trying to put force into the shovel would only result in it getting stuck in the mud.


  Therefore, celebrities lacking in strength weren’t even considered in the lineup. In this challenging environment, where getting enough footage was already difficult, if the cast members collapsed from exhaustion, they would have to go back to the Mokpo fish market just to fill the airtime.


  The cast couldn’t be too reserved, either. They needed to talk at least a little while catching octopuses. Unlike other jobs, there would be no professionals to interact with or customers to chat with.


  And above all… they had to have a knack for catching octopuses. Even if it took 50 shovelfuls, even if they had to dig a hole and stick their arm in, they had to catch at least one to create usable footage.


  So we need to find someone strong, with good stamina, who’s good at shoveling, talks a lot, and can catch octopuses?


  Will that be hard to find?


  No, I don’t think such a person exists.


  The meeting almost fell apart.


  Then, the atmosphere was revived with the suggestion of Spark, a group known for their strength, stamina, potential shoveling skills, ability to chat amongst themselves, and maybe even catching octopuses.


  But will Spark agree to appear?


  Why? Did they get that much more popular after IDC?


  Sure, their previous variety appearance had made a splash, but it hadn’t elevated them to another tier.


  Seeing the PD’s puzzled expression, a writer spoke up.


  PD-nim, didn’t you watch the broadcast? Mr. Iwol collapsed during the live show due to aftereffects. I don’t think they’ll have many outside schedules for a while.


  Really?


  The PD’s expression turned grim. He knew that Spark’s work ethic revolved around Kim Iwol.


  Still, the production team sent out the invitation, clinging to a sliver of hope. And once again, they managed to secure Spark’s participation.


  Determined to live up to Spark’s enthusiasm, the crew prepared even more meticulously this time. They wouldn’t reveal the location beforehand and would keep them completely in the dark. So they could capture the bewildered expressions of unsuspecting idols.


  However, the production team had forgotten one thing. They liked Spark so much because the group always exceeded their expectations.


  Ugh…


  Jihyuk, what’s wrong?


  They’ve been talking non-stop for three hours.


  They didn’t stop talking for the entire three-hour car ride, tiring out the audio director.


  Mudflats.


  They accurately deduced the destination just by looking at the dark highway.


  Huh.


  How did they know…? Are you sure the driver didn’t turn on the navigation?


  Yes, I’m sure.


  The production team went into emergency mode. If the members had cell phones, the entire day’s activities would have been revealed by now.


  Fortunately, according to the manager, Spark, unlike most idols these days, hadn’t been allowed to use cell phones yet. That was a relief.


  Although his heart nearly stopped a few times, the camera director successfully captured Spark’s surprised expressions. It was cathartic.


  The members followed the expert seriously, learning the techniques. Lee Cheonghyeon even seemed strangely studious.


  “I can’t believe I’m seeing a live mud octopus in its natural habitat… Their legs are so thin and long…!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon covered his mouth in awe. The youngest writer should be tasked with finding out if seafood was one of his interests.


  “Now, everyone spread out and start catching octopuses. Don’t forget there’s a penalty for those who don’t meet the quota!”


  At the mention of a penalty, the members’ faces paled as they scattered.


  The main PD, along with a cameraman, followed Kim Iwol. He had a feeling that interesting footage would come from this side.


  Kim Iwol stared at the mudflats for a long time. Then, he firmly grasped the shovel’s handle.


  Until that point, he was the ‘idol determinedly attempting to catch octopuses.’


  “Mr. Iwol, did you serve in the military?”


  That was, until Kim Iwol started digging like a madman.


  There wasn’t a single wasted motion in his digging. The mud Kim Iwol dug out piled up around him like a mountain. Compared to the other members digging in the distance, his speed was clearly different.


  The precision of persistently digging deep into one hole. The speed sufficient to chase octopuses fleeing within the mud. The tireless stamina.


  The three elements worked together perfectly. As Kim Iwol scooped up a large amount of mud, an octopus appeared.


  “Is this how you catch them, PD-nim?”


  “Uh… Yes! Excellent!”


  Looking at the perfectly intact mud octopus, he couldn’t help but praise him.


  Perhaps Spark would meet their quota and return gracefully today as well?


  A slight fear crept into the PD’s heart. He contacted the youngest writer, who should be on the boat, to find out what time the Mokpo Fish Market auction closed.


  

  Is this the seventh one?


  I estimated the number of octopuses I had caught so far as I put another one into the basket I was carrying. My arm muscles felt like they were about to explode.


  And the ground… With every step, I sank knee-deep, almost becoming a human stake in the Mokpo sea against my will.


  “Hyung, how many have you caught?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon walked over, dragging his shovel.


  “Six or seven, I think?”


  “Really? How did you catch so many? I haven’t caught a single one.”


  “Just dig like crazy when you see a breathing hole. What about the others? Did they catch any?”


  “Joowoo-hyung is done for. He’s practically being swallowed by the mud.”


  Just from his words, I could picture our main vocalist struggling.


  “Well, as long as he doesn’t end up eating mud and wrecking his throat.”


  “Sometimes I can’t tell if you care about Joowoo-hyung or not.”


  “I’m a total Park Joowoo lover.”


  As I was confessing my true feelings to Cheonghyeon, I heard a loud scream from somewhere.


  With that temper, it had to be Choi Jeho.


  Sure enough, in the distance, Choi Jeho was furiously stabbing his shovel into the innocent mud. If there were no cameras, he’d have probably thrown it. Good thing I’d focused on his character education.


  “What’s going on?”


  “The octopus legs keep getting cut off!”


  At the frustrated Choi Jeho’s feet lay an octopus missing two legs.


  “Are you positioning the shovel wrong?”


  “How can I tell when it’s in the mud?”


  “You have to follow the trail.”


  “If I keep watching for that, I’ll miss it.”


  “Then you have to dig faster.”


  “You guys are like Dumb and Dumber.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon muttered, looking at Choi Jeho and me peering into the holes.


  “The point is, you can’t just mindlessly dig with brute force.”


  “So you’re saying I’m dumb?”


  “I’m saying your strength doesn’t come with common sense.”


  “You think I won’t get what you’re saying if you just change the wording?”


  “Your perception has improved, huh?”


  Still, I gave Choi Jeho one-on-one coaching so he could catch a whole octopus.


  I also rescued Park Joowoo, who was struggling to take each step, and wiped the mud off Kang Kiyeon’s face, who was giving it his all.


  Then, we took a break for a mid-round tally.


  I had caught nine, and Choi Jeho had caught eight (albeit not intact). Jeong Seongbin had six, Park Joowoo had five—apparently he stumbled upon them while he was face down in the mud—and Kang Kiyeon had one.


  And…


  “Lee Cheonghyeon, what happened to you?”


  …Lee Cheonghyeon proudly displayed his empty basket. He was so confident that I was momentarily speechless.


  “The moment they hear even a slight footstep, they run away!”


  “You think they’ll just sit there and let you catch them?”


  I put two octopuses in each of the younger members’ baskets.


  Considering we had an hour left, I figured I could easily fill my quota.


  And I didn’t want Kang Kiyeon, with his bad knees and ankles, wandering around in the mud for too long.


  “Let’s push ourselves now since it’ll be too late once the tide comes in. Got it?””


  “Yes!”


  With an energetic cheer, we headed back to the vast mudflats.


  As if the art of shoveling was etched into my nerves, I became one with the shovel in the second half of the octopus hunt.


  Park Joowoo gained momentum midway, almost instinctively targeting where the octopuses were, and Jeong Seongbin quietly and steadily filled his basket.


  Oh, and Choi Jeho finally managed to catch a whole octopus.


  He didn’t really improve his technique, he just started digging as if he was churning the earth. I thought he was an excavator. Indeed, if your body is strong, your mind doesn’t have to work hard.


  Lee Cheonghyeon finally caught a baby octopus, but he released it back into the wild for the sake of the natural cycle. It was unfortunate, but a necessary step.


  “The tide will be coming in soon. We’ll do the final count on the boat!”


  With the PD’s closing remarks, all the members gathered on the boat. None of us were in decent shape. Our appearance clearly conveyed how hard we had worked catching octopuses.


  “Mr. Cheonghyeon had the lowest count at the mid-round tally, right?”


  “Yes, and I’m probably still the lowest.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon confidently emptied his basket. Two octopuses, the ones I had given him, crawled out.


  “You didn’t catch a single one?”


  “No one’s perfect.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon was utterly shameless. Kang Kiyeon just looked at him in disbelief.


  “How many did you catch?”


  “Even at my worst, I still caught more than you.”


  Boasting about his superior catch, Kang Kiyeon revealed his harvest.


  “Three? Didn’t Iwol-hyung give you two?”


  “I still caught more than you.”


  Two baskets down, and we already had two penalty candidates. The show wouldn’t be boring, at least. I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.


  ―


  Profile


  Name: Choi Jeho


  Birthday: November 3rd


  Birthplace: Gwangju


  Height: 187 cm


  MBTI: ISTP


  Nicknames: Center Emperor, Emperor Jeho, Giant Troublemaker, Meet-the-Parents Destroyer


  Likes: Physical activities


  Dislikes: Annoying things, accessories


  Motto: (None)


  Favorite Food: Meat


  Preferred Scent: Lavender


  Favorite Music Genre: Punk


  Favorite Sport: Basketball


  Confident Body Part: Thighs (Later, ‘back’ was added due to someone’s insistence)


  Personal Habit: Often fiddles with the hinge of his glasses when wearing them
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  Jeong Seongbin barely made the cutoff. Half of Choi Jeho’s octopuses were missing limbs, but the sheer quantity earned him a passing score.


  And I, who had put on a hellish shoveling show, recalling memories of my military days…


  “Eighteen, nineteen… twenty!”


  “Mr. Iwol, you should change careers.”


  …received a career change recommendation. The captain’s eyes sparkled. I’ll consider it when I retire.


  “What’s the penalty?”


  Choi Jeho asked as he gathered the octopuses scattered across the deck.


  No one had asked him to clean up, which meant one thing—he was definitely eyeing the defective ones to make sannakji later.


  (Tl note: Sannakji is a raw dish made from octopus limbs.)


  While I was busy deciphering Choi Jeho’s shady intentions, the PD pointed to a black sedan parked in the parking lot.


  “If you drive about 40 minutes from here, there’s a place called Muan. They have mudflats there too.”


  “Are we catching more octopuses…?”


  “Nah, it wouldn’t be fun if we only caught the same thing.”


  The PD let out a hearty laugh and waved his hand dismissively at Park Joowoo.


  I didn’t know what he meant by ‘same thing’. Even though they were the same type of octopus, Choi Jeho’s only had four legs.


  “That mudflat has a different specialty.”


  “Don’t tell me…”


  Jeong Seongbin flinched. It seemed he remembered one of the ‘101 creatures living in the mudflats’ that we had excitedly discussed on the way to Mokpo.


  The ominous premonition was right.


  “Yes, you’ll be catching clams!”


  “Wow…!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon cheered, their voices hollow. Both of their faces were ashen.


  And so, Spark’s first-ever octopus catch and six sea-scented idols made their way back to land.


  

  We had to wait for the tide to recede again before the penalty could be carried out.


  Considering the additional filming time on land and the travel time to Muan, that meant we would have about a four-hour break.


  Thanks to ‘Challenge Life’ lending us a container that the workers used for resting, we were able to catch some sleep until the tide came in.


  They can’t make us film for extended periods, especially since there are underage members, and they already made us work through the night.


  To ensure we actually got some rest, there weren’t even any cameras inside the container. That meant Spark could finally recover from the all-nighter.


  Starting with Park Joowoo, who passed out the moment his head hit the floor, one by one, the members huddled together and fell asleep,


  I found an empty spot, lay down, and covered myself with a floral blanket. It reminded me of the time we went to the countryside to film a self-produced video.


  But my nostalgic reminiscing was short-lived.


  The warm floor was too powerful. I became one with the floor and drifted off to a morning sleep, something I rarely experienced.


  I woke up shortly after. It was a little noisy outside the container.


  When I opened the door, the camera directors were taking out the equipment they had put away.


  “Mr. Iwol, why are you up so early?”


  A passing writer spoke to me. I figured saying I woke up from the noise would be rude, so I didn’t explain.


  “Are the guys leaving soon?”


  “Not right away. Maybe in about ten minutes? A staff member will wake them up.”


  I glanced at the preparing crew, then back at the guys, who were either sleeping or unconscious; it was hard to tell.


  Despite their two-meter-long legs, they were still high school students. Not only had they stayed up all night traveling from Seoul to South Jeolla Province, but they had also worked for hours on a boat and in the mudflats without a break. That was definitely hard labor.


  And now they had to be sent back out to the mudflats on mud sleds. Until they each collected 100 clams.


  It couldn’t be helped. If I let this happen, I would be a heartless, uneducated adult with no moral compass.


  “Writer-nim, would it be possible for me to… take their place?”


  “Why? You want to go?”


  “Yes, I want to let the kids sleep. They’re still growing.”


  Perhaps touched by our friendship(?), the writer readily agreed.


  There were three kids who had to do the penalty. I could only replace one of them.


  That meant…


  “Choi Jeho, wake up.”


  “…Why?”


  “Let’s go dig for clams.”


  …If he went with me, we could at least save the two maknaes.


  Choi Jeho woke up, frowning deeply. He rubbed his face vigorously with both hands.


  “Instead of the kids?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Sigh…”


  He lowered his head and let out a deep sigh.


  Then, he stumbled to his feet and picked up the jacket he had taken off.


  Well, what else could we do? We were the adults of the team. Let’s think of it as our contribution to building a more mature society.


  While Choi Jeho and I were strategizing, Park Joowoo also woke up.


  That one was doomed to go anyway, but maybe if I negotiated with the staff—offering to dig up 150 cockles each with Choi Jeho—he might be able to rest.


  “Joowoo, want to go dig for clams?”


  “…You hyungs are going?”


  “Yeah. I think Kiyeon and Cheonghyeon should sleep. If you’re too tired, Choi Jeho and I will dig 300 ourselves.”


  “No, I’ll go too. Let’s go together.”


  “Aren’t you going to ask for my opinion?”


  And so, a new three-man party was formed. One member seemed to have an objection, but I ignored him. And we set off on our long journey to dig for clams.


  Nothing particularly special happened after that. Except that Park Joowoo was surprisingly good at riding the mud sled, and Choi Jeho, trying to shake off the mud, ended up flinging mud and clams everywhere from his basket.


  Still, the clam digging mission ended smoothly. When we returned, we received tearful hugs from the younger members who had learned about the situation later. It was a fulfilling shoot in many ways.


  

  While some schedules, like variety shows, became familiar, others remained unfamiliar.


  Drama script readings were one of them. Since I’d never been in a drama before, I spent the past few days binge-watching famous dramas, behind-the-scenes footage, drama communities, and scripts. Today was my first day stepping into that world.


  As I entered the designated meeting room, there were two long tables facing each other, just like in the script reading videos I’d seen.


  A staff member was placing nameplates at each seat.


  “Mr. Iwol, you’re here early.”


  “Hello! Fortunately, there wasn’t any traffic.”


  After checking the seating chart, I gathered the nameplates that belonged on one side of the table.


  “Oh, just leave it. I’ll place them quickly. Mr. Iwol’s seat is…”


  “It’s okay. I just need to follow the seating chart, right?”


  “I should have done this before the actors arrived, sigh…”


  “I still haven’t shaken off my idol habits. I try to be helpful wherever I go.”


  As I chatted and organized the meeting room, people started to arrive one by one.


  The large meeting room filled up as the director, writer, and actors I had met during the audition all entered.


  My role was to be inconspicuous among these people.


  No NGs, and no awkward acting that would stand out.


  Of course, my first foray into acting wasn’t going to be easy.


  “Who even evaluates performance reviews like this?!”


  “If you don’t like it, Ms. Guan, you’re free to change it. By getting first place in sales.”


  Even though I had crammed at the academy, everyone here were veterans who had been acting for at least several years, some even for over a decade. Even I, a non-professional, could sense the difference in their vocalization.


  So how was I supposed to blend in?


  There was only one answer: ‘Naturalness.’


  Just like when I was working at the Hanpyeong Industry. Like an object, not a person.


  Like a third party beyond the partition, whose presence in the organization was barely noticed.


  “Is the new team leader crazy? Doesn’t that violate labor laws?”


  “Hasn’t our company been above the law for a long time?”


  I just had to sit still while others delivered their lines.


  That was the plan, at least…


  “Even so, don’t you think it’s weird, Mr. Yeonghwan?”


  A problem arose. Ha Seomyeong, who played the female lead, Seon Guan, suddenly threw an ad-lib at me.


  Everyone’s eyes, which had been following the script, turned to me.


  I had heard rumors that Ha Seomyeong was famous for her ad-libs, but I didn’t expect her to do it during the script reading. Especially towards me, whose acting level was practically zero.


  “Well, I guess I won’t be going home on time for a while.”


  I answered, imbuing my response with a fraction of the despair I felt on the day Manager Nam was promoted. I inwardly breathed a sigh of relief as the next line was delivered smoothly.


  And for the rest of the time, I prayed that I wouldn’t have many scenes with Ha Seomyeong.


  Before the reading, when the cameras were rolling, everyone exchanged formal greetings. We each took turns introducing ourselves in front of everyone, saying, ‘I’m ○○○, playing the role of ○○○! Please take care of me!’ and then bowing, after which everyone would applaud.


  On the other hand, after the reading, the atmosphere was more about genuine greetings. People shook hands and exchanged names.


  Someone extended their hand to me before I could even put my script away. It was Ha Seomyeong.


  “Mr. Iwol! You must have been surprised earlier. I keep telling myself I need to fix this habit, but I can’t. I’m Ha Seomyeong!”


  “Not at all, sunbaenim! I was amazed watching you act. I have a lot to learn from you!”


  “Oh wow, even if that’s just flattery, I’ll take it!”


  It wasn’t empty flattery. I was genuinely surprised. My heart is still pounding, so please leave the ad-libs to the experienced seniors.


  I also had the opportunity to talk to the writer after a long time. She said she had revised many of the words in the script after seeing my research materials. No wonder the first episode had changed so much.


  “You know, Mr. Iwol, I think you would have done well even if you had studied business administration!”


  She didn’t hold back on the praise. The lectures I had attended for four years flashed before my eyes.


  I hoped the drama filming would start soon.


  And I hoped that everything would go smoothly, so that I could receive the reward of increased proficiency after completing all 12 episodes.


  Chapter 170: Customer Appreciation Event


  “Seongbin, when’s our lyric writing deadline again?”


  This was already the twenty-seventh time I’d asked Jeong Seongbin the same question.


  “The day after tomorrow, hyung.”


  Jeong Seongbin dutifully answered again. Thanks to him, I could feel the doomsday clock ticking closer every day.


  I wasn’t the only one feeling down.


  Even Choi Jeho, who had meticulously written instructions on how to use pepper spray during our first fan-gifting event, looked like death warmed over.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, our rapper, and Kang Kiyeon, our sub-rapper, had submitted their lyrics long ago. Jeong Seongbin was in the middle of reviewing his work, and Park Joowoo seemed to be almost done.


  I picked up a crumpled piece of paper that Choi Jeho had thrown on the floor.


  “Can I look at this?”


  “Go ahead…”


  Permission was granted with an air of resignation. I unfolded the crumpled paper, revealing the marks of his struggle, lines crossed out with a pen.


  [Lacking Spark and lacking, the long road ahead is still lacking Spark and—]


  How much did you want to call Spark lacking, you punk? Your true feelings are leaking out.


  But I wasn’t in any position to judge.


  [Thanks to all of you, Spark exists today.


  Reason for rejection: Feels too much like an award speech.


  Spark will always be by your side.


  Reason for rejection: Sounds like an election campaign.]


  My notebook wasn’t much different.


  The two oldest hyungs were proving to be completely useless. At least within Spark, the saying ‘older brothers know best’ definitely didn’t apply.


  While the two hyungs were racking their brains, Lee Cheonghyeon, the other roommate, entered the room.


  “Oh, looks like both of you are struggling.”


  “‘Struggling’ is an understatement. I haven’t written a single decent line.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon burst into laughter at my words.


  Is it funny? Is my suffering amusing to you?


  “But hyung, you know.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon put his arm around my shoulder and said,


  “The important things for work are deadlines and pressure.”


  Those were the words I had said to him when he first started composing.


  That karma had now returned to me.


  “Hyung.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s deep, blue-hole-like eyes gazed at me intently.


  His lips curved like a rainbow after the rain, and his cheeks were round like organic extra-large eggs.


  “You believe that with enough pressure, a person can do anything, right?”


  “…”


  “Let’s start with a brainstorming session, filled with deep thoughts!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s cheerful voice lashed at my back like a whip.


  Despite coming to torment me with an angelic face, Lee Cheonghyeon diligently helped Choi Jeho and me.


  “Thinking of it as writing from scratch might be making it harder.”


  “The fans send us letters, right? Try thinking of it as writing a reply to them.”


  Listening to the master instructor, Choi Jeho and I poured all our energy into writing the lyrics.


  Thankfully, after receiving his help, it felt less like a confessional of all my sins…


  “No, Jeho-hyung. Just writing the word ‘love’ ten times doesn’t make it a song.”


  …Never mind. I should probably read it again before showing it to Lee Cheonghyeon.


  

  The concept for Spark’s first fan song, ‘Third Letter’, was ‘The Boys We Loved Back Then’.


  You read that right. That’s exactly what the storyboard said.


  “We’re ‘The Boys We Loved Back Then’?”


  I saw the skeptical expression on Kang Kiyeon’s face.


  Yeah, you must find it strange, too. No matter how I look at it, not a single one of you looks remotely ‘lovely.’


  “Don’t worry, guys. With your faces, you can definitely pull it off!”


  The staff member who had been meticulously prepping Jeong Seongbin’s face said.


  Um… wouldn’t we be more suited as the disciplinary committee standing guard at the school gates?


  There was at least one person who might pass as ‘lovable’. That was Lee Cheonghyeon.


  But that love wasn’t the romantic kind.


  The kind of love Lee Cheonghyeon’s face embodied was…


  Agape.


  Except now, the love was flowing in the opposite direction.


  Look at that face, blessed with the affection of the entire universe. Not just us back then—even the schoolyard itself must have loved Lee Cheonghyeon.


  Or should we go for a drama male lead style like Choi Jeho?


  Choi Jeho, who had tried every intense hairstyle—slicked back, half-up, you name it—had his bangs down today. This was the ‘styled down hair Choi Jeho’ that Sparklers had been longing for.


  Uncomfortable with his forehead completely covered, Choi Jeho kept ruffling his bangs. And he got scolded by the stylist.


  A soft, delicate look was nice and all, but we couldn’t skip out on showing off some physique either. I boldly made a suggestion to the stylist.


  “Wouldn’t it be better if Choi Jeho rolled up his sleeves? His forearms should be visible.”


  “You think so too, Iwol?”


  Choi Jeho looked at me with an exasperated expression, but I ignored him.


  You’re going to be dribbling a basketball in the music video anyway. It would be a crime not to show off your tendons while dribbling.


  Park Joowoo was playing the role of the artsy senior in the art club. His brown apron and paint-stained hands were a perfect match.


  “Having paint stains on his face would give it a more nostalgic feel, wouldn’t it?”


  “Their faces are perfect as they are. We shouldn’t put anything on them.”


  “Don’t you know that a little imperfection makes people go crazy? Just two brushstrokes on his cheek, no more, no less.”


  While Park Joowoo himself remained unbothered, the makeup artists around him were fiercely debating.


  I also belonged to the ‘Spark’s faces are most beautiful when left untouched…’ faction, but lacking expertise in first love aesthetics, I remained silent.


  Just then, the epitome of first love walked towards us.


  “Hyung, are you ready?”


  A gentle smile. A neat school uniform. And an analog watch on his wrist, a rare sight in this era of smartwatches.


  He had an image befitting the only member of Spark born in spring. As expected, Jeong Seongbin, you’re the embodiment of gentleness in this team.


  On the other hand, I… wouldn’t bother examining myself. I knew I didn’t exactly look like someone’s first love.


  Kang Kiyeon wasn’t much different from me.


  He had a small clip-on earring on his ear—he couldn’t wear a piercing since he hadn’t gotten his ears pierced—as if he had sold his ties to buy an earring, and he was also wearing bandages on several fingers.


  And yet, he was clutching wired earphones and an mp3 player in his hand.


  “What was your concept again?”


  I asked, even though I knew the answer.


  Kang Kiyeon answered without hesitation.


  “The quiet guy in the back corner of the classroom.”


  “Excellent portrayal.”


  At my compliment, Kang Kiyeon’s expression turned slightly vague.


  I wondered how visually stunning the music video would turn out. I looked forward to it.


  

  Work, much like a persistent weed, might shrink but never truly disappeared. Just as the fan song was wrapping up, the fan club issue came crashing in.


  A typical idol group would reveal their fandom name and light stick around the time of their fan club launch.


  But UA had a massive obstacle: Yoo Hansoo.


  Because I had to block his meddling, we’d revealed the fandom name at the same time as our debut. Now, all that was left was creating the official fan club kit and light stick.


  Actually, even the fan club kit wasn’t easy to put together. The ID card and rolling paper were fine, but the overall composition felt too much like a budget package.


  The proportion of paper-based goods seems too high. This will definitely spark debates about cost-efficiency, and if there’s one thing we can’t have, it’s Spark fans—who joined the fan club out of love—complaining about a cheap-looking kit.


  So, I put everything on hold. I handed it over to Jeong Seongbin, who had a broader understanding of idol culture than me. He would take the lead in improving the lineup.


  Meanwhile, UA—lacking much experience in producing official merchandise—decided to release Spark’s first official goods.


  When I saw the first lineup and samples… I was speechless. UA was notorious for its terrible merchandise.


  Thanks to the dedicated team, the goods looked slightly better than the ones I had proxy-bought before.


  But that didn’t mean they were good.


  I agree that Cheonghyeon’s face is practically a gemstone just by existing.


  Right?


  But I don’t think fans want a giant Cheonghyeon-face keychain dangling from their backpacks.


  The key to idol merchandise had always been how much it fueled fan excitement and whether it could be used discreetly.


  Just slapping a picture on something and calling it merchandise? They’d be ripped apart online for being lazy.


  In the end, I stepped in, saying, ‘I just happen to have a great idea~’, and started selling my pitch.


  Fortunately, the dedicated team caught on quickly, and from the second lineup onwards, they started presenting a list that wouldn’t get us ridiculed.


  So far, so good.


  The problem was that UA was planning to do something atrocious: limited quantity sales.


  You’re doing a first-come, first-served sale without disclosing the total stock?


  I almost fainted. I remembered how much Sparklers had raged about UA’s practices in the past.


  ≫ Are you f***ing kidding me? I want to buy the merch, and you’re not even selling it?!


  ≫ I have money! Why can’t I buy it…? Please, just take my money…


  ≫ Are you brain-dead? It always sells out in 30 minutes, so why do you keep apologizing after every sold-out? Even goldfish have better learning abilities


  ≫ Limiting the quantity because you don’t want leftover stock is so pathetic. Please, just have some faith in your idols. We get it, you don’t want to lose a single penny. Just increase the quantity, damn it!


  They didn’t understand how much anger limiting official merchandise to a small quantity would incite.


  I understood the company’s aversion to losses. But what was the point if it upset the fans?


  So, I went and staged a protest by lying down on the floor of UA.


  There’s this great method called pre-orders, Team Leader-nim.


  But Iwol, what if we end up with leftover stock…?


  I know a cheap warehouse. I’ll book it all. So please, anything but limited sales!


  You don’t have to book anything, just get up! Why are you lying on the floor!


  Spark does all the work, the fans suffer, and the distributors take all the profit! Who are these merchs even for?!


  I understood that they couldn’t readily mass-produce goods because we didn’t have a massive fandom, but at least they should make sure that everyone who wanted to buy could buy it. Especially as an entertainment company dealing with fans.


  After going through all this, I did a lot of thinking.


  I pondered while sitting on my bed, and contemplated while sitting at the kitchen table.


  And then I came to a sad conclusion.


  I would just have to keep working…


  Chapter 171: Office Remodeling


  The day of my first shoot for ‘In My Office’ dawned.


  The call time was 9 AM, but I didn’t want to get stuck in rush hour traffic, and I wanted to get a feel for the atmosphere and check out the set beforehand, so I left early and ended up arriving two hours ahead of schedule.


  “Iwol, you’ve got plenty of time left. Want to wait in the car?”


  “No, I still have a lot to learn, so I should go in and learn quickly. I’ll head straight to the set!”


  And so, I was now loitering around the filming site, careful not to get in anyone’s way.


  It was my first time seeing a drama shoot. The atmosphere was different from music video shoots, which was quite interesting.


  They built the set well.


  They had apparently rented out an empty office space and furnished it with props, but everything looked so natural and lived-in. The props team must have worked hard.


  As I stood against the wall, sneaking glances at the site, I noticed the director’s expression darkening by the second.


  He pointed back and forth between the papers in his hand and a partition, his gestures making it clear that something had gone terribly wrong.


  “Did the setup team not look at the layout before they left?!”


  The director’s roar echoed through the set. Everyone’s eyes turned towards him.


  “Did they even bother to check the layout? Ah, these bastards are driving me crazy.”


  The director roughly ran his hand through his hair. No one dared to ask him what was wrong.


  Beside him, the assistant director, who was staring at what seemed to be the layout plan, looked just as troubled.


  “If we call the setup team now, how long will it take them to get here?”


  “Even if they leave right away, it’s rush hour… They might arrive on time, but they won’t be able to finish the setup by the call time.”


  “The actors are all arriving at 9. This doesn’t even make sense. They’re not rookies, how would they make such a mistake?”


  The discussion even escalated to calling back the setup team.


  I cautiously observed the situation, then carefully asked a staff member who had just stepped away from the director’s group.


  “Excuse me, did something happen?”


  The staff member glanced around and whispered,


  “The male lead’s desk, its position is completely wrong.”


  “The desk?”


  “The team leader’s desk has a specific spot, but the setup team seems to have copied the layout of the office next door. They didn’t look at the layout plan.”


  For a filming set, where cameras had to move seamlessly dozens of times, this was a significant issue.


  Even so, couldn’t they just move the desk to its designated spot? It didn’t seem like a difficult task.


  “Can’t we just move the desk now?”


  The suggestion had already come up among the staff.


  There were plenty of strong people here; moving a few tables and rearranging props, although incredibly tough, could be done within two hours.


  However, the director didn’t give the go-ahead.


  “Is moving the desks all there is to it? What about the LAN cables! They’re all molded to the floor, you want to rip them all out before filming? Or do you want the main character’s computer to have no internet every other scene? Don’t you know viewers zoom in on everything?”


  The main issue was that they couldn’t touch the internet cables installed on the floor. Usually, that was how it was. Unlike furniture, LAN cables required a separate contractor.


  But there were only a few computers, and it was just a matter of connecting the cables to the ports…


  “Hello, Director-nim. I’m really sorry to interrupt.”


  “Mr. Iwol? Why are you here so early?”


  “I thought it wouldn’t be good for the youngest actor to be late, so I hurried a little. But would the problem be solved if we just moved Team Leader Ji’s desk?”


  The director gave me a skeptical look.


  “Yes, but… it’s not that simple right now. We need to discuss it first…”


  “I think I can handle it… Would it be okay if I tried?”


  A look of doubt flickered across the director’s face.


  And understandably so—time was tight, and to them, I was just a 21-year-old rookie.


  “I appreciate the enthusiasm, but there are a lot of things involved. We’ve already organized the cables to prevent the cameras or actors from tripping. It would be problematic if we had to rip them out.”


  “Yes, I’ll keep that in mind while I work.”


  “What?”


  I only had two lines in the first episode.


  For these two lines, I had to go to the salon early in the morning. After the shoot, I had to go brainstorm fan meeting ideas. I didn’t have a moment to spare.


  So, I couldn’t stand the thought of the shoot being delayed because of the setup team and rearranging tables.


  I brought over the backpack I’d been carrying since the Do Younghwan audition and placed it on the floor.


  And I pulled out a handful of cable ties.


  I even put on the work gloves I’d been carrying around since the drum barrel charcoal fire incident and diligently started removing the floor molding. Only in the necessary areas.


  If this was a real office, I would have had to match the cable numbers to avoid messing up the IPs.


  But it was different on a set this small.


  There wouldn’t be any IP conflicts with just a few PCs, and no one would be doing actual work, so as long as they were connected, it would be fine.


  This way, instead of rearranging all the desks, I could just swap a few wires around.


  As I busily tied the cables with a few cable ties in my mouth, I was reminded of the old days.


  The days when I would personally buy electrical tape to wrap around exposed wires and get roped into setting up network cables every time my office moved.


  Looking back, I wondered how I managed to do all that.


  Luckily, the previous wiring job was neat, so I only had to move two or three desks. After that, I crawled under the desks to bundle up any loose wires and reattached the molding with tape.


  Finally, I gave the molding a few good kicks to make sure it stayed in place.


  “Director-nim, would this be alright? I’ll move the props after you check the positions!”


  The director, who had been staring blankly, nodded.


  See? I told you it wasn’t a difficult problem.


  Smiling brightly, I moved the props to their new locations. Then I was told by a staff member, ‘Mr. Iwol, stop working and go wait!’ and then by my manager, ‘Iwol, stay seated until someone calls you!’.


  

  “So? You went and did more work?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon said, sounding exasperated.


  “What else was I supposed to do? The shoot would’ve been delayed otherwise.”


  “I heard acting takes up a lot of time, and I guess that’s true.”


  “Exactly.”


  This time, I agreed with Lee Cheonghyeon. I’d been on set all day, and all I contributed were two lines: ‘Sir, here are the documents you requested’, and ‘Well, I guess going home on time is out of the question for a while’.


  By the way, Ha Seomyeong delivered the same ad-lib on set as she did during the script reading. My heart almost gave out.


  “Hyung, your role is an office worker, right? A stockbroker?”


  “Yeah. Why? Does it not suit me?”


  “No, it suits you too well. That’s what’s weird.”


  “What does that even mean…?”


  I shook my head and pulled out my planner when Lee Cheonghyeon spoke again from behind me.


  “But it really is strange.”


  “What is?”


  “You, hyung. Why does it feel so natural for you to be an office worker?”


  My heart skipped a beat.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, however, remained nonchalant.


  “I mean, it’s not like you’re the type to want to act all professional and competent. It just feels like you were an office worker all along.”


  “Did you forget that I’ve been a trainee with you guys since I was twenty?”


  “That’s why it’s strange.”


  I tried to lighten the mood, but Lee Cheonghyeon was strangely serious.


  “Do you have some kind of admiration for office workers? Or was it your dream job or something?”


  “No way.”


  It was my dream job when I was in high school, but admiration? Not even a little. If anything, I just want to escape the system entirely and live my life as a self-sufficient single-person household.


  “Come to think of it, hyung, for all that you know about us, you barely talk about yourself.”


  I felt a pang of guilt. From their perspective, there must have been moments where they felt I was seeing right through them.


  “Are you curious about me?”


  “Of course.”


  “But you never ask.”


  I opened my planner to the bookmarked page where I had jotted down ideas for the fan meeting…


  “Because I don’t think you’ll answer.”


  …My hand stopped.


  I looked at Lee Cheonghyeon, who was lying on Choi Jeho’s bed, working on his laptop. He didn’t avoid my gaze.


  Even so, I couldn’t bring myself to say, ‘If you’re curious, just ask.’


  “See? You can’t even tell me to ask, can you?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon knew me too well.


  “But hyung, if work ever gets tough, you should talk about that at least.”


  “…Why are you saying this all of a sudden?”


  “Well, you always handle everything for us anyway.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon shrugged.


  “So you should tell the members about your work, too. That way, things stay balanced.”


  With that, Lee Cheonghyeon turned back to his laptop screen. He looked a little awkward, maybe even embarrassed.


  Pretending not to notice his feelings, I grabbed my journal planner and pen and left the room.


  

  In the past, I went to a Spark fan meeting exactly once.


  At the time, UA was excessively obsessed with identity verification. Since I valued personal information too much to use Manager Nam’s daughter’s account for proxy ticketing… well, that was how it ended up.


  That day, I had never received that much attention in my life. Perhaps worried I’d feel left out, many people kindly shared free stickers with me.


  So, what was Spark’s fan meeting actually like?


  What’s there to say? It was incredibly boring.


  Choi Jeho stared blankly into space, Park Joowoo glued his eyes to the floor, Kang Kiyeon rambled nonsense, and only Lee Cheonghyeon was running wild.


  If I were Jeong Seongbin, I would have called everyone to the waiting room after the fan meeting and told them to pack their bags and leave if they hated it that much. Seongbin, please never leave this team.


  Now, at least, they’re trying a little…


  How could we give Sparklers the best fan meeting possible?


  A large-scale meeting to address this very question was held today in our dreadful basement practice room.


  Chapter 172: Meeting (1)


  The official name of the meeting was ‘1st Spark Fan Meeting Planning Meeting’.


  But in my mind, it kept morphing into the ‘The Great Escape from the Ultra-Boring Fan Meeting Emergency Countermeasure Committee’.


  I had no intention of witnessing another fan meeting where both the fans and the idols looked like they had nothing to say. We needed thorough preparation.


  Fortunately, the Spark members were enthusiastic about preparing for the fan meeting.


  I had thought at least one or two of them would suggest leaving it to the dedicated team, but surprisingly, they all stepped forward, eager to plan it themselves.


  And that was how we ended up sitting on the floor of the practice room, surrounded by scattered scrap paper and laptops.


  Jeong Seongbin, scanning a list of fan meeting content from various idol groups, said,


  “We should definitely include a Q&A session with the fans, right?”


  As expected of someone who knew what they were doing. Questionnaires, Q&As, and Post-it note questions were essential communication tools.


  “A lot of groups do cosplays too. Like movie or anime characters…”


  “Ah, I was looking at that too.”


  Kang Kiyeon chimed in with Park Joowoo’s comment.


  “Costumes are good. I think everyone will like the event aspect.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon also showed interest. Judging by his word choice, though, it seemed he didn’t really understand what cosplay was.


  “I don’t think it’s just about putting on makeup.”


  I added, and a question mark appeared on Lee Cheonghyeon’s face.


  Park Joowoo handed Lee Cheonghyeon a piece of paper, and his face lit up with surprise.


  “What’s this? You dress up exactly like the character?”


  “That’s right. More than you imagined, right?”


  “Awesome! I definitely want to do this!”


  I felt like I’d seen someone say something like this on social media before.


  What was it again? A highly developed muggle is indistinguishable from an otaku…?


  “We’ll be singing too, right? I was thinking, an acoustic arrangement of ‘With List’ would be perfect. It’d be perfect for the autumn vibe, what do you think?”


  Then Lee Cheonghyeon lamented that no one in our team could play the acoustic guitar.


  “Acoustic guitar would be perfect for this vibe!”


  “If we had someone who could play that, we would be a band, not an idol group.”


  Choi Jeho grumbled. At that moment, Jeong Seongbin stepped forward hesitantly.


  “Um… I can play it if the chords aren’t too complicated.”


  So, we actually did have someone who could play it. I could almost hear Park Joowoo’s yearning for a band concept ignite. I glanced at him, and sure enough, his eyes were sparkling.


  “Alright, then I’m doing this! Okay? It’s decided!”


  “Okay, okay.”


  Jeong Seongbin chuckled, calming down the excited Lee Cheonghyeon.


  “We should also do Kiyeon’s random play dance that went viral on IDC.”


  At my words, Kang Kiyeon’s face turned red.


  But it was a fact. His popularity had skyrocketed after he nailed the random play dance.


  Even his old performance-focused videos started resurfacing, so there was no way we could let go of this content.


  “The oldest hyungs should do something too.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon said, playfully twirling his pen.


  “Sorry, but please don’t lump Choi Jeho and me together. Being born in the same year is the extent of our relationship in this lifetime.”


  “As if I enjoy being associated with you.”


  Choi Jeho shot back. As always, the ever-kind Jeong Seongbin tried to smooth things over.


  “Hey, why are you two like this? You usually get along so well.”


  “I wouldn’t be so sure. Those hyungs don’t say a word in their room.”


  And just like that, Lee Cheonghyeon completely shattered Jeong Seongbin’s efforts.


  But jokes aside, I really didn’t want to be paired with Choi Jeho.


  First off, my stats were too lacking. I knew our generous fans tried to gloss over it by calling us the ‘hyungs with different styles’, but the intensity of our visuals was just too different.


  The same went for our skills. Even with the same moves, people said Choi Jeho had graceful dance lines, whereas the best comment I ever got was ‘Iwol always keeps his angles sharp!’.


  I was training hard to at least match the other members’ level, but every time I stood next to Jeho, I turned into a slug. It was just depressing.


  And to be completely honest…


  After regaining my memory data, I started feeling uncomfortable around him again.


  The anger I had felt towards him right after regressing resurfaced.


  To be fair, Choi Jeho didn’t actually do anything wrong. His only crime was standing out too much—so much that even Manager Nam’s daughter took notice.


  Besides, the system was doing a good job of suppressing my negative emotions. Otherwise, my feelings towards him wouldn’t have stopped at just discomfort.


  Something about being around him made me strangely unsettled, so I wanted to avoid collaborating with him for the time being.


  “How about a ‘Would You Rather’ game? Making Iwol-hyung the main dancer vs. Joowoo-hyung doing a solo variety show.”


  “Our Kiyeon has a talent for creating ‘Would You Rather’ questions.”


  I applauded Kang Kiyeon’s idea. Park Joowoo’s face turned pale.


  

  “Guys, the physical samples for the fan club kit are here!”


  “Really?”


  At Jukyung-nim’s call, we abandoned our practice and headed upstairs to the meeting room. A large navy blue box sat on the table.


  Despite the dark navy background, the box didn’t feel gloomy thanks to the vibrant fireworks printed on it. The colorful, circular fireworks evoked a festive atmosphere.


  The small fireworks surrounding the ‘A’ in ‘spArk,’ Spark’s official stylized name, resembled a Ferris wheel and blended well with the design.


  The contents were adorable, too.


  Since fans tend to hesitate when using stickers, we had insisted on including two copies of each—one for keeping and one for using. Inside were individually signed stickers with handwritten messages from each member, project reports from the Flowering era, and a six-photo life strip from With List. The name section on the activity reports was left blank so fans could write their names or nicknames.


  The photos… No pixelation, no smudges on the postcards…


  While the others were busy admiring the kit, I was busy checking for flaws. This was a habit I’d developed from filming unboxing videos while doing proxy purchases.


  “Wow, the journal planner… looks really practical.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon, who had excitedly opened the journal, suddenly lowered his voice.


  “Yeah, I’m thinking of switching to this one.”


  Kang Kiyeon even asked Jukyung if he could get a diary by signing up for the fan club himself.


  Of course, we’d collaborated with Eumjisarang and worked hard to make it both aesthetically pleasing and practical! II had painstakingly picked out every single page layout, thinking about how I’d want it if I were using it myself!


  But if you guys start using it, we’ll look like shameless idols self-promoting fan club memberships!


  There were other items as well, but I was particularly pleased with the 12-piece photocard set we had painstakingly taken. Each of the six members had two versions: an idol version and a casual version.


  I had to empty my entire external hard drive for the casual version photocards.


  Among them, my top pick was undoubtedly Kang Kiyeon smiling brightly amidst soap bubbles.


  It had the refreshing coolness of a fountain and the warmth of solar heat coexisting on his face. Both his face and the soap bubbles shimmered with rainbow colors.


  If I had submitted it anywhere other than UA, Kang Kiyeon’s photo would have definitely won Photo of the Year. Be grateful, UA.


  “We’re really getting a fan club now.”


  Jeong Seongbin’s voice trembled. Even without looking, I could tell he was deeply moved.


  “That’s right. Everyone’s busy, but let’s work hard until the fan meeting. Fighting!”


  “Fighting!”


  Everyone shouted enthusiastically.


  My heart fluttered. It was a different kind of nervousness than I felt at fansign events.


  

  Won Chaehee. 27 years old. She was seasoned K-pop fan who once boasted a dazzling career as a homma, but after her bias became a VIP at a nightclub, she vowed never to set foot in the idol world again.


  It was only recently that she dusted off her long-sealed camera.


  The appearance of a man whose beauty defied the laws of physics. A visual so striking it signaled the dawn of a new era. At that moment, Won Chaehee felt that her past self had perished, and a new version of her had been reborn.


  I’m just dipping my toes in. These days, there are idols with rotten personalities right from their debut.


  Won Chaehee repeated this mantra over and over.


  Nevertheless, she filled out the application form for the newly opened fan club recruitment, waited for the kit, and the day it arrived, immediately replaced the journal she’d been using for six months, plastering the cover with the members’ handwritten stickers.


  She really needed to break the habit of spending money the moment she got hooked on something. But it wasn’t easy.


  I heard there was a lot of talk about the agency, but I guess they’re doing their job now.


  Overall, the Sparkler 1st Generation Kit was excellent. She didn’t regret her purchase.


  How many god-awful pieces of merch had passed through Won Chaehee’s apartment trash can? She’d taken one look, sighed in frustration, and tossed them all—swapping them for a better camera lens, which was probably the smartest decision she’d made.


  When the fan meeting announcement dropped, she scoured the depths of the online community she once frequented, looking for any information on Spark.


  Had they ever cancelled a schedule last minute? Did they often give half-hearted reactions? …Most seasoned K-pop fans, tired of investing not only time and money but also their emotions, probably shared Won Chaehee’s concerns.


  Fortunately, Won Chaehee’s worries turned out to be unfounded. So, she put her old skills to use and attempted to secure a ticket. Her skills as a homma, securing her a spot at every event of her bias, hadn’t faded.


  And the moment the tickets vanished…


  ≫ @minamhunter


  Did anyone actually succeed in getting a fan meeting ticket?


  Boom


  Anyone?


  A post from a well-known Sparkler appeared on Won Chaehee’s timeline.


  ≫ @minamhunter


  No wonder getting into the IDC audience was so easy


  I must have used up all my luck then


  ≫ @minamhunter


  Guys, meaningful fan meetings are meant to be held at Gocheok Dome


  Otherwise, it’s literally illegal under some law


  I’m going to set UA on fire


  └ It’s you who’s against some law


  ≫ @minamhunter


  Not a single person I know got a ticket, how is this possible??


  Are our kids already superstars????


  I believe those who get tickets will leave generous reviews with their fiery loyalty. Please, I’m begging you


  Social media was buzzing, reflecting the fierce competition.


  I should… go and try to get some decent photos.


  The idol fandom was a brutal, cutthroat world. If fans didn’t help each other out, who would? Seeing the desperate cries of the well-known fan, Won Chaehee decided to embrace the spirit of generosity.


  Chapter 173: Meeting (2)


  When was the last time she went to a fan meeting? Won Chaehee tried to recall. Nothing specific came to mind, except that it had been a damn long time.


  Won Chaehee had suffered many indignities at fan meetings she’d paid to attend. She’d heard more warnings from security and staff than the words from the idols themselves, which said it all.


  On the other hand, the fan meeting notice posted by UA had a… refreshing quality.


  ≫ [OFFICIAL] Pre-event notice regarding SPARK’s first fan meeting, ‘IGNITION’


  .


  .


  .


  Photography Policy


  ─ You are free to take photos as long as they do not interfere with the event. We’d appreciate it if you could capture nice shots. (If rapid-fire photography causes disruption to other fans, staff may exceptionally request that you refrain from shooting.)


  .


  .


  .


  There was no photography ban. In fact, it wasn’t just permitted—it was actively encouraged.


  She had never seen such a bold fan meeting before. Won Chaehee could almost feel her camera twitching inside her bag.


  Moreover, the venue was a famous fan meeting spot known for its excellent sightlines. She wondered just how much of a beating the company had taken to start putting in this much effort.


  Until the fan meeting began, Won Chaehee idly browsed Spark-related content on social media.


  Their last activity was the IDC finals, so will they be wearing hanbok today? Or maybe school uniforms?


  Honestly, as long as they didn’t show up in a cheap three-stripe tracksuit, she was willing to accept just about anything. Seeing that in person had been one of the rare embarrassments in Won Chaehee’s life.


  But as someone once said,


  Spark took ‘every’ activity seriously.


  The venue, which had become noisy with the appearance of a figure at the entrance, was soon filled with happy cheers.


  The first to appear was the leader, Jeong Seongbin.


  A bronze tiara resembling a laurel wreath sat atop his brown hair, and metal chain accessories sparkled on his fingers and wrists.


  His white tunic, complemented by a thin, greenish shawl, exuded a subtle classical beauty. The outfit was reminiscent of Greek and Roman mythology.


  Holy sh*t, he looks like an elf. Just as Won Chaehee was marveling at the sight, another member stepped onto the stage.


  It was Park Joowoo, wearing a silk shirt with flowing blue ripples and subtle sky-blue glitter on his cheeks.


  As Won Chaehee zoomed in, the glitter became clearer. Three or four pointed ovals adorned each of Park Joowoo’s cheeks.


  Was he supposed to be a mermaid prince? As she was pondering this, a scream erupted from somewhere.


  Sh*t.


  Choi Je-ho, his hair slicked back neatly, appeared in a burgundy shirt and black suit.


  A gold chain, possibly part of a brooch, adorned the collar of his shirt, glinting under the stage lights.


  Unlike Spark’s usual light makeup style, his eyes and lips were heavily styled. Even from Won Chaehee’s seat, his face seemed to be in 4K resolution.


  Kang Kiyeon, who came out next, appeared to be wearing clothing from an earlier era than Choi Jeho.


  His hair, styled back with pomade without a single stray strand, further emphasized his sharp features.


  A luxurious vest, a well-fitted coat, and a stylish scarf completed his look—an impeccable trio.


  Who the fuck put gloves on him? They must be a lunatic—


  The pristine white gloves covering Kang Kiyeon’s hands provoked many thoughts in Won Chaehee.


  Shutter sounds echoed from everywhere. Interestingly, no one was using burst mode. The collective shutter sounds blended together, creating a volume similar to burst shooting.


  Then, the entrance to the stage lit up brightly, like a spotlight.


  Lee Cheonghyeon had arrived.


  His grand attire, reminiscent of a distinguished professor from a romance-fantasy novel, was embroidered with elaborate patterns.


  People said that purple had always symbolized wealth, and just looking at his face, he definitely exuded the aura of a millionaire.


  Even his matching academic cap suited him well. He could easily pass for a valedictorian. And yet, all Won Chae-hee could think of was a bottle of fine wine worth millions per serving.


  This visual is a must-see. That thought crossed her mind even as she focused on her camera angle.


  Won Chaehee was incredibly busy, taking a picture, lifting her head, then returning to her hunched posture to take another picture.


  There was one member left. While Won Chaehee adjusted her camera angle, people around her bustled, seemingly taking out slogans.


  Is it really okay for a personal fan event to be this blatant?


  It was baffling. If the fanbase was so skewed toward one member that they even organized a slogan event just for him, it could easily throw off the balance of the entire event.


  Regardless of Won Chaehee’s concerns, the last member began to step onto the stage.


  In a decidedly unfashionable style, quite different from the flashy fashion of the previous members.


  A checkered button-up shirt, denim overalls, thin-rimmed glasses, and vintage sneakers—his look was an unmistakable nod to a very specific fashion style.


  He gave off the vibe of someone whose hobbies included Bitcoin mining and whose special talent was solving Rubik’s cubes at lightning speed.


  Does the stylist hate only him? Is that why the fans are so supportive of him?


  At least his permed hair gave him a cute look, and his stiff posture combined with his hesitant entrance was funny yet somehow pathetic.


  Just as she started to feel pity, a loud voice erupted from the audience.


  “Iwol!”


  “Are you really all better now?!”


  Only then did Won Chaehee notice the slogans held by the fans. ‘Congratulations on your comeback, Iwol’ was written on them.


  That’s right. This is his first offline event since his injury.


  That was why the competition for fan meeting tickets was even fiercer, but she had forgotten.


  Kim Iwol, looking at the audience with surprised eyes, repeatedly bowed, a shy, embarrassed smile on his face.


  Someone in the audience shouted, ‘Don’t bow! You’ll strain your head!’ but he seemed unfazed. It was remarkable professionalism.


  

  Led by Jeong Seongbin, the members took turns expressing their gratitude to the fans who had come to their first fan meeting and sharing their thoughts on the formation of their fan club. Won Chaehee wasn’t interested in their speeches, so she focused on taking pictures.


  Through her camera lens, Spark was a chaotic mess.


  There was no sense of unity in their outfits, but each member seemed determined to showcase their peak visuals.


  Spark was… a group with a strong sense of aesthetics…. Won Chaehee’s hands pressed the shutter instinctively, without waiting for her command.


  “We’ve prepared some special content for today.”


  “That’s right.”


  Jeong Seongbin and Kang Kiyeon exchanged lines. Given their outfits, it already felt like they had gone all out, but apparently, there was more. Perhaps because of the trauma of the three-stripe tracksuit, Won Chaehee’s expectations were rock-bottom.


  “You might have been taken aback by our lack of coordination in our outfits, but there actually is a concept!”


  “We almost ended up like Joowoo-hyung’s hair trying to decide on this!”


  Naturally, everyone’s gaze shifted to Park Joowoo, whose hair still maintained a bright tone. It seemed they were implying he had nearly gone gray from the stress.


  The meaning of the ‘concept’ became clear during the special stages that followed. The members performing together each stage created a slightly unified atmosphere.


  Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo opened the first stage.


  With Jeong Seongbin’s acoustic guitar accompaniment, Park Joowoo sang a classically arranged version of With List.


  She had wondered why they dressed like an elf and a mermaid prince, and it turned out their concept was a nature-loving, idyllic music boy and a siren.


  Park Joowoo’s unique vocal tone was famous even outside the Sparkler fandom. His voice shone even within the ordinary fan meeting setting.


  Hearing it live is completely different.


  She had thought his voice was great when listening to the recordings, but that judgment felt laughable now. It was on a whole other level. It was a shame this unit had only prepared one song.


  Next up was the dance line in their suit concept. She’d wondered what they kind of dance they would perform in those outfits…


  They waltzed. Won Chaehee doubted her own eyes.


  She wasn’t sure if that was how a waltz was supposed to be done. She’d never had a particular interest in such things.


  But it certainly looked cool. Their movements were sharp yet smooth, and they were perfectly in sync with the music.


  Do idols have to waltz to survive these days? Even as she had such an old-fashioned thought, Won Chaehee was slightly captivated. The stiffness in her shoulders gradually faded.


  By now, she was curious about what the last group would do. She secretly hoped the heated atmosphere from the waltz would continue.


  A sense of unease washed over her, imagining them doing a quiz battle in their scholar and graduate student outfits, instantly killing the mood.


  As if aware of Won Chaehee’s feelings, Kim Iwol and Lee Cheonghyeon took the stage with solemn expressions.


  “As you all know, these two are the official brains of our team.”


  Jeong Seongbin, having returned to his MC role from his elf persona, held the microphone.


  “So, we decided to choose an activity that would allow them to fully utilize their brains.”


  They were doomed. It was definitely a quiz battle.


  They were going to spend time doing something like guessing the capitals of far-off countries that no one cared about anymore…


  “It’s a ‘Secret Stories About Each Other That Only I Know’ relay exposé!”


  …Huh?


  Are they even allowed to do that? Did they agree to this in advance?


  While Won Chaehee was bewildered, the surroundings erupted in cheers. Somehow, everyone seemed accustomed to exposés and TMI overshares.


  “The rules are simple. We’ll take turns exposing stories we don’t know about each other, and if any of the members already knows the story, or if one of us feels excessive shame, the game ends!”


  In short, it meant, ‘Tell us some fun stories about what happened between you’. It was an interesting topic for the idol world, where relationships were crucial.


  “…Are both contestants ready?”


  Park Joowoo asked, massaging Lee Cheonghyeon’s shoulders. Lee Cheonghyeon smirked, looking confident.


  “Do you want to go first, hyung? Or should I?”


  He even taunted the opponent. Kim Iwol’s eyebrow twitched.


  “Bring it on.”


  As soon as Kim Iwol gave him the go-ahead, Lee Cheonghyeon strode across the stage.


  This was a nightmare. She had to capture that face both with her naked eyes and her camera.


  “Hyung.”


  “…….”


  “You hate it when numbers don’t have commas, even if you pretend it doesn’t bother you, right?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon smirked.


  Kim Iwol didn’t back down. He didn’t even lose his smile, showcasing his composure.


  “If you know, why don’t you change the number format? I told you how.”


  “It’s just so funny watching you meticulously fix it every time…”


  “Sorry, but I can’t read anything over ten thousand won without it.”


  It was a ridiculously trivial story.


  But the two were dead serious. At this moment, Won Chaehee wished the staff would sell popcorn.


  ―


  Profile


  Name: Jeong Seongbin


  Birthday: March 30th


  Birthplace: Seoul, South Korea


  Height: 179cm (5’10.5″)


  MBTI: ESFJ


  Nicknames: Spiritual Pillar, Group Leader, Captain, Teacher, Spark’s Only Conscience


  Likes: Vocal lessons, watching the news, viewing night scenery


  Dislikes: His own shortcomings, Jeong Seongjun’s impulsive actions, overly sweet food


  Motto: Let’s do our best so that we don’t regret


  Favorite Food: Gamjatang


  Preferred Scent: Cotton


  Favorite Music Genre: Ballad


  Favorite Sport: E-sports


  Most Confident Body Part: Ankles


  Unique Habit: Talks in his sleep when tired


  Chapter 174: Meeting (3)


  “You’re the one who stole Kang Kiyeon’s pillow during the farming experience, right?”


  “So it was you?”


  Kang Kiyeon, who had been listening quietly, glared. He must have suffered quite a bit sleeping without a pillow.


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s eyes widened.


  “How did you even see that?!”


  “You think there’s anything in this team I don’t know?”


  Kim Iwol was confident. He exuded so much confidence that Won Chaehee wondered if the only thing he didn’t know were the members’ resident registration numbers.


  “It seems we have a stalemate.”


  “They’re just picking at each other’s weaknesses…”


  Jeong Seongbin and Choi Jeho expressed their surprise in different ways. In any case, the fans were thrilled.


  “I really didn’t want to bring this up.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon placed his hands on his hips. His stance carried an air of determination.


  “Hyung.”


  “Yeah?”


  The two men exchanged leisurely glances.


  This pairing had great visuals. Thinking that, Won Chaehee pressed the video recording button.


  “Hyung, you saved Seongbin-hyung’s name in your contacts as ‘Spiritual Pillar Jeong Seongbin’, right?”


  “Pfft!”


  A huge bomb had been dropped. Screams erupted from everywhere.


  Kim Iwol’s face, as he choked back a mouthful of water, turned as red as an apple. Jeong Seongbin’s face was even redder.


  “You… you saw that?”


  He even confirmed it was true. Kim Iwol’s face alternated between red and blue.


  Then, starting from under his shirt collar, his skin gradually turned red. Finally, even his ears were flushed. It was an unusual sight for Kim Iwol, who was usually as pale as a polar bear.


  He’d acted so professionally in front of the camera, and now she was witnessing Kim Iwol crumble.


  “You asked me to send out the video conference link for you last time. I saw it then.”


  “Ah…”


  “Our Seongbin-hyung must be a pretty reliable leader to you, huh? Right? I love our leader so much too!”


  Won Chaehee’s intuition screamed that this was an extremely rare situation. She eagerly captured every frame of Kim Iwol struggling to keep his expression in check.


  “First, let me explain. Everyone, I absolutely did not snoop on-hyung’s private stuff! Hyung asked me first! He asked me to send something using his account! We don’t have our own phones yet, so we share a laptop, and things like this happen often.”


  “Don’t you usually use your tablet?”


  “We were on vacation in Busan then, so I didn’t have it.”


  Then Spark briefly lamented the ‘difficulties of group life without personal electronic devices’. It was a harsh story for modern people who couldn’t live without their smartphones.


  “We’re always logging in and out of accounts on the laptop and shared phone.”


  “Or Seongbin-hyung just relays messages for us.”


  “Right. So, half of Seongbin-hyung’s messages are ‘Joowoo confirmed!’ or ‘The maknaes confirmed!’”


  She didn’t expect UA to be so old-fashioned. But it was better than having dating scandals or controversies because of personal phones. She was curious when UA would finally allow them to have personal phones.


  “For the record, I saw everyone’s saved names because it was in the group chat. Mine was ‘Cutie Pretty Visual’?”


  Laughter erupted from everywhere at the nickname that seemed to revere beauty. Kim Iwol buried his face in his hands.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, the person involved, was unfazed. He seemed to be living up to his nickname. He made a flower pose with his hands, then wiggled his fingers and approached Kim Iwol.


  “Hyung, am I that cute?”


  “…….”


  “Cheonghyeon is quite pretty, right?”


  “…….”


  “Maybe I’m actually meant to be the visual of this team?”


  “Ha…”


  Kim Iwol let out a deep sigh. His head had been hanging low for a while now.


  Lee Cheonghyeon slung an arm around Kim Iwol’s shoulder.


  “Well, it’s not strange that you think of me that way, hyung.”


  “…….”


  “You compliment my face a lot. You’re strict about skincare, but still. I would have been a bit hurt if you just saved it as ‘Spark Lee Cheonghyeon’.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon teased,


  “But it was a bit surprising that you think of Kang Kiyeon that way too.”


  “……!”


  “You saved Kang Kiyeong’s name as ‘


  King of Cuteness


  [1]


  Aigoo, it’s a pun. King of Cuteness→Wang Gwiyoun. Sounds similar to Kang Kiyeon’s name.


  ’…”


  “Let’s stop. I lost.”


  Kim Iwol declared, covering Lee Cheonghyeon’s mouth with an antibacterial tissue.


  Unfortunately, in the time it took him to pull out the tissue, the damage was already done. He must have been delayed by the naive thought that he shouldn’t touch Lee Cheonghyeon’s face with his bare hands.


  Kang Kiyeon covered his mouth with his hand and muttered.


  “King of Cuteness?”


  Hearing Kang Kiyeon’s muffled voice, Lee Cheonghyeon broke through Kim Iwol’s tissue barricade and shouted.


  “He saved Kang Kiyeon as ‘King of Cuteness’!”


  Kang Kiyeon’s face flushed like a boy who’d just received a confession.


  The fans went wild. Requests poured in for the other members’ saved names.


  “Everyone, are you curious?”


  Kim Iwol, now drowning in embarrassment, asked in a resigned voice.


  “Totally!”


  In such situations, idols had several options. First, a war of nerves. Second, pretend not to hear and change the subject. Shift the blame to the member who started it and kill the mood.


  But Kim Iwol didn’t let go of the microphone. The fans had faith that Kim Iwol would do anything they wanted.


  “Then I guess I have to tell you.”


  His voice was full of resignation. It also sounded like he was surrendering to fate.


  “Joowoo-hyung’s was really funny. Hurry up and tell them, hyung.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon slung an arm around Kim Iwol’s shoulder and stood leaning against him.


  They said that Spark never hung their heads for long in front of fans. True to that, Kim Iwol quickly lifted his head. However, his hand still covered his flushed cheek.


  “19-Year Vintage Metal Marbles Park Joowoo…”


  Now Kim Iwol was practically whimpering.


  “So, are you going to update Joowoo-hyung’s nickname every year? 20-Year-Old, 21-Year-Old, like that?”


  “Don’t ask.”


  Kim Iwol gently pushed Lee Cheonghyeon away with a miserable expression.


  Cheonghyeon only grinned as he staggered back for show. Won Chaehee passionately captured the scene with her camera.


  “Still, hyung, I’m really happy.”


  “Why? Because you’re Cutie Pretty Visual?”


  “No.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon smiled the most innocent smile in the world.


  “Because our oldest hyungs are so close.”


  “……!”


  “Who would have guessed? Hyung saved Jeho-hyung as ‘Center Emperor Choi Jeho’. As expected, Jeho-hyung is number one in-hyung’s heart, right? Cheonghyeon is so touched by your friendship that he might cry.”


  Through the lens, she saw Center Emperor Choi Jeho freeze. Kim Iwol had perished gloriously.


  She found out later that ‘Center Emperor Choi Jeho’ had been trending in real-time since the middle of the fan meeting.


  It was a beautiful friendship.


  

  After Kim Iwol’s spectacular display of public embarrassment, Jeong Seongbin regained control of the situation. The atmosphere didn’t settle down easily, but the audience eventually quieted down.


  “Actually, everything up until now was just the appetizer, right?”


  Jeong Seongbin addressed the members.


  It had felt more like a full-course meal though. Perhaps because it had been a while since she last used her long lens camera, Won Chaehee’s arms were starting to ache.


  “Since everyone’s probably tired from taking pictures, and it would be a shame to only see us through your camera lenses, we’ve prepared some content for you to relax and enjoy with your eyes and ears! So, please put down your cameras and phones for a moment!”


  In other words, this was no-leak segments. Won Chaehee wasn’t new enough to misunderstand.


  Of course, some people still didn’t put down their phones.


  However, it was a pointless act. The lights in the venue went out completely.


  Then, the beam projector turned on.


  Is it a fan VCR or something?


  If that was the case, people would want to record it even more. At the very least, they’d try to capture the audio.


  Still, she didn’t want to be scolded by security for doing something she wasn’t supposed to do at a fan meeting of a relatively new group. Won Chaehee decided to just watch the video.


  The screen showed someone’s hands playing a piano in a sunlit music room with green leaves visible through the window.


  『I remember you,


  The one who watched over me』


  A warm melody, fitting the color palette of the screen, filled the air.


  The scene shifted to a classroom, where a hand wrote something small in chalk on the corner of the blackboard.


  The sound of chalk tapping on the blackboard was incorporated into the accompaniment along with the acoustic guitar.


  As the person turned, a name tag that read ‘Park Joowoo’ was visible on their clothes.


  Park Joowoo’s characteristically scratchy voice, almost a whisper, added depth to the song.


  『At the end of my drawing,


  It was always you


  To meet you,


  I drew even in my dreams


  You, us』


  A hand bouncing a basketball, a hand solving problems in a workbook, a hand fiddling with a pen held in the mouth, a hand locking a classroom door…


  The crowd, which had become momentarily noisy, thinking it was a new song, quickly quieted down.


  The lyrics appearing on the screen revealed that this was a fan song.


  『This hand that wondered


  If someone would hold it


  I carefully reached out


  With a trembling heart』


  Jeong Seongbin’s delicate falsetto flowed smoothly.


  Jeong Seong-in, who had been solving problems in a workbook, looked towards the window.


  『You held it


  That warm hand


  I wanted to hold it forever


  And run』


  Kang Kiyeon’s hand, about to lock the door, gently grasped the old lock.


  Even though he wasn’t a main vocalist, Kang Kiyeon’s vocals were smooth. Even Won Chaehee, who wasn’t yet fully biased, could tell. It hinted at the amount of practice he put in.


  The screen changed again, shifting to a gymnasium with the squeaking sound of shoe soles.


  Choi Jeho, wearing a white t-shirt and gray sweatpants, engrossed in playing basketball, filled the screen.


  『Even though I erased and erased,


  And took many detours,


  Still, you know,


  Won’t you listen to me?』


  The melody was so low that it was hard to tell if it was a question or a statement, but this made it feel less like a request and more like gently inviting the listener to sit down.


  Choi Jeho’s basketball bounced on the floor again. With the rising basketball, the scene transitioned upwards.


  Lips holding a pen were highlighted again. As the camera zoomed out, Kim Iwol, looking at a notebook, was revealed.


  Kim Iwol held the pen in his mouth, rested it on his lips, and twirled it with his fingers.


  Then, hesitantly, he wrote something.


  『This heart


  Tell me it’s okay to give it to you


  Let me give it a name』


  The notebook was zoomed in on.


  It was a page with the word ‘like’ written on it.


  『Love』


  The drum beat became stronger. More instruments joined in, enriching the melody.


  And finally, it gradually faded.


  『Let’s sit side by side


  And watch the bright night sky together』


  The crackling sound of lit sparklers filled the space left by the fading guitar.


  The sound of crashing waves and the gentle pressing of a few piano keys blended together like paint.


  『This moment


  Let’s never forget』


  Two lit sparklers burned down on the screen.


  Then, the screen went dark.


  I’m doomed.


  In the darkness, Won Chaehee realized something.


  She had just fallen head over heels.


  ―


  Profile


  Name: Park Joowoo


  Birthday: September 22nd


  Birthplace: Daejeon, South Korea


  Height: 181 cm


  MBTI: INFP


  Nicknames: 19-Year-Old Vintage Metal Marble, Human of Dawn Mountain Fog, Fluffball, Sloth, Limited-Time Sniper


  Likes: Bands, microfiber blankets, cleanliness


  Dislikes: Spicy food


  Motto: Let’s all be happy together


  Favorite Food: Yogurt


  Preferred Scent: Unscented


  Favorite Music Genre: Rock


  Favorite Sport: Billiards


  Most Confident Body Part: …Biceps?


  Unique Habit: Wearing headphones with no music playing


  1.


  Aigoo, it’s a pun. King of Cuteness→Wang Gwiyoun. Sounds similar to Kang Kiyeon’s name.


  Chapter 175: Meeting (4)


  When the lights came back on, Spark was standing there, now dressed in the school uniforms from the music video they’d just watched.


  The venue was filled with the reactions of deeply immersed fans.


  “How did you like our first fan song?”


  “Fucking awesome!”


  One Sparkler, after shouting loudly, quickly covered their mouth. Everyone desperately tried to stifle their laughter.


  “We were so nervous backstage. We were worried about what would happen if the reaction wasn’t good.”


  Kim Iwol said this with a face that looked like he hadn’t been nervous at all. Yeah, right. He’d probably been observing the audience with hawk-like eyes.


  Following Jeong Seongbin’s suggestion to sit down and talk about the fan song, Spark took their seats again.


  Perhaps because it was difficult to fix their makeup in such a short time, Choi Jeho and Park Joowoo, who had worn strong stage makeup earlier, looked slightly mismatched in their school uniforms. It was amusing in its own way, so Won Chaehee diligently captured it in photos.


  “There’s a reason why the title of our song is ‘Third Letter’, right?”


  Kim Iwol started. Jeong Seongbin smoothly picked up the thread.


  “As you can see from the lyrics of ‘Flowering’ and ‘With List’, we write all our songs with Sparklers in mind. Although this is our first official fan song, it’s the third story we’re sending to Sparklers, hence the title.”


  She had never thought of it that way. People always said Spark was exceptionally devoted to their fans, but it was surprising that they’d maintained that level of dedication since their debut song.


  Jeong Seongbin then praised the team’s composer.


  “Cheonghyeon worked really hard on this song, everyone.”


  “What hard work for a fan song? I had fun working on it!”


  “Yeah, it definitely seemed that way.”


  Kang Kiyeon’s words further emphasized Lee Cheonghyeon’s sincerity. Perhaps because he’d witnessed the fans’ reactions firsthand when the song was revealed, Lee Cheonghyeon was brimming with energy.


  “I think someone else worked hard too.”


  Kang Kiyeon said, looking to the side. Kim Iwol and Choi Jeho averted their gazes in turn. Won Chaehee had a feeling some very interesting information was about to be revealed.


  Lee Cheonghyeon took the microphone again.


  “As all Sparklers know, our hyungs aren’t exactly talented at writing.”


  “Just look at their letters from the return gift event…”


  Everyone agreed with Park Joowoo’s words. Only Won Chaehee, a relatively new fan who didn’t know such details, shifted her gaze around.


  “But this time, we decided to write the lyrics for our own parts, right? The hyungs really struggled~”


  “You look way too happy about that, Cheonghyeon.”


  Kim Iwol smiled brightly, but shadows loomed under his eyes.


  “The hyungs were a bit much.”


  “…They kept putting the word ‘lacking’ in their lyrics, making all of us in Spark sound deficient.”


  Kang Kiyeon and Park Joowoo, as if airing their grievances, took turns criticizing Choi Jeho.


  “I was just trying to highlight how amazing it is that you all pulled through despite that, why don’t you understand my heart? Cute, pretty, and precious Cheonghyeon is getting upset.”


  “Yeah, my bad.”


  To Won Chaehee, even the constant back-and-forth between Lee Cheonghyeon and Kim Iwol—nicknamed the ‘never-a-day-off daily bickering’—was starting to seem adorable.


  Now there was only one thing Won Chaehee could decide for herself: who her bias would be. No one would know until the end of this fan meeting.


  

  After watching Spark perform ‘Flowering’ in school uniforms and a few cover dances of the latest trending songs, it was time for the Q&A session.


  A standing board was brought in, covered in post-it notes with questions written by fans.


  At Jeong Seongbin’s suggestion to pick and read the questions one by one, the members flocked to the board. Kang Kiyeon was the first to choose a question.


  “‘FrontlineCheering6SecondsStraight’ asks, ‘Do you have any plans to switch roommates?’”


  “Come to think of it, we’ve never switched, have we?”


  Choi Jeho tilted his head.


  “Kang Kiyeon and I switched once. Before that, you and Kang Kiyeon were roommates, hyung.”


  “Really?”


  He seemed to have no recollection. It was a remarkable level of indifference, in many ways.


  “It… might be fun to switch.”


  Park Joowoo muttered from behind like a baby hamster. Everyone—even Spark themselves—focused on Park Joowoo’s words.


  Even from Won Chaehee’s brief observations, Park Joowoo didn’t seem very sociable.


  The fact that such a member was open to changing roommates confirmed that Spark was a close-knit group overall.


  Their subsequent conversation further demonstrated how well the members knew each other.


  “But Jeho-hyung and Joowoo-hyung should have separate rooms. Joowoo-hyung can’t sleep with the lights on.”


  “I bought an eye mask, so it’s okay…!”


  Kang Kiyeon was thoughtful of his roommate’s habits, and Park Joowoo was willing to put up with Choi Jeho’s poor night vision…


  “Whoever rooms with me or Lee Cheonghyeon needs to be a heavy sleeper.”


  “You and Cheonghyeon should just sleep on time. I think we should all be asleep before sunrise, at least.”


  Jeong Seongbin, while smiling, sternly scolded Kim Iwol and Lee Cheonghyeon, whose sleep patterns seemed to be completely messed up.


  “What combinations do you all want to see? If you tell us now, the company might arrange the roommates for us!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon came to the front of the stage, eager to interact with the fans. Requests such as ‘Let the maknaes be roommates’ and ‘Divide them into Miracle Morning and Night Owl groups’ poured in.


  “If you divide us like that, I’ll have to sleep in two rooms.”


  When Kim Iwol, known for sleeping very little, answered, people complained and told him to just sleep.


  Besides the roommate change issue, there were many other questions. Sometimes, conversation topics arose from things other than questions.


  “‘SparkSexyDanceRegime1386DaysIn’… Wait a minute, who wrote this?”


  Having picked it without looking properly, Choi Jeho read the nickname aloud and belatedly tried to identify the mysterious regime master.


  “It hasn’t even been a year since we debuted, and it’s already been 1,386 days…”


  “Sparklers emit light. Light is the fastest thing in the world. Even time is slower than the light of a Sparkler.”


  “Isn’t that a theory that only applies within the realm of physics?”


  The SparkSexyDanceRegime topic now evolved into ‘Can you transcend the limits of time by quickly establishing a regime?’


  Jeong Seongbin cut in before the conversation could get completely out of hand, but Kim Iwol and Lee Cheonghyeon showed their tenacity by promising to discuss it later.


  “‘MeltedPudding’ asks, ‘Will Spark do a sexy concept?’”


  As expected of the leader. She had faith that he would choose a classy question. Won Chaehee, impressed, snapped several pictures of Jeong Seongbin. Everyone around her screamed, the reaction was similar to the fan song.


  “Jeho-hyung did a sexy concept once, at the IDC.”


  “They probably want to see a sexy concept in our official group activities.”


  “Hmm.”


  At Kang Kiyeon’s reply, Lee Cheonghyeon nodded thoughtfully.


  Then, Kim Iwol, who had been sitting at the end of the table, suddenly rushed forward and shielded the other members with his body.


  “No, everyone, sexy is not allowed yet!”


  “Why?”


  “Why not?”


  “Even though these guys look like this, they’re still babies! At least wait until their ID cards are issued and the ink dries before even considering it!”


  Babies, he said. This, despite knowing full well that their average height was over 180 cm.


  Won Chaehee sincerely applauded Kim Iwol’s overprotective hedgehog moment.


  The fans also hesitated at Kim Iwol’s firm stance. Although their idols were handsome enough to make frost form in summer and tall enough to block doorways, they were still at an age where ‘hot bar’ was more fitting than ‘hottie’.


  “Then the hyungs should take their clothes off instead!”


  Someone shouted. Won Chaehee guessed it was the same regime person from earlier.


  Moreover, Kim Iwol took this suggestion quite seriously. It seemed he considered it a reasonable compromise.


  Kim Iwol patted his own biceps and chest over his uniform shirt. Then he walked towards Choi Jeho and did the same to him. After that, with a look of certainty, he slung an arm around Choi Jeho’s shoulders.


  “Jeho.”


  “Yeah.”


  “Your abs are still there, right?”


  Kim Iwol asked with the most innocent smile in the world.


  “You’re trying to throw me under the bus again, aren’t you?”


  Choi Jeho, as if he’d been through this before, was wary.


  Seeing this, Kim Iwol smiled kindly.


  “The fans want it.”


  “…….”


  “Therefore, everyone! When Jeho becomes a bit more mature, we’ll try a sexy concept!”


  Kim Iwol’s bold ambition was met with enthusiastic cheers.


  But aren’t they mature enough now? At this point, Won Chaehee realized her brain might not be functioning properly anymore.


  There were some relatively normal questions as well.


  “There’s also a question, ‘If you were to compare Spark members to animals, which animals would you choose?’ This question is so cute!”


  Although it was a common question in the K-pop scene, Lee Cheonghyeon still seemed excited.


  “Shall we start with the oldest hyung? First, Iwol-hyung is…”


  “Panda.”


  “Eagle.”


  “Hissing cat.”


  “I get the others, but what’s with the eagle?”


  Choi Jeho, Lee Cheonghyeon, and Kang Kiyeon answered almost simultaneously.


  At Kim Iwol’s puzzled question, Lee Cheonghyeon, who had proposed the eagle, replied.


  “Eagles have a field of vision of about 340 degrees. Hyung also has eyes on the back of his head.”


  Apparently so. She couldn’t even fathom how much Kim Iwol observed his members.


  Choi Jeho was declared an anaconda. Kim Iwol asked, ‘Is an anaconda okay as an idol’s representative animal?’, but his concern was dismissed. Soon, fan art of Choi Jeho with snake scales on his face would flood the internet.


  Jeong Seongbin became a Jindo dog. The reason was that there was no other dog as trustworthy. It was strange that Kim Iwol kept suggesting various breeds, from Retrievers to everything else, but ultimately, Jindo dog was decided.


  Park Joowoo was a chinchilla, Lee Cheonghyeon a harpy eagle—strongly insisted upon by Kim Iwol—and Kang Kiyeon a black panther.


  The combination was unusual. The atmosphere suddenly felt like a nature documentary, but it was an informative time, revealing that Spark was even more eccentric than she thought.


  “Is it okay to have two eagles? Won’t there be any interspecies conflict?”


  “It’ll be fine since they live in different habitats.”


  A peace agreement was reached between the eagles. It was a beautiful sight.


  As the chaotic Q&A session drew to a close,


  “There’s a suspicious question here…”


  Park Joowoo squatted down and peeled off a post-it note stuck at the very bottom.


  “…‘What’s the password for our dorm’s laptop?’”


  “Huh?”


  A question with no nickname, and one that clearly wasn’t written by a fan, had appeared.


  ―
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  Chapter 176: Meeting (5)


  At the unexpected question about the dorm’s shared laptop password, the members’ gazes turned to Kim Iwol.


  Kim Iwol, the center of attention, remained unfazed.


  “So, what’s the password?”


  At Kim Iwol’s nonchalant attitude, Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon immediately pounced on him.


  “Did you post this, hyung?”


  “When?”


  “I posted it so I could expose you to the Sparklers. You guys didn’t tell me the laptop password.”


  “Sorry, but if you try to take the conversation in that direction, we won’t lose.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon crossed his arms and faced Kim Iwol, standing in direct opposition. The contrast was striking—Kim Iwol standing tall with perfect posture, and Lee Cheonghyeon leaning slightly with a cocky stance.


  “I’m the only one who can’t see the meeting minutes right now.”


  “And what exactly would you do with them, hyung? Just rest.”


  “Are you trying to make me a slacker?”


  From the audience, shouts of ‘Iwol, be a slacker! Work less, earn more!’ could be heard.


  “Let’s divide the room right now. Those who think Iwol-hyung should be told the password, go to Iwol-hyung’s side, the others to my side!”


  “You’re going to split the team like this?”


  Kim Iwol said incredulously. He was even more dumbfounded when the majority of the members moved to Lee Cheonghyeon’s side.


  “Seongbin, after everything I’ve done for you, how could you do this to me?”


  Kim Iwol said with a despairing expression. However, Jeong Seongbin was firm.


  “Please think of this as our way of caring for you, hyung.”


  “You should see your own face right now.”


  It certainly wasn’t a face that expressed care. If anything, it was the face of someone about to lock a person in an underground dungeon.


  At least Choi Jeho remained by Kim Iwol’s side, supposedly out of loyalty.


  Kim Iwol looked back at Choi Jeho standing behind him.


  “Why are you…”


  He didn’t seem particularly reassured.


  Choi Jeho didn’t seem to have any deep reason for his choice either.


  “If they keep refusing to tell you the password, you’re just going to borrow another laptop from the office, aren’t you?”


  “…You heard that?”


  “Yeah.”


  Choi Jeho replied, as if he was tired of it. He seemed to have heard Kim Iwol asking to borrow another laptop from a company employee.


  She’d heard that Kim Iwol was relentless, but she hadn’t known it was to this extent. Did he have the ghost of an overworked employee possessing him or something?


  Only after the members and fans alike scolded the crazy hyung did Kim Iwol abandon his resolve to borrow a new laptop.


  She wished her team leader would work half as hard as Kim Iwol. Although her heart ached, Won Chaehee decided to simply enjoy her current happiness.


  

  “Oh, right, did you see our latest self-produced content?”


  “Yes!”


  Won Chaehee had seen it too. It was the episode where Spark went to a daycare.


  She couldn’t resist watching the short video of the cute children running around. The tall men awkwardly following them and flailing were a bonus.


  However, the Spark members themselves seemed surprised.


  “Really? You really saw the daycare video?”


  “Yes!”


  “How?”


  How? On MeTube, of course…


  Both the members and the fans were puzzled. Then, Jeong Seongbin pointed to the beam projector.


  “This behind-the-scenes footage—you really saw this?”


  It was a thumbnail she’d never seen before. ‘Spark’s Hilarious Daycare Adjustment Period – Behind the Scenes’.


  “No, I haven’t seen it!”


  “It’s my first time!”


  “Play it now!”


  Were they messing with their fans? They had to be punished—with an over-the-top reaction. The Sparklers made up their minds.


  The video that played was pure chaos.


  『Which pin would you like, customer?』


  『Do I even have space left on my head…?』


  Park Joowoo, looking like a cactus, stood out from the beginning. His reason for choosing a pin was oddly meticulous.


  『Since it’s almost autumn, how about a chestnut…?』


  『No. I’ll go with a watermelon!』


  …Of course, all his choices were rejected by Park, the 5-year-old hair stylist. But at least he had the experience of choosing.


  The person next to Won Chaehee clutched a chinchilla plushie and bit their lip. It seemed Park Joowoo was their bias. Soon, that chinchilla plushie would have a watermelon hairpin on its head.


  Still, it was nice to see him trying his best to play with the children, despite his introverted personality. Especially the scene where Park Joowoo tied back a child’s loose hair elicited sighs from all around.


  And what about Jeong Seongbin? Fans, who had only ever seen his gentle leader-like demeanor, were now witnessing a strict Seongbin dealing with children who, unlike the Spark members, completely ignored him and refused to listen.


  『I don’t like you, teacher, you keep scolding me!』


  『But you have to brush your teeth to prevent cavities…』


  『I don’t like brushing my teeth either!』


  Jeong Seongbin, sending out silent cries for help with his eyes, looked quite pitiful. Watching him slowly transform into a childcare expert was fascinating.


  He had a kind nature. The children quickly realized that. When one of the children said they wanted to be like the teacher when they grew up, both Jeong Seongbin on screen and the Sparklers off screen held back tears.


  But the highlight of the daycare video was undoubtedly Choi Jeho.


  At least, Won Chaehee thought so. No one could have expected Choi Jeho—who barely spoke more than a few words even to his own members—to communicate so well with the children.


  『Teacher’s legs are so long~ and his hands are so big~!』


  The child was talking about Choi Jeho’s hands and legs, but the camera focused on his face. It was as if someone had given strict orders: ‘Focus on the face… The face…!’


  Meanwhile, a voice, 90% breath and 10% real sound, pierced through the air.


  “He’s so fucking handsome…”


  Even though it was just someone muttering to themselves, Won Chaehee almost nodded in agreement. When Choi Jeho brought a tail comb and hairpins to style the children’s hair to match his, all she could see were his forearms. She started to wonder if this was a fan meeting or an eye candy clinic.


  Kang Kiyeon, the superstar of the Flower Bud Class, and Lee Cheonghyeon, the maestro of the Flower Bud Class, were also spectacular. Why weren’t companies casting Spark and children in commercials…?


  『The kids are so small.』


  The last one to appear was Kim Iwol.


  He proceeded to showcase the amazing feat of staggering and dodging the running children without taking a proper step.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, watching the video with him, burst into laughter.


  “Hyung, why were you walking around like that?”


  “I was afraid I’d bump into them.”


  “Well, the kids were really small.”


  Hearing those words from a 183cm tall man was incredibly endearing.


  Kim Iwol continued to express his admiration for the small beings from the corner of the camera, using all sorts of expressions.


  『Wait a moment, I’ll wipe your face. …Oh dear, your cheeks are so soft. That surprised me.』


  『I saw earlier, you were holding such a tiny cup with both hands. Your hands are like baby hands.』


  『Why are you wearing a handkerchief around your neck? Is it to keep you from drooling? …Oh, to prevent catching a cold? You’re all babies.』


  『Is this the snack tray? Oh my, it’s so cute.』


  It wasn’t unusual for Kim Iwol to gush.


  However, it was usually directed at grown men, so his main expressions were ‘handsome’ or ‘godly’.


  But Kim Iwol saying ‘cute’? This was a rare sight.


  Since they could feel Kim Iwol’s genuine affection for the children, the fans were delighted, watching his ‘Aren’t our babies just the cutest?’ talk show.


  Ah… I wish he’d just go to the daycare every day…


  Leaning back in her comfortable chair, Won Chaehee thought seriously. She was incredibly happy.


  

  After the games and various activities, it was almost time for the fan meeting to end.


  “Sparklers, what are you doing after the fan meeting? Do you have to go somewhere right away?”


  “We booked this venue for a really long time…”


  Kang Kiyeon and Park Joowoo casually mentioned overtime with straight faces. They didn’t look tired at all. Spark’s pride in their practice hours at the IDC wasn’t for nothing.


  Only the fans, who had planned a post-fan meeting gathering at a Gopchang restaurant, waving their group-purchased plush dolls, shed tears of both joy and sorrow.


  “How long does it take you to get home? We shouldn’t keep you too long, right?”


  “This noona has a car, so you can stay as long as you want!”


  Was that the regime person? Now, everyone was starting to look like the regime person to Won Chaehee.


  It’s almost time…


  Won Chaehee checked the time.


  It was time for ‘that’ to happen.


  “Then let’s talk and hang out a little longer. Is that okay?”


  Just as Jeong Seongbin was about to pull his chair to the edge of the stage, all the lights in the hall went out. It was part of a pre-planned event prepared by the fans.


  “Huh?”


  The surprised voices of the members echoed through the microphones.


  They were startled, huh? Well, anyone would be startled if the lights suddenly went out.


  Then, Kim Iwol’s voice was heard.


  “Everyone, it seems there’s been a slight problem. It’s dangerous to move around together in the dark, so please stay seated for a moment. Staff, please check the situation outside.”


  Kim Iwol’s voice was calm and composed.


  “We’ll guide you out if anything happens, so could you please wait a little while? We’ll take care of it as quickly as possible. We’re sorry for startling you.”


  Although he seemed to have moved the microphone away from his mouth, Won Chaehee clearly heard him tell the members, ‘Don’t panic’.


  And the issue was resolved very quickly. The reverse VCR prepared by the fans started playing.


  『Congratulations on Spark’s First Fan Meeting VCR


  (Special note: Might be rougher than what Iwol planned)』


  “What is this?”


  Choi Jeho asked in a bewildered voice.


  “It’s a present!”


  At the fans’ answer, the members gathered in front of the beam projector one by one.


  Numerous photos and supportive messages flashed by along with the instrumental version of Spark’s debut song.


  『Iwol, the best oldest hyung, thank you for always being Spark’s roof ♡』


  『Jeho, you are Spark’s identity! Spark shines because of you!』


  『Thank you for being a leader the fans can trust and rely on, we love you, Seongbin.』


  『We start and end our day with your voice, Joowoo! Let’s sing together forever!』


  『Cheonghyeon, the most dazzling person in the world, may your future shine even brighter than you!』


  『Kiyeon, our final treasure who is indispensable to the team, don’t forget that everyone cherishes you.』


  When the video ended, the lights in the hall came back on.


  “We love you, guys!”


  Cheers erupted from the audience.


  The expressions on the members’ faces as they turned around said more than words ever could.


  ―
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  Chapter 177: Improvisation


  The fan meeting reviews were mostly positive.


  ≫ What do you mean our super cute maknae black panther cried?


  What happened at the fan meeting?


  └ Ah, seriously, Iwol’s contact names being exposed and Kiyeon crying because of the fan event ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ I regret not going a million times. A noir heart of jealousy…


  ≫ The maknaes were crying so much, it was super cute and heartbreaking at the same time


  The funny part -> The middle-line members, who aren’t that much older, tried to hold back their tears just because they’re ‘hyungs’ ㅋㅋㅠㅠㅠㅠ Ah, you guys are babies too, cry if you want to (actually, I want to see you cry)


  └ We must smother them with love…… We must shower them with affection……


  └ It’s true that the older members don’t cry as much. The oldest hyungs are seriously an iron wallㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ Sigh, I want to see the oldest hyungs bawling. When I saw the maknaes crying, it felt like my heart was ripping apart, but if the hyungs cried, I’d probably grin so wide it’d split my face


  ≫ Reading through the fan meeting reviews


  I lost it when Cheonghyeon, while crying, suddenly said, ‘Ugh, I need to stop crying… I’m Iwol-hyung’s cutie-pretty visual, after all…’ㅠㅠ


  └ Seriously, what was Kim Iwol thinking when he saved their contacts like that?


  └ No one takes Spark more seriously than Kim Iwol


  └ It’s so funny that Choi Jeho and Kim Iwol maintained a 100m distance after this came out ㄹㅇ funny


  ≫ A preview of our sobbing maknaes just dropped


  Fuck this fucked up world


  └ When will I ever get tired of seeing tears fall from those eyes that look like they’d only shed icicles?


  └ No, but they really cried a lot;;;; Are they having a hard time latelyㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ


  └ Spark has been working so hard lately, that could be why…… Ha, guys, only walk on flower paths


  ≫ So when’s the next fan meeting?


  Since they did Seoul, they have to hit Daejeon, Daegu, Busan, Jeju, Dokdo next, right?


  └ And Seosan, Cheorwon, Gangneung, Cheonan, Asan, Jeonju, Yeosu, Pohang


  └ Let’s just put them on a drone and fly them around


  ≫ The idol group who said the fan meeting would be 2 hours and then went for 4 hours


  Because of that, Sparkler and the staff kept exchanging nervous glances about when to start the on-site eventㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  @@: Should we play it now?


  @: N… Now?


  Now?! They did this like 300 times, but it was great


  └ Ahㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Cute just imagining it


  ≫ Watched some loser skip the fan meeting to go on a date, then I switched to Spark, and suddenly my chest felt lighter.


  They danced so much, sang a million songs, and even sang a cappella if there was no MR


  Even sent us home with shopping bags—felt a little like my mom, but whatever


  └ Goodness, my first time hearing about the shopping bags, what are they?


  └ Photocards, and since it’s autumn, mini humidifiers for dry throatsㅠㅠ It was a printed letter, not handwritten, but they included letters from all six members……ㅠㅠㅠㅠ If it had been random, I might’ve actually cried


  └ Ah, and there was puddingㅋㅋ Jeho’s older sister was obsessed with pudding and bought a ton, but because of the expiration date, he said he ate only pudding for 3 days straightㅋㅋㅋㅋ So Jeho proudly said he’s good at picking delicious pudding


  └ Ah, Choi Jeho, this giant baby adult snake


  └ Literally nothing in this conversation makes sense


  Besides these, there were many other positive responses. That was a relief.


  It seemed like a good decision to skip having an MC, since the atmosphere could change drastically depending on who it was.


  If the MC constantly got members’ names wrong or made inappropriate jokes, the fans who took time out of their lives to attend wouldn’t be able to fully enjoy the event.


  Thankfully, Jeong Seongbin’s hosting skills had improved considerably, making it possible. He looked a bit drained the next day, but that was how everyone grew.


  The fans also loved the fan song uploaded to MeTube. Thanks to that, my steps toward the filming location felt light.


  After scrolling through the community posts for a bit, the car arrived at the site.


  “Iwol, we’re here!”


  “Yes, I’ll head out first!”


  Leaving the manager to park, I headed to the office… or rather, the set.


  What kind of ad-libs await me today?


  Back in the Hanpyeong Industry, I was bombarded with Manager Nam’s unexpected antics, but in ‘In My Office’, it was the ad-libs that tested me. Because of this, I was constantly on the defensive.


  “Mr. Iwol, you’re early again today!”


  “Hello, Assistant Director.”


  The actors’ arrival time was much later than the staff’s. It was probably because they worked in different areas, but I wasn’t a top star, so I came early unless there were scheduling conflicts. It felt awkward arriving right on time.


  Hair and makeup were usually done on-site to match the day’s story and atmosphere.


  Do Younghwan was just a regular employee, so his hair was either styled neatly or with a slight comma part. I was usually the first one here, and as a supporting actor, my look didn’t change drastically, so I was usually ready quickly.


  Once I was ready, my routine began. Which was…


  “Hm, still spotless as ever.”


  …Wiping down Do Younghwan’s desk.


  On the first day of filming, the director had the actors arrive an hour before shooting.


  The idea was for us to decorate our desks according to our characters’ personalities.


  It seemed like he placed great importance on character analysis, just like during the auditions.


  Some brought their favorite miniatures from their cars, while others meticulously placed Post-it notes around their monitors to appear professional.


  The actor playing Ji Seongin, one of the main characters, even brought his own desk calendar filled with notes. I remembered thinking, So this is the level of a main lead.


  So what did I do?


  I just cleared everything off the desk. Except for the books, monitor, keyboard, mouse, and mousepad.


  What? Is Mr. Do Younghwan a minimalist?


  The staff commented as I removed the default index tabs stuck to the side of the monitor.


  The director also chimed in.


  Mr. Iwol, if you’re doing this to stand out…


  Oh, no, sir. That’s not it.


  I opened a section of the first part of the script and pointed to a short stage direction. It was underlined in red.


  I don’t know what Younghwan is thinking, but that’s his charm.


  It was Ha Seomyeong’s line.


  I was thinking about how to express this part. Do Younghwan isn’t unsociable, and he’s competent at his work, so where does this subtle charm come from?


  Hmm, right.


  So I used this as a reference.


  The director looked at the photo I had printed out titled, ‘The Desk of Someone Ready to Quit at Any Moment’.


  I had also brought along positive comments from online, just in case. It would be hard to view it negatively.


  But Mr. Iwol, did you know I’d ask you to decorate your desk? When did you prepare this?


  It was an indirect approval. I took the paper back and replied,


  If you hadn’t asked, I was planning to suggest it.


  You’re something else.


  And so, Do Younghwan’s desk became a sterile, emotionless corporate workstation. And every day I came to work, I wiped it clean. It was a habit from my Hanpyeong Industry days.


  “Someone this tidy… isn’t hiding a resignation letter in their drawer, are they?”


  Ha Seomyeong approached and asked.


  Despite her occasional impulsive behavior, she was kind to everyone in the cast and created a positive atmosphere. So, I tried my best to accommodate her.


  “This is a large corporation, wouldn’t resignations be handled through the electronic system?”


  “Ahaha! Right, I thought you’d have a laminated resignation letter.”


  Then, Ha Seomyeong clapped her hands.


  “This conversation is great. How about we tweak it a bit and use it as an ad-lib later?”


  “‘I didn’t print it out because I’ll submitting it electronically.’ …Would that work?”


  “Yes, yes. You’ve got great sense, Mr. Iwol.”


  Ha Seomyeong gave me a thumbs-up. I bowed my head in thanks. I wasn’t sure if gaining her favor was a good thing.


  

  For office workers, lunchtime was as precious as gold.


  Seon Guan’s team, having already dispatched those heading to the company gym, strolled along the riverside with coffee in hand.


  “Ugh, isn’t it getting colder these days?”


  One colleague rubbed their arms.


  “It’s dreadful just thinking about winter coming…”


  Another chimed in.


  Suits offered terrible insulation. Even with thermal underwear on, they couldn’t block the biting wind. Everyone at Mai Asset Management knew this all too well.


  “But winter also comes with a big event. You all have 2,000 won in cash ready, right?”


  Seon Guan energetically looked at her colleagues and exclaimed.


  The bungeoppang stalls lined up in front of the nearest subway station to Mai Asset Management and the takoyaki stall that came to the riverside every Wednesday evening were secretly shared hotspots among the office workers of Yeouido, even worthy of being registered on the ‘seasonal seafood’ map.


  Her colleagues, who had benefited greatly from their cash stash last winter, nodded in agreement.


  “Of course.”


  “Naturally.”


  There was an unexpected participant. Do Younghwan, Seon Guan’s subordinate, who seemed like the type to politely decline sweets, saying, ‘Ah, I’m fine with something not sweet’.


  He was the one who never frowned except when putting in eye drops, always staring blankly at his monitor, typing away almost invisibly before going home.


  For Do Younghwan to carry bungeoppang money around?


  “You too, Mr. Younghwan? To buy bungeoppang?”


  Seon Guan asked.


  Do Younghwan, staring off into the distance, replied,


  “No, to buy a lottery ticket on my way home.”


  “…….”


  Seon Guan followed Do Younghwan’s gaze.


  A banner across the street flapped in the wind, proclaiming, ‘Three-time First Prize Winner’.


  Do Younghwan said,


  “If you don’t see me next Monday, don’t bother looking for me.”


  Seon Guan and his colleagues were momentarily speechless. But Do Younghwan’s eyes showed how serious he was.


  “M… Mr. Younghwan, even if you win, don’t just disappear! Okay?”


  “Look at you, trying to snatch the maknae’s lottery winnings!”


  Seon Guan hurriedly stopped her colleagues. Do Younghwan silently followed behind them.


  “Cut!”


  The director gave a short approval.


  Simultaneously, I let out a sigh of relief.


  Who puts in this much ad-libbing?!


  My original line was just ‘Naturally’. That meant everything from Younghwan’s lottery confession onward was completely ad-libbed.


  I had to match the tone since I had decorated the desk like an office worker dreaming of resignation, so I had no choice.


  I had hoped the director would cut it if it didn’t work, but that didn’t happen. It seemed Do Younghwan would appear on broadcast as an ordinary office worker buying lottery tickets.


  Moreover, I was getting paired with Ha Seomyeong as a comedic duo. My screen time had doubled.


  I was both grateful and embarrassed. Please don’t do this to me. I promise I’ll study the script harder…


  While they filmed scenes I wasn’t in, I diligently read the script in a corner. Then, someone sat down in the empty chair next to me. It was Ha Seomyeong.


  “It’s tough, isn’t it, your first time acting?”


  “Not at all, everyone’s been very helpful, so I’m enjoying it.”


  “Really?”


  Ha Seomyeong laughed.


  “I doubt that.”


  “I mean it.”


  “Really? That’s amazing. I had a really hard time.”


  I responded to Ha Seomyeong’s friendly remark with a sociable smile. I didn’t have many other expressions I could make in this situation.


  “About the ad-libs, I’m sorry. The original script didn’t have much punchline, you know?”


  “I see.”


  “How many people watch dramas from beginning to end these days? Everyone watches clips or compilations. And those usually consist of funny scenes. Good back-and-forth, fun chemistry, witty lines.”


  “…….”


  “I think Do Younghwan is the perfect character for that. Let’s create some fun moments!”


  “Y-Yes!”


  I ended up joining in the cheer. This person had the aura of a straightforward and ambitious superior.


  Feeling the urge to avoid her, I glanced around, hoping to find something that needed my help.


  Ha Seomyeong laughed, watching me.


  “Just like Eun said.”


  I couldn’t immediately place who ‘Eun’ was.


  Then, I remembered. It was Ms. Oh Eun, the vocal trainer at UA.


  “You know her?”


  “Of course. We were in the same group.”


  I had learned by chance, during my trainee days, that Ms. Oh Eun was from an unsuccessful girl group. I had heard that the group disbanded, but I had no idea Ha Seomyeong was in the same group.


  This meant that she had also gone through the arduous journey from idol to actress. Unlike me, whose role was minor at best, she had fought through far greater challenges.


  But Ha Seomyeong didn’t show it at all. Her eyes were filled with positive energy.


  “She doesn’t usually talk about people, but she said a really polite and hardworking kid would be joining. She asked me to look after him if I liked him.”


  “‘If I liked him’ sounds exactly like her.”


  “She’s always been picky. Anyway, I watched you, and wow, you’re exactly as she described.”


  Ha Seomyeong handed me a drink. It was a small bottle of fruit juice that cost over 4,000 won.


  “I told Eun this before. She should become a solo singer. I said she was talented enough, so why bother teaching kids?”


  Ms. Oh Eun was a truly talented singer. The fact that she could still teach Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo, who were already idol-level, meant there was nothing she couldn’t teach.


  “But these days, I kind of understand how she feels. Eun is a trainer at a small company, and I’m still a struggling actress.”


  Let’s do our best. Saying that, Ha Seomyeong extended her hand.


  I bowed and shook her hand, saying I looked forward to working with her.


  The fact that someone was looking out for me, even in this environment where I thought I was alone, was comforting.


  “Oh, and UA will be receiving an offer soon. I’m not sure if it’s a direct request, but…”


  “What kind of offer?”


  Ha Seomyeong winked.


  “An OST request.”


  Chapter 178: Company Theme Song (1)


  Just as Ha Seomyeong had said, an offer came to UA soon after. They wanted a member of Spark, the same group as Kim Iwol, who was currently filming the drama, to record the OST for the drama, starting from episode 6.


  It was what I had hoped for, but I hadn’t expected it to be possible. I’d assumed they would use an established singer.


  But Jeong Seongbin really blew up in the meantime.


  Thanks to his appearance on ‘Genre-Swap’, Jeong Seongbin’s skills were recognized even by non-fans. That probably played a role in securing this offer.


  The real issue was how much Park Joowoo was willing to step back when it came to vocal activities.


  Just like the vocal position battle on IDC, if this opportunity goes to Jeong Seongbin, Park Joowoo, despite being a main vocalist, will have missed out three times.


  I agreed that opportunities should go to those with the ability. I also knew that opportunities didn’t come equally to everyone.


  However, ‘Should we give Park Joowoo the opportunity earned by Jeong Seongbin’s talent?’ was a different matter.


  He’s already given up so much…


  I had given Choi Jeho, Kang Kiyeon, Lee Cheonghyeon, and Jeong Seongbin plenty of opportunities to shine.


  But I hadn’t done the same for Park Joowoo. Because the circumstances weren’t right, because the flow of things didn’t allow it, because it just happened that way.


  So, ever since hearing about the offer from Ha Seomyeong, I had been camped out in the UA office.


  As soon as a related call came in, I practically begged, ‘Please let me talk to the members first! Please don’t just announce it to them all at once!’.


  After reserving a meeting room, preparing two cartons of milk, and summoning Park Joowoo without Jeong Seongbin’s knowledge, I finally set the stage for a conversation.


  “…Is something wrong?”


  Park Joowoo asked, gripping a carton of milk in both hands. He looked incredibly anxious.


  “Not really, I just wanted to talk to you.”


  I poked a straw into my milk carton and took a sip. Even so, my throat felt dry.


  “Joowoo, I’m asking this because I’m really curious.”


  “Yeah.”


  “During ‘IDC’, I ended up taking the spot in the position battle. Did you not feel disappointed at all then?”


  Despite his quiet nature, Park Joowoo wasn’t the type to be overly concerned with others’ opinions.


  Face-to-face, he was probably as honest, if not more so, than Kang Kiyeon. That was why it was best to be direct with him.


  As expected, Park Joowoo gave a straightforward answer.


  “No.”


  “Really?”


  “I was disappointed that I couldn’t sing ‘New World’… but I wasn’t disappointed that I didn’t represent Spark.”


  As he spoke, Park Joowoo slowly unwrapped the attached straw.


  “Then what about when Seongbin went on ‘Genre-Swap’?”


  “It was the same then.”


  Park Joowoo smiled faintly. It was a relieved smile, born from the realization that this wasn’t an interrogation.


  I wish he’d at least feel a little uneasy here…


  How could I send this innocent lamb into the harsh world of idols?


  “The drama I’m filming… ‘In My Office,’ they sent an offer to UA for OST participation.”


  Park Joowoo didn’t react. He just slowly inserted the straw into the carton.


  “It’s a typical ballad. Since I’m an idol, they reached out to Spark, and I think they were primarily considering Seongbin for it.”


  “That makes sense. ‘Genre-Swap’ generated a lot of buzz.”


  “I think Seongbin should get first priority for this. But if you feel it’s unfair as a fellow main vocalist, I want to hear you out.


  At my words, Park Joowoo swayed slightly from side to side. Then he closed his eyes for a moment, lost in thought, before opening them again and staring blankly, seemingly contemplating something.


  Back when I was just a fan, I thought that was a sign of not concentrating at all, but now I knew. It was Park Joowoo’s way of organizing his thoughts.


  As expected, Park Joowoo soon nodded.


  “Hmm… I’ve sorted it out.”


  “Okay, tell me slowly.”


  Park Joowoo took a sip of milk and said,


  “First, I think the OST should go to Seongbin. If you put him as the top choice, you must have your reasons.”


  “No, you don’t have to consider my opinion…”


  “Your thoughts are also a criteria for me, hyung.”


  Park Joowoo was quiet but firm. Though he didn’t assert himself often, he always expressed his intentions clearly.


  “…I don’t feel it’s unfair. If an opportunity that suits me comes along, then it will be my turn.”


  “You trust me that much?”


  “It’s not so much trust as… a promise.”


  Park Joowoo stared at a spot on the table, his fingertips rhythmically tapping the carton.


  “You’ve kept every your promises you made, hyung. You kept the debut concept, and we’ve had several first-place performances on ‘IDC’.”


  Park Joowoo’s gaze returned to me, a smile gracing his honest eyes.


  “So I’ll wait for my turn. Until we can perform as a band and sing powerful songs.”


  “…….”


  “I can wait until then. It’s not that I don’t have ambitions, or that I can’t be ambitious… you don’t have to worry.”


  “Oh dear.”


  Seeing Park Joowoo gulping down his milk, I couldn’t help but sigh.


  The guilt of having to entrust this tiny guy with those killer high notes in the future was overwhelming.


  As I sighed inwardly a thousand times, Park Joowoo said,


  “But hyung, you’re being hypocritical.”


  “What?”


  “Don’t you get it…? When I do it, it’s romance.”


  (TL note: Park Joowoo is using the idiom ‘When I do it, it’s romance, but when someone else does it, it’s an affair’. It’s a sarcastic way of pointing out double standards, where someone justifies their own actions but criticizes others for doing the same thing.)


  “Hey, what idol talks like that?!”


  Seeing my flustered reaction, Park Joowoo, after some thought, tried again.


  “Then… hmm… when I do it, it’s yielding, hyung.”


  “What’s that?”


  “When I do it, it’s yielding. If someone else does it, it’s being a pushover.”


  “Who is it? Who’s using such undignified language like ‘pushover’ in the dorm?”


  “Jeho-hyung.”


  “Don’t come to our room for a while. You’re only going to pick up weird stuff.”


  My head hurt. How was I supposed to shut Choi Jeho up? Tape his mouth with some kind of breathable bandage?


  Seeing me fuming, Park Joowoo said,


  “Hyung, you were worried because I don’t have any individual schedules, right?”


  “Huh?”


  “…Even though you hate standing out.”


  I had suspected he’d figured it out. We were similar in that way—our personalities, our tendencies.


  “When it’s for the team, I have to step up.”


  “Right.”


  Park Joowoo murmured.


  “Right…”


  He repeated the same word. Unnecessarily.


  I shook both milk cartons to check if they were empty.


  As I picked up the empty cartons and wrappers, about to leave the meeting room, Park Joowoo called out to me from behind.


  “Hyung.”


  “Yeah, what?”


  “I’m really good at remembering promises.”


  Park Joowoo’s lips curved into a small distinct smile. It was a gentle smile.


  “So don’t forget.”


  And so, it was decided that Jeong Seongbin would sing the OST for the latter half of my drama.


  

  Filming a drama took much, much longer than expected.


  Sometimes, it felt like, ‘They’re really filming all of this in one day?’ and other times, it felt like time was crawling at snail’s pace.


  Today was the latter. The rooftop scene with the two lead actors seemed to be taking forever, and the waiting time stretched endlessly.


  Whenever I saw people on rooftops during lunch breaks, they were all smoking. The Mai Asset Management rooftop must be a no-smoking zone.


  After this, the team leader’s going to storm off in a rage.


  There was never a peaceful day at the Hanpyeong Industry or Mai Asset Management. And let’s not forget UA.


  No, no. No random thoughts while working. Focus, focus.


  The current situation was this:


  Amidst a heated disagreement between the team leader and the assistant manager, Team Leader Ji dragged Assistant Manager Seon to the rooftop, yelling, ‘Assistant Manager Seon, follow me!’


  So, what should the team members do while the two were away?


  What else? Pretend we see nothing, hear nothing, and act busy.


  I displayed a dummy public disclosure document of a fictional company on one of my monitors. It was one of the images I was told to display during work scenes.


  But this…


  This is surprisingly well-made.


  The numbers on the balance sheet actually added up. The same went for the income statement.


  With this, I could calculate market capitalization and draw a few graphs.


  It’s a dual monitor setup, so if I split the screen in two and display four images—public disclosure, web sales, news, and KOSPI…


  Even a furious boss would think I was working hard! I felt genuinely proud.


  As I was happily drawing graphs with formulas for the first time in a while, the corner of the set became noisy. It seemed the two leads had finished their rooftop scene and were coming down.


  “We’ll start filming the office scene in 10 minutes!”


  The assistant director shouted. It was time to showcase my dead-eyed office worker acting again.
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  “Rejected.”


  “Pardon?”


  “I said it’s rejected.”


  Ji Seongin’s hand lightly shook the file folder, his gaze still fixed on the monitor. It was a clear dismissal.


  “May I ask why?”


  Seon Guan didn’t take the file. Instead, she asked.


  Only then did Ji Seongin’s gaze shift towards her.


  “I should be the one asking.”


  “…….”


  “Is this the reason why we should change the constituents of a perfectly good product?”


  Silence fell over the office.


  Seon Guan was certain. The profitability of Yubyeong Corporation had almost reached its limit. Now was the time to switch to Bea, which was on the verge of a major breakthrough.


  But there was no way to explain it. It was something only she could see.


  “If you have nothing else to say, take this and go back to your desk.”


  “…….”


  “And stop wasting my time.”


  In a data-driven asset management company, Team Leader Ji Seongin communicated solely through numbers. Seon Guan despaired for the first time, realizing she couldn’t overcome that wall with her foresight alone.


  I can already see the warning signs for Yubyeong! What am I supposed to do?!


  Seon Guan sat down and ruffled her hair in frustration.


  This is all because of Team Leader Ji.


  The previous team leader had been completely devoid of ambition.


  It was easy to work under someone like that. Seon Guan always had a knack for making profitable choices, and that ability had allowed her to climb the corporate ladder quickly!


  But everything changed after Team Leader Ji arrived. Her usual reports, fabricated with convenient excuses, no longer worked.


  She had to explain her intuitive insights with data. This was the reason for the constant clashes between Ji Seongin and Seon Guan.


  So annoying, so frustrating. Just you wait until those Yubyeong go bankrupt and you regret everything.


  Muttering under her breath, Seon Guan got up from her seat. She was going to pick up the printouts she had ordered.


  Her subordinate, Do Younghwan, was standing by the copier.


  “Did you print these?”


  “Uh, yeah.”


  Do Younghwan neatly organized the printouts and handed them to Seon Guan.


  More printouts continued to emerge.


  Leaning against the wall next to the copier, Seon Guan asked,


  “Come to think of it, Mr. Younghwan, you’ve never been chewed out by Team Leader Ji, have you?”


  “To what extent do you consider being ‘chewed out’?”


  “As much as I was today?”


  “Not to that extent yet.”


  “Lucky you, Mr. Younghwan.”


  Seon Guan looked at Do Younghwan and asked, as if to herself.


  “To communicate with Team Leader Ji, do you have to rely on data?”


  Could there be a more foolish question in the financial industry? Seon Guan chuckled awkwardly.


  “Are you frustrated?”


  “A little.”


  Seon Guan glanced at Ji Seongin through the glass partition. She could see the back of his neatly styled head held high.


  Can I continue working with this person?


  Suppose she provided data exactly as Team Leader Ji wanted.


  But what if that company was on the brink of delisting?


  What if, despite meticulous document tampering, no one had yet caught on?


  What if they decided to invest in that company?


  Seon Guan’s eyes could discern the truth. But she couldn’t prove the fraud. Finding evidence and persuading others was her responsibility.


  Beep, beep—.


  A signal sounded from below. It was the copier.


  “I don’t think you always have to communicate based on strengths.”


  The noise stopped as Do Younghwan opened the paper tray.


  Do Younghwan rolled up his sleeves, took out a stack of printed paper, unwrapped it, and refilled the copier. The copier started running again.


  “If the perceptive Assistant Manager Seon creates the list and the meticulous Team Leader Ji approves it, wouldn’t the two of you be a good combination?”


  “…….”


  “You just need a bit more persuasion in your reports; you don’t have to stress so much.”


  The copier stopped. Do Younghwan took out the stack of printouts, neatly arranged them, and handed them to Seon Guan.


  “Isn’t this what you printed? This data.”


  “Our Mr. Younghwan is so smart, it’s sometimes scary.”


  Seon Guan chuckled.


  She turned to go back to her desk, then stopped and looked at Do Younghwan, who was still standing by the copier.


  “What about you, Younghwan? Haven’t you ever been worried about me as your senior? The person teaching you just keeps going on and on about ‘gut feelings’.”


  Do Younghwan, with an indifferent expression, stared at the emerging paper and replied,


  “If I ever start worrying, I’ll find a way to escape and run.”


  It was an oddly endearing display of trust. Seon Guan’s steps toward her desk were lighter. She wanted to shove the report back in front of Team Leader Ji as soon as possible.


  

  “Ha…”


  I let out a sigh of relief as the directors reviewed the footage.


  The other ad-libs were tough, but this one was insane.


  And even worse, I was the one who started it!


  Who would have thought the copier would run out of paper at that exact moment?


  This scene was crucial for showcasing the protagonist Seon Guan’s emotional shift.


  It was the point where she felt the frustration of hitting a wall after successfully utilizing her talent, grappled with her professional responsibility, and ultimately decided how to approach her new team leader.


  Moreover, the two lead actors had just finished filming an emotionally charged scene on the rooftop in the autumn wind and had even taken a break to warm up.


  The weather was brutal, the emotional flow was disrupted, and exhaustion was creeping in, and yet they had to deliver a convincing performance for the viewers.


  I never expected the copier to malfunction at such a critical moment. For a second, my vision went white, like a blank A4 sheet.


  So, before they yelled cut, I just ad-libbed. I even diligently refilled the paper tray so it wouldn’t make any more noise. Even as I was refilling it, I immediately regretted it.


  The good news was that the filming wasn’t interrupted. Ha Seomyeong also managed to connect well with the ad-lib.


  The bad news was…


  “Mr. Iwol, let’s do one more close-up and one more mid-shot of Do Younghwan!”


  They added extra shots for my part.


  Damn it, I just hoped Jeong Seongbin’s OST came out soon.


  

  Despite the time commitment, filming the drama definitely had its benefits.


  It made me think about how to present myself well on camera from various angles.


  For idols, looking directly at the camera was crucial, but as an actor, I had to be unaware of it. Since I couldn’t convey immersion through eye contact, I had to pay attention to every movement, making sure it appeared natural. This led me to practice not just facial expressions, but also body language—making rehearsed gestures appear completely natural.


  On stage, my goal as an idol was to make sure my dance lines looked smooth even if the details weren’t perfect.


  However, as an actor, unless there was a specific directorial choice, medium shots were the norm. This meant my face was constantly on screen unless they were focusing on my hands or shoes for dramatic effect.


  In this situation, even the shadow cast by my bangs on my eyes made a big difference.


  It bothers me when these things aren’t consistent.


  So, I kept my bangs down all day, even at the dorm.


  Some of the guys asked if I was feeling down, but thanks to this, I could now act with the dead-eyed look regardless of the lighting.


  Meanwhile, there was one guy whose eyes were lifeless regardless of his bangs.


  Lee Cheonghyeon was in the kitchen, wearing a headset and tapping away at his laptop. It was the headset I bought him recently, worried that he’d damage his ears from using earphones too much.


  I lightly tapped the table, and he looked up at me with deep, shadowy eyes—tired, but beautiful in a way that felt like staring into an abyss.


  “Hyung, you’re back? What’s up?”


  “You’re working on the OST?”


  A music composition program titled ‘InMyOffice_2ndEnding_Ver.5’ was open on Lee Cheonghyeon’s laptop.


  “Yeah, somehow it ended up that way.”


  “Are you guys having meetings without me these days?”


  “Well, should we drag you into video calls when you leave in the morning and come back at night? Be grateful that your dongsaengs are growing into independent adults.”


  “You really don’t hold back anymore.”


  “Of course not. Next year, I’m not even going to call you hyung.”


  Despite his flippant jokes, Lee Cheonghyeon’s hands didn’t stop moving. The tracks were densely packed, as if he was trying to mix numerous instruments.


  “Want to listen?”


  “If you don’t mind.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon handed me the headset. His expression wasn’t particularly bright.


  Was it because it was his first time composing a ballad? He wasn’t the type to struggle with different genres.


  As soon as I hit play, a melancholic melody filled my ears.


  It was lyrical and emotional, the perfect sentiment for a scene where lovers faced a crisis or a breakup.


  The instrumental crescendo in the latter half was also classic.


  However…


  “You don’t like it, do you?”


  “How did you know?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked, his eyes wide like a squirrel’s.


  “It’s not your style.”


  “What’s my style then?”


  “Could you refrain from asking ‘what’s my style?’ or ‘what am I like?’ It makes me think too hard about how to answer.”


  Despite my request, Lee Cheonghyeon continued to hold my arms.


  “I don’t like it! There’s nothing technically wrong with the harmony or melody.”


  “Yes, yes.”


  “But it needs something catchy, a high point, something memorable. This has nothing. It’s bland. If you were to turn Jeho-hyung lying on the sofa into a song, it would sound like this.”


  “Why am I getting dragged into this?”


  Choi Jeho, sprawled on the sofa, called out from afar. Since neither of us had actually meant for him to hear, and he wasn’t expecting a response, the conversation ended there.


  “I can tell that you used famous OSTs as references. I see that it’s ballad-based. I also like that you’re thinking of Seongbin’s voice for the vocals. With a guide track, it’ll sound much better. But the issue is—it doesn’t have an identity.”


  “You mean it doesn’t remind you of the drama itself?”


  “It’s an OST that ‘wouldn’t feel out of place in any drama’.”


  At my words, Lee Cheonghyeon started to frown but stopped himself, diligently smoothing his brow with his thumb.


  “Still, it’s impressive. How did you even think of taking on the OST?”


  I hadn’t intended to give the OST to Lee Cheonghyeon, thinking he needed a break from composing.


  I didn’t expect him to volunteer for it.


  “Spark might make a comeback with a ballad someday.”


  “That’s a surprisingly thoughtful reason.”


  “I’ve always been thoughtful. You don’t often find a dongsaeng like me, so treat me well.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon then typed my comments into a notepad.


  He was writing things like ‘something that evokes the drama’, ‘specific to ‘In My Office’ and so on… but then his hands stopped.


  “But hyung,”


  “What?”


  “What’s the life of an office worker usually like?”


  Oh. So that’s where we’re starting.


  No choice then. I’ll invite you to a UA planning meeting (special feature: 3 days before the deadline).
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  “Team Leader, it’s been a while.”


  “Iwol, how have you been? You look much better.”


  “Thank you for the compliment!”


  A friendly greeting was exchanged with the planning team leader.


  “Cheonghyeon is here to observe?”


  “Yes. He’s here for ideation purposes, so please don’t mind us and proceed as usual.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon and I were participating in a meeting for an existing UA promotion, not with Spark’s dedicated team.


  Since we had given them a heads-up beforehand, the conversation flowed smoothly. Lee Cheonghyeon looked relieved as he took a seat in the corner of the meeting room.


  30 minutes later.


  “Look, there’s no point in having a meeting if we’re going to do it like this.”


  “How long are we going to keep discussing the same thing? We should have a conclusion by now!”


  “We absolutely need to have a result today. Everyone knows that, right?”


  “I know, I know… but… sigh.”


  Ta-da! A typical meeting scene unfolded, one that you could see anywhere.


  Lee Cheonghyeon shifted his gaze around, a bewildered expression on his face.


  It was understandable. He had only ever seen structured meetings where I had everything planned out in advance.


  He probably had no idea how to draw inspiration from this. He couldn’t write lyrics like, ‘Conclusions that never come, even after daily meetings, this can’t go on anymore’.


  I jotted down a few words in the corner of my notepad.


  [Focus on the sounds.]


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s eyes widened.


  The sounds of sighs, rising voices, the silence that fell when one person spoke up, the atmosphere that built up together only to die down in an instant. The click of a pen.


  Whether he wanted to replicate the sounds or capture the atmosphere was up to him, but the best way to decide was to experience the raw ambiance firsthand.


  Usually, people close their eyes to focus on sounds, but Lee Cheonghyeon opened his eyes even wider.


  He was so focused, as if trying to memorize everything in the meeting room.


  Even the subtle movements, like someone setting down a damp paper cup on the table with a soft thud.


  When the sluggish meeting passed the one-hour mark, Lee Cheonghyeon nudged my notepad. It was a signal to leave.


  We carefully closed the meeting room door so as not to disturb them.


  “Don’t you need to see more?”


  “No, it’s enough.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon grinned mischievously.


  “I’ll make an OST that you can’t help but use for every emotional scene.”


  His resolve was extraordinary. I should have shown him a raw meeting like this sooner.


  

  “So that’s why the OST was made so quickly. Mr. Cheonghyeon, was it? He must be a genius.”


  “Objectively, I think so.”


  Ha Seomyeong burst out laughing at my words. She said I didn’t look like it, but I was fiercely protective of my members.


  “I hope the finished version comes out soon. I watched ‘Genre-Swap’ and Mr. Seongbin’s singing was incredible.”


  “Our main vocalists are really good singers. I’m just struggling to keep up with them.”


  “Really? Then I’ll have to see you perform sometime, Mr. Iwol.”


  “Wouldn’t it be better to spend your precious time on something more beautiful, sunbaenim? Seongbin has a breathtaking cover song, you know.”


  Jeong Seongbin followed by Kim Iwol? What an undignified demise that would be. I had no interest in facing the awkwardness of Ha Seomyeong avoiding my gaze during future shoots.


  As I desperately tried to promote Spark’s best output songs, a familiar voice cut through.


  “The showbiz folks sure get along well.”


  The male lead actor, Gu Jahan, who played the intellectual Ji Seongin, was looking at us. The surrounding area instantly fell silent.


  “Ha…”


  Ha Seomyeong gave a short, dry laugh.


  It wasn’t the first time Gu Jahan had sneered at actors with idol backgrounds.


  His words didn’t affect me at all. There was no reason for me to be offended by being called a showbiz entertainer. If anything, Gu Jahan was just broadcasting his own narrow-mindedness.


  However, I could see Ha Seomyeong becoming increasingly stressed by Gu Jahan day by day.


  The reason was simple. Gu Jahan, the ‘pure-bred actor’, was worse at acting than Ha Seomyeong, the ‘entertainer-turned-actor’.


  Imagine this: you’re more skilled than someone, but not only do you have to compensate for their shortcomings, they also mock you to your face. And because they’re one of the leads, you’re expected to tolerate it. From Ha Seomyeong’s perspective, it must be infuriating.


  This was exactly why you shouldn’t force the sky to have two suns. One was an imperfect artificial sun, so the real sun had to generate twice the energy. The epitome of unfairness.


  And it’s not just his acting that’s lacking…


  Ha Seomyeong had an exceptional sense of responsibility for the projects she took on. I could see it in how she grabbed me and practiced ad-libs multiple times every day.


  Her goal was to extract more than what was on the page, to plant as many seeds as possible in case something unexpected sprouted.


  Gu Jahan was the opposite. He wanted to achieve maximum effect with minimal effort. The way every big corporation wanted to operate.


  However, there was a difference between corporations and Gu Jahan. Corporations had technology accumulated over time, and Gu Jahan didn’t.


  If the blocking was even slightly off, his memorized lines evaporated from his mind. He frequently got supporting actors’ names wrong.


  Most crucially, his acting simply wasn’t good. Or more precisely, his acting wasn’t outstanding ‘compared to his acting experience’.


  Think about it. Who would be better—someone who trained tirelessly to shed their ‘idol-turned-actor’ label, or someone who put in just the right amount of effort?


  As another idol-turned-actor, I was confident that, even if I was lacking in other areas, my acting when it came to ‘pretending to be a decent person’ and ‘office worker acting’ was unmatched. I was also confident in my ‘grumpy boomer boss acting’, but that was irrelevant to Do Younghwan, so I’d leave that aside.


  Anyway, it was understandable that he’d be annoyed by outsiders not only appearing in supporting roles but also snatching a lead role. Still, what was the point of so openly displaying his petty feelings?


  “My voice must have been too loud. I’ll be more careful, sunbaenim.”


  “Mr. Iwol’s sunbae is Ms. Seomyeong. Not me.”


  Gu Jahan twisted my words until the very end and then left.


  Ha Seomyeong ruffled her hair in frustration.


  “Thinking about filming romance scenes with that guy makes me want to quit everything….”


  At that moment, no words could possibly console her.


  

  This week’s meeting time.


  As usual, Spark was having a normal, harmonious time, praising each other and checking if the 12 dorm commandments – which had somehow doubled – were being followed properly.


  To practice the ‘talk a lot’ commandment, I’d even brought a topic.


  “There’s something I wanted to ask you guys.”


  “Us?”


  “What’s the occasion?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon reacted cheekily.


  Yeah, I’m asking you guys because I don’t have any other friends.


  “I think changing careers… or rather, changing paths, isn’t a plus, but it’s not particularly a minus either. But in some cases, people face a lot of backlash during the transition. I was wondering what it was like for you guys.”


  Besides Lee Cheonghyeon, many of them had changed their primary field. Choi Jeho went from street dance to idol dance, and Park Joowoo from rock ballads to idol vocals.


  “There were people who looked down on me, but I never really paid much attention. They all said the same things anyway.”


  “What did they usually say?”


  The remarks Choi Jeho relayed were downright filthy and disgusting. I regretted not having a thousand hands to cover everyone’s ears.


  Lee Cheonghyeon rubbed both his forearms.


  “The feuds in that field seem scarier than diss raps.”


  “Isn’t diss rap pretty intense too…?”


  “Diss rap often contains respect, right? That one is just straight-up verbal abuse!”


  That’s rich coming from you, who wore a muzzle and dissed your senior group. I hope you take some time for self-reflection soon.


  “I think singing is relatively free…. If anything, being able to handle multiple genres is seen as a strength.”


  Park Joowoo tilted his head as he spoke. Jeong Seongbin offered a counterpoint.


  “I don’t think the reaction is very favorable when a mainstream singer transitions to musicals or classical music. Aside from the acting aspect, I think there’s resistance when it comes to vocal techniques change.”


  “Hmm… I agree with that part.”


  Park Joowoo readily acknowledged Jeong Seongbin’s statement. Then Kang Kiyeon jumped in.


  “But isn’t that argument a bit vague? No one criticizes a metal singer for switching to ballads.”


  “Then what about a traditional Korean pansori singer becoming an idol trainee? Or an opera singer shifting to trot?”


  “Wait, don’t make the discussion more complicated!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s ‘what ifs’ stormed in. Kang Kiyeon clutched his head and yelled at him.


  Still, Lee Cheonghyeon’s the one who changed the most dynamically, right?


  As soon as I looked his way, Lee Cheonghyeon shrugged.


  “My family insisted I take a job that required wearing a suit. Researcher, judge, prosecutor, professor. If I was going to do music, it had to be piano or conducting.”


  “Wasn’t even being an orchestra session musician an option too?”


  “Nope. They’re incredibly obsessed with having your name listed specifically. They don’t even know how different playing and conducting are. Funny people.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon scoffed, looking anything but amused.


  “And yet you still managed to become an entertainer?”


  Choi Jeho threw a straightforward fastball. The pupils of the four of us, excluding Choi Jeho and Lee Cheonghyeon, shook violently.


  I had roughly heard the story before, and Kang Kiyeon probably knew to some extent, but…


  Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo were sweating bullets and just looking around nervously.


  Lee Cheonghyeon himself, however, was calm.


  “I fought with them a lot. Or rather, I just got scolded one-sidedly. They even threatened to disown me, and back then, I was still emotionally fragile, so I cried a lot in my room.”


  “Really…?”


  Park Joowoo’s eyebrows furrowed in sympathy for his dongsaeng.


  “But in the end, what could they do if I refused to study? At first, they reluctantly allowed piano. Then, I realized that if I pushed back, I could find ways around them. So from then on, I started drifting further away.”


  “That’s amazing.”


  “But it was on the condition that I maintain a certain grade level. If my grades dropped, they really threatened to remove me from the family register. Therefore, Iwol-hyung, I’m counting on you for my midterms this time as well.”


  “Wouldn’t it be better to mention the exam dates first before making such requests, Cheonghyeon?”


  I smiled gently.


  As Lee Cheonghyeon’s face darkened rapidly, Jeong Seongbin called out to me.


  “Iwol-hyung.”


  “Yeah, what is it?”


  “Is filming In My Office really tough on you?”


  What?


  Are you the one secretly channeling ancestral spirits, not me?


  Chapter 181: Love for Colleagues


  Jeong Seongbin’s question, ‘Is filming very difficult?’, was perplexing.


  “No. Why?”


  I pretended nothing was wrong and asked him back. Jeong Seongbin laughed awkwardly and replied,


  “Hearing you ask that made me wonder if there’s a lot of hazing on set.”


  He asked such a transparent question. I thought he wouldn’t notice at all, but I must have underestimated them.


  “Hazing? From who!? Hyung, you only have two lines!”


  “Calm down. And those two lines might be a big deal to someone, that’s why it’s like that.”


  Kang Kiyeon calmed Lee Cheonghyeon down with reasonable words. But Lee Cheonghyeon wouldn’t quiet down so easily.


  “They shouldn’t do that to someone who auditioned after receiving an offer. If they’re going to complain, shouldn’t they complain to the person who offered the role to the idol and the person who made the final casting decision? That’s just bullying the weak!”


  “Why are you so angry?”


  “Because I had a frustrating meeting recently, that’s why!”


  I told him to make a business-like drama OST, but now he was burnt out by the office politics. I’d need to refresh him soon.


  “I know that there are people out there who are desperate for any opportunity, so I’m doing my best not to embarrass myself. You don’t have to worry about that.”


  “No one’s worried about that. What’s the next problem?”


  Kang Kiyeon asked, resting his chin on his hand.


  “There’s someone who isn’t very happy about my casting.”


  “Meaning they’re fucking unhappy about it.”


  “Jeho, what happened to our agreement about using proper language?”


  “I just translated it according to the normal standard.”


  Choi Jeho then turned his gaze towards the other members.


  No one refuted Choi Jeho’s words. He became even more smug. Damn it, it’s infuriating.


  “Yes, there’s someone who isn’t happy about it. I thought this was a natural phenomenon in the entertainment industry. But it seems that’s not necessarily the case.”


  “If it were a natural phenomenon? Would you just let it happen?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon glared at me intensely. I felt like my face was going to melt.


  “I won’t. I’m tired of just sitting around and taking it.”


  “That’s good to hear.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon folded his arms and slumped back against the backrest.


  Jeong Seongbin, who had been lost in thought, finally spoke.


  “Hyung.”


  “Yeah.”


  “This is just my opinion, but regardless of the genre or field, there will certainly be a general reaction, but I don’t think it’s absolute.”


  General reaction, huh.


  I was definitely struggling. Between the dissonance of ‘changing jobs’ in the society I knew and ‘changing fields’ in the entertainment world, I was struggling with which side and how I should adapt.


  Jeong Seongbin was saying that the boundaries of this ‘change of field’ were not absolute.


  “There will be people who want to help someone from a different background, and there will be others who think that person lacks professionalism. When that happens, I think the best approach is to adapt gradually, with the support of good people.”


  It was pleasant to hear. If you twisted his words, some might call it naive.


  However, I realized after hearing his following words that Jeong Seongbin had given this a lot of thought.


  “There might be difficult people now. But there will definitely be good people, and there will be more and more good people around you, hyung. Everyone likes you.”


  It was a little, no, extremely embarrassing, but.


  “You’re not exactly the type of person people wouldn’t want to like.”


  The words I said to Jang Junhoo the day I got his apology.


  Jeong Seongbin returned them to me with a smile.


  What a strange guy. He knew perfectly well how difficult I could be, and yet he still said things like this. His personality had changed since ‘Genre-Swap’.


  

  “You guys have been getting along well lately?”


  As the members who had come to see me off returned inside, our manager spoke up.


  “They’ve always gotten along well.”


  “No, I mean, they seem exceptionally close lately.”


  This was all because those guys would yell, ‘Spark’s charming and kind CEO! Have a great shoot!’ every time I left for my In My Office filming. They seemed to want to boost my confidence, but all it really did was increase my embarrassment.


  “You’re on set all day today, right?”


  “Yes. There’s a conference room scene in the afternoon and a company dinner scene at night.”


  That was more than eight hours of work. Shouldn’t I be asking for the four major insurances at this point? With the end of the year approaching, I was seriously considering joining any company just to get my year-end tax adjustment sorted out in one go.


  At least, in the conference room scene, I only had to say ‘Yes’ twice, which was fortunate. The production company probably regretted having to pay me a per-episode appearance fee for that.


  But I’m sorry. I also need to earn my keep. I have to at least show the top of my head on screen.


  The conference room scene, focused on the two main characters, wrapped up without any issues.


  The scene where the product jointly developed by the two main leads generated enormous profits also went smoothly. Gu Jahan stumbled over his lines a couple of times, but since the fund’s name was ridiculously long, everyone was willing to let it slide.


  ‘Mai New Vision Dynamic Securities Investment Trust,’ it must have been hard to memorize.


  Perhaps because the main characters’ romantic storyline had reached a turning point, the atmosphere on set was more cheerful than usual. It also helped that the supporting actors appeared alongside Gu Jahan and Ha Seomyeong, balancing the mood.


  I wish every day could be like today.


  I was picking up the paper confetti we had scattered while filming the ‘Our profits are huge!’ scene with the assistant directors when someone tapped me on the shoulder.


  I turned around to see the members of Team Leader Gu’s team standing there, each holding a drink.


  “Mr. Iwol, thanks for the coffee!”


  “Huh?”


  I only picked up paper here; I didn’t buy any coffee?


  Seeing my bewildered expression, Ha Seomyeong pointed outside and said,


  “Your members sent a coffee truck! I guess they wanted to surprise you?”


  “A coffee truck?!”


  I put the collected paper on the table and dashed outside like lightning. No wonder the Spark behind-the-scenes camera staff member was here today; they also ended up hurrying after me.


  There really was a small, cute gray coffee truck parked there. The staff members were receiving coffee in front of the truck.


  “…….”


  I was speechless.


  [Younghwan, we support your life at Mai Asset Management!]


  The banner at the top of the coffee truck was shocking enough…


  [Sponsored by Employee Do! Sunbaenims, recharge your caffeine!]


  …and the banner next to it was equally shocking.


  This must have cost a fortune!


  Even coffee trucks sent to music video filming sets easily cost over a million won.


  And they sent a coffee truck to a drama set with several times more people? These guys who hadn’t even received their payments yet?


  I’m going to… oh, right, I don’t have my phone.


  The behind-the-scenes staff member, seeing my expression turn blank as I checked my pockets, covered their mouth and laughed.


  “Should I lend you my phone?”


  “I would be very grateful if you would.”


  If I called my manager, he’d pass the message along. As soon as I explained the situation, I was immediately connected to the members, who were in the middle of practice.


  ─ Hyung! How’s the color of the coffee truck? Do you like it?


  Lee Cheonghyeon chattered excitedly, oblivious to my inner turmoil. I felt a throbbing headache coming on.


  “Did you guys do this?”


  This question was loaded with meaning. It was a plea for them to answer, ‘The company paid for it!’ like with the return gift last time.


  However, Spark dashed my hopes.


  ─ Yeah. We pooled our money.


  As always.


  “You haven’t even received your payments yet, where did you get the money to do this? You must be busy and have no time, so who even placed the order? Did you write the messages on the banner yourselves? I told you to tell me beforehand when you’re doing something this elaborate….”


  ─ I can’t take this hyung’s nagging anymore. Anyone want to take over?


  I could hear Lee Cheonghyeon groaning in disgust on the other end of the line.


  ─ Hyung, it’s me.


  “Okay, Seongbin. Let’s try to have a rational conversation.”


  ─ I think you’re the only one being irrational right now, hyung.


  Kang Kiyeon grumbled in the background.


  As far as I’m concerned, none of you are in your right minds. Why would high schoolers send a multi-million won coffee truck?


  “Seongbin, whose idea was this?”


  ─ Joowoo came up with the idea, and the majority voted in favor.


  “So there was someone who opposed it? Who was that sensible fellow?”


  ─ Jeho-hyung.


  Choi Jeho!


  He was absolutely useless in meetings!


  All he ever did was sit around and spout nonsense!


  But at least, as the oldest, he had tried to rein them in.


  For the first time since knowing him, I actually felt grateful.


  It would have been better if he had a little more authority. From now on, I’d give him a little more power so he could maintain balance with Jeong Seongbin while I was away…


  ─ Jeho-hyung suggested we send a pack of natural mineral water since you only drink lukewarm water, but we thought that wouldn’t be appropriate, so we decided on the coffee truck amongst ourselves.


  …So much for that. You little s*it, you’ll never get a chance to speak in any non-work-related meetings ever again.


  ─ Shouldn’t we give him what the main lead drink?


  I could hear Choi Jeho muttering in the distance. You… Just wait until we get back to the dorm.


  ─ Joowoo also found the vendor. Kiyeon made the cost estimate, and I wrote the banners. Oh, and Cheonghyeon edited the photos!


  ─ Didn’t I do a great job removing the background? Background removal tech is so advanced these days!


  “And Choi Jeho? Was he just drinking water on the side?”


  ─ He took on the important task of talking to the vendor’s owner.


  Lee Cheonghyeon said solemnly. Right, no one could have done that better than Choi Jeho. No one would dare scam him over the phone with that voice.


  ─ Hyung, why are you so worried? You know I get composing fees. Kang Kiyeon and Jeho-hyung get choreography fees. You think the five of us can’t split this?


  Lee Cheonghyeon laughed.


  It’s good that you guys are talented and make a lot of money. But…


  “Your money…”


  Why would you spend it on something like this? You guys usually don’t even spend money.


  ─ Don’t make it sound like we’re being wasteful. That would hurt our feelings.


  ─ That’s right. We did this to support you, and if you scold us, what are we supposed to feel?


  ─ Seongbin’s right! You should just shower us with love instead…!


  Without considering my feelings, they all chattered like a choir. This behind-the-scenes footage would be a nightmare to subtitle.


  I suppressed the sigh that was about to escape. Then I looked alternately at the coffee truck and my phone.


  “Thank you. I’ll enjoy it.”


  My words were met with cheerful laughter from the phone. They shouted in unison,


  ─ Take a hundred pictures in front of the coffee truck!


  After hanging up, I received a peach iced tea from the coffee truck.


  And I took a picture of the coffee truck. I took a few more pictures in front of it with the help of our manager, but I just wanted to take a picture of the truck itself.


  After successfully taking the proof shots, I returned to the set, sat in the warm seat designated for Do Younghwan, and drank my iced tea.


  On the cup holder, my own smiling face stared back at me.


  Chapter 182: Company Dinner


  “Team Leader Ji, how about a toast?”


  “Huh?”


  “A toast! Since our Team Leader has graced us with his presence at this company dinner! Come on, everyone, raise your glasses!”


  The team members all raised their glasses at once. Ji Seongin, sitting at the head of the table, had a distinctly uncomfortable look on his face.


  He glanced at Seon Guan, but she seemed to have no intention of helping him out.


  “Well… just this once, then.”


  “Just this once! Let’s go!”


  Beer glasses clinked noisily on the table. With a reluctant expression, Ji Seongin brought the cold beer to his lips. He could hardly taste the alcohol amidst the boisterous atmosphere.


  But even in that chaos, one thing stood out clearly.


  “Ah! This beer is so sweet today!”


  Seon Guan’s face.


  She was a peculiar woman. Strong-willed and determined, yet when socializing, she let down her guard completely.


  I know Team Leader is a great person. But that doesn’t mean he’s the most perfect person, does it?


  At times, she was so bold it was almost exasperating.


  Did you really persuade the executives? So, we’re going to start investing right away? Team Leader, you’re the best!


  And at other times, she showered him with respect, seemingly without any ulterior motives.


  Is it just her personality? Or is it part of her work life?


  Lost in these thoughts, he ended up attending the company dinner he usually refused, which was why he was here today.


  He thought the atmosphere would be a little calmer with their superior present. But somehow, Seon Guan seemed even more energetic.


  “Are we just going to keep drinking soju? Anyone want some somaek?”


  “Ugh, Assistant Manager Seon, your somaek is terrible.”


  “What? Just wait! I’m redeeming my honor today!”


  Seon Guan rolled up her sleeves and stepped forward. The yellow lights of the pub illuminated her smile as she giggled while opening a beer bottle.


  The somaek Seon Guan mixed was truly awful. The team members complained, saying there was too much soju, or too much foam in the beer.


  “Somaek is all the same. Isn’t that right, Mr. Younghwan?”


  “I guess so.”


  Do Younghwan, as he said this, was holding a beer glass that shimmered with a tempting golden hue.


  Seon Guan, who had an uncanny sense for alcohol, pointed at Do Younghwan’s glass.


  “Is that beer?”


  “It’s somaek.”


  “I didn’t make that, did I?”


  “…I mixed it myself.”


  “Then can you make me one? I need to see why these people are making such a fuss.”


  Before she could even hand him a bottle opener, Do Younghwan flicked open a beer bottle with a spoon. Then, without any particular measuring, he poured a bottle each of soju and beer into a glass.


  Holding the rim of the glass, he swirled it with a flick of his wrist, creating a perfectly mixed glass of somaek. There were no performances of banging the bottom of the glass with a spoon or dropping a shot glass into it.


  “Try it.”


  Do Younghwan thoughtfully wiped the rim of the glass with a napkin and handed it to her.


  It was the first proper somaek Seon Guan had ever tasted.


  “Mr. Younghwan! With skills like that, you should’ve been a bartender!”


  “You can’t just serve somaek at a bar.”


  “The taste… wow, amazing. It just slides right down!”


  “Is it that good? Assistant Manager Seon, can I borrow your glass?”


  “Don’t you dare steal my precious alcohol!”


  It was a chaotic team. They fiercely played rock-paper-scissors over a single glass of somaek, the loser tearfully drinking soju with fish cakes, the winner savoring the heavenly somaek with satisfaction.


  This isn’t a place I’d come back to twice.


  Even as he thought this, Ji Seongin’s gaze remained fixed on Seon Guan.


  Seon Guan, drinking the somaek Do Younghwan made for her with the happiest expression in the world; Seon Guan, winning three times in a row at rock-paper-scissors and, without a hint of surprise, demanding the next drink as if it were her due.


  Perhaps it was the alcohol, but Ji Seongin’s face seemed to be getting a little warm.


  

  Wow, they’re actually drinking.


  I’d heard that sometimes they just filled the bottles with water for filming, but I supposed it really depended on the production. It seemed the In My Office team was all about realism.


  It was a relief that they only started drinking around the middle takes. It would have been a disaster if they had been drinking from the first take to the last.


  My common sense of not drinking while working had been completely shattered since ‘Drinker’, leaving me in a state of confusion.


  I didn’t want to go home smelling of alcohol. Unfortunately, it looked like I would have to sleep on the sofa tonight.


  “Mr. Iwol. Mr. Iwol.”


  I was thinking about whether there was any fabric refresher in the car when someone called my name.


  It was one of the actors from the Ji Seongin’s team.


  “Yes, sunbaenim!”


  “Why are you so good at mixing somaek?”


  “Huh?”


  They must be talking about the Company Dinner—Somaek Edition scene, which I had to revive on the spot thanks to Ha Seomyeong’s ad-lib. If they only knew—I used to be so good at making somaek, I could’ve built a whole tower with them.


  “Seomyeong sunbae said it was delicious, so I tried a sip, and it really was! What’s the ratio?”


  “That was also ad-lib… ! I guess I just got lucky!”


  In times like these, you must always attribute it to luck. It wouldn’t be good if rumors spread that an idol was so good at mixing somaek that he must be a heavy drinker.


  “That wasn’t in the script, was it?”


  “No. I pulled it off thanks to sunbaenims’ guidance,.”


  “Come on, I saw you playing it off quite naturally.”


  It was unexpected praise.


  I suddenly recalled what Jeong Seongbin had told me a few days ago.


  There will definitely be more and more good people around you, hyung.


  I actually got words of encouragement from Spark.


  I thought I would…


  I thought I would hate them terribly for the rest of my life.


  “Thank you for saying so. I will continue to work hard for the remaining episodes as well!”


  “Just how much harder are you going to work? Anyway, you’ve worked hard today. You must have drunk a lot because of the many NGs, so ask your manager to buy you a hangover cure before you go!”


  Hangover cure? We had some in our dorm refrigerator.


  The guys had bought five bottles for me before I went on that Drinker show.


  Not one five-pack—each of them individually bought a bottle.


  No one in our dorm drank alcohol, so after opening one out of courtesy on the day of filming ‘Drinker’, the other four were still sitting there, untouched.


  It would be troublesome if those guys were included among the ‘good people’ around me.


  I waited outside for a long time until my manager arrived at the filming location.


  Lost in deep thought, I didn’t even hear the honking of his car.


  

  While I was sleeping, I heard a rustling sound above my head.


  The moment I peeked out from under the covers and opened my eyes, I met the gaze of an unfamiliar figure.


  “Gasp!”


  “Gah!”


  We were both startled. The only difference was that they clamped a hand over their mouth, while I clenched my pillow,


  I couldn’t get my revenge on Choi Jeho last time, but I will definitely get this intruder…!


  “Iwol, it’s me!”


  “Ah, PD-nim?”


  The identity of the intruder turned out to be a PD from the UA video team. The PD looked around and whispered before putting a finger to his lips.


  Suddenly, something crossed my mind.


  “Is today the reality show filming day?”


  When I asked in a hushed voice, the PD silently nodded.


  No wonder the observation cameras were here. This was exactly why I kept asking them to unlock my laptop password and open the shared calendar!


  I almost attacked an innocent PD with a pillow. The poor guy was already struggling with an early-morning shoot—I nearly added to his misery.


  After installing a camera in the corner of the ceiling, the PD said as he came down,


  “Iwol, you should get some more sleep. We have to film you waking up anyway.”


  “Yes, I understand.”


  …I said that, but I was completely wide awake. So I decided to just pretend to sleep.


  Today’s self-filmed content concept was ‘Showing Spark as they are.’ The goal was to show everything from Spark’s bare faces, which had been veiled until now, to the detailed corners of the dorm, and their entire daily routine.


  I couldn’t understand the desire to watch every move someone made, but now I could. I read a famous quote recently.


  ≫ I want to fangirl over Spark down to their peach fuzz


  Compared to peach fuzz, I can show my daily routine any number of times. As for the peach fuzz… wouldn’t that be possible if science and technology developed a bit more? Around our 6th anniversary, we might be able to have a ‘Guess the Member’s Peach Fuzz’ quiz show at a fan meeting


  While I was having these useless thoughts, I heard the camera installation team discussing placement locations. I quickly opened the door and went out.


  “Excuse me, I have a question.”


  “What is it?”


  Since this was a reality shoot, fans would expect something really honest and natural.


  From the beginning, it bothered me to act like, ‘Yawn, what a bright and sunny morning!’.


  “Would it be alright if I changed the concept to me waking the members up?”


  My proposal was easily accepted. Thanks to that, I was able to grab the handle of a frying pan and turn on the stove, very familiarly and for the first time in a while.


  This familiar grip, the feeling of soft bread. This was daily life.


  

  What kind of self-content will be uploaded this week?


  Baek Haewon twirled her pen excitedly at her desk.


  Her anticipation was even higher because UA had recently conducted a survey asking, ‘What content do you want to see from Spark?’. Thankfully, it wasn’t Iwol who had planned that survey, otherwise eggs, or maybe even ostrich eggs, would have been thrown at the company building.


  Whatever it is, I hope it’s fucking awesome.


  Baek Haewon, who had earnestly written ‘Casual Speech Time’ in the survey, suddenly stood up.


  It was because of an SNS notification.


  ≫ @spArk_official


  Want to visit our dorm?


  There’s not much to see…


  Just six guys being together…


  But we’d love for you to be our first guest!


  [Spark] 2X09XX Come Visit Our Dorm ep.1


  Is this highly provocative wording for real?


  She had noticed an increase in older Sparkler fans, especially since the IDC incident. Even some influential homemasters who had left fandoms were starting to dip their toes back into Spark content.


  Baek Haewon, who believed that a certain level of order was necessary in a fandom, welcomed the influx of older fans.


  Just look at the situation now. While she was simply hoping to watch the youngest members talk casually to the older ones, noona fans were already breaking down the dorm’s front door!


  Shall we go and fangirl like crazy…?


  Baek Haewon readily stood up from her cold chair.


  Then, sitting in the most comfortable position on her soft bed, she turned on her fully charged tablet and logged into MeTube.


  The thumbnail was packed with content: Iwol in a black short-sleeved T-shirt and sweatpants, Jeho shaking off his jacket with a grimace, Seongbin stretching, Kiyeon mopping the floor, Cheonghyeon’s back as he typed on his laptop, and Joowoo watering a plant.


  They’re all doomed. I’ll take screenshots like crazy today. Baek Haewon smiled mischievously.


  Chapter 183: Office Open: Part 1 (1)


  Gentle music, a bright pink effect.


  And…


  Dorm 12 Commandments


  Do chores together (Seongbin)


  Talk a lot (Cheonghyeon)


  Keep shoes neatly arranged (Kiyeon)


  Don’t turn off night lights at night (Jeho)


  Don’t ruin the practice atmosphere (Iwol)


  Do dishes on time (Joowoo)


  Share your work schedule (Seongbin)


  Ventilate the room for 30 minutes daily (Joowoo)


  Apply lotion after showering, regardless of the season (Iwol)


  Make requests face-to-face (Kiyeon)


  Take medicine with water (Iwol)


  Don’t randomly hit ‘undo’ when working on shared sheets. (If it gets messed up, call me instead of touching it further.) (Iwol)


  …Strict rules, neatly and densely written on a small whiteboard.


  After the 12 Commandments, which made it unclear whether this was an idol house or a training gym, was introduced, an old-school variety show-style title popped onto the screen.


  『Spark Dream House Grand Reveal』


  The camera panned to a wall clock showing 5 AM, then zoomed in on the kitchen.


  Someone stood motionless like a wooden totem in front of the stove, cooking.


  Next to them were an open bag of bread and cute plates arranged in perfect alignment.


  It was Kim Iwol.


  『Kim Iwol (21 years old/Oldest)


  Characteristic: Woke up to the sound of the camera installation, failed to film a proper wake-up scene』


  So incredibly real.


  Spark was known for being an idol group that couldn’t lie. But this was a whole another level. Thanks to this, she got to see Iwol wearing a black t-shirt, showing off his arms while toasting bread. The world was truly a beautiful place.


  Kim Iwol flipped the bread slices with the practiced ease of a Noryangjin famous toast shop owner. He placed another pan on the stove and started frying eggs.


  『Staff: Does Iwol always make toast at this hour?』


  『Iwol: Whoever wakes up early makes it. Seongbin does it a lot too. Would you like a slice, Director?』


  Kim Iwol, looking around the dorm and estimating the number of people, tore open the bag of bread without hesitation.


  Just as he finished placing eggs on three slices of bread with jam and three without, alarms rang from both rooms.


  The first room shown on screen was the large room near the entrance.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, whose face was buried in his pillow, slammed his hand down on the timer button to turn it off.


  『Cheonghyeon: …Jeho-hyung.』


  『Jeho: Mm-hm.』


  After confirming each other’s awakening, the two sluggishly threw off their blankets and got up. Baek Haewon was stuck at this scene for three full minutes, replaying the sound of Cheonghyeon’s sleepy voice.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, climbing down the ladder from the bunk bed, checked Kim Iwol’s spot.


  『Cheonghyeon: When did this hyung get up? He’s truly a miracle morning master.』


  While Lee Cheonghyeon marveled, Choi Jeho picked up his glasses. He always wore contact lenses during filming, but today, he seemed to have decided to wear his glasses like he usually did at the dorm.


  Meanwhile, the other room woke up with a bit more difficulty. Kang Kiyeon was vigorously rubbing his sleepy face.


  『Seongbin: Kiyeon, are you very sleepy?』


  『Kiyeon: No.』


  『Joowoo: I’m very sleepy…』


  『Seongbin: Ahaha, you look like it.』


  Despite being in the same dorm, this room, unlike the room of the sharp-as-a-knife morning risers, felt more human.


  But that moment passed quickly.


  『Seongbin: Huh, Iwol-hyung is already up?』


  『(Seongbin dashes out after sensing the smell of bread)』


  As Jeong Seongbin dashed out like a hornet, the kitchen gradually became noisy.


  After distributing the toast—even the staff received it too—Spark finally gathered at the dining table.


  The bare faces of the members who had only washed their faces…


  『(100% pure morning bare faces)』


  …were amazing, even without the rose-tinted glasses of a fan.


  How did not a single one of them wake up with puffy eyes? Not even one of them had used eye makeup to enhance their eyes all this time?!


  Aside from Park Joowoo’s slightly messy hair, perhaps due to his sleeping habits, Spark’s condition was so presentable they could have been photographed for a ‘commuting to work’ news article.


  『Seongbin: Hyung, you don’t have filming today, right?』


  『Iwol: Nope. You guys don’t have anything urgent either, right?』


  『Seongbin: No.』


  The news of Kim Iwol’s drama filming had already been announced through articles. She’d spent several exhausting days arguing with bastards who claimed Kim Pep was already trying to escape the group.


  『Cheonghyeon: I’ll do the dishes!』


  『Joowoo: No.』


  『Cheonghyeon: Why?』


  『Joowoo: Cheonghyeon… has to play the keyboard. We can’t let your precious hands get wet.』


  『Cheonghyeon: Hyung…!』


  Touched, Lee Cheonghyeon switched to wiping the table.


  Even in IDC, Spark had been the ones running around doing everything. It seemed that was due to the influence of each member taking responsibility for chores at the dorm.


  Her boys were so hardworking. She’d definitely stick 600 grape stickers on their reward chart.


  While there were member combinations that highlighted this harmonious camaraderie, there were also those that didn’t.


  『Jeho: I think the washing machine’s spin cycle is broken.』


  『Iwol: Really? Then could you take the laundry from the bathroom and quickly swing it around 200 times? Like a fire poi.』


  『Jeho: Do I look like a human spin dryer to you?』


  While Kim Lee Iwol went to the balcony to look for the washing machine repair service number, Choi Jeho stared at the dripping laundry.


  Then, with a deep sigh, he and Kang Kiyeon moved it all to the bathroom.


  No way? Is he really going to do a laundry poi show?!


  While thinking that Choi Jeho couldn’t be that foolish, Baek Haewon was secretly looking forward to it. Well, it should be okay to have expectations in life, right?


  Unfortunately, Choi Jeho didn’t perform the rare feat of spinning the laundry like a windmill.


  Instead… he showed off some amazing veins.


  More precisely, ‘forearms with veins bulging as if they were about to burst from wringing out the laundry.’


  Baek Haewon calmly pressed the pause button. Then she picked up her phone.


  ≫ Is Guilty Jeho crazy? There’s a guest in their dorm, and he’s just out here flexing his forearms while wringing laundry like some farmhand?! You’ll end up only being able to eat plain rice


  ≫ When Iwol said something, he was like, ‘Do I look like a human spin dryer?’ But why are you actually manually spin-drying it? Do Iwol’s words even sound like words?? Are Iwol’s words that funny??


  └ I thought I misread itㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋFor a second, I was like, is this the right expression?ㅋㅋ


  ≫ Ah, I want to take a screenshot right now, enhance the quality, and make it my profile picture, but there are too many killing points, I can’t stop… This dorm life is a rabbit hole. It’s going to have 100 episodes, right? I believe in you, UA


  ≫ High stimulation, they’re crazy;;;


  No matter how much she thought about it, how could they release such a wicked self-filmed video? And they were just throwing it out there? With an all-ages rating?!


  Kim Iwol’s back view while toasting was so divine, Baek Haewon felt like asking him for college entrance exam tips, was this normal??


  ≫ He’d probably say he studied 100% from textbooksㅠ


  └ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋWhy are college entrance exam tips coming up here?ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋYour fangirling is next level


  Baek Haewon’s sophisticated commentary filled the timeline. After taking a deep breath, she could finally return to exploring Spark’s dorm life.


  

  Spark’s hilarious dorm story life continued.


  『Seongbin: Kiyeon, you got a package? What did you order?』


  『Kiyeon: Ankle weights.』


  『Iwol: You’re not actually going to wear them, are you? What if you hurt your joints using those things carelessly?』


  『Kiyeon: Don’t worry, they’re for you, hyung.』


  『Iwol: Oh, really?』


  『Joowoo: Are you seriously relieved just because it’s for you, hyung…?』


  Kim Iwol, whose love for his younger members was so great that he couldn’t even sense his own dark future…


  『Iwol: Next, Choi Jeho.』


  『Jeho: I commend you for diligently sharing the schedule this time as well.』


  『Cheonghyeon: Hyung, do you know you gave that same compliment last time?』


  『Iwol: That’s because it lacks sincerity. You are hereby sentenced to praising every member.』


  『Jeho: Haa…』


  …and Choi Jeho, being pummeled from all sides for not complimenting Jeong Seongbin more diversely, all sorts of scenes unfolded.


  More importantly, these guys complimented each other while folding laundry? How domestic, cozy, and cute. The living room seemed a bit cramped, but still..


  『Kiyeon: We have to exercise in the dorm today, right?』


  『Seongbin: That’s right. We can’t just leave our guest and go to the gym.』


  At Jeong Seongbin’s words, Kang Kiyeon brought out several exercise mats to the living room. A door that had never been opened before—probably used as a dressing room—was finally revealed.


  There were definitely clothes hangers along the edges. But the center was simply… Spark GYM headquarters.


  Despite having eaten nothing but toast, Spark exercised like their lives depended on it. When she saw Park Joowoo, who looked the most innocent, doing pull-ups while wearing workout gloves, Baek Haewon felt like dying on the spot.


  『Cheonghyeon: Kiyeon, wanna decide who’ll mop the floor with a plank challenge?』


  『Kiyeon: Let’s do it.』


  Don’t just casually start a high-intensity plank battle like it’s nothing, you maknaes! If you’re gonna do it, at least wear muscle-fit shirts!


  At this point, Baek Haewon was sure she didn’t understand her own emotions anymore. Her mind was wavering as if possessed.


  However, Kim Iwol seemed to unncannily understand Baek Haewon’s heart.


  『Iwol: If you’re going to do planks, wear workout clothes and go to the living room. Where the lighting is good.』


  The younger members obediently changed into tight-fitting, light black workout clothes and went out to the living room. Then, showing off muscles that were unbelievable for high school students, with not an ounce of fat, they began their plank challenge.


  Kim Iwol. Just who are you…?


  She could almost hear the cries of fans who loved Spark’s physiques. Baek Haewon herself was letting out all sorts of strange screams.


  Still, the younger members had a boyish feel. Somewhat… just a little.


  The older members’ workout intensity was on another level.


  『Iwol: (No change in speed)』


  『Jeho: (No change in speed x2)』


  Kim Iwol doing push-ups with one hand, and Choi Jeho doing one-armed handstand push-ups; their arm muscles were awe-inspiring.


  Because he had his back to the camera, Choi Jeho’s partially-lifted shirt revealed his sculpted erector spinae muscles. Baek Haewon covered her forehead. She felt like a phantom thief rather than a guest.


  No wonder they say they don’t talk when they go to the gym together.


  Even Baek Haewon wouldn’t be able to hold a conversation either if she was training like that.


  Besides, this was just at the dorm. To build that physique with that stamina, how much time must they spend at the gym? It was a blessing if they even left and arrived together.


  Spark continued to exercise for two hours straight. Fortunately, the video thoughtfully alternated between fast-forwarding and close-ups, satisfying Baek Haewon’s hidden desires.


  『Joowoo: Are we having a meeting this week…?』


  『Seongbin: Yeah, we have to. We were talking about ─spoiler alert─ last time, and they asked us to consolidate our opinions.』


  Baek Haewon’s eyes burned at the word spoiler.


  Did they have something big coming? They’d already emotionally wrecked fans with that recent fan song, and now something else was on the way? Should she just wait for the Chuseok gift event?


  『Seongbin: Hyung, if you’re busy, you can just look at the meeting notes later and give us your opinion…』


  『Iwol: I’m not busy. I’ve memorized all my lines.』


  『Cheonghyeon: Cool, amazing, our hyung is a genius.』


  『Iwol: …Are you guys pulling some kind of surprise ‘praise Kim Iwol’ hidden camera prank on me?』


  Kim Iwol asked suspiciously.


  How absurd. Kim Iwol, you are cool, amazing, and a genius. And you’re incredibly handsome. If you know that, just sit still and accept the compliments.


  The screen soon blurred. The words ‘spoiler alert’ appeared large in the center.


  Based on the size of the text, it had to be at least a comeback. Baek Haewon’s big data, accumulated over many years, told her so.


  That fan song was just a digital single, so we didn’t even get a single stage performance. This time, I’m milking every drop out of it.


  Her heart raced at the thought of applying for pre-recording attendance as a first-generation Sparkler. She felt a twitch under her eye as well. It was all because of fatigue, damn it…


  Rubbing her eyelids, which seemed to be lacking magnesium, Baek Haewon focused on the screen again.


  『Sepngbin: Then shall we take a look at each member’s living space?』


  This is it.


  For those who have a bias, this is what we need!


  Chapter 184: Office Open: Part 1 (2)


  Spark’s chaotic dorm story continued.


  『Jeho: Where should we look first?』


  『Kiyeon: Let’s start with our room.』


  Kang Kiyeon threw open the door. The room they showed during their wake-up scene reappeared.


  Even just looking at the bedding showed their individual personalities. Park Joowoo’s bed, the only one on the top bunk, was entirely white. Next to his pillow was a neatly placed, white, somewhat pathetic-looking ghost doll, probably from a claw machine.


  『Seongbin: Joowoo used to have glow-in-the-dark stars stuck on the ceiling.』


  『Joowoo: Right. I took them all down when we organized our things after debuting…』


  『Kiyeon: Really? Why didn’t I see them?』


  『Joowoo: Maybe because I only put up one or two.』


  The image of Park Joowoo lying in bed, quietly sticking glow-in-the-dark stars to the ceiling. To think that the same person who could shatter a music show’s roof with his high notes had such an adorable side.


  She wanted to immediately send Park Joowoo the link to the ‘Milky Way-style night light (indirect lighting) / Cost-effective item, good for housewarming gift’ ranked in the top 10 gifts for Park Joowoo.


  『Seongbin: And the bed under Joowoo is mine.』


  Jeong Seongbin guided the camera to his spot, which featured a cozy-looking blanket.


  Although it was an ordinary blanket you could find in any home, imagining Jeong Seongbin sleeping under it made even the brown-toned blanket seem to exude an autumnal vibe.


  『Jeho: Compared to Park Joowoo, you sure have a lot of stuff?』


  Like Choi Jeho said, Jeong Seongbin’s bed had a lot of knick-knacks. It was a good thing Jeong Seongbin’s face was only the size of a fist; otherwise, he might have had to sleep with his head propped up due to the lack of space.


  『Seongbin: I use the tablet a lot to read the news, and I keep a neck heating pad here in case of large temperature differences between day and night.』


  A humidifier was also placed on the shelf by his head. In the corner of the screen, Kim Iwol was looking at Jeong Seongbin with a pleased expression.


  ≫ Did Spark’s Kim Iwol give birth to him?


  └ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㄹㅇ Seriously, why does he look so proud?


  ≫ I want to say he looks like a queen who gave birth to a daughter,


  but there are five broad-shouldered princes in the dorm, so I can’t use that analogy


  More than anything, Kim Iwol doesn’t have the look of a queen. He has the face of someone who fiercely survived a palace power struggleㅇㅇ


  └ Iwol’s more like the guy who throws his kids off a cliff to see who climbs back up


  └ Not just throwing them off, but making them compete while at it?ㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ Guys, let’s not judge Iwol by his face too much


  Sure, our Iwol has a sharper look than the UA Entertainment CEO


  And when his dark circles were bad, even the younger members didn’t dare go near him


  And Joowoo couldn’t even eat properly the first day he met Iwol


  But our Iwol is a top idol with a lovely smile


  └ You’re the one judging him the most


  SNS was in chaos. Everyone was thinking the same thing.


  Kang Kiyeon’s bed was immaculate. Everything, from the blanket to the pillow cover, was perfectly aligned. Even the dark navy bedding set seemed to reflect Kang Kiyeon’s personality.


  But one thing stood out—his bedside was covered in fan slogan banners. Judging by the variety, they were likely gifts from fans.


  He looks so indifferent, yet he kept all the things fans gave him… At this rate, Kang Kiyeon, you’ll only become a top-tier idol…


  Baek Haewon wept in her heart. She felt like ordering 100 more Kang Kiyeon slogans and sending them to the UA building.


  Another thing was peculiar. Kang Kiyeon’s bed was the only one with a small bookshelf next to it.


  It was filled with colorful comic books.


  『Seongbin: Kiyeon, can we film this? Your comic book collection.』


  『Kiyeon: Yes, it’s okay.』


  『Cheonghyeon: Why didn’t you bring that one? ‘Kingdom Cafeteria ~Another~’. That’s your favorite.』


  『Kiyeon: There wasn’t enough space. I want to get another bookshelf.』


  Kang Kiyeon looked genuinely regretful. He was mirroring the exact expression Baek Haewon made when she realized she had no more room for albums.


  『Iwol: What’s the atmosphere like in here at night?』


  『Kiyeon: Well… we chat sometimes, but it’s usually quiet, right?』


  『Seongbin: Because Joowoo goes to sleep early.』


  『Joowoo: …Have you been holding back your conversations because of me all this time?』


  Jeong Seongbin and Kang Kiyeon scrambled to reassure Park Joowoo, who seemed genuinely shocked.


  『Joowoo: If you have anything to talk about next time, don’t worry and just talk…』


  Park Joowoo hugged his kind(?) roommates tightly. Kim Iwol was still watching the members from afar with a satisfied expression. At this point, Baek Haewon was starting to wonder if that Iwol was even real or computer-generated.


  

  Next up was Iwol’s room. The setup was the same, with one bunk bed and one regular bed, but perhaps due to the size difference, this room had a large wardrobe that the other didn’t.


  『Kiyeon: I don’t really care about anything else, but I’m envious of this wardrobe.』


  『Cheonghyeon: Then use it. The bottom shelf is a empty.』


  『Kiyeon: Why would I come all the way to this room just to get my clothes…?』


  Passing by the exasperated Kang Kiyeon, the camera headed towards the single bed.


  『Jeho: Uh… this is my spot.』


  『Cheonghyeon: Why don’t any of your bedding pieces match?』


  『Jeho: That’s just how it ended up.』


  A grey single sheet, a black mattress pad, and a mint-colored pillow were preserved exactly as they were when he woke up. Our Jeho really lives just as he is.


  『Iwol: You should replace your charger.』


  『Jeho: Why?』


  『Iwol: Look at the charger’s neck. Don’t you feel sorry for it?』


  As he glanced around, Kim Iwol grabbed the frayed end of Choi Jeho’s charger and gave it a shake. The dangling cord looked miserable.


  『Jeho: I think there’s electrical tape in Kang Kiyeon’s room.』


  『Iwool: You shouldn’t leave exposed wires like that. Just replace it.』


  Even after that, Kim Iwol nagged him at least thirty more times. Choi Jeho mostly ignored him, demonstrating his mastery of selective hearing. Lee Cheonghyeon seemed used to this whole situation.


  『Kiyeon: Is there always this much friction in this room?』


  『Cheonghyeon: Basically, we respect each other’s freedom, but if cleanliness, safety, or our duties as idols are not upheld, then disciplinary action is taken.』


  『Jeho: This is my glasses case.』


  『Iwol: Is that all you have to show?』


  『Jeho: …The receipt from the sports drink I bought yesterday?』


  『Iwol: Just throw that away.』


  As if he came empty-handed and would leave empty-handed, there was nothing at Choi Jeho’s spot. Kim Iwol facepalmed. He must have been deeply impressed by his same-aged friend’s lifestyle.


  Next up was Kim Iwol’s bed. The members peeked and poked their heads in from all directions.


  『Joowoo: I’m curious about your spot, hyung.』


  『Kiyeon: Oh, me too.』


  『Iwol: What’s there to be curious about?』


  『Cheonghyeon: It’s that, ‘Does this guy actually just sleep in his bed?’ kind of curiosity.』


  『Kiyeon: More accurately, ‘Does he even sleep?’』


  Kim Iwol’s bedding was a matching grey, as if it had been set up in a model home.


  There was a black faux leather journal planner next to his pillow, and on top of the journal were two stacks of palm-sized sticky notes.


  『Joowoo: …Why do you have sticky notes there?』


  『Iwol: So I can jot things down if something comes to mind when I lie down.』


  『Cheonghyeon: That’s why you can’t sleep early, hyung.』


  Lee Cheonghyeon gave him a sharp rebuke.


  Between the beds, there was also a large suitcase.


  『Seongbin: That suitcase is yours too, hyung, right? The one you brought when you first came here.』


  『Iwol: Uh, yeah.』


  『Cheonghyeon: But hyung, what’s in the suitcase?』


  At Lee Cheonghyeon’s question, Kim Iwol looked at him as if asking why he would even ask such a thing.


  『Cheonghyeon: Well, you put most of your belongings in the wardrobe or drawers. Wouldn’t it be better to move the suitcase and make more space?』


  『Iwol: It has my entire fortune, why would I do that?』


  『Jeho: Weren’t you the one who said we shouldn’t carelessly convert our assets into cash lest we get caught up in tax evasion allegations?』


  『Iwol: Because of you, if I don’t open the bag, I’ll look like a tax-evading idol.』


  Then, Kim Iwol pulled out the suitcase. It seemed light, as if there wasn’t much inside.


  When he opened the suitcase, a few clothes, a document folder, and an old-fashioned cell phone were visible.


  『Iwol: This is the cell phone I used until high school.』


  Kim Iwol brought the brick-like phone up close to the camera lens.


  ≫ So you have to use a phone like that to get into S University?


  I’m literally watching your video on a smartphone right now


  Reading the post that had just appeared on SNS, Baek Haewon looked alternately at the video, her phone, and the SNS post. She tucked away the rising guilt.


  『Iwol: These are my personal documents… and this is Spark’s early debut plan.』


  『Cheonghyeon: You actually filed all of this?』


  『Iwol: It’s a habit.』


  Inside the opened file were stacks of papers divided by index tabs. As Kim Iwol flipped through the pages, the papers made a rustling sound.


  Among the quickly passing pages, she thought she saw something like ‘Absolutely Opposed to Winter Boy’ written in red. She made a mental note to pause and rewatch that scene later.


  While Kim Iwol put away his suitcase, Jeong Seongbin, who had been lingering nearby, spoke up.


  『Seongbin: Maybe it’s because you came in last? You have very little luggage.』


  『Kiyeon: That’s not it, hyung didn’t bring much luggage when he first came either.』


  『Cheonghyeon: He really just came with this one suitcase.』


  『Iwol: It’s because I’m a minimalist.』


  Kim Iwol replied with a chuckle. That smile was also screenshot-worthy. She would definitely capture it in high definition.


  Meanwhile, above the striving minimalist was a thriving maximalist.


  『Jeho: Can you even sleep here?』


  『Cheonghyeon: I sleep soundly every night.』


  Laptops, chargers, tablets, and a bunch of gadgets Baek Haewon couldn’t even identify cluttered the bedside.


  The captions helpfully listed their names. Apparently, they were equipment used for music production.


  『Iwol: Are you keeping it clean? Dusting regularly?』


  『Cheonghyeon: Of course. I sweep and dust diligently so our Iwol-hyung’s spot doesn’t get covered in dust.』


  In addition to the devices, scattered across the bed were also books, workbooks, and notebooks.


  There was even a notebook with a torn cover, as if he’d slept on it.


  『Joowoo: Cheonghyeon…』


  『Cheonghyeon: Well, that’s… because I was waiting for inspiration to strike!』


  『Seongbin: You need to sleep well. You don’t have to take after Iwol-hyung in this.』


  『Iwol: Seongbin?』


  Kim Iwol looked at his dongsaeng with a strange expression.


  But Jeong Seongbin didn’t seem to care. She felt a certain… strength of a leader in that attitude.


  Then, the screen shifted back to the wall clock.


  『Current time 2:00 PM』


  『Half a day in Spark’s life passes by like this…』


  It’s still… only 2 PM…?


  Spark’s dorm life was as packed as their muscles!


  Baek Haewon was moved to tears. Then, determined to capture screenshots before part 2 came out, she quickly opened her screen capture program.


  Chapter 185: The Woes of Office Workers (1)


  “Younghwan, can you scrape together all the recent news on ZA Corp.? Even if it’s about the chairman’s wife changing her Ferrari from yellow to red. Anything.”


  “Yes, I understand.”


  After assigning the ZA Corp. research to Do Younghwan, Seon Guan checked her monitor again. The graph was trending upwards.


  When Team Leader Ji checked it, there definitely weren’t any issues that could cause losses.


  Ever since Ji Seongin acknowledged her ability, the two had been working together quite well and achieving success after success. Their smooth collaboration had even earned them their recent incentive bonus.


  But now…


  The product that she and Ji Seongin had carefully designed, now being heavily backed and pushed by Mai Asset Management, was flashing a warning sign just as they were about to launch it out in earnest.


  To others, ZA Corp.’s graph would probably appear red, but in Seon Guan’s eyes, it was clearly black.


  The names of companies whose stock prices would rise appeared red.


  The names of companies whose stock prices would fall appeared blue.


  And a black graph meant…


  “…It’s going to be suspended from trading.”


  “Huh?”


  “ZA Corp might end up as scrap paper. Because of funding issues!”


  …It meant delisting.


  

  Ms. Ha Seomyeong, you’re a really good actress.


  I tried not to judge others, but I couldn’t help but be impressed by Ha Seomyeong’s performance.


  Her flustered expression when falling in love, her flustered expression upon discovering a mistake, and her flustered expression when facing a major problem were all different. It just made me think that experience truly made a difference.


  Come to think of it, Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon were also very expressive.


  The only expressions I could pull off were a ‘joyful smile anticipating leaving work’ or a ‘smile of pure happiness brought on by paycheck’, but their smiles had a wider spectrum than that.


  Maybe that was why I received the mission to appear in ‘In My Office’—to study these kinds of things and improve our dance performance. I couldn’t grasp the system’s intentions, so I could only speculate.


  Even if my acting is kind of stuck in a rut, I do try to put my soul into it.


  In fact, I’d never been told that my expressions looked awkward or unnatural. Perhaps it was because the expectations for me weren’t high, but at least it meant I was not a nuisance on screen.


  In that case, I was doing well enough on my own—but I still needed to find a direction to improve further.


  For example, diligently observing my seniors’ acting to find areas where I was lacking, or paying more attention to my interactions with others…


  “Mr. Iwol, could you throw this away for me?”


  …Or keeping my seniors in a good mood.


  

  For Jang Junhoo, UA was his playground. So his antics were simple.


  As long as his family didn’t find out, it was fine. That was Jang Junhoo’s mindset.


  On the other hand, Gu Jahan tended to justify his actions.


  This is a filming site, and the main role at a filming site is the actors, and the set should revolve around the actors—that was his ideology.


  His tendency to pick fights with cast and crew who weren’t actors by birth stemmed from the same logic.


  Although this was his first leading role, his pride from having worked in acting for over ten years since becoming an adult seemed to play a part.


  He feels the need to discipline those who disrupt the sanctity of the filming set.


  And Gu Jahan’s co-star was Ha Seomyeong, a former idol. Although their starting points were different, their actual work experience differed by only a few years.


  Even when Gu Jahan blatantly showed his displeasure, Ha Seomyeong didn’t respond. In other words, the ‘establishing dominance’ Gu Jahan wanted didn’t happen.


  That kind of person only felt secure only when they had someone beneath them. For the sake of showing off.


  ‘Look closely. If you make a mistake, You could be treated like this too if you mess up.’ That was Gu Jahan’s goal.


  And I got caught in that show of dominance. How convenient. I was an active idol with only a few lines, yet I kept getting more screen time thanks to my senior idol-turned-actor taking care of me, and even the directors seemed to favor me.


  “Mr. Iwol, work hard. There are plenty of people who would kill for this position.”


  “Seriously… we need to stop idols from crossing over into acting. It lowers the quality of the work. Don’t you feel that when you deliver your lines?”


  Whenever we happened to be waiting together, Gu Jahan would constantly whisper these things to me. Anyone who saw us would think we were close.


  Though no one would misunderstand, given how often Gu Jahan called me a ‘lowly entertainer’.


  But wasn’t he being a bit hypocritical? Ha Seomyeong was a better actor than him.


  If he was so envious of her double career, he should make a flashy idol debut himself.


  Because he was so annoying, I only pretended to listen, and Gu Jahan started giving me errands.


  Things like, ‘Oh—that? I’m not holding anything right now, so toss mine too while you’re at it,’ or ‘Could you bring my bag to the waiting room?’


  One time, Ha Seomyeong caught him and the two of them got into a huge fight. Of all days, it was the day Gu Jahan had to confess his feelings to Ha Seomyeong with the line, ‘Yes, I’m bothered by you, Ms. Seon Guan. Are you satisfied?!’ I was so worried that the filming would be ruined that day.


  So, while I was grateful and felt sorry to Ha Seomyeong, I had decided to just quietly go along with Gu Jahan’s nonsense so as not to cause trouble for the production or Ha Seomyeong.


  Gu Jahan felt the same way. Perhaps judging that it wouldn’t be beneficial to provoke the lead actress, Ha Seomyeong, he now only bothered me when she was filming.


  “Mr. Iwol, about that coffee I asked you to throw out earlier—did you already get rid of it?”


  “Yes, I just threw it away.”


  “Oh, you already threw it away?”


  Gu Jahan frowned as if troubled.


  You told me to throw it away quickly, jack*ss. He was getting on my nerves. I’d been living so peacefully since things calmed down at UA.


  “Come to think of it, I think I left my personal cup holder on it.”


  At that, he stopped talking. Silence followed.


  It was obvious what he wanted to say.


  “Is it important?”


  “Yes, it’s a gift from a fan. I need to find it.”


  So, it’s something your fan gave you, and now I have to find it.


  I really thought I’d never go trash diving again after leaving the Hanpyeong Industry.


  What a fool I was.


  “I’ll look for it, sunbaenim!”


  I replied with a bright smile.


  What workplace doesn’t have its share of jerks? This is just how everyone gets by.


  

  Although it varied from set to set, on the set of ‘In My Office,’ large plastic bags were used as trash cans.


  Even though they separated their waste, the amount of trash produced by dozens of people was always enormous.


  And I was currently searching through those trash bags to find a disposable takeout cup that might have belonged to Gu Jahan. What a pain.


  In the first place, if it really had some kind of unique cup holder, I wouldn’t have missed it and thrown it away. He probably just made something up to mess with me.


  Nevertheless, there was only one reason why I was doing this.


  I couldn’t tarnish the group’s name at someone else’s workplace.


  Unfortunately, the actions of one celebrity often became representative of all celebrities. If I defied Gu Jahan, tomorrow’s entertainment news would be filled with headlines like, ‘Idol’s Excessive Insubordination, Impacting Not Only His Main Career But Also the Acting World…’ I’d been in the news enough times unintentionally to know this.


  I have to make it through 12 episodes to get the proficiency, so I can’t get kicked off midway like someone else.


  As I grumbled and tried to reorganize the messed-up recycling, my hands and feet were constantly busy.


  System, I’m being a good moral citizen, so can’t you give me something? My pants were soaked in coffee, and I was still patiently sorting through paper cup holders without snapping.


  But the system didn’t show up. F*** the system. F*** it all.


  Instead of the system, someone else showed up.


  “Mr. Iwol, you haven’t found it yet?”


  Yeah, this guy, Gu Jahan.


  Why? You gonna give me a reward if I find it, you bastard?


  “No, sunbae. Nothing special’s turned up.”


  “Ah, guess I was mistaken then.”


  Even then, Gu Jahan didn’t apologize or say thank you for my effort.


  I was genuinely curious. What do people like this gain from this kind of behavior?


  The simple pleasure of tormenting others? Isn’t that something you’re supposed to outgrow in elementary school?


  Many thoughts crossed my mind, but I still had to navigate the social landscape of the workplace. I tried my best to smile brightly and innocently as I replied,


  “I’m glad you didn’t lose anything important, sunbaenim.”


  Maybe that backfired—Gu Jahan’s expression only worsened.


  “Mr. Iwol, don’t you have any pride?”


  “Excuse me?”


  “Is it because you’re an idol? Gotta keep that smile on for appearances, huh? Can’t even show when you’re pissed.”


  What does that have to do with being an idol? Does he think regular people want to show how annoyed they are at work?


  There are probably about 50 million people in South Korea alone who are burdened with the woes of hiding their true feelings. If you’re gonna pick a fight, at least come up with a better excuse.


  ‘What a load of crap.’ I tried sending a telepathic message, but it didn’t reach Gu Jahan. His mouth continued to babble incessantly.


  “You grin no matter what I ask you to do, you come running whenever someone calls you, you poke around and touch everything like someone desperate for praise. You really think that means you’re doing well?”


  = I hate that even in a tough work environment, you’re smiling, getting along with everyone, stepping up to help out, and actually making it work!


  …Wasn’t that what he was saying? That was what it sounded like to me. If he was so jealous, he should bring cable ties and tie some LAN cables himself.


  I’d already told the Spark members that it was a sin for idols not to smile, and I had no intention of being the only one not managing my expressions. Not going when someone called you was just being socially inept.


  I silently pulled my foot out of the trash bag.


  Gu Jahan, watching me, said,


  “Any day now, you’re gonna be flipping over and showing your belly in front of the director. Just like my dog does.”


  Gu Jahan, who had long crossed the line of decency as a colleague, had now crossed the line as a human being.


  “Who knows, Mr. Iwol. Maybe you’ll get a few more lines out of it.”


  So, really.


  What did he hope to gain by insulting others in such a lowbrow manner?


  Chapter 186: The Woes of Office Workers (2)


  The path to becoming an actor was never easy.


  It was the same for Gu Jahan. After deciding to pursue acting, he worked hard to persuade his parents and attended an acting academy. He couldn’t go to a performing arts university because he started late, but after joining an agency, he steadily worked his way up from supporting roles to finally landing a lead role.


  But for some, it was incredibly easy.


  Why are there two former idols in the cast?


  Come on, Mr. Jahan! Ms. Seomyeong is a good actress!


  But the other one is a complete rookie. Aren’t they from the same agency? It feels like forced packaging.


  He’d even considered withdrawing from the drama. But it wasn’t like he could just throw away his first-ever lead role over something like this.


  Fortunately, they weren’t too bothersome on set. Except for the fact that the rookie idol, Kim Iwol, appeared too frequently, there were no major issues. Young people always wanted to stand out, so it wasn’t difficult to understand.


  At least, not until the lead actor, Ha Seomyeong, openly started favoring Kim Iwol.


  It started with a minor disagreement between Gu Jahan and Ha Seomyeong.


  Jahan, regarding this part of the conversation…


  Let’s each do our own thing. It’s just exchanging lines anyway.


  Excuse me?


  What was there to gain from coordinating with a non-professional? Gu Jahan had no intention of taking a loss or wasting time.


  When Gu Jahan refused to cooperate, Ha Seomyeong found an alternative.


  Mr. Iwol, how about we add a little more to this conversation?


  You mean ad-libbing? If we consider the next development…


  He thought they were playing around. This wasn’t a playground. It was ridiculous.


  Whatever they did on set, since the sequence length was fixed, it would all be edited out anyway.


  So he decided to ignore them. Or rather, he intended to.


  Younghan, no… I’m sorry. Let’s do that again.


  But he failed. The messy atmosphere made it hard to get even a simple line right. With no discipline on set, everything fell apart.


  It’s Younghwan, sunbaenim.


  Kim Iwol said softly. Annoyed by his attitude, as if trying to teach him something trivial, Gu Jahan pretended not to hear and waited for his manager to bring the script.


  Unaware of Gu Jahan’s complex feelings, the gossipmongers, who existed everywhere, chattered freely behind his back.


  Gu Jahan is so arrogant, seriously…


  Doesn’t he know that he only got the role after all the first-choice actors passed on it?


  ‘Of course he knows. He’s just being a jerk. He only got the role because of his height. If it weren’t for that, he wouldn’t even be considered for a lead. The guy’s been in the industry forever and this is his first lead role—doesn’t that say it all?”


  Gu Jahan let the sharp-edged words of the staff slide right past him.


  Such insignificant people.


  Staff were easy to hire.


  But actors were different. The amount of damage incurred by replacing an actor was substantial. Actors had a completely different price tag.


  The staff, unaware that he was listening to everything, continued their conversation excitedly.


  Those idols too. If they just filmed their parts and left, things would go much faster, but they keep dragging out the filming.


  Who’s worse, the 10-year veteran Gu Jahan who keeps making NGs, or Ha Seomyeong’s side?


  Damn it, they’re all the same.


  Those kinds of people never hesitated to badmouth anyone, anywhere. Their gossiping habit never changed.


  Pathetic lives. Rather than calling them out and reprimanding them, Gu Jahan chose to simply ignore them.


  Then, about a month into filming—


  Wow… How can Gu Jahan still not act after a month of filming with that many lines?


  They say he’s a slow starter. Though I have no idea when he plans on starting.


  Fuck, it looks like he’ll start at the wrap party.


  Gu Jahan once again found himself facing a situation where people were talking behind his back.


  As he expected, they were still the same. They loved to gossip and had loose lips.


  But something had changed.


  Is that Kim Iwol going to continue acting?


  Probably. He’s doing quite well, without any issues. And he works hard.


  He doesn’t seem to have a defiant bone in his body.


  I heard he’s just naturally respectful. And diligent.


  How much can you trust rumors in this industry?


  At least here, it’s believable. He doesn’t mess up his lines like ‘someone’.


  It’s true, it’s amazing he hasn’t made any NGs. The kid knows how to use his head, so even the assistant director hasn’t yelled at him once.


  He didn’t want praise from those kinds of people. Praise was only satisfying when it came from someone of a certain caliber.


  But he couldn’t help but be suspicious.


  Why? During that same month, neither he nor Kim Iwol had changed, so…


  Why was only Kim Iwol receiving favorable reviews?


  It was probably around that time. That Kim Iwol started to become a real nuisance.


  

  Gu Jahan wanted to see Kim Iwol break.


  As an actor who had to deliver sincere performances, he intended to confront the face beneath the disgustingly fake mask and say, ‘This is the real you, isn’t it? I see right through you’.


  Perhaps because he was an idol, Kim Iwol didn’t crumble easily. He had a smiling face no matter what he was asked to do.


  Just a kid in his early twenties. He must be like that because he only received praise from his fans and had never heard a harsh word in his life.


  It was laughable, like watching a flower grown in a greenhouse.


  Gu Jahan sneered.


  “Any day now, you’re gonna be flipping over and showing your belly in front of the director. Just like my dog does. Who knows, Mr. Iwol. Maybe you’ll get a few more lines out of it.”


  For a very brief moment, Kim Iwol’s eyes darkened.


  Truly a fleeting moment, a fraction of second.


  Just now…


  Almost as soon as Gu Jahan registered the anomaly, Kim Iwol smiled awkwardly.


  A pure, innocent smile, without a trace of sarcasm.


  “Well, I don’t know about that.”


  Kim Iwol brushed off his wet pant leg. Then, he bowed politely and left.


  For some reason, Gu Jahan felt like he had seen himself in Kim Iwol.


  Or more specifically, it was like looking at himself when he silently judged the gossiping staff, thinking ‘Such insignificant people’, about the staff who were secretly badmouthing him.


  Looking down on people? Who does he think he is?


  That was flat-out disrespect. As his senior, Gu Jahan had every right to call out Kim Iwol’s attitude.


  Gu Jahan hurriedly followed after Kim Iwol.


  But just as he turned the corner, a voice forced him to hide behind the wall.


  “Director, did you enjoy your lunch?”


  “Yeah.”


  It seemed Kim Iwol was facing a director, either from the lighting or the sound department.


  “Hey, Mr. Iwol.”


  “Yes, Director.”


  The director called Kim Iwol again.


  Right, so it wasn’t just the main PD or the assistant director that Kim Iwol was trying to butter up.


  The way he acted as if something terrible would happen if anyone didn’t praise him was truly a sight to behold…


  “That tone-down thing or whatever—can you ask them to go harder on it? Why should I be getting stressed out because of you?”


  “Are you talking about my skin tone? I was told this was sufficient, but should it be darker?”


  “Sufficient, my foot. You have to look like a human being for the picture to be good. You look like a corpse. Go see a doctor or something.”


  “Yes.”


  “Oh, I’m not like the PD, threatening to leak things to the press, right? I’m not saying this because I hate you.”


  ......


  For a moment, Gu Jahan’s mind went blank.


  He had thought he was the only one being strict with Kim Iwol on this set.


  Everyone was strangely lenient towards Kim Iwol, so he thought he should at least say something to prevent him from taking this industry lightly.


  Any day now, you’re gonna be flipping over and showing your belly in front of the director.


  You look like a corpse. Go see a doctor or something.


  What was the difference between what he said and what that person said?


  And…


  “Thank you for your concern. I’ll relay your message to the makeup artist.”


  “At least it’s not something serious, that’s a relief.”


  …Why did Kim Iwol seem so used to this kind of situation?


  Gu Jahan’s steps turned towards the corner.


  As he rounded the corner, he saw the director walking along nonchalantly and Kim Iwol slowly straightening up after bowing.


  Even though the director’s back was turned, there was no trace of anger or any other emotion on Kim Iwol’s face.


  He suddenly remembered a line Ha Seomyeong had delivered as Seon Guan.


  He couldn’t remember it exactly. What was it?


  It was, definitely…


  Fuck. How embarrassing.


  Gu Jahan immediately called his manager.


  “Hey, are you in the car? Do you have the last episode’s script for ‘In My Office’ there?”


  Fortunately, all the scripts were in the car. Although they were crumpled from being stuffed in the back seat, Gu Jahan could read the part he was looking for without difficulty.


  Guan: (Shouting) Someone like you, Team Leader, wouldn’t understand how ordinary employees like us feel. When a superior sighs, it’s not that that we don’t hear it, we just pretend not to. And when we look like we’re okay even after being chewed out, it’s not because we, the youth of today, lack responsibility and are unaffected; it’s because we’re pretending to be okay! (She shouts in frustration.) We can’t act however we feel at work—that’s what being part of society means!


  Beneath Ji Seongin’s dry lines, Seon Guan shouted again.


  Guan: It’s not because we’re stupid that we endure, and it’s not because we lack courage that we don’t speak up. We endure even when it’s unfair and dirty. No one has the right to look down on that. (Smiling bitterly) By the way, Team Leader, it took a lot of courage for me to say this too. Because when it’s truly time to raise our voices, we have to.


  In this scene, Ji Seongin began to see Seon Guan in a different light.


  Then what about Gu Jahan himself?


  Acting is a sacred craft of portraying the most human aspects through the most mechanical methods.


  Gu Jahan, who had entered the acting world because he couldn’t forget a senior actor’s words, was given the role of the arrogant team leader, Ji Seongin.


  Ha Seomyeong, who was bold, proactive, and never hesitated to speak her mind, was given the role of Seon Guan.


  And Kim Iwol was given the role of the quiet, socially adept youngest member of a promising team in a large company.


  Was Gu Jahan given the role of Ji Seongin because he was lead actor material, or was it simply because his arrogance made him a good fit for portraying Ji Seongin?


  Conversely, was Kim Iwol’s social adeptness a means of survival, or simply his personality?


  Or maybe—was it simply the most polished, humane version of himself that he had learned to become, just to blend into human society…?


  Kim Iwol’s went pant flashed in Gu Jahan’s mind again. So did those deep, unwavering eyes.


  He felt ashamed.


  Chapter 187: End of Short-Term Project


  “Team Leader! No, I mean, Director! Congratulations on your promotion!”


  “Thank you. I look forward to continuing to work with you, Team Leader Seon.”


  The two leads shook hands. Everyone around them applauded in celebration.


  A refreshing ‘cut’ sound rang out. It was the end of ‘In My Office,’ which had drawn a tumultuous love line like a stock graph.


  It was a happy ending for everyone. This person and that person got promoted, got married, and Mai Asset Management rose to the top of the industry.


  Not a bad production overall. Though how much the editing would support it was another matter.


  Today, with the last scene filmed, the entire ‘In My Office’ production crew moved to a barbecue restaurant.


  It wasn’t easy to find seating for such a large group.


  Once everyone was finally settled, the chief director raised his glass.


  “Alright, anyone without a glass? Hurry up and grab one!”


  The tables became busy. As usual, I, the youngest, was expertly filling soju glasses when a familiar hand entered my line of sight.


  Gu Jahan had sat down next to me.


  I was about to get up smoothly, saying I’d go pour some drinks, when the director’s toast rang out from afar.


  “I’ll start the toast. To our stocks!”


  “Let’s hit the upper limit!”


  As the short toast wishing for a surge in stock prices ended, the sound of clinking glasses filled the air.


  This was similar to the Hanpyeong Industry’s toast. ‘May our company go bankrupt!’. For the record, I made that one up.


  Since moving seats seemed impossible, I gave up and toasted with the people at our table.


  “Mr. Iwol, you worked hard on your first project.”


  “Not at all, everyone took good care of me, so I was able to adapt quickly!”


  The senior team members under Team Leader Ji filled my glass to the brim. They loved me too much. It was overflowing, quite literally.


  Still, Gu Jahan is the lead, isn’t it a bit awkward that they’re taking care of me first?


  It was one of those situations where you just had to read the room, so I thought, screw it, and downed the soju in one go. The sharp scent of alcohol hit my nose.


  “Indeed.”


  As I carefully set down my glass, Gu Jahan spoke.


  And he tilted the bottle towards me.


  “Mr. Iwol, you did well.”


  Words of encouragement?


  From Gu Jahan? To me?


  This guy wasn’t the type to care about appearances.


  Until recently, he was acting like he would die if he couldn’t pick a fight with me, but lately, he’d been surprisingly trouble-free. He must have realized he crossed a line.


  “What, you don’t want a drink from me?”


  “Not at all! Thank you, I’ll gladly accept.”


  Gu Jahan filled my glass. Three-quarters full. A perfect amount for a friendly exchange, without any malice.


  “Can I pour you a drink too?”


  “Sure.”


  Gu Jahan emptied his remaining soju and offered me his glass. I reciprocated by filling it to the same level.


  As the alcohol kicked in, the mood quickly turned lively. I was the only one stuck in a weird vibe, grilling the meat like a pro part-timer.


  It was Ha Seomyeong, who came over from another table to greet us, that broke the awkward silence.


  “All our team members are here! Everyone worked so hard!”


  “Ms. Seomyeong, where have you been? Everyone’s here, I almost felt bad that you weren’t with us.”


  “I sat with my family. Come on, family over work, right?”


  “Oh, that table, they didn’t bring the son-in-law Ji?”


  “Don’t even get me started. This guy’s having an affair with his work and is on the verge of divorce.”


  The kind of jokes you could only make off the record flew freely around the table. Only (former) son-in-law, soon-to-be cheater Gu Jahan quietly ate his meat.


  “Our maknae Mr. Iwol also worked hard! It’s sad that I won’t be seeing you often now. Do I have to wait until Spark’s comeback?”


  “Then I guess we better make that comeback fast.”


  “Do an 8-week music show promotion. You have to milk the drama wave.”


  Ha Seomyeong said with a serious face. As expected of an industry senior. She knew how to seize an opportunity.


  “Mr. Gu Jahan, would you like a drink?”


  Ha Seomyeong asked her partner, with whom she’d had a lot of trouble but managed to finish the project on good terms.


  “Sure.”


  Everyone clapped at the not-quite-friendship, not-quite-truce shot between the main couple.


  That Gu Jahan guy, he’s all grown up. Feeling strangely satisfied, I also emptied my soju glass.


  

  The company dinner was long. Very, very long. Since becoming an idol, I’d become accustomed to Spark, a group with minors, leaving early, so it took some time to adjust to a dinner that stretched into the early morning hours.


  “Mr. Iwol, you’re lasting a long time.”


  “I’m pacing myself. Are you okay, Assistant Director?”


  “Yeah, I’m fine.”


  The assistant director struggled to pick up noodles with a single chopstick. It seemed another person would be heading home soon.


  Honestly, I wanted to go home too.


  No one was forcing me to drink. But after being told by Manager Nam to ‘U-turn back’ after leaving a company dinner early, just the thought of leaving early made me feel shackled—my body simply wouldn’t move.


  The food was delicious, but I couldn’t eat too much because I was trying to build muscle. So all I could do was accept the offered drinks at a reasonable pace and make my presence known.


  Considering that Jeong Seongbin was able to appear on ‘Genre-Swap’ thanks to my connection with Newri, that Polo gave me a radio appearance because he thought highly of me, and that Ha Seomyeong took care of me more often thanks to Ms. Eun’s request…


  My conclusion was that I should make my face known, since who knew what opportunities might come my way.


  Up to that point, things were fine. I wasn’t going to get knocked out from drinking, and the crowd had thinned quite a bit.


  The problem was…


  “Mr. Iwol, you’re a strong drinker.”


  “Really? I haven’t had much experience with drinking parties yet, so I wouldn’t know, haha.”


  “Are you going to the third round too?”


  “Well, if the sunbaenims go, I’ll go too!”


  …This Gu Jahan guy had been needlessly sticking to me.


  I couldn’t understand why he was doing this. It made me uncomfortable.


  He’s clearly been drinking a lot.


  His face was beet red, and he kept casually striking up conversation, but I couldn’t read his intentions, so that made it more irritating.


  If I ask him if he’s going to the third round, he’ll probably make a fuss about why I’m calling him my senior, and if I don’t ask, he’ll probably complain that I’m ignoring him even though he’s asking me a question…


  A total lose-lose. I was just about ready to fake being drunk and pass out when Gu Jahan suddenly went quiet.


  After a long pause, Gu Jahan spoke.


  “Follow me.”


  With that, he left the restaurant.


  I thought he’d turned over a new leaf, but was he calling me out to scold me again? Or to threaten me to never set foot in the industry again?


  Honestly, I didn’t care. After dealing with Deputy Nam and Yoo Hansoo, I wasn’t afraid of anything anymore.


  I told Ha Seomyeong, ‘Jahan sunbae called me, I’ll be back in a bit’, and went outside.


  Gu Jahan, who was smoking, saw me come out and asked,


  “Do you smoke?”


  “No.”


  “You look like a chain smoker.”


  I’d heard that a lot. More people actually said I looked like I’d smoke cigars. Not sure what the difference was, but whatever.


  After hearing that I didn’t smoke, he stubbed his cigarette out on the ground.


  Just then, a van pulled into the alley.


  The passenger side window rolled down, and someone poked their head out.


  “Mr. Jahan, did I keep you waiting?”


  “Not really. Just open the door.”


  It must be Gu Jahan’s manager.


  He probably planned to put me in the car and dump me somewhere.


  I really should’ve signed up for that jiu-jitsu class sooner. Or followed Choi Jeho to action school or something…


  “Mr. Iwol.”


  Unlike me, who was hesitating and trying to assume a defensive stance, Gu Jahan leaned into the car.


  He rummaged around inside and then handed me something.


  “Take this.”


  It was a neatly packaged shopping bag.


  Is this like, fill this with cash if you don’t want to be forced onto a deep-sea fishing boat or something like that…?


  But there was something inside.


  I opened it cautiously and saw a set of clothes, a top and bottom, wrapped in plastic.


  “Why are you giving me this…?”


  “You ruined your pants.”


  I suddenly remembered that day. The day Gu Jahan gave me those ridiculous errands, and I ended up soaking my pants with leftover drinks.


  Looking inside the heavy shopping bag, I asked,


  “There’s a top too?”


  “The employee said it was a matching set. Just take it.”


  So, is this an apology? Is he saying sorry for making me run errands that day?


  “I was going to give it to you when you were leaving, but you, little punk, just keeps drinking like a champ.”


  So that was why he was interrogating me about going to the third round.


  I figured he wasn’t the type to stay long at a company dinner, so I had wondered why he was still there.


  It looked expensive, but I didn’t say that out loud. I didn’t want to be modest about a gift I was receiving as an apology.


  “Yes, I’ll wear them well.”


  “Okay.”


  Gu Jahan replied, looking away. He seemed embarrassed.


  He had a quick word with his manager, saying he’d be right back after saying goodbye.


  Meanwhile, out of habit, I picked up the cigarette butt Gu Jahan had stubbed out.


  “What are you doing? That’s dirty.”


  “It’s okay, it’s a habit.”


  Ideally, the one who threw it should pick it up. But I didn’t want to be the kind of person who ignored a potential fire hazard either.


  Gu Jahan’s face turned bright red, like he’d been burned.


  “Give it to me.”


  “Huh?”


  “Give it! I’ll take it and throw it away myself!”


  Gu Jahan snatched the cigarette butt from my hand. Then, fuming, he went back into the restaurant, and after what must have been a very brief farewell, he came back out 30 seconds later with his coat.


  Without another word, Gu Jahan got into the car and left.


  I stared blankly at the shopping bag in my hand.


  I received an apology from a person who wasn’t facing a promotion, public scrutiny, or fear of repercussions. A sincere apology, of his own volition.


  So there are people who can reflect on their actions.


  I was surprised. It was a strange feeling.


  But it wasn’t unpleasant.


  It would have been a beautiful and happy ending if the story ended here, but unfortunately, my ill-fated relationship with Gu Jahan didn’t end in front of the barbecue restaurant.


  Jeong Seongbin, who was knowledgeable about clothing brands, turned pale as a sheet upon recognizing the price of the clothes I received.


  “Is this an expensive brand? I’ve never heard of it.”


  “It’s very expensive. It’s a brand that came to Korea a couple of years ago. Just one pair of socks from this brand costs…”


  After hearing his muttering, I immediately called Gu Jahan.


  And in one breath, I said, ‘Yes, is this Mr. Gu Jahan? About the pants I wore that day—they were just regular pants, but what you gave me looks like it’s lined with gold. I’m not the type to covet expensive things, so I’ll return them.”


  I figured he would have bought something reasonably pricy, considering my situation as a celebrity. Since I was the one receiving the apology, I didn’t think I needed to grovel and say, ‘Oh my, such nice clothes…’


  But this was too much. The price went way beyond what I was comfortable with. If I didn’t set the record straight now, it’d come back to bite me later.


  ─ I knew you’d do this, so I removed all the tags. Just wear them.


  “If you give me your account number, I’ll…”


  — What, so you can pay for those pants? Would you even wear them after that?


  I wouldn’t. Maybe I’d make Choi Jeho wear them for his commute.


  ─ Go sleep.


  The call ended.


  Leaving behind the lingering smell of alcohol and a set of expensive new clothes, ‘In My Office’ came to an end.


  Chapter 188: Office Open: Part 2 (1)


  “I’m back.”


  As soon as I returned from the variety show meeting we had scheduled before the drama aired, the guys in the living room rushed over in a group.


  “Welcome back! Give me your bag!”


  “Did everything go okay?”


  Jeong Seongbin asked.


  “Yeah, nothing special.”


  Apparently, we were going to get our fortunes told together, in line with Seon Guan’s concept of seeing the future of the stock market. I hadn’t had my fortune told before, so I was looking forward to it.


  Even though I was called the ‘idol more accurate than a fortune-telling octopus’ and ‘Iwol-hyungnim, please channel the spirits again’ on soccer forums, I doubted I’d get scolded at the fortune teller’s for pretending to commune with my ancestors in front of the members.


  “But why are you all gathered in the living room?”


  “The second part of our dorm self-filmed content is being uploaded today. We were getting ready to watch it together.”


  Because I’d pestered them, saying the sooner the following content was released, the better, they decided to upload the video three days earlier than usual.


  I remember that. I do, but…


  “Don’t you all have things to do?”


  As far as I know, you guys shouldn’t have this much free time.


  Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon should be finalizing the choreography for the new song.


  Park Joowoo’s cover song cooldown should have reset, so he should be preparing to film his self-filmed content, and Lee Cheonghyeon should be working on the arrangement for the b-side track.


  Not to mention Jeong Seongbin, who was busy with his studies.


  And yet, you dare to try to watch MeTube together?


  I shouldn’t have stayed silent to spare them the stress. I was seriously about to rip the password off the shared laptop to restore order in this dangerously relaxed group…


  “The schedule’s on track. We’ve been managing things so nothing falls through, so don’t worry.”


  “Huh?”


  Jeong Seongbin smiled.


  “Really. We’ve been sharing and monitoring the timetable, and there haven’t been any delays.”


  “You guys made a timetable?”


  With zero OA certifications between you? Except for one, you’re all frail high schoolers with nothing but muscles? Do I have to go to UA and cause a scene again?


  Just as I was about to put my shoes back on, ready to throw a fit, Jeong Seongbin grabbed my arm.


  “No! We suggested that it would be good to have something like that, and a dedicated team made it for us. They even input all the data.”


  “Hyung told us not to scatter platforms, so we just added a page to the doc we’ve been using.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon added.


  They were working efficiently, communicating well with the company, and not causing trouble.


  At this rate, the group might not disband even without me.


  Maybe this time, I’d actually get to see Spark’s 7th anniversary live stream. It was a touching thought.


  But the group running smoothly was one thing, and getting what was rightfully mine was another.


  “So, what’s the shared laptop password? Don’t you think it’s time you told me?”


  At my words, they exchanged glances. The final decision rested with Jeong Seongbin, the leader.


  Jeong Seongbin, with a resigned smile as if he had no choice, said,


  “It’s 000000. Six zeros.”


  “It was that simple?”


  “Honestly, I thought you’d have tried it at least once. How could you not guess it?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s words hurt my pride.


  Kim Iwol’s intuition had dulled. I might not look like it, but I was someone who had even cracked PC passwords left by resigned employees.


  “I tried the debut date and other things, but it didn’t work. Why 000000? It’s too vulnerable security-wise.”


  “We rarely take the shared laptop outside anyway. If it’s too difficult, Jeho-hyung will forget it, and he’ll have to write it on a sticky note and put it under the laptop.”


  “You guys are openly mocking me now?”


  From the room, I heard Choi Jeho’s voice. He had ears like a hawk. He never missed it when people were talking about him.


  “But Spark is 6-1=0. So, six zeros!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon exclaimed brightly.


  6-1. Not 5-1, not 5+1.


  I thought five of you could manage just fine. But apparently, none of you have even considered that possibility.


  “…Hyung, what’s wrong?”


  Park Joowoo asked cautiously. His gaze was fixed on my face.


  “Oh, it’s nothing… I’m just bad at math.”


  Especially subtraction.


  Even more so when it came to relationships.


  I didn’t know who to subtract, or how to fill the space when someone left.


  So I’d rather 6 minus 1 still equals 5. Simple, with no footnotes attached.


  

  The timetable on doc was neat and easy to read. The members didn’t even need to check it off themselves; our manager decided to take care of it all.


  At this rate, we’ll need to hire another manager.


  With me often away for outside shoots, the burden on Manager Chanyoung had gotten heavier. The more active Spark became, the more difficult it would be for a single manager to handle everything.


  I could write the job posting perfectly, but I had decided to minimize my involvement in company matters unless necessary. I’d put this aside for now.


  Right on cue, a new update popped up on the group account.


  ≫ @spArk_official


  Leaving already?


  Stay for dinner since you’re here!


  Let’s hang out a little longer


  We’ll show you lots of fun stuff


  [Spark] 2X09XX Come Visit Our Dorm ep.2


  “The video should be up soon.”


  “It’s really up. Jeho-hyung, come out! Let’s watch the self-filmed content!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon boisterously called out to Choi Jeho.


  And Choi Jeho obediently crawled out of his room.


  …I was still a bit awkward around him, to be honest.


  But regardless of my awkwardness, Choi Jeho, with an indifferent expression, pushed up his glasses and settled into his usual spot at the edge of the sofa.


  I sat on the floor at the far end, diagonally opposite Choi Jeho. Park Joowoo, displaced from his usual spot, wandered around before settling into my usual spot.


  “Where did we leave off last time?”


  “The room tour.”


  “So literally halfway through.”


  As Kang Kiyeon pointed out, after the opening of Spark’s self-filmed content, a short recap of the previous video showed them having breakfast, exercising, and exploring their rooms.


  “What did we… do after that?”


  Choi Jeho muttered to himself, as if he couldn’t remember.


  Kang Kiyeon replied with a resigned tone.


  “We did a lot of weird things.”


  “We did?”


  Spark, the cool, quiet, chic boy group, doing weird stuff? He must be mistaken.


  The screen showed 2 p.m. in the afternoon. The living room was piled high with six people’s worth of laundry. It was because we had taken down all the clothes from the drying rack to hang the newly washed laundry.


  Spark in the video, like people at a washing site in a folk painting, settled down and started folding clothes.


  『Iwol: Should we just put away this soccer club towel? Whose is it?』


  『Kiyeon: It’s Chanyoung hyung’s (Spark’s Manager).』


  『Iwol: Let’s tell him first, then toss it. At this point, we owe the towel a merciful end.』


  Below my face, looking at the towel that was as dry as bark, a caption appeared: ‘Iwol, a kind idol who even considers the feelings of a towel’.


  Some of the guys burst out laughing. Apparently my saint-like portrayal was that funny.


  『Cheonghyeon: Lately, I keep seeing animal socks. Whose are these?』


  『Joowoo: Sorry, they’re mine…』


  『Cheonghyeon: I’m not criticizing your taste, hyung! It’s just… they’re too cute for our dorm. I think having the cute, pretty, visually appealing Lee Cheonghyeon is enough.』


  The camera focused on me again. Below my cold expression, a new caption appeared: ‘Iwol (21 years old/Saves members as ‘cute, pretty, visual’)’.


  “Is this secretly a special episode about me that only I didn’t know about?”


  “No way. You were just too iconic not to feature.”


  “Iconic? I didn’t do anything, but I keep popping up.”


  I felt wronged. My chest was tight with frustration.


  『Cheonghyeon: You can tell Jeho-hyung’s clothes just by their size. What size do you wear, hyung?』


  『Jeho: Me? About 100.』


  『Kiyeon: 100? I don’t think so. Doesn’t Lee Cheonghyeon wear 100?』


  『Seongbin: I heard the stylist noona say he wears 110 or 115.』


  『Kiyeon: When did you hear your size was 100?』


  『Joowoo: Wasn’t that back in high school…?』


  『Iwol: Don’t ever go clothes shopping alone.』


  Besides Choi Jeho’s shirt size issue, there was another issue. A scene where he put black t-shirts and towels in the washing machine together, causing lint to fly everywhere, was shown.


  『Iwol: Does anyone know where the doldori (*tape cleaner) is?』


  『Joowoo: I know…! Wait a minute!』


  I didn’t expect them to so kindly include the official name like that. Somehow, that made it even more embarrassing. This really must be a special episode just to humiliate me.


  Once all the laundry had been folded, Spark members gradually dispersed into their own corners.


  The first to enter his room was Choi Jeho. He put on his earphones and started watching b-boying videos, just like usual.


  Around the same time, Kang Kiyeon squatted in front of his bookshelf, lost in thought. Then, as if he had made a firm decision, he picked a book and headed to his bed.


  “Kiyeon, I told you not to squat.”


  “It’s a habit… but I’ve been doing it a lot less lately.”


  “Let’s do better. Think of your legs as Spark’s legs.”


  While Kang Kiyeon on screen stretched out Spark’s two legs and started reading his comic book, Park Joowoo took his pillow to the veranda to dust it off.


  Then, with a satisfied expression, he returned and tidied up his bedding. Staring at Kang Kiyeon, he asked,


  『Joowoo: …Kiyeon, should I dust off your pillow too?』


  『Kiyeon: Huh? No, I’ll dust mine myself.』


  『Joowoo: I’ll dust off yours while I am at it. You just keep reading…!』


  Then Park Joowoo went out to the veranda with Kang Kiyeon’s pillow in his left hand and Jeong Seongbin’s in his right, dusting them off with tremendous force. It was hard to tell if he wanted to dust the pillows or explode them.


  “…Did you two do something to piss Park Joowoo off?”


  Choi Jeho asked, and Jeong Seongbin and Kang Kiyeon hesitated to answer, having just witnessed the near-explosion of their pillows.


  Fortunately, Park Joowoo actively clarified that he harbored no ill feelings towards his roommates.


  Jeong Seongbin organized his schedule at the dining table, and Lee Cheonghyeon worked on his music.


  And I…


  『Iwol: I should… clean the bathroom.』


  『Cheonghyeon: Hyung, just leave it. I’ll do it later!』


  『Iwol: Then give me something to do!』


  …wandered around aimlessly because I had nothing to do.


  A caption appeared below my forlorn face.


  『Iwol (21 years old/Diligently recovering)』


  Now even UA was pressuring me not to work. In such an embarrassing way, too.


  I was mortified, but the fans loved it, saying it felt real.


  ≫ Except for the amount of laundry, this is just like my house


  The scene of the whole family folding laundry together is so familiar


  └ @@: Mom, these socks don’t match, what should I do?


  └ @: Set them aside, they’ll appear when you do the next load of laundry~


  └ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ And they really do appear.


  └ Make sure to run the tape cleaner over them once, okay~?


  └ Mom, are you trying to get them married off or something?


  (Tl note: ‘Mom, are you trying to get them/me married off or something?’ is actually a slang in Korea. It’s often used humorously by Korean moms or aunties in the context of grooming or preparing someone (usually daughters) meticulously—cleaning, dressing well, etc.—as if they’re about to be presented for a marriage proposal. )


  ≫ Choi Jeho wears size 115???????


  └ Spark’s tallest, Choi Jeho, wears a size 115 top?????


  └ Spark’s tallest, center, the emperor, Choi Jeho, wears a size 115 top??????


  └ Spark’s tallest, center, the emperor, blind date disaster, super troublemaker, Emperor Jeho, wears a size 115 top??????????


  ≫ Why does the the maknae line know each other’s shirt sizes?


  I’m honestly so curious how deep your friendships go


  ≫ Park Joowoo looks like a silent gunslinger from a snowy wilderness, and his forearms are so solid they seriously give people all sorts of weird thoughts. But the fact that you only see them when he’s dusting pillows—


  └ Joowoo’s 3 veins moment: In his throat when singing + on his temples and forehead when he’s hot + on his forearms when dusting pillows [NEW!]


  ≫ Why does Iwol get so anxious when he has nothing to do?


  Rest when you have nothing to do, Iwol…


  └ Making our baby a workaholic… UA, wake up


  These reactions seemed to stem from the fact that Spark hadn’t revealed much of their natural selves before.


  However, what followed was even fresher. Fresher than freshly caught sashimi.


  『Cheonghyeon: Hyung, I’m about to be filled with soul—play the air bass for me.』


  『Iwol: Need some beatboxing?』


  『Cheonghyeon: Of course.』


  Spark’s music playtime, which seemed like it should have been edited out, was shown in its entirety.


  Chapter 189: Office Opening: Part 2 (2)


  For idols, long waits were just part of everyday life.


  Delays in filming were commonplace, and sometimes, they were summoned with the expectation that they’d be waiting endlessly from the start.


  During that downtime, Spark had done a variety of things.


  Studying, coloring, exercising, learning other singers’ new choreographies, competing to see who could clean the waiting room the best…


  And eventually, it came to this.


  『Joowoo: Wine, whiskey, vodka, nothing quenches my thirst』


  『Joowoo: I’m parched, pour your soul onto my lips…』


  Park Joowoo sang a famous rock band’s song with all his heart and soul.


  『Cheonghyeon: Ah, I’m too short. Jeho-hyung! Bring me the tablet on my bed!』


  『Jeho: Which tablet?』


  『Cheonghyeon: The gray one with the Pikachu sticker on the back!』


  Lee Cheonghyeon opened a piano app on a spare phone or tablet and played the accompaniment.


  『Kiyeon: (Concentrating with all his might to keep the beat)』


  Kang Kiyeon kept the rhythm by drumming on anything he could grab—in this case, it was a duster handle—banging it against a chair or table leg.


  And then it was my turn…


  『Iwol: Doong doong doong doong, doo-doong, doong.』


  I beatbox the bassline with my mouth. For extra flair, I played air bass with my hands, too.


  This madness had been going on for a while, so I hadn’t realized, but seeing it on screen later, we really looked like a bunch of lunatics.


  As if mocking me, a flashy caption appeared.


  『☆ Limited-Time Band Live Performance Now On ☆』


  “I’m so embarrassed right now.”


  “Hyung, I know how you feel.”


  “You don’t have to feel that way, too…”


  I was about to say that, but stopped. Right, what would Lee Cheonghyeon have to be embarrassed about? He wasn’t playing an instrument with his mouth like me, he was just headbanging a bit.


  And to top it off, as I watched the broadcast, I noticed something—Jeong Seongbin, that punk, was filming us from the side the whole time.


  『Seongbin (19 years old / Leader who loves the members)』


  How could you call that a leader who loved the members? He was a leader full of intentions to exploit the members’ weaknesses.


  『Joowoo: …Can we do one more song?』


  『Cheonghyeon: Of course, our band exists just for you!』


  Even in this situation, Lee Cheonghyeon was doing a skit with Park Joowoo.


  『Kiyeon: What are you doing, hurry up and choose a song.』


  You’re all out of your minds. You’re really possessed by something.


  『Iwol: Alright, let’s go!』


  And me too…


  

  Even after the wild band live performance, Spark continued to show an abundance of outrageous antics.


  Kang Kiyeon, going into the shower, habitually only took his bottoms and then confidently emerged shirtless. Then, there was Choi Jeho, whose glasses fogged up while trying to drink beef bone soup, making the team’s center look rather silly.


  My ‘Pororo’ cutlery set even made it onto the screen. Seeing the caption ‘Lovely……♡’, I gave up on thinking altogether.


  After dinner, the black comedy hit its peak.


  『Cheonghyeon: Can someone take my exam for me?』


  『Iwol: Should I take it for you? But you won’t be able to go to college.』


  『Cheonghyeon: I was wrong, hyung.』


  『Iwol: No, I just meant you won’t get in because impersonating someone in an exam is illegal;;;』


  『Jeho: Why is this thing so clunky?』


  『Iwol: Me? I didn’t do anything?』


  『Jeho: Not you, the power strip.』


  『Iwol: Oh, right.』


  It was almost like my own stand-up comedy show, honestly. I still didn’t understand why that day ended up like this.


  Maybe because the fans saw an excessively realistic side of their beloved idols. The fandom was a sea of tears.


  ≫ Okay, I understand that they don’t care about their image at all


  └ Idols with sexy faces and innocent minds? I actually love it even more


  ≫ Our Iwol’s cutlery is so cute. Did he buy it himself?


  └ Seriously so cuteㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ That’s just what babies use for cutlery. It’s only natural


  ≫ I need a five-thousand-word explanation as to why only the oldest hyung is using such a cute cutlery set


  ≫ I somehow managed to endure Lee Cheonghyeon’s double piano playing, but I lost it at Kim Iwol’s mouth bass


  Do you guys seriously play like this when you’re alone?ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ


  └ At first, I was like, ‘Our oldest hyung is working so hard playing with the kids ㅠㅠ’ but later, Iwol was wiping off his sweat, looking refreshed… I don’t know who’s playing with whom anymore


  ≫ I changed my profile picture to this


  (Picture of Choi Jeho with fogged-up glasses)


  I couldn’t resist


  └ I liked Jeho with glasses, but I didn’t expect him to show us the whole A to Z of glasses like this ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ


  ≫ Fuck, Kim Iwol, don’t be discouraged


  You’re the best klutz out there


  └ You’re the worst


  I felt like I had burned away into ashes. Like everything had combusted, and all that was left was wreckage. My body was fine, but my spirit was exhausted.


  After the shocking, terrifying broadcast ended, as we were chatting a bit, Jeong Seongbin asked,


  “Hyung, the shoot is almost over now, right? We should probably start getting ready……”


  “Yeah, for the comeback prep, right?”


  We’d been checking on the preparations during breaks in filming. And now it was time to start preparing for the comeback in earnest.


  For Sparkler fans, that meant the group’s most charmingly clumsy member, Kim Iwol, would be dancing again for the first time in a while.


  Since ‘appearing’ on ‘In My Office’ was the criteria for receiving proficiency, as long as the public release date wasn’t delayed, I could continue raising my dance proficiency during the comeback period. That was enough.


  It’s a relief that dramas are released all at once these days.


  Otherwise, I’d have been stuck anxiously watching my proficiency crawl up by tiny fractions of a percent. Yep, pre-produced shows were the best.


  “How’s the choreography this time? Is it difficult?”


  When I asked, Kang Kiyeon hesitated.


  “Difficult… it’s difficult, but also easy, I guess.”


  “Who told you to say things like, ‘Buy me a drink that’s sweet but low in sugar because I need to watch my blood sugar’?”


  As I frowned, Kang Kiyeon quickly tried to explain.


  “No, it’s a concept we’ve never tried before. We don’t know if it will suit you, hyung, until you try it.”


  “How was it for you and Choi Jeho?”


  “I’m not sure about myself, but as for Jeho-hyung…”


  Kang Kiyeon shrugged. It meant there was no need to say more.


  Well, it would be a problem if Choi Jeho didn’t shine in this concept.


  It was Spark’s first ‘mature concept,’ even if there was the word ‘restrained’ attached to it.


  

  Concept-heavy genres were always a gamble. If you pushed it too far, you might thrill a small group of hardcore fans but get ignored by the general public. But if you watered it down too much out of fear, you were left with nothing at all.


  Until now, Spark had been promoting with the crisp, refreshing vibe of a winter night. And through IDC and fan meetings, we had been monitoring the fandom’s preferences.


  As a result, the conclusion that the dedicated team and I reached was this:


  We need a change of style.


  We would maintain our signature vibe – wholesome and emotionally cathartic. But the consensus was that there needed to be a change in style.


  I know our fans want a sexy concept. But I think we shouldn’t go overboard.


  Huh?


  Kiyeon and Cheonghyeon are still in their second year of high school. Seongbin and Joowoo are also minors. I don’t want to push them too hard at such a young age.


  So, the concept we came up with was ‘Sexy Mature in Suits’.


  It was not that Spark couldn’t pull off boyish charm — they just naturally looked a few years older than they were, which worked to our advantage.


  We’d keep the younger ones under wraps and focus on getting Choi Jeho to balance things out. I believe in you, Workout Man.


  Just putting them in suits would be enough to please Sparklers, but since it was our first comeback in a while, we decided to put some effort into the concept.


  Secret agents. Hacking buildings, picking locks, infiltrating with wires, that kind of thing.


  Everyone was already in good shape, so our dedicated team just needed to distribute the roles well.


  As soon as he heard the concept, Lee Cheonghyeon immersed himself in the work for days. He listened to hundreds of samples, saying he wanted to add virtual instruments, and banged his head against the wall like a woodpecker while composing the bass line.


  I’m going to use all the sessions I couldn’t fit into the OST here.


  Lee Cheonghyeon muttered with bloodshot eyes. He seemed to be possessed by a ghost cursed by his unfinished ballads. I was too scared to approach him.


  After receiving the first draft of the song from Lee Cheonghyeon, Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon spent day and night in the practice room, focused on their discussions.


  Sometimes their voices would rise, but they usually sorted things out before they came back to the dorm. Seeing Jeong Seongbin’s touched and gentle smile made my heart ache.


  While the dance line bickered and debated ‘Where does sexiness come from?’, Lee Cheonghyeon finalized the song after intense meetings with the A&R team.


  Park Joowoo was in charge of the guide vocals. Since he had relatively less to do compared to the other members and was bored, he excitedly pre-recorded the backing vocals and harmonies. This resulted in expanded parts for each member.


  Jeong Seongbin was in charge of distributing the parts. I was fired from that role after the ‘Kim Iwol Part Deletion Incident’, and Lee Cheonghyeon entrusted Jeong Seongbin with full authority, saying he was busy composing the b-side tracks. Though I’d been ousted, I still offered kind advice when Jeong Seongbin asked for my input.


  All of this happened while I was filming ‘In My Office’. Everyone was experienced with comebacks, so the process went smoothly.


  Now all that was left was the final final arrangement of the title track, choreography practice, vocal practice and recording, MV filming, album photoshoot, b-side track recording… Whew, that was a lot.


  “Hyung, you should start managing your dark circles.”


  “Managing my dark circles has always been an ongoing process.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon didn’t believe me. Instead, he handed me the moisturizer he’d been using.


  I slathered the cream on my face and thought,


  What should we do for the concept photos? For the photocards, close-ups would work well. If we have everyone holding something in their mouth, that could look pretty cool… Ah, this cream is nice. Hydrating but not greasy.


  As I was thinking about what to put in Spark’s mouths for the photoshoot and moisturizing my dry skin, the mattress creaked.


  Lee Cheonghyeon was practically on top of me.


  “What the—?!”


  “You know, I just realized something really weird.”


  “What? I told you not to surprise me like this. Especially with your face. Suddenly appearing like that could give someone a heart attack, didn’t I tell you that?”


  “Sorry about that, but, hyung, your dark circles.”


  Cheonghyeon pressed his thumb against my dark circles. His expression was serious, but his actions were anything but.


  “Why aren’t they getting any lighter?”


  “I was born this way, so what.”


  “Hyung, you know how expensive the cream they use at the salon is. To be more specific, ‘There’s almost no sign of improvement’.”


  “What?”


  “Think about when you were a trainee, hyung. You barely slept back then. And when you were hospitalized. It was natural for your dark circles to be severe then because you were in bad shape. But now, you’re resting more than before, yet they don’t seem to be getting any better beyond a certain point.”


  “…….”


  “You don’t have rhinitis, so why do they stay the same regardless of your condition?”


  Now that he mentioned it, it was strange. It wasn’t like I’d always had dark circles this bad.


  When I was exercising regularly and not pulling late nights, they used to fade away.


  Is this also an effect of the system?


  I hadn’t paid much attention to it other than noticing they were lighter than when I was twenty-nine. But with everything had happened, even this small detail bothered me.


  There’d been a lot about total fatigue in the manual. I should probably read it over again soon.


  Still, if they were going to force me to be an idol, they should at least fix this. Didn’t they know flawless skin was basic for an idol?


  Having failed to get any meaningful answer from me, Lee Cheonghyeon climbed back into his bed.


  Then, poking his head over the edge, he said,


  “Don’t go overboard with drinking at company dinners just to test it out. You’ll keel over before we can even check your dark circles.”


  “I’ll do what I can, so you, a minor, shouldn’t even mention alcohol.”


  “Okay. Good night!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon waved one last time and disappeared above the bunk bed.


  My hand instinctively went to my eyes. I fell asleep absentmindedly touching my under-eye area.


  Chapter 190: Preparations for the Follow-up Project (1)


  Spark’s comeback announcement was released. Since the members valued secrecy and didn’t give out hints, Sparkler fans were hit by the news like a bolt of lightning.


  It was the same for Baek Haewon. With final exams approaching and Spark’s comeback happening at the same time, she was doubly stressed. Spark, the beautiful men who came to ruin her life.


  I hope they come with intense makeup and amazing outfits.


  This was their first comeback since UA had formed a dedicated team for Spark (not counting the fan song since the boys handled that themselves). There was no way she wouldn’t be anxious.


  Until now, Iwol had been in charge of everything, handling it all smoothly and with flair, so she was worried about whether she could trust this incompetent agency.


  But then again, it was not easy to mess things up with those visuals. Baek Haewon thought over and over again that if they couldn’t even achieve average results with Spark, the UA staff should be punished.


  ≫ UA, if you mess this up and come back with something weird, you’re dead


  ≫ This is your chance to prove the sincerity of your apology. Show us you’ve really reflected by investing properly


  ≫ Guys, come quickly and dominate the music scene with your faces. But UA, if you rush them and fuck them up, you’re really dead


  Correction. She didn’t just think it; she also posted it on social media.


  If they’re having a comeback, I’ll finish all my studying for exams before then!


  Determined, Baek Haewon threw herself into her books and managed about two hours of math problems powered by sheer passion.


  And as Baek Haewon’s concentration began to wane…


  ≫ @spArk_official


  J / Leader


  #Spark #spArk #Seongbin #MISSION


  The first concept photo was released.


  As expected, the world was fair. Hard work really did pay off!


  Baek Haewon’s reflexes kicked in at the notification.


  Jeong Seongbin’s upper body, sitting arrogantly in a CEO’s chair, filled the screen.


  Suit? Three-piece all-black suit?


  The leader, wearing a dress shirt and vest, with sleeve garters on his arms.


  He was in a dark room, gazing toward the light source, holding a pen between his lips.


  The man who, until just the other day, was the most melancholic member of the group, was looking straight ahead with an expressionless face!


  ≫ omg


  ≫ Holy sh*t


  ≫ No, holy sh*t, Seongbin


  ≫ No, sir, no, OMG, what is this


  ≫ UA, thank you, I believed in you


  ≫ What’s with the sleeve garters? It’s driving me crazy, I love you so much it hurts, but you started it first


  └ Sir, calm down.


  Calm down? Who had the time for that? She needed to go show off her boy’s concept photo to the whole world right now, like the lion king proudly presenting Simba on that cliff.


  Baek Haewon reposted, quoted, and downloaded the photo to re-upload it, expressing her overflowing emotions.


  She even zoomed in on every insane detail, captured them separately, and gave a passionate speech about why each part was perfection.


  ≫ The way he’s ‘biting the pen like he’s not really biting it’ is driving me insane. So, is he biting it or not? There’s a shadow on his lips, so he must be biting it, right? Just tell me he is, quickly


  ≫ Leather gloves


  (Sigh)


  ≫ Are these really the upper arms of a 19-year-old high schooler? Seriously, stop going to the gym with your hyungs—or no, keep going. Flaunting those arms with that porcelain face is a crime. It’s arrogance. It’s greed


  └ Their physique is amazing, seriouslyㅠㅠㅠㅠ Just wear suits forever


  └ What are you talking about??? He needs to wear uniforms and rash guards too. I need to see their shoulders from every angle before I die


  └ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ Men with their hair down are the best


  └ Miheon-nim, I think I’ve been following you for about 3 years. You’re so consistent


  └ Well, I never lost my original passion


  Something big was coming.


  Something huge was coming!


  Her heart pounded. She desperately wanted to know the comeback date, or at least who would be in the next concept photo.


  

  “Let’s run through that part one more time.”


  Jeong Seongbin paused the music and dragged the playback bar forward. Heavy breathing could be heard from all around.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, who was also gasping for air, raised his hand and stepped away from the formation.


  “Hyung, I’m gonna sit this one out for a bit.”


  “Are you hurt?”


  “I think I’ll be fine if I rest just once.”


  Under his practice shorts, you could see his knee wrapped in tape.


  It wasn’t an injury. The kid was just growing like a bean sprout in a steamer.


  Ow!


  What’s wrong?!


  He’d screamed in the middle of the night, and I’d rushed over, only to find it was growing pains. He’d tossed and turned and groaned so much that I ended up massaging his legs all night.


  No wonder he seemed extra frustrated while working on the ‘In My Office’ OST. It was a new type of project for him, and with the leg pain on top of it, he’d been more on edge than usual.


  Anyway, now that we knew the cause, we made sure he rested properly during practice. Lee Cheonghyeon wasn’t the type to fall behind when learning choreography, and keeping the visual member’s height up was crucial.


  Our eyes met in the mirror. He grinned as he massaged his knee.


  “You’re in pain, so what’s with the smile?”


  “Just thinking about looking down at you hyungs makes me happy!”


  “Keep dreaming.”


  I laughed. Did he know how many centimeters he’d have to grow to look down on Choi Jeho or me?


  Still, it was reassuring to see everyone growing well. At least they seemed to be growing faster than before.


  From Kang Kiyeon, who seemed like he’d never grow, to Lee Cheonghyeon, you could see them visibly getting taller, while Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo were the type to develop inwardly first.


  I was also satisfied that my muscles were growing again after turning off the labor support thingy…


  “Hey, face forward after the turn.”


  “Sorry.”


  But there was a slight problem.


  Since Kang Kiyeon volunteered to cover for Lee Cheonghyeon’s slower progress, my dance teacher had changed to Choi Jeho.


  “No, I’m telling you to look forward after turning.”


  “Hold on. I’ve managed the turning part. Now I’ll look forward.”


  “Didn’t Kang Kiyeon get an ulcer teaching you?”


  “He got so many that he made a necklace out of them and sold it. Happy now?”


  Maybe because I’d been teasing him so much, Choi Jeho had been giving it back to me just as hard. What goes around comes around, huh? I’d pay him back triple next time.


  After repeating the same move several more times…


  “Just sleep here tonight.”


  Choi Jeho declared. I humbly accepted my fate.


  When is ‘In My Office’ going to be released?


  Come out quickly and let me raise my dance proficiency…


  

  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from your ‘superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ Assistant Manager Kim, how’s the KPI achievement coming along?

  


  Seeing that kind of system message the moment I opened my eyes. It made me want to quit.


  Right, I was a freelancer without employment insurance. I needed to get my first paycheck soon so I could at least start contributing to the national pension.


  Compared to when I worked at Hanpyeong Industry, my retirement plan was basically nonexistent. The money I made from selling stocks had to go to my sister, I was practically penniless. What should I do?


  Should I get a heavy equipment license and immigrate to Australia, live frugally in a share house, and work my butt off to earn money…?


  While I was racking my brain, Lee Cheonghyeon, who was getting down from the bed, spoke to me.


  “Hyung, why are you still lying down?”


  “I am contemplating my future.”


  “Did you reach a conclusion?”


  “I decided I need to study English more seriously.”


  “Guess we won’t have any study sheets left for a while then.”


  Well, I had to live diligently anyway. Hadn’t I already done all sorts of things just to meet my KPIs?


  If we didn’t win first place with this album, KPI achievement would be pushed back until next year. I refused to see that happen.


  Today’s schedule was the music video shoot. We wouldn’t be able to come back to the dorm for the next two nights and three days. That was how idol MV filming worked.


  Park Joowoo, Lee Cheonghyeon, and Kang Kiyeon hid their newly styled hair for the shoot and got into the car.


  They pulled their hoods over their heads and tightened the strings, making them look like a trio of webfoot octopuses. I made sure to get plenty of photos of the octopus trio to post on the main account later.


  At the salon, everyone underwent a complete transformation. Thanks to the sweat we poured out at the gym and the nightly self-care, our faces and physiques were looking great.


  To top it off, we emphasized a more mature look with detailed eye makeup. I didn’t even know how many layers of eyeshadow they put on.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, who rarely wore heavy makeup, kept repeating ‘Oh… Ohhh…’ while looking at himself in the mirror.


  “Everyone, take at least 50 selfies each. I’ll be checking.”


  “The quota is low today…?”


  Park Joowoo asked suspiciously.


  “Don’t worry, I’ll take the other 50 myself.”


  “Uh…”


  There’s always demand for photos of our kids taken by someone else, you know. I’ll make sure to get plenty while you’re zoning out or sitting on the sofa.


  The first shoot, as expected for a choreography-focused scene, had us all in suits. We maintained a sense of unity with black half-palm gloves and plain-toe shoes, with only slight variations in the suits themselves.


  “We’ll film the group dance shots once against the gray background and once against the burgundy background. After the costume change, we’ll film together on that set.”


  The assistant director explained, using the storyboard we’d received in advance.


  I looked back and forth between the two sets and asked,


  “We’re all wearing dark colors, won’t we blend in too much with the burgundy background?”


  “We’re going to use strong lighting on that background. We’re more worried about the makeup getting washed out.”


  I took a closer look. One set had a plain gray background that would draw attention to the members, and the other had a burgundy background with splashes of black paint.


  It felt like just yesterday we were filming MVs in abandoned schools we scouted ourselves. Now we were filming in a proper set. It felt surreal.


  “And besides the group choreography, we have individual shots for members 3 through 8, a blind shot for Kiyeon at number 13, a half-body shot for Iwol at number 14, a conference room shot for Joowoo at number 27…”


  Ah, this wasn’t the time to reminisce.


  Seriously, me. I had a mountain of work to do, and yet I was lost in thought. I’d become complacent…


  Chapter 191: Preparations for the Follow-up Project (2)


  UA had spent quite a bit of money on this comeback. It felt as though they were trying to pay off IDC’s debt or had finally realized they needed to strike while the iron was hot.


  As a result, Spark ended up wearing two different suits each for the group dance scenes. Normally, we’d get by with just one outfit, but this time they broke it down meticulously to really show off our looks.


  Why was I suddenly talking about this?


  “Guys, let’s change clothes! Make sure to check your name tags!”


  “Kiyeon, don’t forget to get your hair styled again after changing!”


  Because I was given this ridiculous idol look called a cropped jacket.


  And I had to wear it with nothing underneath.


  Cropped jacket?


  I almost fainted when I first saw the costume concept art in the meeting room.


  The jacket even had a cutout in the back. A very large one right in the middle.


  They must’ve designed it to show off the erector spinae muscles. The problem was, if I wore that, it would turn into a full-on scar reveal show.


  Jeong Seongbin stood next to me, his mouth agape, unable to speak.


  Should I ask to switch outfits with Choi Jeho? But he was just wearing a harness under his jacket. Wouldn’t it be just as embarrassing either way?


  Exposing my back and stomach, or exposing my chest, which would be better?


  I racked my brains, but couldn’t find an answer.


  I finally raised my hand cautiously.


  I have scars on my back. Would it be okay if they’re visible in the music video or on broadcast?


  Scars? If you don’t want to show them, we can cover them up with makeup! We can edit them out in the MV.


  No, it’s just that…


  My hand instinctively went to my back. If they had to manually edit all of that out, the video editor would probably want to kill me.


  Seeing is believing. I called Jeong Seongbin over and pulled the clothes I had tucked into my pants.


  With his help, I lifted my shirt in the meeting room and strongly asserted, ‘I cannot wear a cropped jacket’…


  Should we avoid any outfits in the future that show your back?


  It doesn’t have to be like that. I don’t mind too much! If it’s what’s best for the team’s image…


  Then let’s cover it with a sticker.


  Huh?


  …We decided to put a tattoo sticker of a bouquet of flowers on my back.


  I felt like flowers on a guy’s back were a bit much, but when they said the fans would love it, I couldn’t refuse.


  Jeong Seongbin cautiously asked if I was okay with it, but since I wasn’t desperately trying to hide the scars, I didn’t really mind.


  “Iwol, I’m going to spray water now! It’ll be cold, but you have to stay still!”


  Or maybe I did mind.


  It was incredibly embarrassing to be the only one sitting half-naked on the sofa, clutching a blanket while they put stickers on my back.


  I couldn’t tell if the stylists were spraying water or if they were spraying my tears. It was mortifying to think this would be uploaded as a behind-the-scenes video.


  Never in my life as an office worker had I imagined I’d end up styled like this.


  Back then, I thought the only parts of my body that would ever see sunlight were my forearms.


  As expected, there was nothing in this world you could be certain about.


  “Wow, hyung, isn’t this your most revealing outfit yet?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked, approaching me.


  He was wearing a turtleneck and a harness, so why was I… No, I shouldn’t be jealous of this.


  “It is. Most revealing, and most humiliating.”


  While applying the body oil the makeup artist handed me, I cried silently inside.


  Regardless of my internal sobbing, Lee Cheonghyeon gave me a thumbs-up.


  “But it’s very idol-like and cool!”


  “Thanks.”


  Choi Jeho watched our wholesome exchange from a distance. As Spark’s unofficial ambassador of exposed skin, he didn’t seem too impressed.


  Led by exposure enthusiast Choi Jeho and exposure newbie me, Spark began filming the second group dance scene with more daring outfits.


  To avoid accusations of favoritism for being the only one with flowers stuck on my bare skin, I made sure the others were equally accessorized with dried flowers, tattoo stickers, chain accessories, and so on.


  As a result, the whole time we danced under the lights, my eyes kept catching glints from all the bling. It felt less like a studio and more like a jewelry store.


  We danced until our footwork synced perfectly with the heavy beat, and finally got the OK sign.


  I immediately bent over, my arms instinctively covering my stomach.


  “What’s wrong, hyung? Do you have a stomach ache?”


  Jeong Seongbin approached me. It wasn’t a serious enough reason to receive such concern.


  “Not really…”


  “Then what? Is there something else wrong?”


  Jeong Seongbin persisted. I confessed, feeling as wretched as a hamster whose hidden sunflower seeds had been discovered.


  “I want to change clothes quickly.”


  “Why! It suits you well!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon said playfully, but he also bent down and gently pulled down my jacket, which had ridden up.


  

  By the time we finished filming the drama scenes, the date had changed. Several times over, in fact.


  Most of the members were exhausted, leaving only Jeong Seongbin and me still standing.


  Choi Jeho seemed to have collapsed after filming the wire action scenes, which was unusual for him, and Jeong Seongbin… he must be holding on with sheer willpower out of a sense of responsibility. He’d probably collapse as soon as he got in the car.


  “Hyung, aren’t you tired…?”


  Park Joowoo asked, swaying. I put a neck pillow around his neck and replied,


  “I told you I’m fully recovered. Right now, I’m in the best condition out of all of us.”


  “Sounds like you really are…”


  Park Joowoo gave a faint smile. I accepted it as a smile, but to anyone else, he’d still looked expressionless.


  I wished people would recognize that this was his smiling face.


  I smiled back.


  “I don’t lie.”


  Kang Kiyeon stared at me intently. Maybe it was just my imagination, but he’d been looking at me like that from time to time lately.


  “What? Got something to say?”


  “…No.”


  I asked jokingly, but Kang Kiyeon didn’t react.


  Maybe he was just out of it from exhaustion. He and Choi Jeho had filmed every single action scene.


  “If you’re that tired, should I get you some energy drinks?”


  “It’s okay. Hyung, you should rest, too.”


  “I’ll rest when I get tired. I’m fine for now.”


  “…Really?”


  “Of course.”


  Besides, imagine if all six of the youngest members collapsed in the middle of the set. How would that look? Everyone here’s been pushing through for days already.


  Just for today, I’ll be the endorphin of this shoot.


  “Spark, we’re going to check all the filmed footage one last time and then wrap up!”


  “Yes!”


  Finally, the time had come for the final, final, final check.


  I answered energetically on behalf of the exhausted members. I could hear them scrambling to their feet behind me.


  

  Once we got back to the dorm, everyone collapsed one by one.


  Even the energetic Lee Cheonghyeon murmured, ‘Hyungs, love you. See you tomorrow…’ and fell asleep before he could even climb into his bunk bed, that alone said it all.


  As expected, Jeong Seongbin passed out as soon as he got in the car. He didn’t open his eyes until the manager carried him inside.


  Park Joowoo fell asleep without drying his hair for the first time since I started nagging him about it. He was usually a light sleeper, but he didn’t even wake up when I held a hairdryer to his head and turned on the warm air.


  After Kang Kiyeon fell asleep, and even Choi Jeho turned his back to me and slept, I finally had a moment to breathe.


  I’d been waiting for this. There was something I wanted to check.


  Where did I see the explanation about accumulated fatigue?


  I planned to properly read the side effects section that I had skimmed over before. Even though I’d been distracted by all the strange things happening, it was true that I had only glanced at it without much thought.


  Soon, the system displayed the familiar text.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Subordinate’ is being notified of ‘Additional Work Support Service’


    .


    .


    .


    ▷ Physical side effects may occur due to various reasons such as prolonged use of the service, excessive accumulation of fatigue, or if the temporarily reduced fatigue exceeds a certain level.

  


  Physical side effects may occur due to various reasons.


  What a vague way to put it.


  But after reading it carefully, I realized it had nothing to do with my dark circles. I had dark circles even right after I regressed.


  There was something else odd. The words ‘physical side effects’ were glowing.


  As if possessed, I tapped the words, and a new section appeared.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Subordinate’ is being notified of ‘Physical Side Effects’.


    ▷ Physical side effects refer to the physical manifestation of damage, including ‘Superior’ unilaterally synchronizing ‘Subordinate’s previous and current bodies. (Current Synchronization Rate: 33%)


    ▷ Physical side effects may occur if ‘Subordinate’ infringes on ‘Superior’s authority or violates confidentiality clauses.


    ▷ Various forms of physical side effects may occur if ‘Subordinate’ uses the Additional Work Support Service.

  


  So there’s more than one way this thing is chipping away at my life, huh.


  Simply put, there was a broad category called physical side effects, and one of its subcategories was the side effects that occurred from prolonged use of the ‘Additional Work Support Service’.


  I had been using the Additional Work Support Service intermittently, turning it on and off. That was probably why the accumulated fatigue only resulted in a nosebleed…


  But what did it mean by synchronizing my previous body with my current one?


  Weren’t the conditions similar enough already? At most, my physical condition was a bit worse than when I was in my early twenties.


  Synchronization has already progressed to some extent.


  There was no further explanation about synchronization. And if something went wrong, it’d just lecture me, saying ‘Assistant Manager Kim, you should have listened to me.’ I know everything, you piece of sh*t.


  Or maybe my dark circles were a result of the synchronization. Then I’d have to figure out whether the 33% directly translated to dark circles, or if dark circles were just part of that pecentage…


  I had a splitting headache. I never thought I’d be taking the headache medicine I pretended was vitamins at the Hanpyeong Industry so often here as well.


  I opened my resume again and checked my total fatigue. Perhaps due to the MV filming, it was a bit higher than usual.


  If I took it easy at work, I didn’t know what would happen to my sister, and if I didn’t, I didn’t know what the system would do to me.


  At times like this, I wished I were a bit smarter.


  There had to be a better way. There had to be someone who could solve this problem more rationally than I could.


  Similar thoughts kept swirling in my head.


  However, I wasn’t as depressed as when I saw the memory data. This must be what it meant to minimize the perception of negative emotions. Quite convenient.


  I sighed inwardly.


  What other choice could I have, now that I had already traveled back in time?


  I just had to do well. Without complaining. I had to work harder.


  I steeled my resolve. My mind was racing with all the things I had to do, and I couldn’t fall asleep.


  

  Baek Haewon stayed up all night.


  The concept photos released over the past few days had done this to her.


  It wasn’t just Baek Haewon who was in a frenzy. Spark’s name was trending on every online community.


  ≫ Just saw the maknae with teal hair and it felt like a glimpse of heaven


  Iwol’s saying, ‘The country prospers when a handsome man dyes his hair’ is undeniably true


  └ It’s so weird. Kiyeon is younger than me, but I want to call him ‘chief’


  └ Beep, that’s normal


  ≫ Today’s male idol who bleached his hair platinum blonde:


  Subject: Spark’s Joowoo


  He was famous among fans for having light hair colors,


  But this time, he went full-on platinum blonde


  (190006291943612.jpg)


  The white hair, white shirt + white gloves, the tone-on-tone is amazing


  His light eye color adds to the atmosphere.


  └ Wow, doesn’t his hair get damaged? He must have hair privilege


  └ Hair privilegeㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ What’s the transparent thing in his mouth??


  └ Looks like a syringe cap?


  ≫ The ultimate dilemma has arrived:


  Black-haired Cheonghyeon vs. Blonde Cheonghyeon


  └ As of today, I, Kim Fireworks, officially withdraw my support for Blond Cheonghyeon. While Blond Cheonghyeon and I are no longer one, any attacks against him will still be considered attacks against me


  └ I no longer fear romance fantasy adaptations


  └ Wow, the highest praise


  ≫ Emperor Jeho’s reputation remains unshaken


  I’m looking at his photo once every hour


  Unable to function in daily life. His image haunts me like the last plate I gave up on at a buffet


  Looking at the leather gloves in his mouth, I keep imagining, ‘Whose body did he bury today?’


  └ Living up to his name…


  └ Whose body did he bury todayㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ His thick eyebrows are so ‘manly’


  └ His shoulders didn’t even fit in the frame, but the fact that you can infer the vastness of the Pacific just from the angle of his shoulder line is insane


  └ As expected of a man with a size 115 shirt


  And above all…


  ≫ No, Iwol, what kind of role are you even playing?


  …The moment Baek Haewon saw Kim Iwol’s concept, she forgot everything her homeroom teacher had begged her to memorize for the upcoming exam.


  Chapter 192: Final Version Shared (1)


  Every member of Spark appeared in the latest concept photos with something held in their mouth.


  Jeong Seongbin had a pen, Kang Kiyeon a mask strap (he pulled one strap with his index finger, creating a killer image), Park Joowoo a syringe cap, Lee Cheonghyeon a plastic card, and Choi Jeho a leather glove.


  Lastly, Kim Iwol had a lipstick cap.


  Let’s say it again.


  Kim Iwol had a lipstick cap in his mouth!


  His black, comma-shaped fringe cast a shadow over his face. Because of the thickness of the case, his lips were parted slightly more than the other members’, and a gray shadow settled at the corners of his mouth.


  The inside of the glossy black case was painted red. This became the visual focal point in the otherwise dark photo.


  ≫ Kim Iwol lipstick? Kim Iwol lipstick? Kim Iwol lipstick? Kim Iwol lipstick? Kim Iwol lipstick? Kim Iwol lipstick? Kim Iwol lipstick? Kim Iwol lipstick? Kim Iwol lipstick? Kim Iwol lipstick? Kim Iwol lipstick? Kim Iwol lipstick?


  └ Calm down, let’s talk about lipstick calmly. We’re all lipsticks, aren’t we? It’s like a big lipstick talking only about lipstick, it feels obvious and embarrassing


  └ This place is scary


  What, Kim Iwol lipstick?????


  ≫ Has Kim Iwol lost his mind or what?


  ≫ Things to check when the album drops: the producer’s name


  You’re never leaving UA now, you’ll bury your bones here


  └ But what if, once again, it just says Iwol in the credits……?


  └ Then UA will die


  ≫ Spark’s final concept photo is out!


  Iwol…


  Iwol… the world is so dangerous these days…


  What are you going to do if noonas try to kidnap you after seeing this concept?


  └ Honestly, at this point, Iwol is practically putting himself up for sale on a carrot farm. The noonas are innocent


  ≫ Pale, bloodless skin, red lips + black hair + suit = highly stimulating, period


  My baby is showing the dignity of an adult member. I’m so proud I could die, damn it


  ≫ Ah, fuck, I’m getting dizzy


  I’m disillusioned by the reality that I can only own this digitally


  └ I wish they’d release this as a photocard… I want to buy a top loader and decorate it with lipstick


  └ Wow, is your fandom career 3 meters long?


  └ 214 meters, actually


  ≫ I have no idea what concept they’ll come out with, but I know I have to buy the album


  UA’s business skills are insane… without a single spoiler, they’ve got us buying the album


  ≫ I’m pretty hyped for the photocards


  It’s okay to be excited, right? I’m excited


  As a result, Baek Haewon was left waiting endlessly for the release of Spark’s new song and music video.


  The title track, briefly heard in the recently released highlight medley, was so good.


  The atmosphere was quite different from Spark’s usual songs, but this only heightened the fandom’s anticipation.


  It hinted at something big coming. It was exhilarating.


  Please, let the outfits be insane. Please, not a cheap set.


  As she was offering every prayer she could think of, nearly resorting to a water ritual, her phone buzzed.


  Spark’s new music video had been released.


  

  A dark conference room, with only drum beats and electric guitar sounds playing in the background.


  Jeong Seongbin sat at the head of the table, with Park Joowoo and Lee Cheonghyeon on his left, and Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon on his right.


  At Kim Iwol’s gesture from the podium, the beam projector lit up.


  A man’s photo, a brief resume, and the words ‘Requires protection from threats due to whistleblowing’ appeared on the screen.


  Jeong Seongbin, who was twirling a pen, leaned back. The chair slowly reclined.


  The tip of the pen tapping on the paper was shown in close-up, then the cap was removed by Jeong Seongbin’s fingers.


  The scratching sound of a fountain pen was layered over the guitar melody.


  Black ink flowed from the nib, and the title 『MISSION』 was written in a scrawled script as the camera quickly cut away.


  『I want to be


  The last person


  Standing by your side』


  Kang Kiyeon, dressed in a techwear-style jumpsuit, sat on the hood of a black imported car.


  With one knee bent, the sharp lines of his boots and calves were visible beneath the rolled-up pant leg.


  Holy sh*t, holy sh*t, holy sh*t, holy sh*t.


  Baek Haewon debated whether to pause the music video. But contemplation was a luxury.


  『Hold your breath and wait』


  The group dance part appeared almost as soon as the first verse ended.


  Everyone was in gray suits with black accents.


  Leather harnesses with gleaming silver ornaments.


  And…


  『For the moment


  You call my name』


  …Kim Iwol’s mind-blowing exposure.


  Baek Haewon quickly pressed the space bar. Then, she clasped her hands, rested her forehead on them, and took a deep breath.


  She looked at something in the distance. The title of a self-improvement book she didn’t even remember buying, placed on the top shelf of her bookcase, was clearly visible. That meant her eyesight wasn’t failing.


  My heart feels like it’s going to explode.


  What should she do with this overwhelming feeling?


  She wanted to scream. She wanted to shout to her fellow ‘Handsome Men Hunters’ group chat: ‘Aaaagh, Spark has done it, everyone!’


  But she couldn’t. Baek Haewon hadn’t even seen half of the music video yet.


  Friends, please don’t start screaming on the timeline without me…


  Praying fervently, Baek Haewon calmly moved the play bar back. She felt the need to rewatch the jumpsuit-clad Kang Kiyeon first.


  Kang Kiyeon, upon second viewing, was truly magnificent. The tight belt, the glossy boots. Nothing was lacking.


  And the long-awaited group dance scene reappeared.


  First, Kang Kiyeon, the main vocalist for this part and the intro of the song, wore a tight-fitting black halter-neck knit top with a gray suit.


  Every time Kang Kiyeon extended his arm for the choreography, the edge of his collarbone was clearly visible under the lighting.


  A silver piercing gleamed amidst his slicked-back turquoise hair. The piercings, connected by thin chains, swayed and moved with every tilt of Kang Kiyeon’s head.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, the same age as him, wore a similar suit, but his innerwear was different. He wore a turtleneck. A hard harness was tightly fastened over it.


  Park Joowoo’s outfit seemed similar to Lee Cheonghyeon’s.


  But Baek Hae-won’s trained eyes immediately caught a glimpse of white skin beneath his half-closed jacket


  He’s wearing a crop top underneath!


  Baek Haewon inwardly cursed UA. They put him in a crop top and then hid it? Tasteless bastards.


  Then she immediately switched gears and praised UA profusely.


  How did they know that subtly revealing it like this would drive people crazy? Tasteful bastards.


  Jeong Seongbin seemed to be completely covered in his three-piece suit, but the slits on his jacket sleeves and pant legs revealed his wrists and ankles with every move. Perhaps because the rest of his body was covered, his round bones seemed particularly prominent.


  Kim Iwol had said at the fan meeting that he would only consider a sexy concept after his younger members got their IDs and even the ink on them had dried.


  Did that mean the older members would take on the sexy concept until then?


  Just look at Choi Jeho standing behind Kang Kiyeon.


  A bare-chested harness.


  A bare-chested harness.


  It was so shocking that she kept repeating it. A bare-chested harness.


  The single button on his jacket struggled to contain Choi Jeho’s well-built physique. Every time Choi Jeho moved, the skin beneath his jacket was clearly visible. His abs gleamed faintly, as if oiled.


  The visuals were insane. Baek Haewon once again keenly felt the limitations of her vocabulary.


  The darker gray suit, compared to the younger members’, was also highly stimulating. And the leather harness that extended from the choker along the line of his chest…


  How did this music video even pass censorship? If buttoning the jacket made this safe for all ages, the system was broken.


  It was so absurd that she felt a headache coming on. It was the first time she realized that humans could suffer from too much happiness.


  And the winner of the most shocking point, surpassing all the other members, was Kim Iwol.


  Baek Haewon resumed the video. As Kang Kiyeon’s part ended, Kim Iwol appeared, just like before.


  In an absolutely killer outfit.


  Baek Haewon paused the video again. Not even two seconds had passed.


  Her hand instinctively went to her mouth. Her instincts screamed that she needed to cover her mouth to maintain her last shred of dignity as a human being.


  Like Choi Jeho, he was shirtless, but Kim Iwol’s skin tone was extremely fair.


  Perhaps because of this, Kim Iwol wore a silver body chain instead of a harness under his cropped jacket. It was a detail she had missed earlier, too blinded by the shock of his bare torso.


  Apparently, Kim Iwol wasn’t satisfied with just making people’s eyes sparkle. That was why he so brazenly exposed his back.


  Every time Kim Iwol danced with his back to the camera, his jacket lifted and fell, revealing his back. Baek Haewon’s heart skipped a beat every time a shadow fell on his erector spinae muscles.


  And when he turned around? She had heard that he was strict with his diet and exercise, but who could have imagined that his muscles would be so sculpted?


  Mom, our group’s number one vampire is a ripped hottie… Baek Haewon felt like she was about to faint.


  The most infuriating thing was that wicked back tattoo.


  Kim Iwol, a model idol, with a tattoo? Did he not know how terrifying Sparkler fans could be? And to have a bouquet tattooed across his broad, pale back, stretching over his 183cm frame? She hadn’t even done anything to deserve a gift like this!


  Baek Haewon rushed to the search engine and frantically searched for the flower that seemed to dominate Kim Iwol’s back. But with over four minutes left of the music video, she had to return.


  Someone would surely identify the flowers on Kim Iwol’s back by the time she finished watching the video. Trusting her fellow fans, Baek Haewon focused on the music video again.


  The scene shifted back to the meeting room.


  The image of a man, blindfolded and forced into a car, appeared on the beam projector.


  『I’ll escort you


  All the way to the stage


  Match your steps


  I’ll be waiting』


  Jeong Seongbin, dressed like a third-generation chaebol heir, pulled out a black file from among luxurious books.


  He opened the file and spread the papers on a wooden desk, revealing a large blueprint.


  So it’s a story about rescuing a man in danger, huh.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, entering the building with a forged ID, casually scanned the lobby among the people leaving work.


  His vision was then edited like CCTV footage and displayed on a laptop that Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon were watching.


  While individual shots of the members singing their parts were interspersed with the main storyline, the Spark members dispersed to their respective areas.


  Park Joowoo injected a staff member in the video room with a syringe, knocking him unconscious, and Lee Cheonghyeon entered and turned off all the CCTV cameras.


  Then, Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon, waiting in the darkness, received a signal and infiltrated a high-rise office from the outside wall of the building. Breaking into the city nightscape, they cornered the target.


  Meanwhile, Kim Iwol was shown walking through a harbor filled with containers under a clear sky.


  A crosshair appeared, as if someone was aiming a gun at Kim Iwol from behind a container.


  The moment he pulled the trigger.


  Bang!


  With an explosion, the screen turned red, as if hit by paint.


  Wiping away the stain was a hand wearing a black glove…


  『Only one goal


  To stay by your side


  That’s all』


  …It was Kim Iwol’s hand, with a smile on his face.


  Kim Iwol, perched on the fallen men, skillfully opened and spun the magazine.


  Looking at the lipstick-stained magazine, Kim Iwol twirled a lipstick he pulled from his pocket.


  Kim Iwol retraced his steps.


  An open container and spilled boxes of lipstick labeled ‘For Export’ flashed in the background.


  Finally, Kim Iwol faced the man, still blindfolded and tied up, isolated at the harbor.


  This is like a movie.


  Baek Haewon’s brief moment of being moved by the heartwarming rescue scene was interrupted.


  The story, which seemed to have concluded beautifully with a fantastic group dance and Park Joowoo spraying sleeping gas before exiting, took a new turn.


  Under the dim dawn sky, a chaotic office was revealed.


  The VIPs who had been threatened the previous night were making angry phone calls.


  Then, on the laptop screen that Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon were watching from the building’s rooftop, the man Kim Iwol had supposedly rescued was shown still tied up.


  At that moment, the boxes surrounding the man began to catch fire.


  Is this a plot twist where Kim Iwol is the mastermind?


  Come on. Spark is one! You tasteless UA bastards!


  Baek Haewon fumed.


  But right before Baek Haewon could grab her monitor,


  The music stopped. An unnatural pause.


  Chapter 193: Final Version Shared (2)


  Previous Recap: The members’ clothes are captivating, and it’s suspected that Iwol is the mastermind, but it’s not certain.


  This was the state of Baek Haewon’s mind.


  She definitely needed to study some vocabulary. Her word choice was trash.


  As the song ended, the screen returned to the meeting room.


  A photo of a man being dragged appeared—same as before—but this time, there was a 24-hour countdown alongside it.


  At the same time, the timeline of events began to rearrange.


  During daylight hours, Kim Iwol had gone to the location where the man was taken. He rescued the protected individual and reported back to headquarters.


  After confirming the man’s identity, Park Joowoo and Lee Cheonghyeon infiltrated the company, blending into the rush hour crowd, laying the groundwork to support Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon. Under the cover of darkness, their joint operation succeeded spectacularly.


  As the two left, the sky began to brighten beyond the shattered glass window, and those who had been blackmailed frantically reached for their phones.


  A belated order came down to eliminate the whistleblower. However…


  『A feeling of exhilaration


  A reward that is


  More than enough』


  …The man in question was actually sitting safely in the meeting room with Kim Iwol, watching the news report about the information he had leaked being broadcast on morning television.


  The sky was foreshadowing! She had been too distracted by their faces to notice!


  Then who was the man in the fire?


  The surroundings had definitely been bright when the tied-up man was engulfed in flames.


  As if reading Baek Haewon’s thoughts, flames consumed the screen.


  Jeong Seongbin’s gentle voice echoed in his ears.


  『I’ll stay


  Backstage


  Until you come


  With a joyful heart』


  As the camera zoomed in on the ear of the man trapped in the flames, a small, transparent earpiece became visible.


  The man nodded a few times and then, without a hint of panic, untied the ropes binding his wrists.


  The movement of the rope sliding off his fingers and him removing his blindfold flowed smoothly.


  The man’s hand went to his neck.


  The veins on the back of his hand bulged as he slipped it under his shirt collar. With the sound of tearing skin, artificial skin peeled away.


  Jeong Seongbin, now revealed, brushed back his hair. The remnants of the fake skin clinging to his face were even more shocking.


  『Hiding the traces, quietly


  Behind your back


  In the closest place』


  Removing the earpiece from his ear, Jeong Seongbin calmly walked away to an area not yet touched by the fire.


  The morning sun was rising beyond the flames.


  『COMPLETE』


  A stamp appeared on a black background, and the music video ended.


  

  ≫ Guys (150 million of you) Let’s watch the Spark MV


  Don’t blame me later for not telling you about this masterpiece sooner


  I clearly told you to watch it now


  └ Where the heck did 150 million come fromㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ [Author] Includes the future population


  └└ How far into the future are you looking, oh wise one…


  └ Just grab anyone walking by and include them in the count


  ≫ So you’re telling me they hid a concept like this, while pushing the refreshing-boy-band angle this whole time


  I can’t go back to life before I knew about Mission Spark. That’s it for me


  └ So they were diligently crafting the refreshing image knowing this would happen……


  ≫ So Pep tied up Seongnen’s???? And even blindfolded him??


  Think about it, rescuing the whistleblower > switching the whistleblower with Seongnen, timing-wise, Kim Pep has to tie up Seongnen for it to make sense


  But in the MV, isn’t Seongnen the boss? Is this allowed?


  └ Pep was just an ordinary office worker who wanted revenge on his boss


  └ ???: Oh, Team Leader, you’re back alive? Oops, I misspoke;;; Welcome back


  └ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ I wish the maknaes would become adults soon


  I just wish they would grow up quickly


  └ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋThe first time I’ve seen someone so desperately want their idols to get older


  ≫ Jumpsuit Kang Kiyeon passes by, then blonde Lee Cheonghyeon appears


  White-haired Park Joowoo passes by, then crop-top Kim Iwol appears


  Lens-wearing Jeong Seongbin passes by, then wire-flying Choi Jeho appears……


  └ The blessings of Spark are endless


  ≫ I was wondering what kind of flower was on Iwol’s back


  I think it’s a white dogwood flower! Also called Cornus alba


  It was hard to find because of the unique flower shape… haha


  (I zoomed in a lot so I could be wrong!!! ㅠㅠㅠ)


  └ I think this is right ㅠㅠ The flower language of Cornus alba is ‘I will protect you.’ It fits perfectly with the MV and lyrics.


  └ White…… dogwood…… the bark is reddish…… and turns redder in winter……


  └ This is literally fire. You pervs at UA


  ≫ But Spark is really consistent


  With faces that look like they’d be in a noir film, they’re playing righteous roles


  Even if the concept isn’t refreshing, they still carry this dignified, unblemished presence. It’s impressive


  ≫ I realized after watching the MV five times that the background of the group dance was just a vast fucking wasteland


  └ Well, their faces are basically the Louvre


  ≫ The MV is a secret agent spy operation, but the lyrics are romantic, it’s so funny


  └ The lyrics are practically a love confession ㅋㅋㅋ


  └ I was deceived by the MV and missed the important thing…


  Ah.


  Happiness.


  Fulfillment.


  Her fangirling heart was overflowing.


  These handsome, cute, adorable, and sexy boys are my boys!


  When she was overwhelmed with emotion like this, there was something she had to do.


  It was time for an album unboxing.


  Baek Haewon browsed various online shops, striving to find the best unreleased photocards. For a student with limited funds, choosing wisely was essential.


  After much deliberation, the package from the carefully selected seller arrived three hours after the MV dropped. It felt like a gift, even though she bought it with her own money.


  They said buying six albums would get you a complete set of member unreleased photocards—a Dragon Ball situation, so to speak. So Baek Haewon bought six without hesitation. Thankfully it was a mini album, so the financial hit wasn’t too severe.


  They better not have just thrown in random B-cuts as unreleased photocards.


  The essence of fandom lay in photocards. Random photocards, photocards with versions from A to C, unreleased photocards, lucky draw photocards, fan meeting photocards, fan club photocards, season’s greetings photocards…


  She knew it was a marketing ploy, but the desire to own the photocards surged every time she engaged in fandom activities.


  Since Iwol had pleaded, ‘Everyone, I’m really grateful that you buy albums, but please only do so if your financial well-being is secure!’, this time, Baek Haewon made a relatively rational purchase.


  It was a compromise; she gave up the clothes sitting in her cart in order to buy the albums. For the sake of being with them, she was willing to be a one-outfit wonder this autumn.


  He really was a straight-up, upright kind of guy. A man like that deserved to be honored through nonstop streaming.


  Looking at her phone, endlessly powered by a portable charger, Baek Haewon picked up another phone, currently streaming music, to record the unboxing video, just in case she needed it for a refund claim.


  “Alright then~ Let’s unbox Spark’s new mini-album!”


  Even though she didn’t upload anything to MeTube, she definitely wasn’t the only one who spoke in a vlogger tone while filming herself. Baek Haewon carefully cut the box tape with a utility knife.


  Right on top were the unreleased photos. At first glance, they looked like they’d been shot in stage outfits.


  First came techwear Kang Kiyeon, followed by Lee Cheonghyeon drinking a soda while wearing round-framed glasses and a hoodie, Park Joowoo in a white coat with his surgical mask pulled down, Choi Jeho in a tight muscle fit with a belt, choker, and other accessories, and Kim Iwol wearing a black turtleneck and wireless earphones.


  “Wow, the photos are amazing… But wait, I’ve confirmed all six unreleased photocards, so let’s check the photocards.”


  Speaking with a rawness unusual for a vlog, Baek Haewon flipped through the album. One card fell onto her pajama pants.


  “Aaaah!”


  Baek Haewon covered her mouth.


  In her hand was a photocard of Kim Iwol (ver. A) wiping his lower lip with his index finger as if smudging away lipstick.


  Defect verification and everything else became irrelevant. Baek Haewon stopped recording and quickly switched the camera to photo mode. She leaned the photocard against the wall where the fluorescent light shone brightest and started taking pictures.


  Her unboxing haul wasn’t bad. Though Kim Iwol was her ultimate bias, most Spark fans were ‘all-member stans’, anyway.


  Besides, the quality of all the photos was excellent.


  Version A had a similar feel to the concept photos, while version B had a strong ‘off the record after work’ vibe.


  Just Kang Kiyeon taking off the top part of his techwear to reveal the sharp definition of his shoulder muscles outside a halter neck, and Lee Cheonghyeon loosening his tie—those alone were enough to short-circuit her brain.


  Then there was Kim Iwol, removing his in-ears with a languid expression. Even though he was dressed neatly, he somehow gave off an overwhelmingly mature, almost shocking aura.


  Wait, did our Iwol get transferred to the design team?


  Reasonable doubts kept arising. She even checked UA’s website, but there was no organizational chart. Those jerk*ss, if they sent Iwol to the design team, she’d send a fax bomb.


  Baek Haewon’s Spark high reached its peak. Now, she was in a state where she could do nothing but instinctively mutter her love for Spark.


  But it didn’t last long.


  I want Iwol’s version B photocard.


  A powerful desire for material possessions took over Baek Haewon’s brain.


  Version B Iwol is earphone-removing Iwol!


  She felt like she wouldn’t be able to sleep if she didn’t get it. Eventually, Baek Haewon started searching for Spark photocard exchange posts. Album recipients were already posting early reviews and trade offers.


  Pro-trader Baek Haewon scoured SNS and fan markets to check the current rates.


  Thankfully, it hadn’t reached


  Banpo Xi


  [1]


  Banpo Xi is the name of a luxury apartment complex located in the Banpo neighborhood of Seoul, South Korea. It’s known for being one of the most expensive and prestigious residential areas in the country.


  prices yet. She knew they were popular, but she was still grateful.


  But no need to worry. Once this trade went through, she might not be able to send them to Banpo Xi, but she’d get them to Sebitseom at least. She’d post 500 promo tweets a day on SNS, so just let it slide this one time.


  Without hesitation, Baek Haewon sent a direct message to a post that read, ‘Selling Kim Iwol ver. B for 0.4 (convenience store pickup only)’. She even provided the convenience store’s name and address, and with that, her day’s work was done.


  In the end, Baek Haewon’s judgment had been spot on. A few days later, she listened to her friends cry in despair as Spark member photocards soared past 10,000 won.
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  Chapter 194: The Absence of a Teammate (1)


  Spark’s mentions skyrocketed after the music video release. I had anticipated some effect from the IDC show and other appearances, but…this was beyond expectations.


  Good news kept rolling in ahead of the showcase. This was a positive development.


  “What are you watching?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon approached from behind and asked.


  “Monitoring. How’s your knee?”


  “Holding on through sheer willpower.”


  “Is it that bad? Do you want to skip the showcase?”


  “I’m kidding. It’s not that serious!”


  Despite his words, Lee Cheonghyeon kept rubbing his knee.


  In just two weeks, Lee Cheonghyeon had grown another two centimeters. Reaching 180cm faster than expected was cause for celebration, but I hadn’t anticipated such severe growing pains.


  “Ha, I am really going to end up looking down at you at this rate, hyung.”


  I was genuinely concerned, but he just made light of it.


  It was doubly irritating because I could sense his intense desire to look down on his hyungs.


  I couldn’t even argue back, knowing that while not quite looking down, his gaze would eventually be directed downwards. As far as I knew, that Lee Cheonghyeon punk would grow to 185cm.


  “Don’t just grow by yourself—bring Kiyeon along too. He’s gonna feel left out.”


  “His growth spurt’s bigger than mine. Honestly, I’m the one stressing out here. I’m 11 months older than him, I can’t let him catch up, can I?”


  “And yet, you’re planning to look down on me, even though I’m thirty-five months older than you?”


  When did this kid get so cocky? It was all because Lee Cheonghyeon had been roommates with Choi Jeho for too long. I had to suggest a room swap content soon.


  Even though it was only our second time, the showcase felt familiar.


  Perhaps it was thanks to the extensive audiovisual training. At this point, I was starting to wonder if I should thank Deputy Manager Nam’s daughter for the pre-training.


  There are a lot more cameras now.


  From the moment we stepped on stage and greeted everyone, the scale of the event was noticeably different. Even at a glance, it was clear that the number of reporters present had significantly increased.


  We had put our all into this. I went on the IDC variety show despite the penalties, and even appeared in a drama I hadn’t considered, all in an effort to contribute to the team.


  To boost our broadcast points, we jumped at every opportunity for variety shows and music shows alike. As our public recognition grew, so did our first-week album sales.


  Even so, winning first place wasn’t something that came just by ‘meeting the minimum conditions.’ I had to constantly find ways to make Spark even more known.


  We practiced tirelessly to ensure we looked perfect from every angle, no matter where the reporters took pictures from, so that viral photos would spread. We sang our hearts out to earn the title of ‘unwavering live performance’ in the headlines.


  There was no chance of dropping another album this year. If we didn’t achieve first place with this song, I’d have to wait until next year to meet the KPIs. That was why I was particularly focused on this song.


  And if we still don’t make it, I’ll need to find out exactly why.


  Only then could I finally hand a trophy to Spark, who had struggled so long to reach the top.


  I kept smiling, but inside, my emotions were complicated.


  Still, there wasn’t much time for stray thoughts.


  After just a few words in the interview, it was time to perform 『MISSION』. We stood up, moved our chairs, and lined up on stage.


  As I was checking everyone’s positions, Kang Kiyeon caught my eye. His position was slightly off. It was an unusual mistake for him, considering his usual precision.


  I lightly grabbed his arm from behind, and he flinched, turning around in surprise.


  Maybe I startled him too much?


  His reaction was bigger than expected, making me feel a little guilty. I mouthed an apology and gestured for him to move back with my hand. Kang Kiyeon looked around. Then, he belatedly moved to his correct position.


  He slightly bowed his head in a gesture of thanks, just like usual.


  The metallic sound of an electric guitar reverberated. The choreography began, synchronized with the drumbeat.


  The stage was meticulously crafted to highlight each member. Even while dancing in the back, I knew how Spark appeared to others. It was designed to look perfect from an outsider’s perspective.


  We knew where the audience would react, where the shutters would click. How it would sound from the stage, live, and on the recording.


  We had agonized over every detail. At least among the rookies who debuted this year, no other group could match this level of stage quality.


  And yet, a small crack appeared in this flawlessly crafted performance.


  I saw a slight waver in Kang Kiyeon’s core, he was the next one up.


  For a moment, I hesitated. Should I dismiss it as my oversensitivity, or should I intervene before something went wrong?


  I slightly angled my toes and put strength into my legs.


  “The goal is just… ”


  And when Kang Kiyeon faltered, missing a word,


  “One thing.”


  I jumped in, preemptively filling the gap in the lyrics like an offbeat, rushing to his side.


  I didn’t have the talent to create new choreography on the spot. All I could do was move in a way that matched the lyrics as much as possible without looking awkward.


  “Staying by your side.”


  It was Kang Kiyeon’s part, but he couldn’t sing it.


  So I sang it instead. And I slipped my arm around his waist from behind, supporting him.


  His wavering body stabilized, and I could feel him regain his footing.


  “… That’s all.”


  Kang Kiyeon seamlessly picked up his part. His eyes were dark as he turned for the next move.


  

  No one noticed that there had been a mistake during this performance.


  Since the choreography video hadn’t been released yet, even the fans didn’t seem to realize that me jumping into Kang Kiyeon’s part was an ad-lib. Surviving the onslaught of ad-libs truly strengthened a person.


  As I dragged my chair back, I noticed small text on the floor, hidden by the stage lighting during the performance.


  
    ▷ Reduced perception of negative emotions effect is currently active.

  


  Why now?


  There was no notification like this when it was active before. And it was not like I experienced anything negative.


  I wondered if there was an issue I wasn’t aware of, but I couldn’t think of anything.


  There was no time to dwell on it. We were in the middle of a showcase.


  Shouldn’t this be applied to him instead?


  I watched Kang Kiyeon placing his chair a little distance away.


  He was the one who had stressed endlessly over a mistake during the debut rehearsal. Even if he said he was over it, he always got nervous in front of cameras.


  Even if no one else noticed, he must have been bothered by it. The person who made the mistake was always the most aware of it.


  Just as I was thinking it’d be good for him to take a breather, Jeong Seongbin came back with some water bottles handed out by the staff.


  Kang Kiyeon, who received three of the six bottles, placed one under his chair, handed one to another member, and then approached me with the remaining bottle.


  He mouthed a question.


  Are you okay?


  Me?


  I mouthed back. Kang Kiyeon nodded slightly.


  Who’s asking whom if they’re okay right now?


  You’re asking me if I’m okay? Not the other way around?


  It was absurd, but still I answered dutifully.


  Yes.


  Kang Kiyeon nodded curtly and returned to his seat.


  But he just…


  …seemed to be trembling.


  Kang Kiyeon wasn’t the type to have stamina issues after just one performance. And the fact that he had made an unusual mistake… something was definitely wrong.


  I decided to find an opportunity to check on his condition once the showcase was over. I had been feeling like I hadn’t talked to Kang Kiyeon much lately anyway.


  But time, as always, was not on my side.


  The schedule of a newly comeback idol group was relentless, like a shredder grinding through a retired employee’s documents.


  The showcase ended in the middle of the night, and yet Spark had to go back to the company for group practice.


  We ate dinner in the car due to lack of time. They say not even a dog should be disturbed during dinner, so that time was out. During practice, we had to focus on practice, so that was out too. Breaks were for rehydrating and discussing areas for improvement, so those were out as well.


  …By the time I came to my senses, we were already back at the dorm.


  At least the Hanpyeong Industry let you use messenger apps—UA idols couldn’t even communicate through messages unless both had their laptops open. For the first time, I resented UA.


  He performed perfectly fine during dance practice, making the situation even stranger. He did so well that it felt awkward to bring up the showcase incident.


  And it felt wrong to interrogate him about the mistake and what was going on, especially since he had to wake up in less than two hours.


  Since the music video shoot, the entire Spark team had been pushing through an intense schedule. Even if I couldn’t be of help, at the very least, I shouldn’t add to the pressure.


  I hope he can recover his condition before the recording.


  We had to go to the broadcasting station for pre-recording in a few hours. The time schedule was incredibly tight.


  I should push Kang Kiyeon’s hair and makeup slot to the very end so he can get some sleep. And I should grab some calming pills from the first-aid kit just in case…


  Various thoughts filled my head. In the end, I stayed awake until Lee Cheonghyeon’s alarm went off, turning it off myself as the morning of our first broadcast arrived.


  

  Life has its days when things just don’t go your way.


  Today was one of those days. I failed from the very first task of the morning: grabbing the emergency medicine.


  I can’t believe we’re out of calming pills.


  I thought I had bought at least four of various kinds, but when I opened the box this morning, it was empty.


  This was why I had tried to be diligent about checking the supplies…. But every time I even went near the first aid kit, the Spark members would come running with eyes wide open, so I ended up neglecting it—and now I was paying the price.


  Learning from today’s experience, I would create a separate emergency kit for real emergencies next time.


  My mind raced while I was getting my hair and makeup done.


  When should I talk to Kang Kiyeon? Lunchtime might not be the best time. The management team said they’d analyze the first-week sales data, I wonder if I can see it today? Maybe it’d be faster to get the raw data myself?


  I also need to select photos to upload on the official account. What time are we going on stage? I think it’s pretty late in the lineup; I should double-check. And if there’s time, I should go to the pharmacy to buy calming pills… No, I should ask the manager to do that, just in case.


  My thoughts were a jumbled mess. The more things I had to keep track of, the longer the list of things I needed to remember grew.


  Just as my mind was spiraling, a staff member came to the waiting room.


  “Spark, get ready for rehearsal!”


  The members sprang to their feet. It was time to focus.


  Everyone was getting ready to leave, but Kang Kiyeon stood still as if time had stopped for him.


  “Kiyeon?”


  At the sound of his name, a glint of light flickered in Kang Kiyeon’s eyes.


  “What’s wrong? Is something the matter?”


  He didn’t answer. He just shook his head.


  That was when it appeared again. The system message.


  
    ▷ Reduced perception of negative emotions effect is currently active.

  


  No way.


  Does this mean I’m feeling anxious—because of Kang Kiyeon?


  Chapter 195: The Absence of a Teammate (2)


  After the rehearsal, something was seriously wrong with Kang Kiyeon.


  His drenched hair, uneven breathing, and unfocused eyes made him seem more beast than human—like someone cornered to the extreme.


  There hadn’t been any mistakes. Kang Kiyeon had completed all three rehearsals perfectly.


  Maybe it was because he had poured every bit of his focus onto the stage, but his steps as he came down the stairs were dangerously unsteady.


  “Kiyeon, are you okay?”


  Jeong Seongbin grabbed Kang Kiyeon’s arm as he staggered. Kang Kiyeon’s gaze wandered somewhere across the floor.


  “I’m fine.”


  His voice cracked like dry earth.


  No matter how you heard it, it wasn’t the kind of voice that came from someone who was fine.


  Jeong Seongbin held onto him again.


  “You’re sweating…”


  “I’m fine, hyung.”


  Even as he gave the short reply, Kang Kiyeon struggled to breathe. Lee Cheonghyeon, standing next to him, paled visibly.


  The five-minute walk back to the waiting room felt like an eternity. As soon as the waiting room door closed, Kang Kiyeon collapsed onto the sofa.


  Our manager, holding onto Kang Kiyeon’s shoulder as he struggled to lift his head, asked,


  “Kiyeon, you have to tell us where it hurts so we can help you. Since when did you feel unwell? Should we go to the hospital?”


  Worried voices filled the room.


  ‘Should we call 119?’ ‘Let’s wipe off his sweat first.’ Where exactly does it hurt?’ … The other members, frozen in shock, just watched him silently.


  While words of concern couldn’t physically heal or worsen his condition, Kang Kiyeon seemed to grow more distressed as the voices multiplied. His hands, covering his face, were white.


  I excused myself and gently pulled the manager back. Then I knelt at Kang Kiyeon’s feet.


  “You’re not actually in pain, are you?”


  “……”


  Kang Kiyeon didn’t answer. He just trembled visibly.


  Did he need my help here, or not?


  Probably not. He was a person fueled by ambition and diligence. If he needed help, he would have asked for it already.


  …About managing nervousness, I was wondering if you had any advice.


  How can I create pressure?


  Then… I’ll leave it to you.


  The fact that he wasn’t asking anyone for help meant either he knew this wasn’t something that could be solved with an IV or…


  He believed that no one could help him. It had to be one of the two.


  And I likely wouldn’t be of any help to him in his current state.


  “Then lie down. Get some rest. Joowoo, can you get a blanket?”


  As the focus of the conversation shifted from him to Park Joowoo, Kang Kiyeon obediently laid his head on the sofa. His shoulders heaved with each labored breath.


  When Park Joowoo hurriedly brought a blanket and covered him, Kang Kiyeon buried his face in the back of the sofa.


  Only Kang Kiyeon’s uneven breathing echoed in the silent waiting room.


  

  “You think calming pills will be enough?”


  “Yes, probably.”


  “Are you sure he’s not seriously ill? I think it’s better to take him to the hospital…”


  “I think his stage fright suddenly got worse. We should take him to the hospital, but… since he insists he’s fine, it’s best to give him the calming pills and talk to him once he’s calmed down.”


  The manager, still unable to shake off his worry, reluctantly left the building to find a pharmacy.


  Just as the manager disappeared down the hallway, the door to the waiting room behind me opened. Choi Jeho stepped out, awkwardly lowering the hand that had been about to run through his hair.


  “How’s Kiyeon?”


  I asked quietly, and Choi Jeho replied with an indifferent expression,


  “Looks like he’s asleep.”


  Despite his nonchalant demeanor, his gaze was fixed on the waiting room.


  “Where are the others?”


  “Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo are comforting Lee Cheonghyeon.”


  Choi Jeho crossed his arms and leaned against the wall.


  Since they were close friends, Lee Cheonghyeon must’ve been really shocked too. I recalled his face—he had looked like he was about to cry.


  “Of course he’d be scared. I was so focused on Kiyeon that I forgot about Cheonghyeon.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon had frozen up completely, unable to speak. I couldn’t imagine how he must have felt.


  “Is it that?”


  “Is it what?”


  Choi Jeho asked vaguely. I questioned him, and he elaborated.


  “Kang Kiyeon—is it that anxiety thing?”


  He seemed to be asking if the old extreme anxiety from his trainee days had come back.


  “Probably.”


  “I thought it had gotten better?”


  “It did, a lot. But there’s no such thing as ‘100%’ in this world.”


  Somewhere, at some point, the dam that Kang Kiyeon had carefully maintained had burst.


  Our job was to find and plug the leak as quickly as possible.


  I should have asked him, even if it meant he slept less.


  ‘What ifs’ kept piling up in my mind. My eyes stung.


  Choi Jeho stared at me quietly and then asked,


  “Did you know?”


  “Know what?”


  “About Kang Kiyeon being like this.”


  “No. Why do you ask?”


  “Your response was too natural.”


  What response? All I did was give him the blanket Park Joowoo brought and tell him to sleep.


  If anything seemed natural about it, it was probably because…


  “I guess it’s because I know how that feels.”


  “What?”


  Confusion clouded Choi Jeho’s eyes.


  “When I feel like that, I don’t want to think about anything. Other people’s concern feels burdensome, and I just want to be isolated from the world. It’s not like I normally think that way. It just happens sometimes.”


  “……”


  “At those times, I just want to sleep without thinking about anything. I handled it that way this time because it was urgent, but don’t take it as the right answer.”


  I told him I was going in first and entered the waiting room, leaving him in the hallway. Jeong Seongbin greeted me with a glance.


  Park Joowoo was diligently massaging Lee Cheonghyeon’s hands. Lee Cheonghyeon’s eyes were red.


  He cried. His makeup had been so pretty, too.


  I gave him a gentle pat on the back and approached Kang Kiyeon. He still had the blanket pulled over his head.


  What could’ve pulled the trigger?


  I sat as far away as possible so as not to disturb him on the sofa and watched him as I pondered.


  What had caused Kang Kiyeon, who had held on so well, to crumble? What had I missed? Were the signals I’d caught the only indicators of this breakdown?


  My mind was clouded with uncertainty.


  And it reminded me of something I didn’t really want to remember.


  The image of myself, standing alone in the farthest stall of the company restroom, clutching my rapidly beating heart and taking deep breaths alone.


  Natural response, my ass.


  I, too, had run away to the bathroom because I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t even realize that a cramped space could make it worse until I locked myself in.


  This was simply the best solution I knew.


  Not the correct answer, but the best one I could come up with.


  My chest felt tight, heavy like a stone pressing down on it…


  
    ▷ Reduced perception of negative emotions effect is currently active.

  


  …and then, just like that, it vanished without a trace.


  

  About an hour later, Kang Kiyeon opened his eyes.


  Then he gulped down the calming tonic the manager had brought. Kang Kiyeon didn’t say a word until he drained the bottle to the last drop.


  He finally spoke thirty minutes after drinking.


  “…I’m sorry.”


  “For what?!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon yelled before being stopped by Park Joowoo.


  “You, you…”


  Lee Cheonghyeon looked aggrieved. But seeing Kang Kiyeon’s state, he closed his mouth.


  It was understandable that Lee Cheonghyeon was upset. Back when they were trainees, he had been the one to listen to Kang Kiyeon’s worries more closely than anyone.


  Having gone through that together, it was natural for him to feel betrayed that Kang Kiyeon had hidden his current state from him.


  “Kiyeon, why don’t you sit out today’s stage?”


  Jeong Seongbin asked cautiously.


  “No. I feel better after sleeping.”


  It didn’t seem like a lie. His complexion was still pale, but color was slowly returning to his face.


  “Kang Kiyeon.”


  “Yes.”


  Kang Kiyeon’s head turned towards me at my call.


  His gaze was still unsteady, and his eyelids fluttered.


  “It won’t be the end of the world if you take a break. If you’re too exhausted, it’s okay to rest.”


  “……”


  “But it will be a big problem if you’re absent for a long time. The team will struggle without you.”


  Fans were extremely sensitive to members dropping out. It had been the same with the Sparklers in the past.


  Right before the contract renewal season, rumors ran wild about who would betray whom, whether the team needed to split up to survive, and so on.


  But aside from all that, you need to be healthy, both physically and mentally, to sing, dance, and support others.


  “So, let’s take good care of our health. We have a long way to go with Spark.”


  “…Yes.”


  Kang Kiyeon hesitated before answering. My words didn’t seem to resonate with him.


  Well, he might think I’m being presumptuous.


  He might think, who am I to lecture him? I was the least qualified, having collapsed during a live broadcast.


  Feeling awkward, I used cleaning up the empty bottle as an excuse to slip out of the waiting room.


  Kang Kiyeon remained stubborn. He had his hair and makeup retouched and his clothes adjusted. Aside from the change in lip color to cover his pale lips, he looked the same as before the rehearsal.


  The first broadcast of 『MISSION』 started and ended perfectly, without a single deviation from the rehearsal.


  Despite being live, no one missed a note or a step. It was a performance that belied the issues we’d faced during the waiting period.


  And after the stage…


  As soon as we got backstage, Kang Kiyeon covered his mouth and crouched down. He dry heaved and clutched his chest tightly.


  Even as he breathed into a paper bag, tears streamed down his face. The tears were a physiological reaction to the suffocating feeling. Yet, there was something undeniably sorrowful about his appearance.
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  To Kang Kiyeon, Jeong Seongbin was a reliable older brother.


  Park Joowoo was a brother he was proud of, and Lee Cheonghyeon was an irreplaceable friend.


  Even Choi Jeho, whom he once thought he could never understand, had now become a fairly good hyung.


  And Kim Iwol — he was someone Kang Kiyeon looked up to.


  He was a member worthy of respect, in many ways.


  Whenever Kang Kiyeon was around Kim Iwol, he would unintentionally reveal parts of himself he wanted to keep hidden.


  But when he realized he was becoming a better version of himself because of that exposure, Kang Kiyeon decided it was worth setting aside his pride. Otherwise, he would never have considered seeking advice from Kim Iwol.


  Kim Iwol was exceptionally mature. It wasn’t just about being legally an adult. He was emotionally mature, competent, and kind to everyone.


  Whether it was innate or acquired, having such an unwavering pillar provided great comfort to Kang Kiyeon, who lived with constant anxiety.


  When did it start? When did that pillar begin to shake?


  Was it when he realized that Kim Iwol, who comforted others and assured them they were doing well, was overworking himself through relentless practice?


  Was it when he learned that Kim Iwol, who welcomed others leaning on him, didn’t lean on anyone himself, and didn’t even have a family to rely on?


  Or was it when Kim Iwol, who seemed like he would remain unshakable even if everyone else changed, suffered injuries so severe they nearly cost him his life?


  Was it when he saw Kim Iwol, after reassuring the members that he was fine, collapse backstage like someone who had finished all his duties, completely losing consciousness?


  Or was it…


  ≫ If it weren’t for Kim Pep, Spark would have gotten at least one performance award at the end of the year


  It’s all UA’s fault for messing up at the last minute


  ≫ Pep’s lucky to have a tight grip on two of the most popular members


  Some have to bust their lungs singing high notes while Pep just rides off producing credit and friendships


  ≫ Self-producing idols aren’t that novel anymore, and it’s obvious who they’re trying to push by constantly emphasizing it. It’s annoying


  ≫ Iwol, please stop acting like a boomer among the kids and leave. The atmosphere gets ruined because of you #KimIwol_SearchThis


  …when he opened the shared laptop to block the hyung’s accounts to stop him from overworking, and stumbled upon a file of hate comments Kim Iwol had compiled?


  When he saw that in the endless file, Kim Iwol had meticulously marked each comment with a circle under the ‘Reflection Status’ column?


  The kind-hearted leader worried about Kim Iwol’s low self-esteem.


  The friend who loved people worried about Kim Iwol’s health, and the other members, each in their own way, must have been concerned for Kim Iwol’s well-being.


  Kang Kiyeon was simply anxious.


  When he realized that Kim Iwol wasn’t a pillar firmly planted in the ground, but a candle precariously sharing its warmth with them.


  He found himself constantly checking to see if the flame would go out, if the candle would melt away.


  The anxiety that resurfaced after Kim Iwol’s attack didn’t subside easily. As Kim Iwol and everyone else poured their hearts into the comeback, his anxiety soared relentlessly, as if it would pierce the endless sky.


  Kang Kiyeon knew this all too well. Anxiety had been his companion for years.


  He had nightmares every night. The mistake during rehearsal transformed into dreams of messing up during important performances, tormenting him.


  No matter how many times he practiced — ten times, twenty times — he dreamed the same nightmare every night.


  Now, it wasn’t just the camera that terrified him.


  The lenses, the eyes of the audience…


  The gazes of his members…


  Every time his heart raced and his breath hitched, Kang Kiyeon closed his eyes. He recited meditation phrases to calm his mind.


  It wasn’t very effective, but he kept trying. It was all he could do.


  He couldn’t afford to stay stuck in the trainee days when everyone else was moving forward.


  So he tried to solve things on his own, without seeking help like before.


  He read fan letters whenever he had spare time. He carefully laminated the slogans he received at fansign events and placed them around his personal space. They provided a sense of reassurance, a reminder that he was doing well.


  His heart pounded every time he saw a camera, but he tried not to show it. Instead, he made an effort to speak up, to say something — anything.


  And on a night when he couldn’t sleep at all…


  Kang Kiyeon got out of bed and went to find the small emergency kit Kim Iwol had prepared.


  After all, in this team, there was a member who made sure they always had medicine on hand and checked it diligently. If Kang Kiyeon couldn’t even open the kit himself, then what was the point?


  Steeling himself, he opened the kit. Inside, the medicines were neatly organized.


  Relying on the dim glow of the night light, Kang Kiyeon fumbled for the liquid calming medicine and drank it. Maybe it was just a placebo, but drinking it made him feel a little better.


  Until a strange sense of déjà vu washed over him as he looked at the first-aid kit.


  A few days later, Kang Kiyeon sought out the first-aid kit again.


  Because the members made a fuss every time Kim Iwol touched it, the first-aid kit remained exactly as Kang Kiyeon last saw it.


  He was glad they hadn’t noticed the dwindling medicine. As he peeled open a new package, his hand paused.


  Was this the same one I took last time?


  Kang Kiyeon moved the entire box closer to the night light.


  There were two unfamiliar pills, one of each kind, different from the calming medicene he had just unwrapped.


  It didn’t matter which pharmaceutical company made them, given how stressed he was already, but it was incredibly strange that there was only one of each pill.


  When Kim Iwol had first put together the kit, there had been a whole assortment of medicines, still in their original paper boxes.


  No one in Spark was regularly ill enough to need medication. It was suspicious that there was only one pill each of painkillers, fever reducers, and headache medicine, which were usually sold in packs of ten.


  Did he deliberately leave one pill of each and hide the rest somewhere? Is he worried we’ll… misuse them or something?


  Knowing Kim Iwol, it was entirely possible. He was the kind of person who worried incessantly.


  Which naturally led to the next question:


  Where were the rest of the pills?


  Even when they filmed the dorm raid content recently, there was no sign of any hidden medicine.


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s voice echoed in his memory.


  Kang Kiyeon, I had a weird dream the other day.


  What kind of dream?


  I dreamt that Iwol-hyung was secretly eating something alone at night.


  Wasn’t that just a random dream?


  Why was he remembering a casual conversation he had with his friend during break time?


  I thought the same thing when I woke up. As if he would eat anything in the middle of the night.


  The guy who doesn’t even eat snacks? Yeah, right.


  Exactly. I must be tired these days.


  Kang Kiyeon was cautious. He knew his logic was a stretch, so he hesitated to act on it. He dismissed it, thinking, How unstable I must be to have such thoughts?


  Kim Iwol was meticulous about self-management, strict enough to not allow any indiscretions, and incredibly generous with fan requests.


  As Kim Iwol opened his suitcase in front of the camera, talking about tax evasion and such, Kang Kiyeon saw it.


  He saw Kim Iwol, who would have seemed perfectly natural turning all his pockets inside out and shaking the suitcase upside down while proclaiming his innocence, pause as he touched the inside of the suitcase lid, his hand lingering near the zipper.


  And he saw the uneven bulge beneath the polyester fabric of the lid.


  Hyung is not the type of guy to rummage through his bag in the middle of the night just because he’s hungry.


  His heart raced.


  

  Should you hide what someone wants hidden?


  Kang Kiyeon believed there was a clear answer to this question. Of course, you should.


  But then, was it right to hide that side of Kim Iwol too?


  He couldn’t readily answer ‘yes’ to this question, as he always had. His head ached. He felt suffocated.


  It would have been nice to be older, wiser, or to have an adult to confide in.


  Unfortunately, that wasn’t the case for Kang Kiyeon.


  So Kang Kiyeon avoided Kim Iwol, pretending he was busy with choreography, using Lee Cheonghyeon as an excuse to push Kim Iwol onto Choi Jeho, and trailing off mid-sentence whenever a conversation arose.


  But emotions that were suppressed always erupted eventually.


  The moment he stood on the showcase stage, a stage meant for live viewing by reporters, not just recording, Kang Kiyeon knew.


  He knew he wasn’t okay at all, that everything was falling apart.


  His premonition proved true, and he made a mistake.


  If someone hadn’t supported him…


  Just the thought of it made him dizzy. Kim Iwol’s singing voice echoed in his ears.


  I’ve been leaning on this hyung just to endure, but who does he lean on to make it to the end of the stage?


  Is that why he collapsed on the IDC show, after enduring without saying a word?


  If something like that happens again, will I be able to support him like Kim Iwol did for me?


  What will I do without this hyung?


  His heart pounded. A complex feeling, beyond simple guilt or responsibility, consumed him.


  When Park Joowoo asked if he was tired, Kim Iwol had said he was fine. ‘I don’t lie,’ he’d said.


  Yet, Kang Kiyeon couldn’t help but ask,


  Are you okay?


  He hadn’t wanted to. He desperately wanted to avoid it.


  But he was afraid that if he didn’t keep an eye on him, Kim Iwol would collapse like before.


  And he was afraid that this time, Kim Iwol might not get back up.


  He kept having these negative thoughts.


  It was agonizing. Even so, Kang Kiyeon endured as best he could. Sensing how much Kim Iwol had staked on this comeback, he desperately ignored the looming shadow.


  But now, he had to face it.


  ≫ Hello, this is UA.


  We are announcing the suspension of Kiyeon’s activities due to health concerns.


  We express our gratitude and apologies to the fans who always support Spark.


  .


  .


  .


  He had to accept that he couldn’t overcome this state alone.


  Looking at the face of the colleague he admired was too painful.
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  After the first broadcast, Kang Kiyeon went on hiatus. He resisted, but with even the management team intervening, he had no choice.


  After sending Kang Kiyeon back to the dorm, we gathered at the company practice room.


  The atmosphere was somber, like a funeral, but harshly enough, we didn’t have the luxury of worrying about him.


  Our next music show performance was tomorrow. We had to rearrange the choreography for five members by then.


  “Choi Jeho, can you redraw the formations and movements for five people?”


  “I can’t guarantee it.”


  If Choi Jeho was the type to see the forest, Kang Kiyeon was the one who focused on the trees – the details and specifics of the choreography. Moreover, unlike Choi Jeho, who specialized in individual skills, Kang Kiyeon’s role was crucial in composing group choreography.


  “What if we pair you with Seongbin?”


  “…You’re going to make me do it even if I say no, aren’t you?”


  Choi Jeho grumbled but gave an okay sign.


  Since we hadn’t recorded much vocal layering in the AR track, we could redistribute the singing parts along with the new choreography.


  “But can you memorize it?”


  Choi Jeho hit the nail on the head.


  Lee Cheonghyeon would be able to memorize it quickly. Park Joowoo and Jeong Seongbin wouldn’t take too long either.


  The only problem was me. No matter how much I’d improved my dance skills, I wasn’t at a level where I could learn choreography overnight. I’d gone from a wooden doll to something resembling a human, but that was about it. Choi Jeho’s point was valid.


  “It won’t be easy.”


  I checked the wall clock.


  It was currently 9 PM.


  Rehearsal tomorrow was at 10 AM. Before that, we had to spend two hours at the salon.


  And ‘In My Office’ would be released on the OTT platform at midnight tonight.


  “Still, I’ll memorize it no matter what.”


  I had no choice. I could only rely on my skill level.


  

  “Iwol-hyung, you need to come forward here!”


  “Sorry, let me try again.”


  As it passed 11 PM, my brain started to overload. It was hard enough remembering the choreography I’d just learned, but the steps and directions changing with each part made it confusing and drove me crazy.


  The others were following along just fine; I was the only one struggling. I even almost tripped because my steps got tangled.


  That Pump It Up game, or whatever it was called, at least showed arrows on the screen. Trying to memorize purely with my head was incredibly difficult.


  If I could just organize it in my head, maybe I could pull it off…


  Changing parts in real-time while also changing formations turned my brain into a mess. I had no idea how Lee Cheonghyeon or Park Joowoo were keeping up.


  Seeing me muttering ‘left’ and ‘right’, Jeong Seongbin declared a break.


  Lee Cheonghyeon handed me a water bottle and said.


  “’In My Office’ will be released soon.”


  “Huh?”


  I looked at the clock; it was already 11:50 PM. If the system didn’t delay the payment, I had 10 minutes until my skill level increased.


  “Are you okay? We can’t promote it on the official account now.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked in a low voice.


  With a member unable to participate, posting ‘Please support Iwol’s first acting role!’ on the official account would get us worse than stones thrown at us; it would be boulders. It was the obvious course of action, but Lee Cheonghyeon seemed concerned.


  “I never planned to promote it on Spark’s account anyway. I already told the company.”


  “Why?”


  “It’s not related to the group’s activities.”


  Even though the activity was meant to raise Spark’s profile, not all fans would support it. Some worried I might leave the group, and others just wanted to look for a reason to hate.


  With the team already in a rough spot, the last thing I wanted was to add fuel to the fire. So, I decided against promoting it on the official account.


  “Then what about Seongbin-hyung’s OST?”


  “That we should promote heavily. Seongbin landed that gig himself.”


  “Geez…”


  Lee Cheonghyeon let out a dry laugh. But really, Cheonghyeon, no fan will hate a member for singing a drama OST. They might criticize someone for having pretentious acting ambitions, though.


  “I thought we might be able to watch the first episode today, it’s a shame.”


  “Watch what? I have two lines.”


  “I was going to memorize your two lines and tease you for two weeks.”


  He smiled sheepishly. Well, that sounded like something Lee Cheonghyeon would do.


  The break was ending. I stood up and said.


  “If you’re going to tease me, drag Kang Kiyeon into it too. That’ll hit harder.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s eyebrows furrowed at my words. He looked like he was fighting back tears.


  And above his face, the system I had been waiting for appeared.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Task’ completed.


    ▷ Reward: Dance Skill +0.16% per episode appearance (Bonus points for appearing in all episodes)


    ▷ Settlement Result: +0.384 points for 12 appearances + 0.616 bonus points for appearing in all episodes + 1 additional point for actively securing more screen time


    [SYSTEM] ‘Surbordinate’ is being notified of the ‘Dance Skill Increase’.


    Performance Evaluation (100)


    ─ Vocal Skill: 12(▲)/20


    ─ Dance Skill: 11(▲)/20


    ─ Self-PR: 17/20


    ─ Attendance Management: 20/20


    ─ Organizational Adaptability: 15/20


    ─ Total Fatigue: 17%

  


  In the original script, my part was scheduled for around nine episodes. I didn’t have many lines either.


  But as the character Do Younghwan developed and built a narrative with Ha Seomyeong, Do Younghwan ended up appearing in every episode.


  Thanks to not skipping ad-libs and using the four-split monitor on set, I earned an extra point.


  “Let’s practice first.”


  I needed to test it. The effect of reaching double digits in Dance Skill, something I could never break through before.


  

  Kang Kiyeon stubbornly refused the staff’s suggestion to stay at the company until the members returned from their schedule.


  He also declined their offer to contact his parents. He simply wanted to be alone.


  After the dorm became quiet, he collapsed onto the sofa. He felt drained.


  It’s okay as long as I stay still like this.


  Yesterday felt like a distant dream. It was hard to accept that it had actually happened, that he’d lost control of his own body. Kang Kiyeon’s mind was strangely calm now.


  But when he recalled the stage, the suffocating feeling reminded him that it wasn’t a dream. His hands tingled.


  Guilt gnawed at him.


  It was their long-awaited comeback. Everyone had prepared desperately. And yet, he ruined it after just one broadcast.


  He had never intended to live his life causing trouble for others. This was his first real failure.


  How should he apologize to the members? To the fans? To the staff…?


  His chest felt heavy, as if a stone was weighing him down.


  What if I can never stand in front of a camera again?


  As a trainee, his biggest worry had been making mistakes on camera. Now, his anxieties had spiraled out of control.


  He wanted to make this his career. He’d worked so hard for it.


  He had never fully understood the meaning of emptiness until now. He felt like he was sinking deeper and deeper.


  Despite this, Kang Kiyeon forced himself to sit up.


  He turned on the music show he should have been on.


  Several groups performed. Kang Kiyeon leaned back against the sofa and stared blankly at the TV.


  Soon, he heard a familiar song title in the MCs’ introduction.


  “Minil, shall we try a mission?”


  “A mission? What kind of mission?”


  “Win three rounds of rock-paper-scissors in a row! How about it?”


  The usual banter filled the air from the MCs’ table. After their awkward game, they swiftly transitioned to introducing Spark.


  “Let’s meet Spark, who are back with ‘MISSION’!”


  Following the gesture of Song Minil, one of the MCs, the camera turned towards the stage.


  Five dark figures appeared on the dimly lit stage.


  

  [Joowoo]


  I want to be


  The last person standing by your side


  At the center of a formation that bloomed like a flower, Park Joowoo stood and sang. It was Kang Kiyeon’s part.


  He remembered when Jeong Seongbin, who was in charge of distributing parts, smiled as he handed him the intro.


  I think it would be cool if you do it, Kiyeon.


  There was a reason why terms like ‘intro fairy’ and ‘opening-verse killer’ existed.


  Dozens of songs were released every day. Even if idols shortened their four-minute songs to two minutes, many people still only listened to the first verse, or even just the intro, before skipping.


  Knowing this, the members still willingly gave him this opening part. Kang Kiyeon had been very happy about it.


  They must have reworked the intro.


  Now, he felt like he had betrayed their trust. He felt miserable.


  Against a backdrop of intense sound, Kim Iwol sang in a hushed tone.


  [Iwol]


  I wait with bated breath


  For the moment


  You call my name


  The camera slowly panned up, starting from the back muscles visible under the black cropped knit. His back, shoulders, and face were captured sequentially.


  Perhaps because it was a broadcast, the flower drawing wasn’t on his back this time. Instead, a red harness was strapped across his lower back.


  The scar was barely visible, covered by makeup and leather straps.


  Things were a bit rough at home, and sometimes it got out of hand. I got this when I was unlucky.


  That was how Kim Iwol had answered when Jeong Seongbin asked about the scar on his back.


  Everyone must have been curious, but no one had been rude enough to ask to see his back after that. Kang Kiyeon included.


  It wasn’t until recently that he had seen Kim Iwol’s scar in person.


  A large, poorly stitched scar that ran diagonally across his back from a handspan away from his side to his shoulder blade.


  Who would describe something like that as the result of ‘bad luck’? What could happen in a ‘slightly rough’ home to cause that?


  He had been so shocked that he’d gasped involuntarily, but Kim Iwol had remained calm — like it was nothing.


  If he could be so nonchalant about something like that, how much more would he have to endure before saying he needed a break?


  Kim Iwol on screen was flawless, like an unblemished porcelain doll.


  His downcast gaze, sharp movements, and languid gestures blended perfectly.


  Lee Cheonghyeon stepped forward from among the members standing with their backs to the camera in a V formation, hands clasped behind them.


  [Cheonghyeon]


  I’ll escort you


  Every step of the way


  To the stage


  I’ll wait


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s hand reached out to Jeong Seongbin, who was standing at the front of the formation.


  Jeong Seongbin lightly clasped Lee Cheonghyeon’s hand from above and sang.


  [Seongbin]


  Until that uncertain time


  Only


  For you


  The formation shifted complexly.


  No one made a mistake. Kang Kiyeon’s gaze kept following Kim Iwol, who usually needed the most guidance.


  The moves had changed from the original routine, and even the distances they had to travel were different.


  Despite his worries at every line, Kim Iwol performed flawlessly. The Kim Iwol who used to parrot ‘I’m sorry’ and ‘Just leave me behind’ every time he was taught something was nowhere to be seen.


  “When did he get so good…?”


  Kang Kiyeon murmured. The song that Lee Cheonghyeon had excitedly played for him countless times filled the living room.


  Chapter 198: The Absence of a Team Member (5)


  Heavy drum beats mixed with electronic instrumentals and sound effects. The song’s atmosphere brightened, as if bathed in golden light.


  [Jeho, Cheonghyeon]


  My admiration


  The path you walk


  Becomes my path


  So walk with a smile


  Choi Jeho and Lee Cheonghyeon stood back-to-back, facing forward, smiling faintly. Their expressions were relaxed.


  This part was originally meant for Kang Kiyeon and Choi Jeho. He felt a strange pang.


  They filled the empty spaces smoothly and performed their parts flawlessly.


  That was how Spark had always been in the IDC. Back then, they had much more time, but even now, Spark remained the same. There was a sense of duty to be even more perfect because of his absence.


  Having experienced the same thing, Kang Kiyeon knew how difficult it was to suddenly change a stage performance, how much effort it required.


  The layered instrumentals exploded in the chorus.


  [Joowoo]


  I want the highlight


  To shine only on you


  For the whole world


  To be placed in your hands


  And then there was Kim Iwol.


  [Iwol]


  This overflowing feeling


  Is more than enough


  As a reward


  He smiled, a smile that seemed to shimmer with excitement yet held a hint of hidden intentions.


  Perhaps because he was wearing colored contacts, a flash of blue light was visible in his eyes. It was the very embodiment of an overflowing feeling.


  After the song ended, the five members, catching their breath, were captured harmoniously on screen.


  Guilt.


  Burden.


  The creeping thought: Maybe they don’t even need me in this team.


  Whenever those thoughts arose, what came to Kang Kiyeon’s mind…


  “It won’t work if you’re gone for a long time.”


  …was Kim Iwol’s voice.


  What about you, hyung?


  The dorm fell silent as he turned off the TV. Overwhelmed by anxiety, Kang Kiyeon did something he would never normally do.


  Something like entering someone else’s room and opening their bag.


  Even as he acted, Kang Kiyeon hoped desperately that his suspicions were wrong. He wished that when Kim Iwol found out, he would just scold him, saying, ‘No matter what, you shouldn’t touch someone else’s things’.


  Inside the suitcase were familiar clothes and papers.


  Kang Kiyeon reached for a pocket closed with a ziplock bag.


  Maybe it really was just a stash of snacks. No one could be perfect all the time.


  If it was just hidden snacks, Kang Kiyeon was willing to turn a blind eye.


  The metallic sound of the zipper echoed in his ears. The tightly sealed cover revealed its contents.


  

  That was a close one.


  I let out a sigh of relief as I unbuckled the harness around my abdomen.


  After my skill level increased, my body moved beyond what I wanted; it moved according to the ideal form in my mind. According to Lee Cheonghyeon, it was like I’d awakened.


  Thanks to that, I was able to not only memorize the choreography but also perfect it. Challenging myself with acting had paid off.


  Since I had some time left while everyone else was getting ready, I helped Park Joowoo, who was struggling with his harness. He was wearing so many belts because of my insistence that the main vocal’s impact needed to be visually enhanced. I’m sorry, Park Joowoo. But, hey, the fans will love it.


  The atmosphere in the car was quiet.


  It would be strange to be excited. Everyone was either double-checking their belongings or fiddling with empty water bottles.


  When the car stopped at a red light, the manager, after some obvious hesitation, spoke as if he’d just remembered something.


  “How was Kiyeon yesterday?”


  Silence filled the car.


  “He mostly stayed in his room. He said he wanted to rest.”


  Jeong Seongbin, Kang Kiyeon’s roommate, answered.


  The manager fidgeted with the steering wheel before speaking.


  “When you guys get back to the dorm, I know you’ll be tired, but could you maybe try talking to Kiyeon?”


  “Talk…?”


  Park Joowoo, sitting in the passenger seat, chimed in.


  “Ms. Jukyung tried talking to Kiyeon yesterday, but… he just kept saying he was fine.”


  Considering Kang Kiyeon’s personality, it wasn’t surprising. He hadn’t even confided in Lee Cheonghyeon, who he had relied on the most during their trainee days.


  “Being a celebrity is a mental battle. It’s not uncommon to get stressed from work. The company can provide plenty of support for that.”


  As you worked, it was all too easy for people to become mentally worn down — either from piling stress they couldn’t vent or from experiencing something traumatic. Like the manager said, it could happen anywhere.


  Assistant Manager, I don’t think I can work at this company anymore.


  The person I had my last meeting with said that they kept crying every Sunday night.


  In a society where everyone was cautious about suggesting rest and treatment, fearing their superiors’ disapproval, who could blame Kang Kiyeon for refusing help?


  But if the person in question refused help, there wouldn’t be much the company could do. They couldn’t force someone already overwhelmed by anxiety.


  The company must be anxious too.


  Kang Kiyeon himself probably wouldn’t like them talking about him behind his back. But it was something they couldn’t ignore, making the situation complicated.


  “What should we say? Should we ask if he wants to try counseling or something?”


  Despite the heavy atmosphere, Lee Cheonghyeon spoke up proactively. Kang Kiyeon had chosen a good friend.


  “That would be good. Or you could just listen to what Kiyeon has to say. He doesn’t have anyone to lean on. He doesn’t want to tell his parents either… but with you guys, he might open up a little.”


  We nodded in agreement.


  However, despite our enthusiastic response, Kang Kiyeon was extremely guarded.


  

  It started off okay.


  Perhaps hearing us coming in, Kang Kiyeon came out of his room and greeted us.


  He apologized and said we must be tired. Jeong Seongbin soothed him, saying there was nothing to apologize for, and gently changed the subject.


  What were you doing?


  Just… watching some music shows.


  Although he avoided eye contact, Kang Kiyeon answered politely. He even exchanged a few jokes with Lee Cheonghyeon.


  If you’re not too tired, do you want to talk for a bit?


  Jeong Seongbin asked in a tone that was hard to refuse. It was difficult to flatly reject someone who spoke with such consideration. I definitely didn’t say this because I’d been constantly nagged by Seongbin lately.


  Anyway, Kang Kiyeon agreed to Jeong Seongbin’s suggestion and sat down at the table.


  A serious, though somewhat stilted, conversation followed. We asked if he was uncomfortable being alone, if he needed any help.


  He answered politely, but his responses were all negative. He insisted he didn’t need any help, that things would naturally get better if he just tried hard enough, and that it wasn’t something the members needed to worry about.


  Kang Kiyeon fidgeted with his hands.


  He wasn’t this bad before.


  Kang Kiyeon had always had a habit of getting nervous, but it had never been to the point of halting activities.


  Even if Kang Kiyeon pushed himself too hard, it was unlikely UA would have neglected him. Despite their incompetence in other areas, UA had always been generally supportive of their artists.


  In fact, I thought things had improved a lot. Compared to before—when the group faced controversy over supposedly ignoring a member during a broadcast—nothing like that had happened again.


  Is it because of the increased attention? Or was the survival program too much for him?


  Looking at Kang Kiyeon staring blankly at the table, I felt uneasy.


  “Still, Kang Kiyeon, counseling might be a good idea, don’t you think? It’s not like going to the hospital.”


  “I’m fine, really. I rested today, so I feel much better. I’m sorry I couldn’t be on the music show with you guys…”


  “No, that’s not what I want to hear!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon barely managed to control his rising voice.


  I was wondering if you could get some advice on how to manage your nerves.


  He was the one who had reached out to me first in the beginning.


  I couldn’t fathom what was cornering him like this. It made me feel like we’d been so focused on performing that we missed something important.


  “At least think about it in a positive light.”


  I’d been trying not to speak, feeling guilty, but seeing Lee Cheonghyeon struggling so hard made me speak up.


  That was when it happened. Kang Kiyeon looked me straight in the eye.


  Come to think of it, it had been a while since we’d made eye contact.


  Why? I hadn’t discriminated against him when giving out parts or screen time.


  Even though we weren’t roommates, I should have talked to him as much as I did with Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo.


  Why is he looking at me…


  …like he resents me?


  As soon as that thought crossed my mind, Kang Kiyeon spoke.


  “I don’t want to hear that from you, hyung.”


  His voice was sharp. The gentle attitude he had towards the other members had turned cold.


  “Hey.”


  Choi Jeho, who had once experienced similar words from Kang Kiyeon, started to rise from his seat. I silently grabbed his arm, signaling him not to interfere.


  “Did I do something wrong to you?”


  “…….”


  “Are you uncomfortable talking with everyone because I’m here? If that’s the case, I’m sorry I didn’t notice. I’ll leave.”


  The last thing I wanted was for Kang Kiyeon’s rare willingness to talk to the members to fall apart because of me.


  As I pulled back my chair and was about to leave, Kang Kiyeon snapped.


  “Don’t twist my words. When did I ever say that?”


  His raised voice startled the others. They seemed unsure of what to do. Intervening might agitate Kang Kiyeon further, but ignoring him seemed like insubordination.


  I didn’t care about insubordination. It was not like there was a big age gap between us anyway.


  But hostility was a different matter.


  “Counseling? Therapy? Are you in any position to tell me to get those?”


  Kang Kiyeon’s anger was clearly directed at me.


  My mind spun into chaos.


  Chapter 199: The Absence of a Team Member (6)


  What did I do wrong to Kang Kiyeon?


  When did he start resenting me?


  Kang Kiyeon’s eyes were bloodshot. A scene flashed through my mind.


  The day I woke up in the hospital room after being beaten by Yoo Hansoo, Kang Kiyeon staring down at me with an impassive expression.


  Aren’t you even angry, hyung?


  About what?


  Aren’t you thinking about anything other than us being shocked and reporting Yoo Hansoo?


  Compared to now, he had been strangely calm back then.


  I stopped Jeho-hyung earlier because he was too agitated, but hyung, you too…


  And then Kiyeon had added…


  …that he wished I would tone it down sometimes. That it made them feel like fools for worrying.


  But what did that have to do with this situation?


  As I struggled to understand, Kang Kiyeon spoke.


  “I told you before. It feels like only we end up looking like fools because of you, hyung.”


  “…….”


  “You’re asking what you did wrong? If it’s uncomfortable for me because you’re here?”


  Kang Kiyeon abruptly stood up. His breathing was ragged.


  “Hyung, you really… have a knack for pissing people off.”


  He stormed into a room, slamming the door open as if he was going to break it down.


  My room.


  When he came back out, he was carrying my suitcase.


  “You said you were fine.”


  He muttered, his voice strained.


  “You said you were used to it. You said you weren’t in pain. You said you weren’t lying.”


  “Kiyeon, wait.”


  Kiyeon opened the suitcase without hesitation. His hand reached for the zipper of the ziplock bag inside.


  “Kiyeon!”


  Even as I called out his name, he didn’t stop.


  With a ripping sound, the zipper opened, and empty painkiller bottles and pill wrappers tumbled out. The plastic bottles and metallic foil wrappers clattered against the floor.


  “Even after this, you think you have the right to tell me to get counseling? What about you? Do you think this is normal?”


  Kang Kiyeon’s face twisted. He looked distressed.


  “You’re still asking if I’m the only problem? Someone is barely holding on, and you think I should go to the hospital just because I get a little nervous? Me? With what face? Get a grip. You’re the one who needs counseling or a hospital!”


  Kiyeon shouted, his face flushed.


  My head hung low. I couldn’t face him.


  As my gaze fell on the scattered pill bottles, something suddenly came to mind.


  ≫ So what’s the deal with LCH’s drug addiction?


  Was he a real druggie?


  └ No, he was just addicted to painkillers


  └ You can get addicted to painkillers? I had no idea;;;


  ≫ Only Lee Cheonghyeon got screwed over


  Fans left thinking he was on drugs, but he wasn’t


  It would have been less unfair if he’d actually been on drugs


  └ I know he didn’t do anything wrong, but the agency’s response made me lose faith and leave the fandom……They kept quiet while fans were getting bashed, and in the end, they made him apologize live for an hour, what a joke


  ≫ Still, addiction is addiction


  I left my previous fandom because of a druggie, and now it happens here too


  └ Isn’t this situation a bit different…? Painkiller overuse is way more common than you think


  └ Just search it up, you’ll see regular headache meds don’t cause addictionㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Nice try defending


  └ ‘Usually’ doesn’t mean the possibility is 0…Depending on the ingredients, you can get addicted, or it can turn into chronic headaches, making it impossible to stop taking the pills. It’s a dangerous habit to believe only what you’ve read in a couple of articles


  ≫ But he did do something that could be misunderstood


  Everyone in that group tested positive, but only Chungkwang tested negative? Who would believe that lol


  └ Stop talking bullsh*t. As if UA would spend money to manipulate test results to cover up an artist’s scandal


  └ Even if he wasn’t on drugs, his behavior was suspicious enoughㅋㅋㅋ Who told him to befriend ‘those’ idols?


  └ Deleted comment


  └ Deleted comment
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  Lee Cheonghyeon—who became addicted to the same headache medicine I used.


  Jeong Seongbin—who was bullied by Jang Junhoo for years.


  Choi Jeho—who had a troubled home because of an immature father…


  Why are they all so similar to me?


  If it were just one or two people, I would have dismissed it as a coincidence.


  But taking the same medication? That was suspicious. Especially when Kang Kiyeon, right in front of me, was breathing the same way I had when I’d collapsed in the bathroom at Hyeonpyeong Industry.


  “See?”


  Kang Kiyeon’s voice interrupted my runaway thoughts.


  His dry gaze was fixed on me.


  “A member is rummaging through your bag, revealing everything you’ve been hiding, making a mess, and you’re thinking about something else.”


  “Kiyeon, that’s…”


  “Sometimes I wonder if you’re even human.”


  Of course I was surprised. And flustered.


  But I’d entrusted all my negative emotions to something called system.


  And before that, this whole series of events was too suspicious.


  So…


  “You asked why I’m anxious, right?”


  Kang Kiyeon’s body trembled. I could hear his teeth chattering.


  “I don’t have the confidence to tear myself apart and rebuild like you do, hyung. I know I depend on you too much. Maybe that’s why. I can’t relax because I don’t know when you’ll collapse, and even when you seem fine, I’m suspicious that it’s a lie.”


  “…….”


  “I can’t trust you. I’m scared you’ll die somewhere. You might not care, but that’s how I feel. You might have forgotten, but I still remember that day.”


  With tears welling up in his eyes, Kang Kiyeon continued his accusations.


  “You’re not that kind of person, but I’m worried about when you’ll be criticized by people again. To me, there’s no one more perfect than you, but if someone like you gets criticized, I fear that someone like me will just be forgotten and ridiculed by the public. Is that enough for you?”


  “Kiyeon.”


  “I’m trying, too. I read fan letters over and over again to remind myself that there are more people supporting us than hating us, and I try not to overthink the compliments you guys give me.”


  “…….”


  “But still, what can I do when the bad thoughts won’t stop?”


  Kiyeon’s voice was a mixture of resignation and passionate outburst.


  “Don’t say you hid it for our sake. That’s not kindness—that’s selfishness.”


  He spoke haltingly, but his words cut me deeply.


  “It’s because of you. That I’m anxious.”
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  The system notifications rang. No further explanation was needed.


  

  Jeong Seongbin was the one who stepped in to defuse the situation.


  He took Kang Kiyeon to his room. Park Joowoo followed, giving us a look before closing the door.


  Suddenly, only Choi Jeho, Lee Cheonghyeon, and I were left in the living room.


  “Ha…”


  A deep sigh escaped me. I rubbed my face roughly with my hands.


  As I squatted down to pick up the trash, something landed next to me. A garbage bag.


  I looked up to see Lee Cheonghyeon looking down at me.


  “Why are you putting that in your bag? Aren’t you going to throw it away?”


  “……I will.”


  “I’ll separate the plastic. You take the general waste. Jeho-hyung, please fold the cardboard box.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon squatted down beside me and started sorting out the large pill bottles.


  “They’re all empty. 30 pills each, how many are there?”


  “He can probably hear us.”


  “You think Kiyeon didn’t see? He’s figured it all out. I don’t think you have a say in this anymore.”


  His tone was playful, but there was no smile on his face.


  “Since when?”


  “If you’re talking about starting the medication, it hasn’t been long.”


  “So you took all of this in that short time?”


  That was my daily routine at the Hanpyeong Industry, man.


  “Why does your head hurt? Explain properly. Or I’m calling Chanyoung hyung right now and telling him there might be side effects from your surgery.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon rummaged through the suitcase, making sure there was no more trash, and spoke firmly.


  “It’s a chronic headache. I’ve always had it.”


  “It wasn’t bad enough for you to take medicine when we were trainees.”


  “Can’t you just let it slide? I thought I was answering properly.”


  “Did you answer? You got exposed.”


  When a few more pill wrappers came out of my hand, Lee Cheonghyeon furrowed his brow.


  “I was going to keep quiet because I might hurt your feelings, but now I understand why Kang Kiyeon said you don’t seem human.”


  “Don’t worry, I’m not hurt by that.”


  “That’s the problem, among other things.”


  Choi Jeho, who had finished folding the cardboard box, stood up while Cheonghyeon and I were talking. He held the neatly folded boxes, ready for recycling.


  “Are there no side effects?”


  “From this? Well, there’s a recommended daily dose.”


  “How many pills is that?”


  “Less than eight, I think.”


  “And you?”


  “I try to stick to the recommended dose.”


  “Sure you do.”


  Choi Jeho let out a hollow laugh as he looked at the amount of trash.


  “It’s not like I’m taking them recklessly. I took them like this for years before, and I was fine.”


  I said that to reassure them, but their expressions only darkened.


  “When was that?”


  “When I was a student.”


  I vaguely answered, avoiding mentioning my past work life in case I incurred a penalty for revealing heavenly secrets. Lee Cheonghyeon sighed.


  “Kang Kiyeon is right. We should have sent you to the hospital first.”


  “Let’s talk about that later. The dorm is a mess right now.”


  “When later? After you collapse from a nosebleed? Or when your suitcase is overflowing with trash?”


  “It’s not about that.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon irritably threw the plastic containers into the recycling bin.


  “We’re in the middle of promotions. We have a fansign tomorrow and promotional activities for ‘In My Office.’ You’re saying we should give all that up?”


  “…….”


  “Fans aren’t streaming and buying albums to see us promote with a missing member. I can understand trying to minimize Kiyeon’s absence, but we can’t create another vacancy.”


  I already had a record of missing self-produced content and live streams due to the Yoo Hansoo incident. I didn’t want to add to the fandom’s anxiety, especially during promotions, with another issue.


  Could you even call someone an idol if they only caused their fans to worry? What about the people who looked to me for strength? I couldn’t keep taking without giving back.


  “My turn comes after Kiyeon makes a full recovery. No compromises.”


  I tightly tied the small garbage bag shut.


  “But if you meet my condition, I’ll do whatever you say without complaint.”


  This was my way of showing that I was willing to compromise. Lee Cheonghyeon wasn’t naive enough to miss it.


  It was late. But I didn’t think I could sleep.


  Chapter 200: Counseling Center (1)


  Kang Kiyeon finally agreed to counseling.


  I heard the news from Jeong Seongbin because Kiyeon was still refusing to speak to me.


  He hadn’t even left his bed, wrapped tightly in his blanket, refusing to communicate with me at all.


  Because of that, I didn’t even see his face until I left for work today. My steps were heavy, even though we weren’t going to the Hanpyeong Industry.


  “Kiyeon said that? That he’ll get counseling?”


  Only the manager, unaware of the rift between Kiyeon and me, was delighted.


  I forced a smile and agreed, then quietly called Choi Jeho.


  “Hey.”


  “What.”


  “Give me some advice on how to appease Kiyeon.”


  “How would I know?”


  Choi Jeho replied without even bothering to open his eyes.


  Well, it couldn’t be helped. I had to be the bigger person.


  I explained why he had to give me advice, presenting an irrefutable reason.


  “You have a lot of experience fighting with Kiyeon.”


  “Are you picking a fight?”


  …His reply sounded rather unpleasant, but whatever.


  At his raised voice, the other members turned to look at us in the back seats.


  Oh, for crying out loud. How many times do I have to tell you to control your volume?


  “Keep your voice down. The others are trying to focus.”


  “The guy who’s worried about that is the one who yesterday…”


  Choi Jeho trailed off, letting out a deep sigh instead.


  He seemed to want to curse, but couldn’t find the right words, so he just shut his mouth.


  Now there were two people in Spark who didn’t want to talk to me. I felt like all my experience in HR was useless.


  I couldn’t risk provoking someone already upset with me. So, even though the back seats were more spacious than usual due to Kiyeon’s absence, I sat as close to the door as possible.


  When Choi Jeho saw that, he shook his head slowly. His face seemed to say, ‘You’re really hopeless’.


  Despite his annoyed expression, Choi Jeho shifted closer to me and gestured for me to come closer.


  “I think this is your problem.”


  “What is?”


  “You do everything on your own.”


  We huddled together and whispered, careful not to be overheard.


  “Who told you to isolate yourself? Why do you keep everything to yourself?”


  “What does that have to do with Kiyeon?”


  “Don’t presume what others are thinking. Are you sure you actually got into S University?”


  Seriously? Hitting where it already hurts?


  But I understood what he meant, especially after Kiyeon’s outburst yesterday.


  Is he saying I shouldn’t make assumptions and jump to conclusions?


  Indeed, I tended to make assumptions about them, based on years of observing Spark and my knowledge of future events.


  But that data wasn’t always accurate. Lee Cheonghyeon, who I thought was the team’s mood maker, was constantly reading the room. Jeong Seongbin, who I assumed was strong, actually had deep insecurities. There were always variables.


  “Kang Kiyeon said it before. He said my problem was saying things I shouldn’t, and yours was not saying things you should.”


  “I wish you’d told me that sooner, Jeho.”


  “Even if I did, would you have listened?”


  Choi Jeho rarely hit the mark, but he did this time.


  “Think about it. If this hadn’t happened, would you have listened to me or Kiyeon?”


  He was right. I couldn’t argue with that point.


  “And while you’re at it, work on your self-esteem.”


  “What’s wrong with my self-esteem?”


  “It’s broken. You have no pride.”


  Just like Kiyeon, Choi Jeho was saying all sorts of things. I wanted to retort, but I held back. Getting worked up now was less important than getting some help.


  “This isn’t about being too humble because people look down on you.”


  “Then what is it?”


  “You’ve gotten used to self-deprecation.”


  Choi Jeho said it casually, but for some reason, his words pierced deep.


  But what was I supposed to do?


  Assistant Manager Kim, are you saying just because you graduated from S University, those who didn’t should just bow down and agree with everything you say?


  Even if we didn’t go to S University, both Team Leader Jo and I went to SKY universities. You know our alma maters, right? Your classmates from that year wouldn’t dare talk back to us.


  They wanted my opinions, but every time I spoke, I got attacked for unexpected reasons.


  In the working world, people would beat you down until you broke, and if you didn’t break, they’d bend you until your spirit was crushed.


  I needed a defense mechanism to survive. I needed to breathe.


  My mind was a mess. Seeing my state, Choi Jeho added.


  “Did no one tell you that being too self-deprecating is not a good look?”


  “Huh?”


  “My sister always gets scolded by my mom for the same reason. On the other hand, I get criticized for not being humble enough, so I never understood.”


  “…….”


  “But looking at you, I get it now.”


  Sitting sideways, I made eye contact with Choi Jeho. My reflection was clear in his dark eyes.


  “You’re overdoing it.”


  “That’s…”


  “Imagine Jeong Seongbin or Park Joowoo suddenly coming to the dorm and saying, ‘Hyung, I don’t think I’m cut out to be a singer.’”


  “I’d immediately start reprogramming their minds.”


  “Well, I hope you reflect on yourself now.”


  Just as I was about to retort that Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo couldn’t be compared to me, Choi Jeho turned back and leaned his head against the window, closing his eyes again.


  At least he didn’t seem as uncomfortable around me as before.


  

  The schedule went smoothly, aside from the fact that it gave me a lot to think about.


  If there was anything else that bothered me… it would be that every time Lee Cheonghyeon found a spot with Wi-Fi, he would use the spare phone to search whether dark circles were a known side effect of headache medication.


  I confiscated the phone, since he kept looking down while getting his makeup done for the fansign. With Kang Kiyeon missing, the rest of us had to work harder to maintain the group’s visual average.


  The fansign went without a hitch. We told them that Kang Kiyeon was resting well, and the five of us worked hard to keep the energy up and minimize his absence. Even from my perspective — as someone who had read hundreds of fan accounts, from ‘dead-fish eyes’ comments to ‘cost-effective fan signing’ reviews — I could confidently give us a passing grade.


  What was remarkable was that they worked harder than usual without me having to say anything.


  I had to admit, I was quite proud of them for that.


  After the signing event, my destination split from the other members.


  “We’re dropping Iwol-hyung off first and then heading to the company, right?”


  “Yes. We have to if we want to make it on time.”


  The manager answered Jeong Seongbin’s question while operating the navigation system.


  Today was the filming day for the promotional variety show for In My Office. I found myself thinking why it had to be today of all days, but in a way, it was probably better that I wasn’t at the dorm — it would help the atmosphere.


  Oh, right. Choi Jeho told me not to overthink things like that.


  “Did you hear about what you’ll be doing?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked. He knew it was confidential information, so he was probably just trying to lighten the mood from yesterday.


  “Not really. I just hope it’s not an office worker experience.”


  The show was famous for visiting unique locations tailored to the guests. Considering the theme of In My Office, it wouldn’t be surprising if they rented an office… but that would be too predictable.


  Perhaps because he hadn’t yet become a popularity monster, Lee Cheonghyeon asked innocently.


  “Why? Isn’t that the most likely concept? You went viral because of that.”


  In an era overflowing with content, In My Office hadn’t been a huge success.


  But it did leave a mark.


  『5 minutes of viral ‘In My Office’ moments』


  『Guan: Ah… I want to quit my job.』


  『Younghwan: Assistant Manager, our salaries have been deposited.』


  『Guan: I’ll work hard just for today.』


  『A brand name that’s surprisingly pronounceable』


  『Younghwan: Assistant Manager, have you seen the surge in MyNewVisionDynamicSecuritiesInvestmentTrust?』


  『Guan: Yeah. This could be jackpot.』


  『Suna: What are you guys talking about? …Gasp, is that the MyNewVisionDynamicSecuritiesInvestmentTrust graph?』


  『Guan: Yes. Team Leader Ji is going to make a killing!』


  Short clips kept being posted.


  This was the area that Ha Seomyeong and the PDs had invested in, seeing its potential.


  And among those, the most popular clips were…


  『Guan: Mr. Younghwan’s desk is so bare. Are you not interested in having a plant, like a cactus?』


  『Younghwan: The feng shui of my seat isn’t suitable for keeping living things. It’s tough just sitting here.』


  『Guan: …You don’t have a resignation letter hidden in your drawer, do you?』


  『Younghwan: Of course not. We have to submit our resignations electronically.』


  『Guan: …』


  『Seongin: As the maknae, what do you think, Mr. Younghwan? Am I really a difficult team leader?』


  『Younghwan: No. We all know you’re working hard for the best results, Team Leader.』


  『Seongin: Not exactly the answer I was hoping for.』


  『Younghwan: (A look that says, “Then why did you ask?”)』


  『Guan: Mr. Younghwan, what would you do if you won the lottery?』


  『Younghwan: I’m thinking of throwing a party with my team members.』


  『Guan: A lottery party?』


  『Younghwan: A farewell party for myself.』


  …Surprisingly, it was a compilation of relatable office worker moments featuring Do Younghwan.


  ≫ Younghwan’s eyes are dead inside


  └ His acting is excellent. It’s like he pulled a real office worker from Yeouido


  └ What do you mean ‘pulled’? Yeouido office workers are people too!!!!!!!


  ≫ I saw someone like that on the subway


  Holding the handrail with one hand and reading something clipped to a paper with the other


  And sighing every 30 seconds


  └ Don’t lie. I’ve been commuting on Line 2 for four years and have never seen such a handsome man


  └ That’s why you should have taken Line 5 or 9


  ≫ Is In My Office’s Do Younghwan an idol????


  He’s so handsome


  └ Yes


  └ His acting isn’t bad either


  └ Not enough screen time to call it acting though


  └ So many people ruin the mood with even less screen time… Kim Iwol is above average


  └ Is Kim Iwol his real name?


  └ Yeah, he’s a member of a group called Spark


  ≫ Finding out that my one-pick, who looked so worn down by life, is actually a 21-year-old baby…


  └ Wow, the actor who plays Do Younghwan is 21?


  └ I thought he was at least in his late 20sㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ I’m not saying he looks old, but really… His sighs and attitude are that of a working adult. It’s definitely not a vibe you get from a young’un.


  ≫ Give Do Younghwan to our team


  I’ll put our team’s Mr. Heon under my pillow, so please replace him with a new Do Younghwan


  └ Mr. Younghwan has lived a virtuous life


  └ I’ve lived a virtuous life too, dammit!!!!!!!!!!!!


  ≫ Let’s talk about episode 5 of In My Office


  .


  .


  .


  And Mr. Younghwan… what a captivating characterㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  He’s completely focused on work, but he’s the fastest to reply when Guan messages himㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  He even uses super cute emoticons


  So far, Mr. Younghwan seems to be the scene-stealer, but it’s sad he doesn’t have many lines… Is anyone a Younghwan stan???


  └ I’m a Do Younghwan stanㅋㅋㅋ He’s so funny because he only says what’s necessary. He’s like a chatbot coded by a developer with a great sense of humor


  └ That analogyㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ I wasn’t sure what you meant, but it’s perfectㅋㅋㅋ


  └ If you’re a Younghwan stan, it’ll get more and more funㅇㅇ I’m happy his screen time increases


  └ [Author] OMG really??? I’m going to binge-watch until the last episode tonight


  And that was why I ended up appearing on the promotional variety show alongside the two main leads.


  Thanks to that, they rushed to book me the day before filming. Honestly, the haphazard way things were progressing felt eerily similar to our own company.


  When I arrived at the filming location, I greeted the staff until the signal for final prep was given. People politely said they enjoyed the drama. Since I hadn’t contributed much to the final product, all I could do was bow and thank them sincerely.


  Ha Seomyeong arrived next. After exchanging brief greetings with the staff, she strode towards me.


  “Mr. Iwol, it’s been a while!”


  “How have you been? It’s good to see you again.”


  “Yeah, really. Your clips are all the rage. They keep popping up on my feed.”


  Ha Seomyeong was as energetic as ever. She even gave me a big thumbs up, as if words weren’t enough.


  Then, her voice lowered slightly.


  “Things are hectic these days, huh?”


  It was an indirect question. She must have heard about Kang Kiyeon.


  Since she’d been supporting Spark’s activities on her personal SNS even before In My Office was released, it wasn’t surprising that she’d seen the news.


  “Yes, a little.”


  “It must be a strange feeling filming a variety show at a time like this.”


  Ha Seomyeong smiled sympathetically. Since I wasn’t exactly feeling great either, the best I could do was offer a small smile in return.


  “I know this won’t help much, but if you need anything, let me know. If necessary, I’ll pull out the story of how I once fought with Gu Jahan on set.”


  She sounded serious. If I didn’t stop her, she would probably reveal everything that happened between her and Gu Jahan on set.


  I couldn’t let her turn someone else’s filming set into a battleground. I thanked her, saying her words were enough.


  Chapter 201: Counseling Center (2)


  We traveled to the filming location by riding in a car driven by the MC.


  On the way, we briefly introduced and promoted the drama. The main activity was to enjoy separate content once we arrived.


  “I’ve known Ms. Seomyeong for quite a while, you know. I really think this new character suits him perfectly.”


  “Really? I’m touched to hear that.”


  “I mean it. Everyone said the chemistry was good.”


  Since the MC and Ms. Ha Seomyeong were acquainted, the conversation flowed naturally.


  “I really enjoyed Mr. Iwol’s performance too. When I first saw you, I was sure you were an actor, but later I found out you were an idol. I was so surprised!”


  “Thank you for your kind words. A lot of people have told me they enjoyed it.”


  “I saw that comment too, the one that said you looked like a Yeouido office worker.”


  Ms. Ha Seomyeong burst out laughing at the MC’s words.


  Mr. Gu Jahan was also quite well-behaved. It seemed like he’d had some time for self-reflection, if not a complete change of heart, since filming ended.


  “So everyone, where do you think we’re going today?”


  “To drink beer? You can’t talk about office workers without mentioning company dinners!”


  “It’s the middle of the day. Are you okay with day drinking, Ms. Seomyeong?”


  “No problem at all.”


  The MC and Ms. Ha Seomyeong continued their banter. Since Mr. Gu Jahan had already given the office worker answer, I, who was unable to give the same response…


  “…A lottery ticket hotspot?”


  …ended up giving this answer. And I received a promise from the MC that they would buy me a lottery ticket with their own money after filming. I almost cried.


  While the others had fun turning me into a lottery-obsessed idol, the car quietly turned into a deserted alley.


  Soon, colorful flags came into view.


  “Are we going to a shamanistic ritual…?”


  Gu Jahan asked with a look of displeasure. For someone like him, a time to pay for his deeds was both necessary and inevitably painful.


  The car, carrying the trembling Gu Jahan, came to a stop in front of a run-down house.


  “Today’s filming location is! A fortune teller’s house!”


  

  Seon Guan was once a lively middle schooler full of dreams.


  Her life took a 180-degree turn one day when her father’s face appeared black to her.


  Her father, believing her business would continue to flourish, recklessly expanded it, only to have it fail and the family go bankrupt. Driven to despair, her father took her own life.


  A black ribbon adorned his father’s portrait.


  Family members dressed in black mourning clothes, and mourners dressed in black came to weep.


  At that moment, Seon Guan gained a peculiar ability.


  She could see the potential of any business venture represented by a ‘color.’


  As if mocking her bankrupt father’s greed, this strange ability only manifested itself ‘while working’.


  Her sole goal became to diligently work, tenaciously save money, and regain the life she once had.


  “Ms. Seon Guan, I don’t work like this.”


  A man appeared, blocking Seon Guan’s seemingly smooth path.


  .


  .


  .


  …That was the synopsis of ‘In My Office’. The episode where Seon Guan strayed from her goal, swayed by love for Ji Seongin, and consequently lost her ability, recorded the highest viewership of the series.


  But I never thought they’d actually bring us to a fortune teller’s.


  Presumably, the keywords were connected in the following flow: ‘special ability → mysterious realm → shamanistic beliefs.’


  I had never gotten my fortune told or had a saju done before. Sometimes a finance app would show me a daily horoscope, but I had never memorized it throughout the day and later thought, ‘Oh! It was right after all’.


  (TL note: Saju = Korean astrology reading.)


  Perhaps that was why this place felt like… a realm I couldn’t easily step into.


  “Before we go in! Do our guests usually believe in fortune-telling or shamanism?”


  The MC stopped us just before we entered, making me even more nervous. My heart pounded like I was on a roller coaster.


  “I always get my fortune read at the beginning of the year. How about you, Mr. Jahan? You seem like you wouldn’t believe in that stuff.”


  “I haven’t personally gone to see a fortune teller, but my mother often goes to get her fortune read. I went with her once when I was making a career decision.”


  “So many of you do…! I’ve never had it done before.”


  “Then is today Mr. Iwol’s first fortune reading? Is it really okay for our show to debut such a precious moment?”


  It was a cable variety show, so of course it was fine. If it got edited out, I’d diligently share the story on our live stream.


  The MC enthusiastically explained how famous this place was. It had been featured on TV several times, and apparently, it took a year just to get an appointment.


  The production crew had inquired without much expectation, but miraculously, the previous client had canceled, freeing up a slot.


  No wonder there wasn’t a proper signboard. They must be a big shot who didn’t need to advertise to attract clients.


  Unlike what I had imagined, the entrance and the waiting room — remodeled from the living room — looked surprisingly modern.


  Since there hadn’t been time to set up cameras beforehand, the crew had gone into the fortune-teller’s room first. It was fascinating to experience this after only seeing pre-planned scenes.


  “They said they’re ready, so shall we go in?”


  At the MC’s words, we got up from the sofa and headed to the room we were directed to.


  The fortune teller’s room felt completely separate from reality, with the door as the boundary.


  A woman in a simple hanbok sat amidst colorful paintings and decorations.


  The woman, her hair tied back tightly, looked at us and then asked the PD,


  “You said four people were coming, but you only gave me birthdates for three. I wondered if you were testing me, but turns out you brought a ghost pretending to be alive.”


  I knew without looking. The camera lenses zoomed in on each of our four faces, one by one. Maybe it wasn’t just the shaman being tested — maybe we were, too.


  “No, who’s the ghost?”


  The MC asked as they sat on a cushion.


  At that moment, the tip of the fortune teller’s fan pointed towards me.


  “Who else? It’s that one.”


  

  Perhaps for dramatic effect, the PD requested that my fortune-telling be last. Thanks to that, the order was set as the MC, Ms. Ha Seomyeong, Mr. Gu Jahan, and then me.


  The atmosphere for the others was quite good.


  I didn’t mean the atmosphere on set was lively and cheerful. Rather, everyone seemed genuinely surprised by the fortune teller’s words.


  “What’s the point of being nice to others if you’re going to suffer yourself?”


  “…Wait a minute, I think I’m going to cry.”


  “Don’t give too much of yourself. The people who are meant to stay will stay even if you don’t go that far. Living like this is like cutting off your own flesh to feed others.”


  “Oh, whoa… hold on. Can we pause filming for a moment? I’m really sorry. Truly.”


  Sure, actors like Ha Seomyeong and Gu Jahan could fake it. But it didn’t make sense for the MC to be crying like that.


  At least based on my research, the MC had no acting background. I even considered the worst-case scenario, a hidden camera prank that only I was unaware of, but that seemed too far-fetched. It would be disrespectful to the MC.


  Ms. Ha Seomyeong received what could be considered praise, or at least positive words. The fortune teller said that a rose meant to bloom from soil had sprouted from the mud and struggled, but had remarkably crawled out to the surface. Now, all that remained was for it to bloom in the right soil.


  This probably meant her acting career would flourish. Ms. Ha Seomyeong seemed pleased to hear those words.


  Up to this point, it was just interesting. What truly shocked me was during Gu Jahan’s turn.


  “Oh dear.”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “This gentleman is just starting to grow up.”


  Fortune teller!


  Have you perhaps visited our filming set before?!


  The fact that Mr. Gu Jahan was just starting to mature was a top secret that even the variety show writers didn’t know!


  Mr. Gu Jahan gave an awkward laugh. It looked like she had hit the bullseye.


  The fortune teller skillfully soothed him.


  “It’s alright. There are plenty of people who don’t mature even at 50. Have you heard of ‘knowing the Decree of Heaven at fifty’? It means that by the age of 50, one is supposed to gain enlightenment. But you’re still young.”


  The topic instantly shifted to ‘Is Mr. Gu Jahan immature in real life?’. A variety show couldn’t just focus solely on fortune-telling.


  “Mr. Jahan’s first impression was that of a truly immature young master. His image has changed a lot while filming the drama. We became really close by the last episode, right?”


  Ms. Ha Seomyeong spoke lightly, yet pointedly.


  “You’re destined to live a self-centered life. But recently, you’ve met someone precious, huh?”


  “Oh? Isn’t that exactly just like Ji Seongin’s character from ‘In My Office’?”


  The MC chimed in. Their ability to analyze the guest’s recent filmography and weave it into the conversation was remarkable.


  “That’s right, that’s right. Wait, then am I Mr. Gu Jahan’s benefactor?”


  “You’re not. I told you earlier that you’re someone who will find your own ground, right? You’re smart, so you wouldn’t even glance at barren land.”


  “Then are you saying I’m barren land…?”


  “Before you met your benefactor, you treated people’s sincerity like stones. I can see you had no water source in your life. You were parched.”


  The fortune teller’s pointed remarks continued. Mr. Gu Jahan covered his face with both hands. Laughter erupted from all sides at this new side of the handsome male lead.


  Mr. Gu Jahan’s fans might not like this portrayal, so I wondered if this scene would be edited out. It would be a shame.


  “But somehow, a bamboo shoot sprang up in that rocky soil. That’s why water finally started to gather.”


  “…….”


  “If you continue living like this, you’ll become a spring. And you know what a spring does? All the animals gather around it in winter. It’s a stroke of luck that a new opportunity has come to this rocky pit, meaning people might gather around you again.”


  The fortune teller earnestly advised Mr. Gu Jahan that this was a crucial time for him, urging him to behave properly and conduct himself well.


  Mr. Gu Jahan, after receiving a lengthy lecture, glanced at me. Even if you look at me like that, I won’t go to you to borrow water in the winter. I have no intention of dragging down the group by making strange connections in odd places. Don’t worry about me stealing your hard-earned spring water.


  Finally, it was my turn.


  The fortune teller, who had avoided eye contact with me, looked at my face and then shook her head as if she had a headache.


  After a long pause, she uttered a single sentence.


  “Goodness. Your face is so pitch-black, how could I possibly see anything?”


  Chapter 202: Side Story. A Certain March 30th


  The morning had come. Jeong Seongbin turned off his alarm and got out of bed.


  Maybe because it was spring, the weather was really nice. Unlike in winter, waking up wasn’t so hard anymore. Jeong Seongbin immediately grabbed some clothes to change into.


  Was it because of the exciting season? He recalled his mother’s words from a recent phone call.


  It’s your birthday soon, I’m so sorry you won’t even be able to have seaweed soup.


  Jeong Seongbin had replied that it was okay. He told her he was eating well.


  Trainees weren’t particularly close or had the time to celebrate each other’s birthdays. He was content with birthday wishes from long-time friends or a particularly thoughtful dongsaeng.


  Even so, he couldn’t exactly tell his mom, who was already worried, how things really were.


  Jeong Seongbin thought he would at least call his parents after practice, thank them for giving birth to him. He’d return to the dorm late at night, so he’d send his gratitude to them and then quietly go to sleep.


  He then headed towards the living room, from which a delicious smell wafted…


  A delicious smell?


  Usually, the smell emanating from the dorm at this hour was predictable: the smell of Kim Iwol, the trainee who had recently joined, toasting bread.


  After learning that the student-age trainees went to school on empty stomachs or made do with bread, Kim Iwol had volunteered to toast bread and fry eggs. It wasn’t long ago that he had even scolded the members, telling them they’d be better off getting more sleep during that time instead.


  Since then, Kim Iwol consistently took care of the members’ breakfasts. Thanks to him, Jeong Seongbin and the other members could wake up to the smell of toasted bread.


  But today was different. A savory and salty aroma seeped through the cracks of his door. He could also hear something simmering.


  Puzzled, Jeong Seongbin opened the door. As usual, Kim Iwol stood in the kitchen with his back to the living room.


  “Hyung, did you sleep well?”


  “Yeah, go wash up quickly.”


  Kim Iwol replied without turning around. He seemed quite busy. As soon as he finished speaking, the rice cooker chimed, signaling that the rice was done.


  Is he very hungry?


  The extreme diet might have been a bit harsh for Kim Iwol, who had been a regular person until recently. Watching Kim Iwol stir the steaming rice pot with a spatula, Jeong Seongbin resolved to turn a blind eye if Kim Iwol gained a little weight.


  This resolve crumbled within 20 minutes.


  Three bowls each of freshly cooked rice and seaweed soup were placed on the dining table.


  There was a bit too much meat for it to be called seaweed soup, and it even had the usual fried eggs as a side dish.


  “Instead of bread, have this for breakfast. It’s low-sodium, so it might not taste as good as you’re used to.”


  “Huh?”


  “I added a lot of meat for protein, so try not to leave any leftovers.”


  Jeong Seongbin was quite surprised. The date and menu were too perfect to be a coincidence.


  Kang Kiyeon, who appeared behind Jeong Seongbin at that moment, asked,


  “Why seaweed soup?”


  Kim Iwol took off his apron and replied,


  “It’s Seongbin’s birthday today.”


  Those were truly unexpected words.


  

  “Seongbin! Happy birthday!”


  “What, it’s Seongbin’s birthday today? Come out during lunch break. This noona will take some amazing photos of you under the cherry blossoms. They’re all in full bloom near the back gate.”


  “Just say the word, Seongbin. I’ll buy you anything from the cafeteria today.”


  As soon as Jeong Seongbin opened the classroom door, he was showered with congratulations.


  His bag was mysteriously slipped off by some friend he didn’t even notice, and he received a hearty slap on the back under the guise of a birthday punch.


  “Wait, wasn’t that a bit too hard? Did I wrong someone? Is this payback time or something?”


  Jeong Seongbin’s friends laughed casually at his joke.


  “Stop whining, you buff dude. We all know you barely even felt that.”


  “I’m the one who got hit, why are you the one deciding it didn’t hurt?!”


  Jeong Seongbin laughed brightly as he retrieved his bag.


  Six instant cup egg drop soups were placed on his desk. It was a rare food gift in this school where most students were on diets.


  “Who gave me these?”


  “Me. I was originally going to give you seaweed soup, but they were out of stock today. Sorry, Bin.”


  “Don’t be sorry. I love egg soup!”


  Jeong Seongbin gratefully gathered the cups.


  “Still, you should have seaweed soup on your birthday.”


  Jeong Seongbin replied to his friend, who sounded disappointed,


  “I actually had seaweed soup today.”


  “Huh? When?”


  “This morning. The new hyung made it for me.”


  “Ah, that new face hyung?”


  His friend acknowledged knowingly.


  Those preparing to become idols together knew each other’s circumstances to some extent. Jeong Seongbin’s friends felt it was a shame that such a talented kid person like him was at UA, a wasteland for aspiring idols.


  Perhaps because of this, they all tended to be extra considerate of Jeong Seongbin.


  He remembered their sharp reactions when he told them about Kim Iwol joining.


  Your agency has no sense. They finally put together a perfect lineup, why gamble at the last minute?


  They say the guy wasn’t even a trainee. Is that right?


  Jeong Seongbin had tried to say positive things, despite his uncertainty. He’d mentioned that Kim Iwol seemed reliable, tall, and handsome.


  But his friends, who shared the same dream, weren’t fools, and they easily picked up on what Jeong Seongbin was trying to gloss over.


  Let’s say he’s decent at singing. What about dancing? You know it’s a waste to have Choi Jeho and not aim for a dance group, right? There are still agencies eyeing him.


  If it weren’t for the rumors about his terrible personality, the big agencies would have snatched him up without a second thought.


  Anyway, it’s not just any dance group, it has to focus on performance. Can this newcomer handle that?


  Don’t be so harsh. He’s working hard!


  Their criticism was so sharp that he couldn’t help but intervene.


  Someone spoke up, seeing Jeong Seongbin’s awkwardness amidst his friends.


  You know hard work isn’t everything.


  That shut him up. It was a time when effort didn’t guarantee results.


  He knew all too well that his friend was right.


  But now, he could refute that statement. Kim Iwol, whom he had observed for a month, was someone who would succeed no matter what.


  “He always makes us breakfast. Today, he made seaweed soup.”


  “Wow… What a great guy, that new hyung.”


  “I didn’t know a super hyung lived in Seongbin’s dorm.”


  “I told you he was a good person.”


  Kim Iwol was a good person. Perceptive and intuitive.


  Kind to everyone, yet attentive to each individual.


  Having joined late, he worked the hardest, yet he never showed it, quietly finding his own tasks and diligently completing them. It seemed like he even sought out tasks that weren’t his and took responsibility for them.


  Still, I can rely on him.


  To think he could trust someone he’d only known for a short time to this extent. It was hard to believe, even to himself.


  But that was because…


  “How did he know your birthday? You don’t usually talk about that kind of thing.”


  …Kim Iwol really did seem to know everything.


  Everything, to a surprising degree.


  Jeong Seongbin recalled a conversation from a few weeks ago, when the cold wind was still blowing.


  The conversation he had with Kim Iwol at the playground late at night remained vivid in his memory.


  Kim Iwol, who had confidently declared that Jeong Seongbin would surely be recognized.


  You seem very certain, hyung.


  Of course.


  Kim Iwol, looking at him, had smiled, as cold as the winter wind yet as warm as the fallen snow.


  I know the future.


  Jeong Seongbin had decided to believe those words, which sounded like a joke. Because just believing them brought him comfort.


  “That hyung doesn’t miss a thing.”


  Jeong Seongbin laughed heartily. A smile without a shred of doubt.


  

  “I’m back.”


  Jeong Seongbin bowed his head and opened the practice room door. Kim Iwol and Choi Jeho were facing off in the middle of the room.


  Kim Iwol waved to the younger members entering the practice room.


  “Welcome back, everyone. He’s just upset with me, so don’t mind us and get warmed up.”


  “Why does your body move like that? Did you even watch yourself in the mirror? Does it make sense to you?”


  “I told you, I didn’t understand it, and I couldn’t execute it.”


  “That’s something to be proud of.”


  Choi Jeho sighed. Unable to bear the sight any longer, Kang Kiyeon took his practice clothes out of his bag and quickly changed.


  “That’s why I told you to learn from Joowoo-hyung while I was gone.”


  Kang Kiyeon scolded Kim Iwol. Kim Iwol, unfazed, simply pointed to a corner of the practice room.


  “Joowoo is already passed out.”


  His friend’s feet stuck out from behind the sofa, where he’d been hidden from view.


  “Ugh, my head hurts.”


  “Be careful. You’ll get chronic migraines.”


  “It’s your fault, so I wish you’d be more careful.”


  Seeing Kim Iwol genuinely concerned, Choi Jeho shook his head as if fed up and left the room.


  Kim Iwol, turning his attention away from Choi Jeho, looked at Jeong Seongbin and Kang Kiyeon and asked,


  “How about you two? Anything happen today?”


  “Nothing much for me.”


  Kang Kiyeon replied dryly as he stretched. Normally, Jeong Seongbin would have given the same answer.


  Normally.


  “I bragged about how you made me seaweed soup.”


  Kim Iwol’s eyes widened. A rare sight.


  “You did?”


  “Everyone said you seemed like such a great person.”


  Kim Iwol averted his gaze at Jeong Seongbin’s words. His hand went to the back of his neck, as if embarrassed.


  “Anything else happen?”


  Kim Iwol changed the subject. The clumsy attempt at changing the subject made Jeong Seongbin laugh without realizing it.


  Still, he shouldn’t tease his elder.


  Jeong Seongbin suppressed his playful spirit and obediently followed Kim Iwol’s lead.


  “The cherry blossoms bloomed at school. My friends took pictures for my birthday. Should I back those up too?”


  “Of course! Take Kiyeon tomorrow and get pictures together. 50 individual shots, 50 group shots. For the individual shots, 25 with your jacket on, 25 without. Got it?”


  “We won’t have enough time during lunch break.”


  Kang Kiyeon protested. Kim Iwol paid him no mind.


  Spring.


  The weather was nice, many people were celebrating his birthday, and the members were gathered, enjoying good conversation.


  It was a good season.


  Chapter 203: Counseling Center (3)


  “You can’t see his face?”


  The MC asked. Everyone on set held their breath, focusing on the fortune teller.


  “It’s not the fortune of a living person. I’m surprised too. I thought he was a ghost.”


  The room went beyond silence into a hellish stillness.


  What on earth is wrong?


  Is it because I traveled through time? Does living two lives mess up your fortune chart?


  If I had known this would happen, I would have diligently checked my daily horoscope. I deeply regretted it.


  If I couldn’t salvage this, my parts would be completely edited out.


  I had even signed a deal to air the MISSION music video at the end of the show. But if the main subject didn’t appear? What a novel and heartbreaking situation.


  I couldn’t give up on the broadcast score, so I gritted my teeth and started damage control.


  “I suffered a major injury when I was young. Could that be the reason?”


  “You did?”


  “Yes. I don’t know much about fortune-telling, but I thought maybe that could have something to do with it…!”


  The fortune teller’s eyes narrowed at my words.


  Fortune teller, I am begging you. Please just let this slide.


  I need the broadcast score. I’m sorry for being so materialistic. Please, just this once…!


  “That could be it.”


  As if reading my mind, the fortune teller rescued me from the clutches of being completely edited out. I reflected on how I had rashly mentioned ancestral spirits to Jeong Seongbin to escape a momentary crisis.


  “Even if it wasn’t for that, you have a terribly unlucky fate. If that person is a flower planted in the wrong soil, you are a wildfire in the wilderness. Just looking at you, I can tell you’re destined to burn yourself out doing good deeds for others your whole life.”


  “Me?”


  “You think things are going pretty well for you, don’t you? That the results are better than your efforts, and that you have good luck?”


  The fortune teller asked me.


  I nodded. It wasn’t just for the camera — it really was how I usually thought.


  “That’s your misconception. You’re the type who, if you fall backward, breaks their nose and ribs.”


  The fortune teller rested her chin on her hand. I felt her gaze slowly meeting mine.


  “But since your legs are fine, you’d think, ‘Oh, it doesn’t hurt to walk! That’s a relief!’ and keep going. You’re just like a candle that burns until its base melts away.”


  I’m scared hyung will just die somewhere. Hyung might not care, but I do.


  Kang Kiyeon’s words echoed in my ears. The two voices overlapped, making me dizzy.


  “You know how, when a candle burns all the way down, nothing’s left but melted wax? It’s completely melted, with no trace of its original form. After warming others and lighting their way, nothing remains of itself.”


  I wanted to escape her gaze. My heart felt inexplicably heavy.


  Ms. Ha Seomyeong broke the stifling atmosphere.


  “Mr. Iwol works really hard. He’s the most diligent one; he even memorizes his co-stars’ lines so he doesn’t mess up the timing.”


  “Oh, is it just as the fortune teller says?”


  “Absolutely. Even though there’s a difference in shooting time between the leads and supporting roles, when you count waiting times, it’s not that different. But Iwol always takes care of everyone. And he’s even doing idol activities at the same time. He was preparing for a comeback while filming ‘In My Office,’ right?”


  “Mr, Iwol, you can’t push yourself too hard just because you’re young! You’ll wear yourself out!”


  Listening to Ha Seomyeong and the MC talk finally let me breathe a little easier.


  “Mr. Jahan, say something too! You spent so much time with him on set!”


  Ms. Ha Seomyeong slapped Mr. Gu Jahan’s back hard.


  It was an indirect jab. She was telling him to act like a senior now after giving me such a hard time on set.


  Mr. Gu Jahan, glancing at Ms. Seomyeong’s face, finally spoke up.


  “…He probably read the script more than anyone. The PD really liked him from the audition because he showed up with a full analysis book.”


  “M. Iwol is quite the perfectionist, isn’t he?”


  “I’m not that meticulous, I just try my best to prepare what I can. It’s a bit embarrassing.”


  “He’s also very polite. Not just to seniors, but to everyone around him. I think it’s just his nature.”


  “Hey, Mr. Jahan, do you think that’s just his nature? It’s all because of Mr. Iwol’s hard work.”


  Apparently unsatisfied with Mr. Gu Jahan’s praise, Ms. Ha Seomyeong added another comment.


  The fortune teller wrote a few characters on a piece of paper with a brush and said,


  “So, keep people around you. Just having matches and a candlestick doesn’t mean you’re prepared. You need people to light the candle and put it out when the time comes. Understand?”


  “Yes, I’ll keep that in mind.”


  “As if you would. You’ll probably let it go in one ear and out the other. Listen to what others say. Don’t just open your ears when you’re working, open them in your personal relationships too.”


  The fortune teller chuckled in disbelief. Shamans are scary. You can’t even get away with sugarcoated words around them.


  

  After that, the fortune teller rummaged through her book for a while and then changed the subject.


  “I don’t have much to tell you since I can’t see anything. Instead, I’ll listen to your worries.”


  “Pardon?”


  “You don’t have anything you’re curious about anyway. You already know what’s going to happen. Everyone here is clinging to you for a reason. You’re not the type to end up losing out wherever you go.”


  At this point, I wasn’t even surprised by how much the fortune teller seemed to know. I even wondered if the system was some kind of ancestral spirit that she could communicate with.


  Besides that, she was basically adding credibility to the ‘Kim Iwol, the idol who sees the future’ narrative. It seemed my name was going to be floating around on sports communities again for a while.


  “But you must have some worries, right? It’s impossible not to. Even if you think you’re lucky, you’re the type to carry anxieties and worries.”


  Was this a counseling session just for me? I was momentarily tempted.


  “Your fortune with children isn’t good. But ‘children’ doesn’t just refer to your own offspring. You’re an idol, right? Albums and such can also fall under the category of children.”


  “It will be bad if that luck isn’t good…!”


  “Are the people you work with much younger than you?”


  Mentally, they might not be quite like nephews, but age-wise, they could pass for younger cousins. But surely they’re included in my fortune regarding children?


  “Yes, you’re probably having quite a headache because of them lately.”


  So it’s true, damn it.


  “I apologize for using the expression ‘before you died’ when you’re still alive, but please understand it’s for easier comprehension. You had no luck with people before you died. If Ms. Ha Seomyeong lived in a mud pit, you were alone in a desert. How can anyone survive there? They can’t.”


  The fortune teller showed me a paper filled with Chinese characters. She gave me a few more explanations, but I didn’t quite understand.


  What caught my attention were the words that followed.


  “When a person dies, they’re supposed to cross the Samdocheon River. But you went to the sea. You arrived at the place where the desert meets the sea. Right now, people are trying to pull you onto a boat, asking you to leave with them.”


  “Should I get on that boat?”


  “Of course. Why? Do you want to live in the desert forever?”


  “Not that, but…”


  “Those people will keep waiting for you under the scorching sun to persuade you. Because they’re not the type to let go easily. And you, being soft-hearted, are worried that the boat might sink if you get on, that those people will suffer because of you, aren’t you?”


  “How did you know?”


  “You’re someone with nothing but worries and stubbornness, how could you not be? Go apologize for making them wait, prostrate yourself, and do as your friends say. Just take the helm. You’ll see, they’ll all follow your lead without hesitation.”


  The fortune teller chuckled.


  She was right. Those guys had never once disobeyed me.


  

  After filming the compatibility of Ji Seongin and Seon Guan using their fictional profiles, the shoot ended. While the real people themselves weren’t compatible, the new couple at Mai Assets Management apparently had a bright future. It was the perfect note to end the program on.


  While the crew was packing up their equipment, someone tapped me lightly on the back.


  I turned around to find the fortune teller standing there.


  When I asked what was the matter, she stared intently at my face and said,


  “Don’t think of your origin as just a candle.”


  “Sorry?”


  Weren’t we done with the fortune-telling?


  “You’re still young, so I thought you might not have fully understood what I said.”


  “Ah, thank you!”


  “Keep your voice down.”


  The fortune teller pulled me down by my shoulders. Then, whispering into my ear, she said,


  “Don’t be fixated on what you can see, focus on the essence. Your destiny is to burn brightly, not to become ashes.”


  Remember. You are a flame.


  With those words, the fortune teller went back into her room and closed the door. The scent of incense lingered strongly in the air.


  

  The fact that I’ve regressed can be revealed in unexpected places.


  I learned something new today. I’d have to be careful with this kind of content in the future.


  Shouldn’t the system handle these things smoothly in the first place? The onboarding process was a mess. How were they going to recruit new employees like this?


  …No, rather than having someone else went through this, it was better for me to remain the sole employee.


  “Iwol, what are you thinking so hard about?”


  The manager asked during a stop at a red light. I must have been staring off into space pretty intensely.


  “I was just reviewing today’s filming. Are the others still at the company?”


  “Yes. They’re organizing the fanchants right now. Once you get there, we’ll film the fanchant video and then call it a day.”


  “They must be tired.”


  After changing clothes and filming a few videos, it would be late at night. Kang Kiyeon would probably be asleep by the time I got back to the dorm.


  How should I bring it up?


  Choi Jeho and Lee Cheonghyeon had said it was largely my fault, and the fortune teller had told me to prostrate myself, so I had to apologize.


  But Kang Kiyeon wasn’t as soft as Jeong Seongbin. Jeong Seongbin would forgive me in a heartbeat if I just knelt, but Kang Kiyeon was likely to reject me with a cold expression, saying this wasn’t the apology he wanted.


  While I was racking my brains, I spotted a large bookstore sign in the distance.


  “Manager, can we stop by the bookstore for a moment?”


  “The bookstore? To buy a book? Tell me what you want, and I’ll go buy it while you wait in the car.”


  Gratefully, my manager offered to help—even with something outside his duties.


  But this was something I had to do myself. It was to atone for my original sin.


  “No, I’ll go!”


  I declared resolutely. As soon as the manager parked in the building’s underground parking lot, I put on my hat and mask and dashed toward the bookstore entrance.


  Chapter 204: Return Gift (1)


  It had been a while since I’d last stepped into a bookstore. A really long while.


  Up until college, I used the campus or online stores, and after getting a job, I barely read at all.


  Familiar sections like Business & Economics, Finance, Science, Philosophy, Humanities & Social Sciences, and English filled the bookstore walls.


  After browsing about half the store, I found the section I was looking for.


  [Comics]


  The members all left in the morning and came back late at night, and if you just sat around, you’d end up overthinking. I thought it would be nice to unwind by looking at something you enjoyed at least once a day.


  Like many of the other shelves, this section was dazzling from the spines alone. The vibrant covers and gold-stamped titles were practically a feast for the eyes.


  I think Kang Kiyeon’s favorite is ‘Kingdom Cafeteria’… or something like that.


  Unlike textbooks, comics seemed to be organized by publisher, not alphabetically. If I had my phone, I could have searched, but unfortunately, I’d come empty-handed.


  While I was debating between ‘Kingdom Cafeteria’ and ‘Kingdom Cafeteria ~Another~,’ I sensed someone beside me.


  “Excuse me…”


  It was a petite woman.


  Thinking I might be inconsiderately blocking the shelves, I started to step back when I noticed a familiar design on a name tag.


  It was the embroidered Spark fan club name tag (※ included in the first fan club kit).


  When I silently and carefully pointed to the name tag with both hands, the woman nodded vigorously.


  “You’re Iwol, right?!”


  Overwhelmed but mindful of public etiquette, she whispered my name.


  Perhaps because it was a weekday, there weren’t many people in the bookstore. I lowered my mask slightly and bowed.


  “Hello. How did you recognize me?”


  “Your head sticks out like two or three extra inches…!”


  “Really? Then I’ll crouch down for a bit. Might make it easier to talk this way.”


  While I lowered myself, the fan lamented not having paper and a pen in her bag.


  Normally, I would have given her an autograph on a memo pad from the office, but I had rushed out with only my wallet, determined to buy Kang Kiyeon a comic book.


  “Would a picture be okay instead of an autograph?”


  “Of course!”


  We moved to the most secluded corner of the bookstore, the religion section, and took a selfie.


  His face is so dark, how can I see anything?


  I suddenly recalled the fortune teller’s words. Rubbing my face, I cautiously asked the fan, who was checking if the photo came out blurry:


  “Um, does my face look really dark?”


  Her eyes sharpened.


  “No? Your face is shining.”


  It was a heartfelt answer that put me at ease.


  After repeatedly bowing and thanking each other—me for being recognized and her for the picture—we parted ways.


  Perhaps because my mind was clearer, I suddenly remembered the exact title of Kang Kiyeon’s favorite comic.


  ‘Kingdom Cafeteria ~Another~’. A romance fantasy about Princess Soda of the Cream Kingdom and her various adventures with princes.


  Remembering the title was good. But that wasn’t the only problem.


  What’s a box set and what’s a first edition special?


  There were more versions of ‘Kingdom Cafeteria ~Another~’ than there were Spark albums. Standard edition, collector’s edition, premium box set… It was all too much to process at once.


  In times like these, I needed to calm down and carefully examine the products. It was a gift, after all—I had to choose something good.


  After spending about ten minutes rooted to the spot, I learned something new.


  The collector’s edition had a hardcover, and the premium box set came with a box for the entire series, and the spines formed a single illustration with redesigned covers.


  I didn’t quite understand why a box made it ‘premium’. They don’t sell premium tangerine box sets when you buy tangerines.


  Still, since the box set included a limited edition set of three postcards, I decided to buy the ‘Kingdom Cafeteria ~Another~’ premium box set. Fans usually loved limited editions.


  As I was turning the box over, checking for any dents, I heard a familiar voice. Turning around, I saw the fan from earlier. She was holding a small notepad and a pen.


  “Iwol, I’m really sorry, but… could I still get your autograph?”


  The store’s purchase stickers were neatly attached to the notebook envelope and pen.


  “Of course. It makes me sad when you apologize for asking for an autograph.”


  I signed where she indicated. And I asked if the premium box set with the limited edition postcards would be a good gift for a fan of the original work.


  The fan uttered a legendary phrase: ‘A fan wants to own everything related to their idol’. Thanks to her, I confidently purchased the comic book set and a notepad.


  

  “Kang Kiyeon, I’m back!”


  “Yeah.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon swung the door open and entered. Kang Kiyeon didn’t look up but acknowledged him with a wave.


  “What did you do? Weren’t you bored?”


  “Just watched music shows… that kind of thing.”


  “See any interesting choreography?”


  “Most of the new songs were ballads, so not really.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon sat on the edge of Kang Kiyeon’s bed. Kang Kiyeon patted the space beside him, inviting him to sit properly, and then focused on the comic book he was reading.


  After flipping a few pages, Kang Kiyeon casually asked,


  “What about you?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon hesitated, unsure whether to be honest. He didn’t want to lie, though.


  “Went to a fan signing event, then the radio show, then practice. Filmed the fanchant video at the end.”


  “…….”


  Kang Kiyeon seemed indifferent, despite having asked the question. Or rather, he seemed to have something else he wanted to ask.


  “Hyung went to a separate variety show filming and joined us later.”


  “I didn’t ask about that.”


  “Come on, Kang Kiyeon, you haven’t turned a single page, you know?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon hit the nail on the head. But he didn’t push further.


  At times like this, Kang Kiyeon thought Lee Cheonghyeon had an uncanny ability. How could he toe the line so perfectly without even the tip of his shoe crossing it?


  “…I should apologize, right?”


  “For what?”


  “I was too harsh.”


  Kang Kiyeon’s expression was dark. Now that his head had cooled down, it seemed his usual polite way of thinking was starting to kick in.


  Lee Cheonghyeon stared at his friend for a moment before replying.


  “Why apologize? Just leave it.”


  “Huh?”


  “Hyung was in the wrong. Even our Kang Kiyeon, Made-in-the-Land-of-Etiquette™, acted that way. That hyung seriously needs to do some self-reflection.”


  Even though he was so fond of Kim Iwol, he sided with his friend at times like this. Lee Cheonghyeon was always like that.


  “I saw him getting an earful from Jeho-hyung in the car this morning.”


  “Who from whom?”


  “Iwol-hyung from Jeho-hyung.”


  That was interesting. Kang Kiyeon briefly regretted not being in the car with the members today.


  “That’s unexpected.”


  Kang Kiyeon muttered. Lee Cheonghyeon chuckled in agreement.


  “Hyung is probably feeling guilty now.”


  “That hyung always has apologies on the tip of his tongue. I’ve never seen anyone kneel so much in my life.”


  “It was my first time seeing someone like that too, but still! This time it’s for real.”


  “Do you have proof?”


  Kang Kiyeon asked, skeptical. Lee Cheonghyeon pulled Kang Kiyeon’s arm and whispered in his ear,


  “Iwol-hyung bought something amazing today.”


  “……?”


  Just then, they heard rustling sounds from outside the door.


  “Oh, looks like he’s even delivering it personally.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon chuckled. Kang Kiyeon couldn’t understand what his friend was talking about.


  “If you feel like it later, peek outside. Hyung will be holed up in his room, so don’t worry!”


  “Hey, don’t make things more awkward for the hyungs…”


  “Why? He wants to reflect on his actions. Let him learn to be mindful of his dongsaengs. Let’s go for a little insubordination, Kang Kiyeon!”


  Shouting strange things proudly, Lee Cheonghyeon left the room.


  What on earth did he bring?


  He was curious, but he felt like he’d be losing if he went out immediately.


  Fortunately, patience was something Kang Kiyeon was good at. He tried to stay calm, waiting for the sounds in the living room to disappear.


  The unfortunate part was that recently, Kang Kiyeon had been mentally very worn out. His mind, briefly refreshed by some rest and encouragement from his friend, couldn’t resist the creeping sleepiness and eventually lost the fight against it.


  

  The next morning, Kang Kiyeon woke up without an alarm.


  The bed next to him was empty. It seemed the members had already left.


  It had been a while since he’d last slept in.


  Kang Kiyeon sat up, leaning against the headboard. Sunlight streamed brightly between his slowly blinking eyes. The clock on his nightstand read 10:00.


  It had only been two days since he got his phone back, under the pretense of an emergency. Nevertheless, his hand instinctively reached for it.


  It was a kind of routine.


  Upon waking up, he would look at the slogans covering the ceiling and walls, pick up his fully charged phone, and check messages from fans for support.


  Still, I do like having my own phone.


  Kang Kiyeon pulled the blanket over himself as he waited for the familiar buffering.


  How much hate would there be? Would there be any positive comments? Filled with worry, Kang Kiyeon’s eyes met with the usual flood of warm messages.


  Just looking at the laughter, hearts, and emoticons was enough. After reading these, he felt a bit more at ease.


  But.


  Why are there… so many question marks today?


  Kang Kiyeon began reading the messages that had piled up overnight.


  They were filled with the name of the hyung he’d been avoiding.


  ≫ Kiyeonㅋㅋ I heard Iwol bought comic books and brough it to the dorm????


  Comic books?


  Iwol-hyung?


  Bought them? By himself?


  It seemed that the ‘amazing thing’ Lee Cheonghyeon had mentioned was comic books.


  ≫ What comic books did Iwol buy? I asked him, but he won’t tell meㅠㅠ


  ≫ Did you see the comic Iwol bought? Don’t forget the promise to wave to the Sparklers if you find something fun!! The Sparklers believe in our Kiyeon


  ≫ Baby, let’s sneak into the hyung’s room and steal the comics. I think Iwol bought something expensive


  Kang Kiyeon became a little apprehensive. Judging by Kim Iwol’s past actions, it wouldn’t be surprising if he’d bought something like ‘Heart-Throbbing☆ 100 Commandments for Cool Idols’.


  But Kang Kiyeon couldn’t ignore the Sparklers’ messages. So, with some reluctance, he decided to check out the gift the deliveryman next door had left last night—which he now knew was a comic book.


  The sound of him gulping echoed in the room. As the door creaked open, the empty living room greeted him.


  And right at his feet, just outside the door…


  There was a large, pink box, strikingly out of place in their old, unrenovated dorm.


  Containing Kang Kiyeon’s favorite comic of all time, ‘Kingdom Cafeteria ~Another~’.


  Chapter 205: Return Gift (2)


  Did he really buy this?


  Kang Kiyeon couldn’t believe his eyes.


  A letter envelope was neatly placed on top of the plastic-wrapped, unopened package.


  He could see ‘From: Kim Iwol’ written in the top left corner and ‘To: Kang Kiyeon’ in the bottom right, both in handwriting.


  It’s not a company envelope.


  The UA building had envelopes for mail and registered mail. Kim Iwol usually used those.


  But this envelope had a very generic design. Like something you’d buy at a stationery store.


  As he picked up the envelope, he finally noticed the illustration on the front of the box. The unfamiliar design suggested it was newly released.


  Did they release this as a box set too? Thinking to himself, Kang Kiyeon returned to his room with the manhwa box and the letter.


  Setting the two items—both delivered to his door—on his blanket, Kang Kiyeon paused in thought.


  He decided to reply to his fans first. They must have been curious about this comic book since last night.


  Kiyeon


  [Kingdom Cafeteria ~Another~ arrived.]


  [Limited edition box set commemorating the release of Part 2.]


  [It includes both Part 1 and Part 2.]


  Kang Kiyeon diligently finished his report. He also checked the flood of replies.


  Then, he turned off his phone and carefully opened the pristine envelope.


  He had a feeling he already knew what it would say. Kim Iwol would have written something like ‘Ten presumed reasons why I upset you’ or ‘My justifications that you’ll have no choice but to accept nonetheless.’ He’d be lucky if it didn’t start with ‘Kang Kiyeon, listen up’.


  He sighed involuntarily. Judging by the thickness of the paper inside the envelope, his prediction seemed correct.


  If it gets too much, I’ll just show this to Seongbin-hyung. And then turn the dorm upside down again. Kang Kiyeon made up his mind.


  After taking a deep breath and confirming he had some calming pills left just in case, Kang Kiyeon unfolded the paper.


  The neat handwriting at the beginning caught his eye first.


  【To Kiyeon.】


  The very next line contained something that defied Kang Kiyeon’s expectations in many ways.


  【I heard that Kingdom Cafeteria ~Another~ came out as a limited edition box set commemorating the release of Part 2. I bought it because I wanted to show you. It includes everything from Volume 1, so it should have Part 1 too, right?


  It also comes with a set of 3 limited edition postcards, but I thought the recipient should be the one to open it, so I didn’t check. Let me know if they’re missing. I have the receipt, so I can exchange it.】


  It was full of talk about ‘that genre’, something he thought would never come up in conversation with any member.


  Kim Iwol’s comparative manhwa shopping experience spanned an entire page.


  It included details like how a paper bookmark was included, that a whole display shelf at the bookstore was dedicated to this series, and that the store gave out bonus items too.


  At this point, Kang Kiyeon couldn’t understand why he was hearing all this from Kim Iwol.


  【They’re also selling a separate transparent acrylic box case to protect the box. I thought it would be good for storing comic books. Let me know if you need one, I’ll measure the size for you. It’s a limited edition, so it shouldn’t get creased.


  If they’re releasing a package like this, it must be a really popular comic book. I think I might read it sometime if I get the chance.】


  Kim Iwol was unusually verbose. It was hard to imagine what kind of over-the-top cultural experience he must’ve had at the bookstore.


  Then, the first sentence on the second page…


  【I’ve been thinking about what you might enjoy doing in your free time, and I don’t know if you’ll like it.】


  …caused a subtle ripple in Kang Kiyeon’s heart.


  【This is my first time doing something like this.】


  That was obvious. Kang Kiyeon found this side of Kim Iwol unfamiliar.


  Kim Iwol was always confident when showing kindness. He always seemed to know exactly what others liked or needed, offering things with an ‘I know this is what you want’ attitude.


  Sometimes it was surprising, sometimes dubious, and recently it had been starting to annoy him. He couldn’t fathom how much effort Kim Iwol put into looking after others.


  And now that same Kim Iwol was making this clumsy attempt with him.


  【I thought a lot about what you said.】


  Despite how shamelessly confident he always acted. Like he understood everything about their relationship.


  Kang Kiyeon kept reading slowly.


  【I made you feel really anxious, didn’t I?】


  Kim Iwol’s words were kind. When they talked in person, his expressions and tone of voice often muddied the actual content. But in writing, he could see the words and endings that Kim Iwol had carefully chosen.


  He just hoped Kim Iwol wouldn’t shift the blame onto himself. That was all Kang Kiyeon wanted. If he had to wish for something more, it would be for Kim Iwol to take better care of himself.


  【I wasn’t lying when I said I was okay.】


  The words were written firmly, pressed deeply into the page.


  【I really thought I was okay. I didn’t realize it until you told me. I guess I’m a bit insensitive. Writing it out like this is kind of embarrassing.】


  Kang Kiyeon knew this too. Kim Iwol genuinely believed he was fine, so he tended to dismiss things as ‘no big deal’ without bothering to hide it from the members.


  He was just curious. Why Kim Iwol push himself so hard.


  And Kim Iwol answered Kang Kiyeon’s question.


  【I thought that’s what I was supposed to do.】


  The smooth flow of the sentences suddenly felt broken. Perhaps Kim Iwol had spent a long time agonizing over this part.


  【I believed that, since I was always telling you guys to work hard, I had to put in just as much effort myself. I didn’t want to make anyone worry. Everyone else was holding it together through tough times too.


  I also thought that since I’m the oldest, I should hold myself to different standards than you all.】


  There was a long, whited-out mark on the following line. He couldn’t tell what Kim Iwol had tried to write.


  Instead, written over the whited-out area was a short, ‘Don’t get sick.’


  【I meant it when I said Spark wouldn’t be the same without you.】


  The neat handwriting trembled slightly.


  【I’ll try to change. Just give me some time.】


  A lie.


  Kang Kiyeon couldn’t trust Kim Iwol. Even the promise to try would ultimately be for Kang Kiyeon’s sake, his fellow member.


  Nevertheless, if it meant Kim Iwol would start taking care of himself even a little…


  He was willing to pretend to watch over Kim Iwol’s change.


  

  It had been 19 hours since I sent Kang Kiyeon his heartfelt letter of apology.


  I hadn’t received any response from him. Not even a glimpse of him today.


  He didn’t throw the book away, though.


  Just in case the gift had been tossed in the recycling, I had checked the paper bin on the veranda. Thankfully, there was no sign of the familiar-looking packaging.


  Then what was the problem? I hadn’t written anything apologetic and I made sure to leave out all the leading, self-assured tone. I had repeatedly written and erased in a notepad and only transcribed the final version neatly!


  Maybe I should have included something like ‘Future improvement plans’ in the letter. I had tried to be sincere in a situation that called for a formal apology, and it had all gone wrong. Typical.


  Should I try adjusting the negative emotion perception?


  Out of all the reasons Kang Kiyeon had called me inhuman, this was the one thing I could fix immediately.


  If the system hadn’t blocked my emotions, back when Kang Kiyeon had gotten upset, I would have prioritized Kang Kiyeon’s well-being over noticing the similarities between Spark and myself. Kang Kiyeon would have been at least a little less panicked back then.


  Can’t I adjust the limit of negative emotion perception?


  As I asked inwardly, the system appeared.


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from the ‘Superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ You should actively utilize your benefits. The company is investing in you, after all.

  


  If you invest twice, the group will disband, you as*hole.


  Thankfully, the system didn’t tell me to just give up on the support altogether. Instead, it displayed a long scroll bar that allowed me to adjust the perception level.


  As I dragged the scroll to the right, a message appeared saying that a certain range matched the initial default settings.


  I quietly recalled when I had first returned to 9 years in the past.


  Back when I was called a strange hyung, but not someone with problems.


  I reset the threshold to the level it had been when my emotional dampening first started. Turning it off entirely would’ve just had me spiraling like when I first unlocked the memory data.


  After pressing the apply button, a heaviness settled in my chest. I closed the system and lay down on the bed.


  “Why are you lying down already?”


  “What’s the point of someone like me being up and about?”


  “You must be really tired. Go to sleep.”


  Choi Jeho’s indifference stung more than usual today. As a form of protest, I turned my back to him.


  I was about eight items into mentally drafting the ‘future improvement plan’ when Lee Cheonghyeon came into the room.


  “Is Iwol-hyung already asleep?”


  “He’s out of it. Talking nonsense and all.”


  “Like that’s anything new.”


  My roommates were all too harsh. At this moment, I truly envied Kang Kiyeon. His roommates were Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo. It was only natural to give the maknae, who needed comfort, roommates with good personalities, but I was still envious.


  “Anyway, if he’s sleeping, I’ll give him the book tomorrow.”


  “What book?”


  Choi Jeho asked back.


  “A comic book. Kang Kiyeon told me to lend it to him. He said hyung wanted to read it.”


  “What?!”


  I threw off the covers and sat up. Lee Cheonghyeon shrieked and stumbled backward.


  “You startled me! You weren’t asleep?”


  “Of course I have to wake up if our Kiyeon is lending me a book.”


  “So you do realize how much you’ve messed up.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon clicked his tongue and handed me the comic book. It was Volume 1 of Kingdom Cafeteria ~Another~.


  “Did Kiyeon say anything else?”


  “No. He just suddenly gave it to me while we were chatting, so he didn’t say much other than to lend it to you.”


  “I see… Thank you.”


  I repeatedly stroked the pristine cover of the comic book. I had a feeling I’d be ending my day a little differently than usual.


  Chapter 206: Audio-Visual Education


  Won Chaehee’s long Friday shift was finally over.


  She should have been cheering for that, but she didn’t have the energy. She was simply too worn out.


  Years ago, she would have rejoiced at the arrival of Friday, anticipating a fantastic weekend. Now, all she wanted was to lie down and sleep straight through the next 48 hours.


  I need to engage in my fandom, but real life is getting in the way… Should I quit real life?


  Won Chaehee pondered the same question throughout her commute on the packed subway. After arriving home, she soaked herself in a hot shower and lay down on her small, cozy bed to recharge.


  She hadn’t logged into her fan account for days. Sure enough, the ‘See More Posts’ button greeted her as soon as she logged in.


  She kept up with official news as a top priority. During her commute, she diligently watched stage videos and self-produced content, turning on her mobile data instead of using the unreliable subway Wi-Fi.


  She had also held a streaming event with the help of a friend and saved all the pictures uploaded to Bubble Pop. Not to mention completing her photocard collection.


  But she hadn’t been able to delve into anything else. Like watching Kim Iwol’s first drama, In My Office, which had been trending among Sparklers recently.


  Her neglected timeline was filled with screenshots of Kim Iwol’s character, Do Younghwan, in a suit. Every single one was a masterpiece. He was a good clothes hanger, and with a well-tailored suit, he looked stunning.


  However, dramas had long running times, and…


  I don’t want to watch more office stuff after just getting home from work.


  …That was the problem.


  She knew it was getting good reviews. Apparently, his performance as a hyper-realistic office worker was gaining attention for being far too real for a 21-year-old.


  This was the issue. For Won Chaehee, a freshly off-work office worker, watching a hyperrealistic office drama was excessively cruel.


  Why did Kim Iwol have to star in an office drama as an office worker? Couldn’t he have at least made a cameo appearance in a sitcom? Then she would only have to watch one episode.


  Should I watch it or not…


  After much deliberation, Won Chaehee switched to her private account. A flood of pent-up, passionate reactions poured out.


  ≫ Do Younghwan, marry me!


  Younghwan, just focus on work, I’ll take care of everything else


  ≫ How could you not fall for a taciturn but competent, sharply dressed, over 180cm tall, black-haired younger male junior with a sense of humor?


  ≫ Do Younghwan drawing graphs in real-time on webcel.gif


  └ Did they put the keyboard shortcuts in the script?ㅋㅋㅋㅋ He’s practically a machine


  └ The actor himself is a webcell master…ㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ There’s even an ‘Iwol’s 10-Minute webcel Tutorial’ among his self-produced content


  └ Why does that even exist in idol content?


  ≫ I burst out laughing whenever Do Younghwan appearsㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  He clearly has social skills, but you can tell he’s not suited for society


  └ The kind of talent companies want, but he doesn’t want the company


  “Ha…”


  They say the one who loves more is the one who loses.


  Won Chaehee picked up her tablet. And for the first time in a while, she opened her OTT streaming app.


  

  The drama was quite good. It deserved its reputation among office workers as a drama that spoke for the lowest-ranking employees.


  Honestly, in the first episode, she didn’t even notice Do Younghwan when he first appeared. Because Kim Iwol only showed his back.


  His subdued hairstyle, clearly intended to avoid standing out, and his lackluster eyes, which contrasted sharply with his bright smile in his idol activities whenever he was in front of a camera, made him seem even more unfamiliar.


  Do Younghwan began to gradually make his presence felt from the latter half of the first episode.


  Do Younghwan perfectly setting the table when the team members had an emergency meeting after work due to a sudden change of team leader.


  Do Younghwan stapling documents on the right side for the left-handed team member, Do Younghwan swiftly changing the webcell chart on the screen with a few keystrokes, Do Younghwan clearing his desk suspiciously neatly, Do Younghwan efficiently using dual monitors with a four-way split-screen…


  It was clear: Do Younghwan was a scene-stealer. And he stole those precious moments like a phantom thief.


  The scene where he advised Seon Guan, who was troubled by a conflict with their intellectual team leader, while refilling the copier paper, was as natural as could be seen in any office.


  It was so realistic it made her want to gag. But it was precisely that realism that made it fascinating.


  The part where Seon Guan’s seemingly eternal competence gradually disappeared as her romance with the intellectual team leader progressed was quite gripping.


  『If you ask me to choose between love and work, I choose work.』


  『….』


  『So I can’t date you, Team Leader. I don’t want an office romance. I can’t do it. I want to keep working here.』


  That’s right. Office romances aren’t something you can do half-heartedly.


  No need to look far—just recently, a guy from the department next to Won Chaehee’s and a girl from the one next to that had dated, then broken up, and both ended up quitting the company in turn.


  Even though it would eventually work out, Won Chaehee fully understood Seon Guan’s desire to avoid rumors.


  Just as the emotional tension peaked, a familiar song began to play. A well-known voice quietly filled the background.


  It was the second ending OST of In My Office, composed by Lee Cheonghyeon and sung by Jeong Seongbin.


  I’ve already watched 7 episodes?


  Won Chaehee couldn’t believe her eyes. But the clock didn’t lie.


  Jeong Seongbin sang, his voice enveloping the sound of rustling papers and keyboard taps as the bass line kicked in.


  『If I open this door and go out


  Will you and I


  Walk the same path


  Or turn our backs and walk away?


  Do we smile when we meet


  Because we’re happy?


  Or because we want to be happy?


  I look forward to the mornings


  When I see you


  But at night


  I feel like I’m all alone』


  As the song faded, the sound of heels clicking on a hard floor could be heard. Just listening to it brought to mind a gray, dark corner of an office hallway.


  The screen zoomed in on the two people who had developed complicated feelings within the confines of the company.


  The song is good too…


  Won Chaehee pressed ‘Continue Watching’ without hesitation.


  After finishing it, she silently moved on to ‘In My Office Behind-the-Scenes Compilation’. There, she watched Kim Iwol with a cable tie in his mouth, diligently tying HDMI cables, Kim Iwol going around greeting every staff member, and Kim Iwol picking up trash on his way home from work.


  About 7 hours later.


  ≫ Just finished watching In My Office…. I can’t keep these overwhelming feelings to myself, so I’m releasing these Iwol photos I’ve been saving. Please show lots of support and interest in Spark’s Kim Iwol and In My Office’s Do Younghwan. 🙂


  └ Fanmeeting_QuizTime_Iwol(1).png Fanmeeting_QuizTime_Iwol(2).png


  Fanmeeting_QuizTime_Iwol(3).png Fanmeeting_QuizTime_Iwol.gif


  └ The oldest hyung embarrassed after his members’ contact names were revealed


  └ ○○_Commuting_Iwol(Greeting).png ○○_Commuting_Iwol(FingerHeart).png


  .


  .


  .


  ≫ Photocard giveaway event for those who provide proof of streaming In My Office’s ending theme, ‘Unspoken Words’, (Not limited to followers / Must prove streaming at least 100 times)


  └ I’m thinking of a 3-piece set featuring Iwol, Seongbin, and Cheonghyeon! I’ll choose photos that are similar to the drama images and make photocards. I might also give a small number away to friends later


  Won Chaehee, with tears in her eyes, released a massive amount of content from her drive. Next, she used her years of experience to edit screenshots of Do Younghwan.


  Her weekend was definitely gone, but it was okay. Moments like these were exactly why Won Chaehee stayed a fan.


  

  “You want to link the self-produced content with In My Office?”


  At the sudden, dangerous proposal, I hurriedly checked the proposal document.


  I already had enough self-promo points. I’d rather lose one than have another controversy about favoritism toward Kim Iwol blowing up because we aired more content centered on me.


  Unaware of my feelings, the dedicated team members beamed.


  “The response to In My Office has been really good among fans. UA hasn’t officially released any press releases or promotional materials yet, so it’d be great to release it just in time for when the variety show airs!”


  Haha, you’re trying to bury me alive.


  Since getting a dedicated team, the workload for major projects like comeback preparations had significantly decreased. The quick stabilization thanks to the dedicated team was possible because they only needed to slightly tweak things they already had experience with, like planning or showcases.


  However, the idol fandom market had its complexities. Fans could easily feel fatigued of even the smallest things. It was understandable, in a way. Fans were already passionately supporting their idols on a daily basis.


  If you ignored these unique dynamics and just applied the usual success formulas of mainstream artists focused on mass appeal, it would backfire. In other words, trying to capitalize on the In My Office hype could cause a backlash.


  Since the goal was to raise Spark’s profile, I agreed with having the group casually comment on the drama to generate some online buzz. It would be even better if Lee Cheonghyeon and Jeong Seongbin shared some behind-the-scenes stories about the OST production.


  However, we should avoid focusing too much on Kim Iwol. I was already busy trying to stop these guys from secretly messaging fans asking if they were watching In My Office.


  So, for the first time in a while, I asked permission to crash the dedicated team’s meeting. The staff, who’d once seen me completely break down, generously gave me the floor and told me to say everything I wanted to.


  After a peaceful discussion and healthy exchange of opinions, without me having a meltdown, the result was:


  “Today, we, Spark, will be challenging ourselves to a 6-person debate!”


  “Wow!”


  Content that both fans who had and hadn’t seen the drama could enjoy.


  Content where all members could share TMI according to their personalities, unrelated to the drama.


  A full-fledged ‘debate self-produced content’ that only borrowed the topic of discussion from the drama, allowing for a level of promotion that didn’t cross the line.


  I’m not sure if they’re assertive enough to actually make it a debate, though.


  The fun of a debate came from sticking to your opinion, undeterred by the opponent’s arguments.


  Spark, on the other hand, was the type to readily accept the other person’s opinion if it made sense—to put it kindly, they were open-minded; to put it bluntly, they were spineless.


  Would having these guys do a debate actually be entertaining? I was worried, but I decided to trust Lee Cheonghyeon’s tact and Choi Jeho’s illogical ramblings.


  However, my worries were unfounded.


  “No, how can you choose work over love?”


  “You do know that’s a dangerous statement as an idol, right?”


  “Hyung, that’s a very narrow-minded view. Do you think love is only about romantic relationships? Aren’t we working as idols to spread positive effects based on our love for humanity?”


  …I had briefly forgotten that Spark had once gotten into a personality controversy just for being too direct with their words.


  Chapter 207: Book Support


  The first debate topic was relatively light. Jeong Seongbin smoothly read the topic displayed on the large monitor.


  “If you could gain a special ability but lose the most precious thing to you in return, which would you choose? 1. Gain the ability. 2. Keep the precious thing. Additionally, you cannot use the ability to regain what you lost!”


  “That last condition was added by Iwol-hyung, wasn’t it?”


  “Otherwise, you’d keep nitpicking.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon chuckled as if caught red-handed.


  “What kind of ability are we talking about…? Anything goes?”


  “Since Joowoo doesn’t like loud noises, how about noise cancellation? You could mute your surroundings at will.”


  Park Joowoo’s eyes sparkled, seemingly persuaded by Jeong Seongbin’s suggestion.


  “Isn’t that a bad trade-off for losing something precious? Just wear noise-canceling headphones.”


  Choi Jeho poured a bucket of cold water on the idea, ruining everything.


  “That’s true…”


  Park Joowoo slumped like a drenched puppy in the summer rain. It pained me to see him like that.


  “Hold on. Fans are excluded from the ‘precious things,’ right?”


  “They are?”


  “How could you even consider including the fans in a condition like this? That’s not right.”


  “Okay, then let’s just exclude all living beings!”


  Responding to me and Lee Cheonghyeon, Jeong Seongbin hurriedly added ‘Excluding living beings!’ to the PPT. I must have raised these guys well. Their feedback implementation was faster than Manager Nam clocking out.


  “Assuming fans are protected, I’d pick the ability.”


  At my answer, Park Joowoo looked up. Seemed like he felt empowered by finding an ally.


  “Hyung… Come to think of it, I’ve never seen you desire anything.”


  “Is it because you don’t have anything precious, so you’re just getting the ability for free?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon and Choi Jeho each chimed in.


  Sorry, but I did have something important. It was just already taken from me. That was why I needed an ability.


  “I choose 2.”


  “Really?”


  Jeong Seongbin’s eyes widened at Choi Jeho’s choice. He seemed quite surprised that someone who seemed devoid of human emotions had made such a compassionate choice.


  “Why lose something just to get a power you could develop anyway? I don’t even need any new abilities.”


  Yes, we’ve heard the genius statement of the brilliant center emperor, Choi Jeho. Thanks to you, the unrefined Kim Iwol feels like crying a little.


  “Hyung, what kind of ability do you want…?”


  Park Joowoo asked. My answer was already decided.


  “Teleportation.”


  “Why? Don’t tell me you don’t even want to waste travel time?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon looked at me as if I was insane.


  “No, I just don’t want to ride the crowded subway.”


  “Aha.”


  “That is tough…”


  Students and office workers nationwide would agree with me. What ability could be better?


  Jeong Seongbin also chose to maintain his current state. He said he was so happy now that he didn’t want anything more, nor did he want to lose anything. This made me the only ability-obsessed, lazy bum in Spark.


  “Next topic. In ‘In My Office’, when Seon Guan realizes her ability is disappearing as she falls in love, she chooses work over love and breaks up with Team Leader Ji Seongin. Choose between work and love!”


  Such a bold question in an idol’s self-produced content?


  This won’t do. I’ll have to personally oversee the editing of this week’s episode.


  As I was making plans to storm the UA office, Park Joowoo interjected.


  “I choose love.”


  We’re doomed.


  If we were just going to waste filming time, we might as well cut it here and revise the questions…!


  “Love?!”


  That was when Lee Cheonghyeon slammed the table and shot up from his seat.


  “How can an idol say that, hyung! I thought we were all serious about our work!”


  He launched into a passionate speech.


  Good job, kid! Give him more! Keep going! How dare an idol speak of love in public…


  “But I love the members, and I love the fans… To me, being able to share the same feelings with the people I love is more important than what I do.”


  Is that so? Did I misunderstand you, Joowoo? Should I go sit in the corner and reflect?


  “Wow, that’s so touching!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon covered his mouth with both hands, seemingly moved. It seemed Park Joowoo’s words had completely won him over.


  “My reason is similar, but my conclusion is the opposite. I think I need to do my job well to repay that love. Interesting, right?”


  Jeong Seongbin smiled. Fortunately, the conversation took a good turn. I was glad we didn’t have to stop filming.


  However, the conversation gradually escalated in a strange direction.


  “No, how can we choose work over love? How can we say that even after hearing what Joowoo-hyung just said?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon, fully immersed in Park Joowoo’s perspective, switched to the ‘love is great’ stance and began to preach the beauty of love.


  “What were the lyrics when you sang the OST, hyung? ‘I need you, love.’ People need love to live! Idols are people too!”


  “You know that’s a dangerous statement as an idol, right?”


  I interjected, sincerely concerned.


  “Hyung, that’s a very narrow-minded view. Do you think love is only about romantic relationships? Aren’t we working as idols to spread positive effects based on our love for humanity?”


  And I got completely shut down.


  This was bad. His eloquence had improved too much.


  What was truly shocking was that even Choi Jeho chose love.


  “Can anyone work hard at a job they don’t like? You have to enjoy it.”


  His reasoning was that without positive emotions, there was no motivation to even start working.


  You brat, apologize to millions of office workers.


  Not all office workers in the world can live by only doing what they want. Sometimes, you have to do other people’s work, or work you hate!


  “So, hyung, you’re saying work is more important?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked.


  “Isn’t that obvious?”


  “What’s your ultimate goal as an idol, hyung? It’s to be loved and to love!”


  “An idol who isn’t dedicated to their main job doesn’t deserve to be loved. Therefore, work comes first.”


  “Modern society is harsh.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon muttered with a bitter expression.


  “So right now, the ‘love’ side is Jeho-hyung, Joowoo, and Cheonghyeon, and the ‘work’ side is Iwol-hyung and me?”


  Amidst the chaos, Jeong Seongbin summarized the situation. I couldn’t believe Spark was such a love-filled group.


  “Accepting even these workaholic hyungs is true love. Isn’t that right, Joowoo-hyung?”


  “Right.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon and Park Joowoo smiled warmly at Jeong Seongbin and me.


  They’re pitying me, aren’t they? They think I’m a dried-up, workaholic husk.


  “Workaholic? I’m just diligently doing my work.”


  Jeong Seongbin countered with a smile. Then he took out his phone from under the table.


  How can an idol use their phone during filming? Especially the leader? Has the world gone mad?


  “Spark has six members, how can we only ask for the opinions of five?”


  “Huh?”


  “We should hear Kiyeon’s opinion too.”


  An unexpected person was mentioned. We all froze.


  “Is that okay?”


  I asked cautiously, gauging the situation.


  “Kiyeon told me to call him anytime if needed. He wants to be involved as much as possible.”


  If Kang Kiyeon was being unreasonable, Jeong Seongbin would have stopped him. Since the leader said it was okay, what else could I do?


  The call connected almost immediately.


  ― Hello?


  “Kiyeon? It’s Seongbin. Are you free to talk now?”


  ― Yes, hyung. Why did you call?


  “We’re filming self-produced content right now, and a topic came up that we wanted to ask you about. Do you have a minute?”


  ― Yes. What’s the topic?


  As Jeong Seongbin explained the topic, we could hear him pondering deeply over the phone. Right, it’s not an easy decision for you either, is it?


  “Kang Kiyeon, it’s obviously love, right? You came this far because you love dancing.”


  ― Why is Lee Cheonghyeon so worked up?


  “He’s been brainwashed by Park Joowoo.”


  Choi Jeho helpfully answered.


  After much thought, Kang Kiyeon made his decision.


  ― I’ll choose work.


  “Why?!”


  “As expected.”


  Regardless of Lee Cheonghyeon’s shocked reaction, I clapped my hands in satisfaction.


  ― If you work hard, won’t affection follow? You’ll feel proud of yourself if you achieve something.


  “Ha… I can’t argue with that.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon indirectly admitted defeat. Thus, the conclusion of the heated debate, ‘Spark, which will you choose, work or love?’ was decided as ‘Let’s just work hard!’


  

  When we returned to the dorm, Kang Kiyeon’s shoes were by the entrance.


  I was sure his sneakers had been inside the shoe cabinet before we left for work. This diligent guy must’ve gone somewhere in the meantime


  As we were about to head to our respective rooms, I stopped Jeong Seongbin for a moment.


  I took the comic book out of my Spark official merchandise eco-bag and placed it in Jeong Seongbin’s hands.


  “Seongbin, could you take this to Kiyeon when you go to your room?”


  “Hyung, did you borrow a comic from Kiyeon?”


  “Yeah, he lent it to me.”


  I read it diligently in the car on the way. Memorizing the characters was a bit difficult, but thanks to all my web novel reading, it was much easier to remember the characters in the comic with the illustrations.


  Since he lent me such a precious book, it felt rude to just read it, so I wrote a review on a sticky note and attached it. Things like ‘I enjoyed reading it’, ‘It was interesting’, and ‘I’m looking forward to the next part’.


  “I’ll take it to him. Get some rest, hyung.”


  Jeong Seongbin smiled brightly and returned to his room with the comic in hand.


  And the next morning…


  “……?”


  Volume 2 of Kingdom Cafeteria ~Another~ had been delivered to my door.


  Chapter 208: Role-Playing Interview (1)


  Am I still half asleep?


  I rubbed my eyes and looked down again next to my door.


  A brightly colored, pink comic, sparkling with glitter, sat at the entrance of my room as if greeting me good morning.


  Was he lending this to me? Because I said I was looking forward to the next part?


  I did enjoy it, but I hadn’t planned on borrowing the next volume from Kang Kiyeon. Especially since I wasn’t in a position to say, ‘I know you find me annoying, but I enjoyed the comic. Could I borrow the next volume too?’


  But it was awkward to refuse, so I had to get in the car with the second comic I hadn’t even asked for.


  After the music show, I took out the manhwa I had received in the morning in the car on the way back.


  “You’re going to read it now? Want me to turn on my phone’s flashlight?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon, sitting next to me, asked.


  “It’s okay. It’s not that dark.”


  “You told me to work in a well-lit room so I wouldn’t ruin my eyesight.”


  That’s because you use your laptop without blue-light filter glasses. Actually, that reminded me—I had ordered a pair. They should arrive tomorrow.


  “I can’t stop now. The previous volume ended on a cliffhanger.”


  “What kind of cliffhanger?”


  “A new male lead candidate appeared at the end.”


  “Didn’t you say a male lead candidate appeared last time too?”


  “This is a different one. I think there might be more than one candidate.”


  Princess Soda of the Cream Kingdom, the setting of the comic, already had a designated fiancé, but for some reason, the number of men involved with the princess kept increasing. Meanwhile, the princess herself was focused on doing her best to become the queen.


  “…Do people read that kind of comic because they’re curious who the princess ends up with?”


  Park Joowoo showed interest. He must have been eavesdropping on our conversation.


  “Probably?”


  “No, Kang Kiyeon has his own philosophy.”


  “What philosophy?”


  “He said, ‘I don’t watch stories about protagonists who don’t move forward.’”


  “Aha.”


  I knew what he meant. Princess Soda was quite a proactive person.


  Still, the fact that I now had the time to read a comic during car rides was something to celebrate. A few months ago, I would have been running through the choreography in my head 300 times just to make sure I didn’t forget it.


  After my dance proficiency reached double digits, the malicious comments about Kim Pep’s dancing skills decreased significantly.


  ≫ Kim Pep’s dancing has improved a lot


  Is he doping?


  └ Even a dog can learn to recite poems in three years, but I guess it took Pep 1 year since he’s at least human


  └ If he went from a wooden doll to a human, he’s practically been reborn


  ≫ Wow, but seriously, what’s up with Kim Iwolㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Did he awaken or something?


  └ He’s always been secretly powerful like a steamed bun hiding its filling


  └ Why the hell was he hiding it then?


  └ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ Look at the Kim Pep akgaes rejoicing now that there’s no Gyunton…ㅋㅋ


  It’s not that your oppa got better, it’s just that the ceiling has gotten lower, so it just looks like he improved. Don’t get it twisted


  └ Are the bastards saying this even watching the fancams??


  └ Yeah, our Iwol’s dancing has improved a lot~ he busted through the ceiling and turned it into a convertible~


  └ Kim Pep’s fans are so stubbornly blind and deaf…


  └ Why is this blind and deaf…? Honestly, I didn’t feel like he was lagging behind in this performance


  └ Yeah, there were actually a lot of good parts. If no one had said anything, you wouldn’t have known his parts were switched the day before


  ≫ More than anything, his body control and gaze have really improved


  It wasn’t that it was lacking before, but Iwol wasn’t good at controlling the dynamics or making eye contact


  During the mission, his camera timing was good (before, it felt like he was trying to find the camera, but now he seems to distinguish between scenes that look good when he looks at the camera and scenes that look good when he doesn’t), and his waves are natural, so even when he’s mixed with the members, there’s not much of a disconnect… I can’t imagine how much effort he put in to get to this point


  └ This is exactly what I wanted to say. He’s become much more relaxed in finding the camera. Even when his back is shown, he seems to be thinking about how to present his body


  ≫ Being a male idol is fucking easy


  Even if you dance like Kim Pep, you get praised as a growth-type idol


  Wasn’t he just bad at his job in the first place? He’s got no other skills, coasting along, and now he does the bare minimum, gets dramas and variety shows handed to himㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ While members work their asses off and get no screen time, leading to panic attacks, the oldest hyung gets pampered and acts all pleased. It’s truly a pathetic sightㅎㅎㅎㅎ


  └ Wow, can’t we report this bastard?


  └ I’m already pissed that this bastard is badmouthing him, but why bring up a sick person? Don’t you ever mention Spark again. It’s disgusting to think we’re in the same fandom


  └ Who the hell said Iwol caused the panic attack?


  └ Do we really need to say it????? It’s obvious


  └ Rumors start because of people like you spreading baseless assumptions… Please have some awareness


  └└ Pep’s the one who gave people a reason to assume. Why are you cursing at me ㅋㅋㅋAre you feeling guilty?


  └└└ Try living a real life for once, you idiot, pleaseㅠㅠㅠㅠ Huh? Go out and talk to actual peopleㅋㅋㅋㅋ Why would your head be any different from your monitor when you’re stuck in your room clinging to the keyboard?


  └└└ Guys, just ignore the comments below.


  …Anyway, they did decrease.


  And I wasn’t taking much damage either. My fancam views had almost caught up to the other members.


  It meant my dancing was finally worth watching. I had come a long way from the days when I just needed to avoid making mistakes. I’m proud of myself.


  As I was finishing the comic with a joyful heart, the car arrived in front of a small studio building.


  “Iwol, we’re here!”


  “Okay!”


  I had a web variety show shoot scheduled for today. With the drama promotions, the drama hype, and the comeback hype all overlapping, I had been as busy as the Hanpyeong Industry during its year-end settlement.


  Today’s shoot was a format I had never experienced before.


  The web variety show, Act On, now in its second season, had simple rules.


  Four to six people would enter a small room at random.


  Each person would have a uniquely defined character, all belonging to a single group, except for one person who didn’t share the common keyword. A variation of the ‘Liar Game’, so to speak.


  Inside the room, each person had to figure out their character and join the conversation, all while identifying and eliminating the person who didn’t belong to the shared group.


  The unique thing about this show was that the characters were all similar, yet distinct.


  Even if everyone was assigned the role of ‘idol’, if someone misinterpreted the ‘main vocalist’ attribute as ‘singer’ and referred to themselves as a ‘solo singer’, they could become the target.


  As someone tired of using my brain, it was a daunting task, but I couldn’t be picky now.


  If I couldn’t shine, I’d at least try to do okay—hopefully well enough to get the music video aired at the end. Maybe even rack up some broadcast points. And please, let there be no other idol group members on this episode…


  I got out of the car, praying earnestly. Someone blindfolded me as soon as I reached the building entrance.


  

  As the blindfold was removed, I heard the sound of a door closing behind me. I was left alone in a set that was slightly larger than a phone booth.


  A familiar atmosphere greeted me as I looked around.


  Gray interior. Light green partitions.


  A neat desk with dual monitors, a Logitech keyboard and mouse set.


  There was nothing more to see.


  An office worker.


  Damn the In My Office effect. It was driving me into a corner.


  I could hear other people reacting with curiosity in the distance. From what I’d seen on the show, each individual set was slightly spaced apart, and it appeared to be the same structure this time as well.


  As I was secretly wiping away tears, a narration came from the ceiling.


  『Hello everyone, and welcome to the world of Act On.』


  The familiar robotic voice I’d heard during monitoring filled the room from above.


  『You will now have 30 minutes to explore ‘your space’.』


  It felt a bit sad that this tiny office was my space. Can’t you just send me home? Besides, this area felt way too small to actually work in.


  As if reading my disgruntled inner thoughts, the narration came again.


  『Don’t lose sight of your role. Then, let’s begin!』


  An alarm sounded, and the timer on a large digital clock started ticking. I heard bustling sounds of drawers opening and closing, along with screams from here and there.


  I suddenly remembered what Lee Cheonghyeon had said as encouragement before I got out of the car.


  Hyung! Show them the power of an S University acceptance!


  An acceptance alone doesn’t give you power, Cheonghyeon.


  I would try my best anyway. This program was perfect for playing MISSION as background music, so I’d do my best to create a cool scene.


  

  I started by accessing the PC. As an office worker, most information was on the computer.


  The clean desktop had only the messenger and a recycle bin icon.


  All the previous message logs are here. The department is… the data team?


  I checked the recycle bin folder just in case, but it was empty.


  The calendar showed recurring meetings every Wednesday. Comparing it with the messages, there were records of me uploading meeting minutes every Wednesday.


  There was nothing unusual except for one additional meeting on a Friday last month. I felt like mentioning this would make me a target.


  Is the clean desk a reference to Do Younghwan?


  Even the wallpaper was the default one. Out of habit, I checked the program list in the control panel, but there were no programs installed other than the messenger. Well, they might not have installed programs like Bdobe because of copyright issues.


  Fortunately, there were some items in the drawer. A half-used business card with the name ‘Cho Yonghan’, sticky notes, and so on.


  On the back of the card were some lowercase letters and numbers scribbled by hand. Probably a password.


  When I logged into a virtual website using the password, a window popped up saying ‘Incorrect ID’, and the login failed.


  Huh?


  I typed it in a few more times, thinking I might have made a mistake, but the login still failed.


  This narrowed down the possibilities.


  First, large-scale: I could be an industrial spy who forged the business card.


  Second, small-scale: It was highly likely that I was no longer an employee of this company.


  An industrial spy wouldn’t make the mistake of leaving a business card with their handwriting on it. If they were that stupid, they should quit spying and find another job.


  In these situations, checking the web browsing history was useful. You could see saved accounts and passwords, recently visited sites, and the cache all at once.


  I checked the computer usage history in the web page settings.


  The saved domain ID was a server commonly used in companies. Considering the bookmarked pages were digital trend news, the IT category of a news page, and Destination, it was clear that this computer was used by a regular employee until recently.


  I took notes on the download timestamps of all files and folders, then attempted a Windows backup.


  After the backup was complete, I restored the organizational chart from the recycle bin to check the team structure.


  There was one team leader, one assistant manager, one deputy manager, and three employees.


  My name on the org chart didn’t have any special markings. However, the chart’s last modified date was one day before the current system date.


  So as of yesterday — the day the org chart was created — I was still an employee, but now my account was blocked.


  Then there was only one conclusion.


  “I’ve resigned.”


  To think that I was the only non-employee and the target in this small company. Should I say I was lucky or unlucky?


  Things were getting interesting. My mind started to work.


  Chapter 209: Role-Playing Interview (2)


  After 30 minutes passed, the participants were granted access to the messenger.


  It was a messenger commonly used in many startups. They probably got a corporate trial account just for the filming.


  There was a simple messenger user manual below. Of course, I didn’t need to look at it, so I quickly checked the profiles.


  Fortunately, my messenger account was still active. Naturally so. If even that had been deactivated, it would’ve immediately revealed that I was the target, and the game wouldn’t be able to proceed.


  As a low-ranking employee, it was not wise to send messages early in the morning in a chatroom where your boss was present. I held my breath and waited for the right moment.


  Then someone sent the first message.


  Ahn Joyong


  [Good morning, everyone~]


  He was using polite language, but in the organizational chart, Mr. Ahn Joyong was the team leader. It seemed like a first attempt to see if people knew he was their superior.


  Yoo Yeonseong


  [The weather is so nice~~]


  His soft response, befitting his name, was artistic.


  (TL note: Yoo Yeonseong’s name means flexibility, softness, adaptability.)


  In situations like this, it was not ideal to be the last one to send a message either. I chimed in appropriately in the middle, signaling my presence.


  Jo Yonghan


  [Yes, good morning, Team Leader!]


  After reacting to Ahn Joyong’s message with a smile emoji, the others started sending their messages belatedly.


  Maybe they weren’t used to using messenger, or maybe they hadn’t figured out their positions yet. Either way, the two who responded late would be my targets.


  While the three of them fumbled with their messages, I checked the calendar again.


  There’s something suspicious about last month’s meeting dates.


  Unlike other weeks, last month’s page had two meetings marked, one on Wednesday and one on Friday.


  Considering that resignation notices were usually given a month in advance, these meetings were likely resignation interviews in disguise.


  Once the target was identified as someone who resigned, Team Leader Ahn Joyong would likely suspect anyone who didn’t have an alibi on the interview date. So I had to establish an alibi by then.


  What did the Data Team at Hanpyeong Industries usually do again? For junior employees, it was usually data labeling or, at best, verification tasks…


  For now, I decided to just mark the dates in question.


  Meanwhile, someone took the opportunity to test things using the meeting date, the most obvious clue.


  So Moonnan


  [Team Leader! Are we proceeding with the meeting date as scheduled?]


  It was the easiest way to initially filter the target by dividing those who knew Wednesday was the regular meeting day and those who didn’t.


  Unfortunately, no one took the bait. Maybe the calendar was too easy an item to find.


  So Moonnan continued to send messages frequently after that. He seemed to have decided that maintaining a character befitting his name would be helpful.


  (TL note: So Moonnan’s name means famous, notorious, or widely talked about.)


  On the other hand, as Jo Yonghan, I only sent emojis occasionally or mechanical replies like ‘Yes’. Poor So Moonnan. He was probably sweating bullets, trying to come up with something to say.


  (TL note: Jo Yonghan’s name means quiet.)


  After the short 5-minute communication time, we were given an additional 25 minutes to investigate.


  First, I need to figure out what kind of work this team does.


  Since I was processed as resigned and couldn’t access the work site, I had to look for scrap paper or shredded documents. Fortunately, the paper waste was well-sorted into one place.


  As I flipped over the scratch paper and reorganized it by the print dates, a familiar word caught my eye.


  It was Jo Yonghan’s resignation letter.


  

  “Hey, what’s that kid doing?”


  Director Ma, who had been listening to the audio, pointed at the screen and asked. On the monitor, Kim Iwol was comparing scratch paper with a calendar, muttering nonstop.


  “I gave him easy hints because he’s a rookie, but he’s doing all sorts of strange things?”


  Thinking back, Kim Iwol had been different from the start.


  While others had frantically searched their character’s workspace as soon as they entered, Kim Iwol had calmly sat down at the desk, opened drawers, and started poking around the computer as if he were used to it.


  When Kim Iwol accessed the company’s internal network, all the staff were shocked.


  “Hey, is that actually working?!”


  “It shouldn’t work based on the character settings, so it’s not technically a problem — but we only added that in as an Easter egg! We didn’t think anyone would actually manage to log in!”


  Kim Iwol even checked the recently visited web pages from Jo Yonghan’s browsing history.


  On the notepad on the split screen, he began listing the words that kept recurring in the articles and web pages:


  AI Trend → For personal competency improvement? Or reference research?


  Limitations of Deep Learning Technology → Likely trying to find ways to improve


  Big Data Verification → Pre-work for deep learning / Possibility of being in the reporting stage


  .


  .


  .


  After checking the interview schedule on the calendar and the one restored from the recycle bin, Kim Iwol muttered to himself.


  『I’m the one who resigned.』


  It was the fastest keyword identification of a target in the show’s history.


  It was his colleague who had introduced Kim Iwol. He said Kim Iwol had appeared on his program a few times and that his quick thinking made him useful.


  Your show’s all physical stuff, man.


  He’s good with both his body and his mind.


  He’s an idol, right?


  What does that matter? If you’re getting paid, you’re a pro. And he has that mindset, at least.


  He thought he’d gone weird from doing nothing but grueling shows like ‘Challenge! Life Experience’, but it seemed that wasn’t the case.


  Kim Iwol also successfully found the key clue, the resignation letter. It was the moment when it became certain that Kim Iwol was the target.


  But the smile was short-lived. Kim Iwol’s expression shifted subtly.


  He took the resume and approached the desk calendar. Then, he flipped the calendar back and forth, comparing it with the resume.


  Kim Iwol’s eyes darkened.


  『Oh… This company seems to have some problems.』


  At that moment, everyone wearing earphones held their breath.


  

  The seal stamped on the first resignation letter I found was gray.


  It was likely set up so that the original was submitted to the company, and a copy was kept but then discarded in the scrap paper bin as a hint for me, the participant.


  However, there was something peculiar. The submission date of the handwritten and copied resignation letter, and the printing time written at the bottom of the paper.


  He wrote the resignation letter in the afternoon and submitted it in the evening?


  The date the resignation letter was submitted and the resignation date were the same. While I’d seen cases of people resigning on their first day at Hanpyeong Industry, apart from those instances, it was rare for someone to write and submit a resignation letter within a day.


  Moreover, if the situation was so extreme that someone resigned within a day, there’d be no reason for them to stick around past the end of the workday. Why would anyone hang around when they had already decided to leave?


  At this point, I couldn’t help but be suspicious.


  The ‘personal reasons’ stated as the reason for resignation on this letter were definitely not true.


  If the resignation letter was fabricated, I would be a victim disguised as the target by someone. If it was real, something fishy had definitely gone on behind the scenes.


  I dumped the entire contents of the scrap paper bin onto the floor. Small pieces of paper hidden among the stiff sheets emerged.


  How much time do I have left?


  Less than 7 minutes remained on the timer. By the time I picked up all the pieces of paper and spread them roughly on the floor, the remaining time had dwindled to 3 minutes.


  So Moonnan


  [Mr. Yonghan, what are you doing? So quiet~]


  Jo Yonghan


  [Sorry. I was trying to find something, and my area got messy. :sweating_face:]


  Yoo Yeonseong


  [Take your time, take your time~~ haha]


  Jo Yonghan


  [Yes, thank you, Manager!]


  Yoo Yeonseong went quiet after my message.


  The organizational chart came out yesterday.


  My resignation letter was also processed last night.


  So there was practically no chance the org chart had changed in the meantime.


  I took advantage of that and referred to Ahn Joyong as the team leader and Yoo Yeonseong as the manager first, so they would be convinced that I was their team member.


  There was also someone who suddenly started actively participating in the conversation. It was my colleague, Yeong Yangga.


  Yeong Yangga responded enthusiastically to everything So Moonnan said, agreeing with him. It seemed they had formed some sort of faction.


  One person was quitting, while others were smoothly navigating the company through connections? It left a bad taste.


  So Moonnan


  [But Mr. Seong Silhan hasn’t said a word since they greeted everyone earlier???]


  For now, I avoided suspicion. The phrase ‘Seong Silhan is typing…’ appeared with three dots bouncing up and down, and soon a new message arrived.


  Seong Silhan


  [Sorry. My Korean isn’t very good.]


  So it’s a foreigner or overseas-educated character?


  In that case, it made sense that his typing was slow or he wasn’t very visible in the chat. It was believable, since English was often used when handling or viewing big data.


  However, Seong Silhan’s reply seemed to be taken as easy prey by the others.


  So Moonnan


  [Abroad? Where are you from?]


  Seong Silhan


  [I’m Korean. I just studied abroad for a long time.]


  So Moonnan


  [Oh, really??? Why am I hearing this for the first time??]


  [Mr. Yangga, is this the first time you’re hearing this~?]


  Yeong Yangga


  [Oh, this is the first time I’m hearing about it!]


  Ahn Joyong


  [Seong Silhan lived in Germany, right~?]


  Here, the team leader stepped in to cover.


  This meant that Ahn Joyong had some personal information about his team members.


  He’s probably racking his brains right now, trying to find the resigned employee based on their information.


  It was incredibly tragic that even at Hanpyeong Industry, I couldn’t do a resignation interview, and here, they had conducted one without me knowing. At least let me experience it.


  The subsequent conversation provided quite meaningful information.


  Only Ahn Joyong and I should know that the target was the resigned employee. I was the one who resigned, and Ahn Joyong was the one who conducted the resignation interview.


  However, there was one more person who knew about the resigned employee.


  So Moonnan


  [Shall we steer the conversation more towards work? That way, the outsider won’t be able to actㅋㅋ]


  Mr. So Moonnan, who had been sending messages incessantly.


  He hurriedly posted a new message, trying to push the previous one out of view, but I saw it. Everyone did.


  Did he not watch ‘In My Office’, the show that didn’t quite become a national sensation, but was relatively popular?


  A team could theoretically include a psychic investor, a chaebol heir, or a lottery fanatic.


  You couldn’t just assume someone was an outsider.


  More importantly….


  As I typed, I was still piecing together the scraps on the floor, trying to reconstruct their original form.


  The bright red seal proved that this document was the original.


  The reason for resignation is workplace harassment.


  In that case, who else but the harasser would think one of us had resigned?


  Chapter 210: Role-Playing Interview (3)


  Jo Yonghan


  [Manager, have you perhaps found any clues?]


  At the beginning, Jo Yonghan tried to probe So Moonnan moderately.


  However, So Moonnan maintained a defensive attitude. He hadn’t found many clues, so he feared that saying the wrong thing might actually help the target.


  I used that to my advantage.


  Not too strongly, just moderately.


  Jo Yonghan


  [If you’ve made any progress, could you please share it with us… ㅠㅠ We’ve already had two rounds, but there doesn’t seem to be any progress!]


  A sense of unease began to spread through the chat, which had previously been filled with idle chatter.


  Only Ahn Joyong, in the team leader position and seemingly convinced he wasn’t the target, remained unfazed.


  Ahn Joyong


  [Manager So Moonnan, please share anything you’ve found!]


  Yeong Yangga


  [Ah, if he found something, Manager would have told us already!]


  Well, well, are you two a package deal?


  My colleague’s attempt to cover for his superior was touching. I wasn’t sure if So Moonnan was the leader of the workplace harassment against Jo Yonghan, but I now knew that if So Moonnan was the problem, Yeong Yangga would have to go with him.


  The second free chat session ended with that.


  Next, there would be 20 minutes of room investigation and 15 minutes of conversation.


  Starting from the next chat session, the team would have to identify someone they suspect as the target, kick them out of the messenger, and investigate their room.


  “If the first resignation letter listed bullying as the reason, then he must’ve brought it up in the resignation interview. Maybe he just couldn’t officially submit it?”


  I sat on the desk and stared at the resignation letters spread out in one corner.


  I have to avenge this.


  At first, I thought it would be enough to avoid being discovered as the sole resigned employee.


  I have to help our Mr. Jo Yonghan find peace.


  So, who should I send out first? For the first time in a while, I felt intrigued.


  

  The participants began to uncover hidden clues in their respective rooms little by little.


  As time passed and the more challenging hints came to light, the members’ character traits solidified further.


  Among them, Kim Iwol found several things in a password-protected USB: a photo of an internal contest winner list with his and Seong Silhan’s names, and an errand list belonging to So Moonnan.


  “Since many participants have no acting experience, we planned it remotely this time, but everyone’s immersion is pretty good. We could have done it face-to-face.”


  Director Ma expressed his regret. Indeed, most of the cast were seriously engaged in the role-playing.


  Just as a writer was about to check the remaining time until the next conversation session, a monitor showing Kim Iwol’s set caught their eye.


  “Huh?”


  Each room had a small whiteboard and character photos.


  Kim Iwol was standing in front of the whiteboard, pinning photos with magnets and drawing a relationship chart between the people.


  And then….


  [Manager So Moonnan ─ Perpetrator]


  [Yeong Yangga (Colleague) ─ Accomplice]


  [Manager Yoo Yeonseong ─ Bystander]


  [Team Leader Ahn Joyong ─ Bystander]


  [Seong Silhan (Colleague) ─ Bystander?]


  …He labeled them boldly beneath their names.


  “Looks like Mr. Iwol has already figured out the behind-the-scenes setting.”


  The writer relayed to Director Ma.


  “Huh?”


  “Look at the whiteboard!”


  Director Ma’s gaze shifted to Kim Iwol’s whiteboard.


  Kim Iwol started writing numbers next to the characters’ names. Starting with Yeong Yangga, numbers were assigned to each person in order.


  “What’s that? Elimination order?”


  “Wow, Mr. Iwol is scary.”


  The staff murmured. Standing tall, one hand holding a marker, the other stroking his chin, Kim Iwol made quite an intimidating figure.


  “But how did he know? Wasn’t the target only supposed to know that they were the resigned employee?”


  “That’s right. That was the plan, but…”


  Viewers loved open-ended interpretation just as much as a clear resolution. This characteristic stood out even more in mystery or planning content.


  After a broadcast, people often searched for strange details or pieced together clues to discover hidden backstories—’This is what was really going on!’—helping the show stay relevant even after it ended.


  This time, the production team had planned to subtly reveal the reasons why the resigned employee, ‘Jo Yonghan’, had to leave the company, and the hidden sides of the other employees who concealed it, letting viewers deduce the story. That was the plan, until Kim Iwol, who they thought would be fooled by a fake resignation letter, meticulously combed through all the materials and uncannily started closing in on the backstory.


  Typically, once a cast member realized they were the target, they focused on how to disguise their identity—not on who to eliminate first.


  But Kim Iwol was different.


  『Shall I cut off the limbs first…?』


  Uttering words unbefitting an idol, but perfectly suited to his own face, Kim Iwol sat down in the chair in front of the desk.


  The reins of the conversation time that followed were entirely in Kim Iwol’s hands.


  Jo Yonghan


  [Mr. Yangga, you’ve been taking Manager So Moonnan’s side, but you haven’t said much about yourself.]


  Seong Silhan


  [That’s true…?]


  Usually, initiating an attack like that led to being ganged up on.


  However, that didn’t happen.


  So Moonnan


  [What the]


  [Mr. Yangga, were you trying to ride my coattails to stay safe?]


  Yeong Yangga is in cahoots with So Moonnan, and is loyal to him.


  So Moonnan has a history of harassing someone, which could lead to him being targeted as the perpetrator.


  To avoid being targeted, it’s better for So Moonnan to abandon Yeong Yangga, who knows a lot about him.


  Because the situation and conditions perfectly aligned.


  As a result of the anonymous vote, Jo Yonghan received one vote, Yeong Yangga received four, and there was one abstention, revealing Yeong Yangga’s identity.


  『Ordinary employee, Yeong Yangga, is removed from the team member list.』


  As the mechanical voice announced, everyone except Kim Iwol looked bewildered.


  Nevertheless, Kim Iwol remained calm. He had already proven his investigative prowess early on.


  Rather, it was So Moonnan who was in a difficult situation, the one who abandoned his completely loyal junior…


  And because of that, he became suspected of using this opportunity to eliminate a close associate who might have known about his questionable actions.


  『I wonder how you’ll overcome the next crisis.』


  Kim Iwol smiled and opened the door of the set as instructed. It was time for all the participants to face each other for the first time.


  

  The participants, wearing name tags, busily exchanged greetings. The comedian who played Yeong Yangga, the first to be eliminated, waved to the remaining members from inside the ‘Silence Room’, modeled after a smoking room. It really felt like we were on the rooftop of some unknown company.


  After a brief moment of pleasantries, we immediately started searching Yeong Yangga’s room. The room’s layout was similar to my set. However, there were additional clues symbolizing the close relationship between So Moonnan and Yeong Yangga.


  “So they were university seniors and juniors.”


  “This makes it even stranger that Manager So Moonnan didn’t try harder to cover for Yeong Yangga. Shouldn’t they have formed a tighter alliance?”


  Yoo Yeonseong and Ahn Joyong chatted while looking at the university diplomas certificate. Meanwhile, Seong Silhan approached me.


  “Since Yeong Yangga wasn’t the target, we probably won’t find much in this room, right?”


  Seong Silhan asked in a low voice. But seeing him rummaging through the papers, I wondered if even that low voice was part of his act as a ‘quiet, hardworking, ordinary employee’.


  “I guess so. Mr. Yangga hid too much information that I thought he was the target, but it seems that wasn’t the case.”


  “By that logic, Manager So is really suspicious, isn’t he?”


  “Team Leader, why are you picking on me?”


  A rift formed between Ahn Joyong and So Moonnan. Yoo Yeonseong, who had been keeping quiet, seemed satisfied to be excluded from suspicion and didn’t try to stop Ahn Joyong.


  I had nothing against the actor playing the character, but I was quite satisfied that the character So Moonnan was in a difficult situation.


  If someone like So Moonnan really existed, how would they feel right now?


  With no one left to support them and even the person they flattered no longer trusting them.


  If they were in this situation, would they ever think about the people they themselves had alienated?


  The game was easier and simpler than reality, so justice quickly triumphed over evil.


  In the next voting time, Manager So Moonnan received all the votes and was eliminated.


  

  Once the number of suspects dwindled, 1:1 messaging became possible. Simultaneously, my personal inbox was flooded with notifications.


  Ahn Joyong


  [Mr. Yonghan, I trust you.]


  [So, let’s be honest with each other.]


  [Don’t you find Manager Yoo Yeonseong suspicious?]


  Yoo Yeonseong


  [Mr. Yonghan, didn’t you find the Team Leader suspicious?]


  Seong Silhan


  [Mr. Yonghan.]


  [What do you think?]


  Yes, I’m the most suspicious one.


  Actually, from now on, all I had to do was eliminate the bystanders one by one. Whether they ganged up on me or not didn’t matter—as long as the real perpetrators were gone, I was satisfied with the MISSION music video playing at the end of the broadcast.


  However, I wanted to postpone Seong Silhan’s elimination until the very end. I had something to settle with him.


  And if possible, I’d like to steer this story in a direction that was more intriguing for the viewers.


  After all, It was more fun when there was something to immerse in.


  I sent a message to my new team leader first.


  Jo Yonghan


  [Actually, Manager Yoo Yeonseong doesn’t seem particularly suspicious.]


  [But excluding the Team Leader and Mr. Silhan, who don’t seem to be the target, he’s the only one left…]


  [So I read through the messages, and while Mr. Yangga only agreed with Manager So Moonnan, Manager Yoo Yeonseong only reacted generally.]


  [Mr. Yangga couldn’t help it because of his character, but I think Manager Yoo could have acted differently. I wonder if he was trying to piggyback off Mr. Yangga.]


  Ahn Joyong remained silent for a long time after my message.


  He was probably reading through the messages in the group chat. Meanwhile, I turned to Yoo Yeonseong.


  Jo Yonghan


  [This is just my personal deduction, so it’s not necessarily reliable,]


  [but the reason we initially excluded Team Leader Ahn Joyong from suspicion was because he seemed to have a good grasp of the team structure and work division, right?]


  [But that just means he has a lot of information, not necessarily proof that he’s the outsider Manager So Moonnan mentioned.]


  [Considering there were diplomas of Manager So Moonnan in Mr. Yangga’s room, maybe the personnel files in Team Leader’s room were just normal HR info?]


  [So what I thought was… since our common ground is that we’re subordinates, and the Team Leader is the highest-ranking person without a superior, maybe he’s the target.]


  [It’s just a thought, so please disregard it if it doesn’t seem right! :crying_face:]


  Words like ‘actually’, ‘personally’, and ‘just’ seemed vague.


  Yet, with these modifiers, people tended to listen more attentively. And they perceived the speaker’s words as more ‘truthful.’


  As if he had finally finished checking the message window, a message arrived from Ahn Joyong.


  Ahn Joyong


  [You’re right.]


  [Then what is Manager Yoo’s identity?]


  Jo Yonghan


  [An industrial spy, maybe? ㅎ]


  Ahn Joyong


  [Hey, come on,]


  [Don’t jokeㅋㅋ]


  He sent ‘ㅋㅋ,’ but he probably wasn’t laughing. He was likely running to Seong Silhan right now, persuading him to eliminate Yoo Yeonseong next.


  A reply from Yoo Yeonseong arrived at the perfect time.


  Yoo Yeonseong


  [To be honest, both the Team Leader and I suspected Seong Silhan,]


  [but thinking about it, what Mr. Yonghan said makes sense.]


  [Seong Silhan has never failed to answer a question.]


  Jo Yonghan


  [That’s right.]


  I had already coordinated with Seong Silhan. Ahn Joyong would be eliminated first, then Yoo Yeonseong second.


  “This is all the karma of the superiors who failed to build trust.”


  No betrayals this round. Our team leader and deputy were escorted to the Silent Room in turn.


  Watching the two dragged away, I thought of someone. That was the first time I realized I could dream sweetly even without sleeping.


  

  The target wasn’t revealed until four out of the six people were eliminated. So now, even Seong Silhan must know. That I was the target.


  Seong Silhan and I stepped out of the booths and sat facing each other at the table in the middle of the set where we first greeted each other.


  Seong Silhan asked with a wry smile,


  “Isn’t the game over now?”


  “Why do you ask?”


  When I asked back, Seong Silhan looked as if asking why I would even ask.


  “If you choose me, no one will be left.”


  “And you’re going to abstain?”


  Seong Silhan’s eyes widened at my words.


  “What are you going to do, leaving only me in this company? I’m the one who resigned, remember?”


  Seong Silhan’s expression crumpled as I spoke with a smile.


  “Ah…”


  Seong Silhan sighed.


  Jo Yonghan definitely resigned due to workplace harassment. He had three colleagues, and one of them sided with the perpetrator.


  Then what about the other colleague?


  That collegue was close enough to Jo Yonghan to participate in the company contest together, but didn’t openly display their friendship like So Moonnan and Yeong Yangga. He completely followed Jo Yonghan’s opinions without expressing his own.


  The reason for that was probably…


  “You suspected it, right? That Mr. Silhan was also harassed, but wasn’t the target.”


  …Because he had figured out that Jo Yonghan, fighting and shouldering the burden for Seong Silhan as well, couldn’t endure it and left the company.


  It also explained why Seong Silhan couldn’t nominate me first because evidence of being harassed was found in his room. He probably couldn’t step forward, thinking he was the victim and the target.


  If the last employee revealed the target’s identity, the game ended in the participants’ victory.


  However, judging by Seong Silhan’s current demeanor, he didn’t seem likely to reveal my identity even though he knew it. Because I could genuinely see… guilt in his eyes.


  “A target winning is a cool twist too. Justice and all that. But how about this instead?”


  “…?”


  “Mr. Silhan nominates me, and I nominate Mr. Silhan. We both leave the company together!”


  The people in the Silence Room and the production crew looked shocked.


  Did they not anticipate an ending where everyone resigned together while making office content?


  Seong Silhan fell into deep thought. Perhaps finding my trick appealing, he accepted my proposal after a brief deliberation.


  “Alright. Then…”


  Our eyes met over the table. As promised, Seong Silhan requested the final vote without outing me.


  This vote was usually meaningless, so it wouldn’t normally happen. I could feel the cameras focusing on this rare situation.


  『Voting has ended.』


  A clear narration resonated. Seong Silhan smiled, looking tired but relieved.


  However, his smile didn’t last long.


  『Resigned employee, Jo Yonghan has been identified. Company security remains intact.』


  Because I abstained. This meant Seong Silhan had caught the target.


  “W-Why…?!”


  Seong Silhan jumped up from his seat.


  “Because, Mr. Silhan, you liked working here.”


  He could have settled down in Germany, but he purposely returned to Korea, joined this company, voluntarily participated in the contest, and endured the harassment. That said a lot.


  “There’s nothing to harass you anymore. So do what you want to do here.”


  I handed him the USB containing our contest winning entry.


  “Congratulations on winning!”


  『Ordinary employee, Seong Silhan protects the company’s security.』


  The narration overlapped my congratulations. The people confined in the Silence Room rushed to Seong Silhan and embraced him.


  A heartwarming ending is good for a mystery, right?


  I cautiously approached Seong Silhan and gently hugged the man slightly shorter than me.


  Mr. Han Gawoon of Parte, who played Seong Silhan, trembled slightly.


  “…Thank you.”


  “It’s nothing, sunbaenim.”


  “And I’m sorry…”


  I thought he was incredibly immersed in his character. It seemed he felt guilty towards me.


  But come on—the dressing room scolding was forever ago. So was the chaos in IDC.


  Seeing him holding onto such things and trying to repay me somehow made me think this friend’s life in the entertainment industry wouldn’t be easy.


  Well, I let this slide because Parthe hadn’t released a new song recently. If there was competition for music video airtime, I wouldn’t have gone easy.


  Anyway, the filming ended beautifully. On the way back, the manager and I picked up Choi Jeho, who had just finished filming a dance competition program, and returned to the dorm. It was a long day.


  Chapter 211: Performance Presentation (1)


  I was planning to return the comic book to Kang Kiyeon’s room as soon as we arrived at the dorm.


  I figured while Choi Jeho was in the shower, I could wash up after and check tomorrow’s schedule.


  “…….”


  “…….”


  I never expected Kang Kiyeon to be waiting for us outside the door.


  He stood there with an incredibly sharp expression.


  Looking at his face, I hesitated for a moment. I had no idea what kind of attitude would be best right now.


  After much deliberation, I placed the comic book in Choi Jeho’s hand. It was a gesture asking him to return it for me.


  Choi Jeho completely misinterpreted my gesture and gave me a look that said, ‘What am I supposed to do with this?’.


  Kang Kiyeon interrupted the silent exchange between the oldest members.


  He snatched the comic book from Choi Jeho’s hand.


  Keeping his eyes locked on me, he asked.


  “Jeho-hyung, can I use your room for a bit?”


  From the living room, someone started waving their arms.


  “Come here, hyung! I’ve saved you a spot!”


  …It was Lee Cheonghyeon. He must have been kicked out before we arrived.


  “Wait. I’ll just grab some clothes.”


  With brief words, Choi Jeho went into his room. And he really did come out with just a change of clothes.


  Kang Kiyeon silently continued to glare at me.


  He probably wants me to go into the room.


  I had no idea why he was acting like this. I didn’t know if it was a good or bad sign that he was doing this, considering he usually wouldn’t even come out of his room when I was at the dorm, let alone interact with me.


  As I entered the room, Kang Kiyeon followed. I heard the click of the door closing.


  “Why don’t you follow the rules?”


  “Me?”


  “We agreed if we want to ask for something, we’d do it face-to-face. Why do you always leave notes?”


  Kang Kiyeon reproached me.


  Well, there was such a rule in our dorm’s 12 Commandments, but it wasn’t like I could ask him for the comic book face-to-face.


  Besides, I didn’t even ask to borrow it. I said I was curious about what happened next.


  Since I couldn’t explain all of this, I had no choice but to keep my mouth shut.


  Kang Kiyeon stared at me for a while before saying,


  “Sit down.”


  I obediently followed his words and sat on the edge of the bed.


  Seeing that I had settled down, he pulled out a small piece of paper from his pocket and unfolded it.


  Did he write down what he wanted to say? What could he possibly have to say that took a whole script?


  Then I saw his hand trembling.


  I realized it in that moment.


  It wasn’t that he had a lot to say, but that he had written it down in case he couldn’t speak properly.


  I quietly waited for Kang Kiyeon to finish preparing for the conversation.


  After a few minutes, Kang Kiyeon stammered, his eyes fixed on the paper.


  “First, yelling at you in front of everyone and touching your things without permission… I am sorry for that.”


  “…….”


  “And for the harsh words. No matter how mad I was, I shouldn’t have said those things. I went too far.”


  Kang Kiyeon’s face was dark.


  “Actually, Lee Cheonghyeon told me not to apologize.”


  “Sounds like him.”


  “But I just couldn’t leave it like that.”


  Such a needlessly honest guy. No one would have blamed him for not apologizing to me.


  “But what I said back then was all true.”


  There was sincerity in Kang Kiyeon’s voice. Heavy words settled one after another.


  “I still don’t understand you.”


  “…Okay.”


  “I’m still scared of the stage. And I lack confidence.”


  He spoke calmly, but the weight of his worries was palpable.


  The edge of the paper in Kang Kiyeon’s hand crumpled.


  “Hyung, do you believe people can change if they try?”


  It was an unexpected question.


  At the same time, I remembered the letter I had sent him.


  I said I was trying to change. So I asked for a little more time.


  If it were the past, I wouldn’t have been able to say I believed it. I didn’t want to lie, I believed people didn’t change easily, and I didn’t believe in myself in the first place.


  But these guys tried their best to believe in me until the very end. Gu Jahan showed me that people could change, and so many people told me I was doing well.


  You know, Kiyeon.


  I keep thinking this whole mess is my fault.


  You weren’t struggling like this when I wasn’t there. I feel guilty, like I unnecessarily stirred things up and made things worse.


  But for some reason. I keep thinking about what Seongbin said to me back when I was going on about cosmic energy during OJT.


  That nothing is impossible if you work hard. That he believes in the power of effort.


  If you forgive me.


  If you believe my words that I’m trying to change and that I’ll be okay…


  Then my answer should also change.


  “I believe it.”


  Just like the fortune teller said, if there’s anyone who can change me, it’s probably you guys. No one else has been this deeply involved in my life.


  “I’ll make it happen.”


  And as long as I’m with you guys, I will definitely change. One way or another.


  

  Kang Kiyeon remained silent for a long time afterward.


  It felt like about 30 minutes had passed before he finally spoke.


  “Keep your promise.”


  “Huh?”


  “Don’t overdo things. Don’t just pretend to listen when someone tells you something. And if you really have to push yourself, explain why.”


  “…Okay.”


  Kang Kiyeon took a breath.


  “…If you’re in pain, say something.”


  With that, he lowered his arm. The hand resting on his thigh was trembling slightly.


  “I’ll keep that in mind. Any other suggestions?”


  I asked brightly on purpose. Kang Kiyeon narrowed his eyes, glanced at me, sighed, and then said,


  “I have something to announce, it’s not a suggestion.”


  “What is it?”


  “I’m planning to return.”


  “What?”


  I barely managed to control my rising voice. Return? He told me not to push myself, it didn’t make sense.


  “Kiyeon, you don’t have to rush.”


  I soothed Kang Kiyeon as gently as possible.


  Whether he made the decision to return to ease my burden, or because he felt left behind, the timing just wasn’t right. He still needed time—for his own sake.


  However, Kang Kiyeon didn’t back down.


  “I didn’t make this decision because I felt pressured.”


  “…….”


  Unlike before, Kang Kiyeon didn’t read from the paper or tremble.


  He met my gaze.


  “This is my way of trying.”


  At that moment, I understood what he wanted to tell me.


  “I’ll take it easy. If the members say something, I’ll adjust. If it starts to feel too hard, I’ll speak up first.”


  At the same time, I remembered Lee Cheonghyeon, who used to stay up all night in the IDC, hitting walls but pushing through.


  “I don’t want to be afraid of challenges.”


  Honestly, these two are such peas in a pod.


  Unaware of my inner thoughts, Kang Kiyeon smiled. It was awkward, but genuine.


  “Let’s make Spark last a long time.”


  Chapter 212: Performance Presentation (2)


  During the ‘MISSION’ promotion period, Spark wore every suit imaginable.


  Pilot uniforms, British gentleman-style suits, all-black suits, and even extravagant gold-embroidered suits with frilly lace that often appeared on web novel app pages (the fans called these ‘romance fantasy-style outfits’).


  If it involved a shirt, jacket, and slacks, we wore it. The only difference was the variation in length—sometimes long, sometimes short.


  Thanks to that, Choi Jeho and I…


  ≫ So what season is it right now?


  The younger members look like they’re dressed for a moderate autumn,


  but the older members are having a super hot summer, boiling hot


  …earned the nickname ‘idols who defy the seasons’. What an honor.


  And for today, the final music show, it was decided that the concept would be ‘office worker’.


  I was personally sick of it, but it was decided in celebration of ‘In My Office’ gaining popularity + the fact that the members themselves had never properly done an office worker concept. There were also suggestions that we treat the final broadcast as a special event.


  When I played the role of Do Younghwan, I often wore gray suits to downplay my presence, but this time, because the song’s vibe was so intense, I ended up in a pitch-black suit set.


  When we took our first profile photos, I had sworn I would make enough money to switch to automatic ties. But even now that Spark had passed the break-even point, we still had to tie our ties manually. Apparently, adjustments were needed for individual styling. However, I agreed with the importance of detailed styling.


  Still, having learned once, Jeong Seongbin tied his tie quite well. The black suit with thin stripes also suited him. It brought out the leader’s vibe from the music video quite well.


  Choi Jeho decided to wear only a white shirt and a vest. I heard that after he nearly ripped the shoulder of his jacket while raising his arm forcefully in the last broadcast, the stylists had many discussions.


  “Jeho doesn’t even need a jacket. His shoulders are like the Manchurian plains!”


  The stylist patted Choi Jeho’s shoulders, saying it’d be a crime not to show them off. His styling was completed with a pair of glasses with thinner frames than his usual ones.


  Park Joowoo wore a warm-toned gray suit that matched his slightly grayish eyes. Instead of a vest like Choi Jeho and Jeong Seongbin, he layered an ivory knit vest to add a softer feel.


  With his white hair, Park Joowoo left a unique impression, like a work fairy who came to help with office tasks.


  “Why don’t I have a vest or a jacket?”


  “Cheonghyeon, your face will carry the whole look.”


  “Man, guess my face is on overtime again today.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon maximized a casual office vibe with just a white dress shirt and a navy tie.


  His hair was lightly curled to create a narrative of a ‘handsome employee who ran his hand through his hair a couple of times to soothe a headache from complex work’. He was repeatedly told to sweep his hair back neatly without smudging his makeup during the choreography.


  It was his typical joke, but he seemed a bit more excited than usual. Probably because his friend was with him in the waiting room.


  Lee Cheonghyeon lingered near Kang Kiyeon, who was just starting his makeup, giving the stylist endless requests.


  “Noona, give Kang Kiyeon heavy shading on his face. Make only his jawline visible!”


  “Cheonghyeon, Kiyeon’s face is already all jawline.”


  How could it be otherwise? Kang Kiyeon was the one in this team who was most strict about his diet.


  Kang Kiyeon already stood out enough with his teal hair. With his cool-toned tie and suit, and an icy aura practically radiating from his face, the kid now looked like a department head.


  “You’re distracting, go away…”


  Kang Kiyeon said, moving only his lips since he couldn’t move his mouth much while getting his makeup done.


  Today, I had packed the calming drops and Kang Kiyeon’s emergency medicine from the hospital. The preparations were perfect. Everyone had done their best.


  Kang Kiyeon’s hand repeatedly clenched and unclenched. He also took deep breaths occasionally.


  My hand unconsciously went to the employee ID card hanging around my neck.


  There was a time when this necklace, just a plastic case with a card inside, felt so heavy.


  Now, it was so light I barely felt it. I wasn’t sure if it was because I got rid of my superior, because I was recognized by the company, because I said everything I wanted to say while playing the role of the youngest employee, or because I helped Jo Yonghan find peace.


  I just felt relieved. Vaguely.


  And I had a colleague with whom I wanted to share this feeling.


  The stylist was touching up Kang Kiyeon’s bangs, saying they needed one last look. I watched him from behind his back and then spoke.


  “Kiyeon.”


  “What is it?”


  “Do you think Princess Soda will really end up with Prince Menol?”


  Kang Kiyeon opened his closed eyes. The word ‘dumbfounded’ was practically written on his forehead.


  But a fan couldn’t just ignore it when their interest became a topic of conversation.


  “…I don’t know. Doesn’t Menol seem like a two-timer? Personally, I don’t think he’s main male lead material.”


  “I’m not the only one who thought that, huh? I thought he was better off with Uron.”


  “I think so too.”


  “But is that okay? Menol is already engaged to the princess.”


  “Anything is possible in the face of love.”


  Despite having a face that looked like he knew nothing of love, Kang Kiyeon eloquently preached the power of love. The hand that had been clenched was now relaxed.


  “Guys, let’s start moving!”


  At the manager’s words, the members all got up from their seats. Kang Kiyeon also rose from his chair.


  In the hallway leading to the stage, I asked Kang Kiyeon,


  “Who do you want the princess to end up with?”


  Kang Kiyeon seriously contemplated my question.


  From a distance, the music and cheers from the previous stage could be heard. When the steel door opened, the surroundings instantly darkened. Hot air enveloped our bodies.


  The lights breaking through the set illuminated Kang Kiyeon’s face.


  “Wouldn’t Blanche be better? Though everyone says he’s definitely the second male lead.”


  He smiled faintly.


  “Well, a knight might be better than those clueless princes.”


  “It fits the ‘MISSION’ concept well too.”


  “Are you a monster born from your idol ego?”


  “Not as much as you.”


  Kang Kiyeon checked if his employee ID was facing the front and if his shirt was properly arranged.


  Then he looked at me and said,


  “Hyung.”


  “What is it?”


  “Don’t make any mistakes.”


  Wow.


  I couldn’t help but burst out laughing at his audacity.


  “I’ll try.”


  “Yes, show me with results.”


  The song that was playing ended. I heard someone shout, ‘Spark, you’re up next!’.


  “Let’s go.”


  I lightly patted his back. Kang Kiyeon headed towards the portable steps without hesitation. Like the dawn sun rising, the lights beyond the stairs shone brightly.


  

  The downside of pre-recording was that you couldn’t hold up slogans.


  In her heart, she wanted to wave a paper slogan that said, ‘Kang Kiyeon, welcome back, you glorious mess!’ but Baek Haewon held herself back with all her might. She hadn’t come all this way to get into the pre-recording only to be kicked out before even seeing the boys’ faces.


  Spark’s turn finally came after watching the performance of a group she saw for the first time that day.


  At the same time, she saw a tall figure in the distance.


  “Waaaah!”


  “Guys!”


  Screams erupted from all directions. Spark was synonymous with ‘visuals’, and ‘visuals’ were synonymous with Spark. Whether it was someone seeing Spark in person for the first time or the hundredth, everyone gasped in awe at their faces.


  Baek Haewon was used to such reactions. Well, she was screaming too. The soul that had been dozing off after sprinting to the pre-recording at dawn had finally awakened.


  The office worker concept is amazing.


  A feast of well-tailored suits unfolded before her eyes. Why were they even more handsome than the office workers in dramas?


  Amidst it all, Baek Haewon instantly spotted Spark’s office-role expert, Kim Iwol.


  That haughty and arrogant face, the confident black suit, and even the polished black shoes.


  Our Mr. Do Younghwan got a promotion. Tears welled up in her eyes.


  Meanwhile, there were others who were crying for real. They were Kang Kiyeon’s fans, who had been worried since their favorite member halted activities right after the comeback.


  They burst into tears as soon as Kang Kiyeon appeared with a bright smile. Kang Kiyeon’s eyes seemed to redden slightly at their words of gratitude for his return.


  “Sparkler, could you cheer just a little louder than usual today?”


  Jeong Seongbin asked gently. The fans shouted, ‘Of course!’.


  “If it’s because of me, you don’t have to…”


  “It’s not because of you, it’s because it’s the final broadcast. Right, Seongbin-hyung?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon chimed in with a playful tone, lifting the mood. The way he had his arm around Kang Kiyeon’s shoulder felt warm and familiar, which made it all the more endearing.


  It didn’t feel like they had exchanged many words, but rehearsal time was already approaching. Baek Haewon and the fans held their breath.


  At that moment, she could faintly hear the members talking amongst themselves under the blue lighting.


  “Fighting.”


  “Let’s do well.”


  The voices were so quiet that she couldn’t tell who said what. But the warmth and closeness in those words stirred something in Baek Haewon’s heart as she unintentionally eavesdropped.


  

  『MISSION』 began with Kang Kiyeon.


  For a while, that opening line had gone to someone else, but it had gone back to the original position.


  Kang Kiyeon’s voice lifted the darkness of the stage.


  『I want to be


  The last person


  Standing by your side』


  Kang Kiyeon’s bright blue hair shone coldly under the lights.


  As if diving down, his gaze directed at the camera below, Kang Kiyeon sang in a low voice.


  『I want to be that person』


  What followed was ‘that’ part sung by Kim Iwol, Baek Haewon’s favorite part.


  Unlike the music video or the first stage, the buttoned-up shirt, tightly tied tie, and fully fastened jacket stimulated something deep within her heart.


  『I wait with bated breath


  For the moment


  You call my name』


  Blue light fell on Kim Iwol’s pale skin. The shadow cast below his nose made his sculpted face even more three-dimensional.


  As Kim Iwol smoothly moved to his position, Park Joowoo, who was waiting his turn behind him, appeared.


  A dreamy falsetto, hiding his usual sharp tone, flowed out.


  『From the moment I open my eyes


  Until I fall asleep


  Following your every move with my gaze


  Eternally』


  Baek Haewon gazed at Park Joowoo turning around as if walking through fog.


  When all the members had their backs to the camera, Lee Cheonghyeon casually revealed himself at the edge of the formation.


  『I’ll escort you


  All the way to the stage


  Matching your steps


  I’ll be waiting』


  Jeong Seongbin took Lee Cheonghyeon’s hand as if leading him. Their fingers intertwined tightly.


  『Until that unknown time


  Only


  For you』


  At the same time, Kim Iwol returned to the center.


  It was time for that smile, the one that contributed the most to the increase in Kim Iwol’s fancam views.


  『I have only one goal


  To stay by your side


  That’s all』


  As Kim Iwol smiled brightly on the line ‘That’s all’, a grand musical session burst behind him.


  As their part came, Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon stood back-to-back. Their backs and shoulder muscles naturally interlocked.


  『My admiration


  Wherever the path you walk leads


  It becomes my path


  Please march on with a smile』


  And Park Joowoo’s high note marked the beginning of that march.


  『I want the highlight


  To shine only on you


  I want the whole world


  To be placed in your hands』


  A voice as bright as a highlight, solid enough to fill your hands, filled the stage.


  Kim Iwol followed.


  『This overflowing feeling


  Is more than enough


  As a reward』


  Jeong Seongbin smiled and made a shushing gesture with his hand as part of the choreography. His lips curved into a gentle arc.


  『I’ll stay here


  Backstage


  With a joyful heart


  Until you come』


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s harmony layered low beneath Jeong Seongbin’s vocals. A mystical ending filled the stage.


  『Hiding my traces, quietly


  Behind your back


  In the closest place』


  Confetti fluttered down. Perhaps because the lighting was blue, the glittering confetti shone like stars. The silhouettes of the six members were visible amidst the confetti.


  This sight. This sight of the six of them standing together for the final formation, she had missed it so much.


  If it hadn’t been the last broadcast, she would’ve yelled at the staff not to block their faces and to throw out all that trash cluttering the view. Even just watching the stage, Baek Haewon felt tears welling up.


  Chapter 213: Performance Presentation (3)


  After the pre-recording, Spark’s waiting room was in a festive mood.


  Wouldn’t it be strange if it wasn’t? Kang Kiyeon had made a successful return.


  He didn’t sweat much and made no mistakes. Most importantly, he performed to a level he was satisfied with. That was enough for this final broadcast to have served its purpose.


  “You’ve grown up, our maknae! What do you want this hyung to buy you? Just name it. I’ll buy you anything except a house!”


  “Who said you’re my hyung?”


  His bickering with Lee Cheonghyeon was the same as usual. It put my mind at ease.


  Even I was nervous this time…


  After turning off the negative emotion control, I’d been overwhelmed with guilt, worry, anxiety, and so on, so I’d been staying up all night for the past few days. But seeing him like this put me at ease.


  Just as I was about to peacefully enjoy the time until the ending stage, our manager made a shocking announcement.


  “Guys, you’ll be getting paid after this promotion ends.”


  “…What?”


  “Starting from the third quarter, you’ll be getting settlement payments!”


  Why are you only telling us this now! An office worker’s energy triples at the mention of getting paid! And on a Sunday, no less, when I have to come into work!


  The Spark members, however, seemed bewildered by the fact that they were starting to make money. More accurately, they didn’t seem to be processing the reality well.


  But settlement payments were important. Especially for idols who hadn’t been paid a penny so far.


  “When is UA’s settlement date? I think it was in the contract, but sometimes the settlement date and the statement delivery date are different, or so I heard… The withholding tax will be deducted, right?”


  I pestered the manager. He was only freed after telling me the exact time and minute the money would be deposited into our accounts.


  “You called me a monster born of idol ego earlier.”


  Kang Kiyeon quipped from the corner. Yes, this body was a monster born from capitalism. It calculated everything in life with money.


  “Anyway, have you all signed up for housing subscription savings?”


  “What?”


  Jeong Seongbin asked, his eyes wide.


  “Housing subscriptions. I assume you all have health insurance, but if not, check and get signed up ASAP.”


  “Hyung, we haven’t even received the money yet.”


  “The interest rates for savings and deposits are pretty good right now. If you don’t have any big expenses planned, open a deposit account. I’m sure there was a credit union near our dorm.”


  “…Hyung.”


  As I was pondering which financial products to introduce to these young and naive members, Park Joowoo tapped me on the shoulder.


  Then he pointed to the behind-the-scenes camera filming me in the corner of the waiting room.


  “…….”


  Looks like the final broadcast BTS footage will feature Method Actor Kim Iwol trapped in a financial drama. I’m doomed.


  “You’re not going to… edit that out, are you?”


  “Of course not.”


  The staff member smiled brightly. I swallowed my tears and smiled brightly back.


  “Oh, Iwol.”


  The manager gestured to the camera to film elsewhere for a moment and then called me over.


  It seemed he had something to say to me privately, so I slightly leaned in. The manager covered his mouth with his hand and whispered in my ear.


  “The accounting team wants the receipts for your personal expenses. If the transactions are too old for records, print out the order confirmations. They said they’ll make sure everything’s reimbursed before the end of the year.”


  “What?”


  How did the accounting team know about that?


  When I looked bewildered, the manager lightly slapped my back.


  “Seongbin told them. Do you know how surprised we were?”


  “The company atmosphere was a bit rough at the time.”


  “But still… We’ll cover all your personal expenses, so make sure you bring your spending records. If you don’t have receipts, at least bring transfer statements. The accounting team will take care of it.”


  That sounded like something that would make the accounting team members clutch their necks. Receipts, dates of expenditure, amounts, and deposit accounts were essential for reimbursements.


  “This is a separate matter but… We’ll be adding a planning fee to your payment. It’ll be listed under its own category, so just a heads-up.”


  “Planning fee?”


  “For producing the album, you know. You’ll receive the equivalent of outsourcing costs. It won’t be much, but still.”


  I don’t quite understand. I only did what the system told me to do, why would I get paid for that?


  Do companies normally pay extra for taking on other teams’ tasks? I just assumed it was all mutual cooperation and moved on.


  I must’ve made a dumb face, because the manager gave me a sympathetic pat on the shoulder.


  “You’re getting paid for the work you did. It’s only natural, so don’t look so surprised.”


  Then the manager said in a loud voice that could be heard throughout the waiting room,


  “And guys, there’s actually one more thing I haven’t told you.”


  At the manager’s words, our attention was once again focused on him.


  “You guys are nominees for first place this week.”


  “…What?”


  “I said—you’re first place nominees.”


  A stunned silence fell over the waiting room. No one dared to speak.


  What is going on?


  Settlement payments, planning fees, and now first place nominees?


  “Normally we’d let you know at the start of the broadcast, but I didn’t want to put more pressure on Kiyeon. Sorry for telling you so late.”


  “No, it’s okay since you were thinking of us…! It’s fine!”


  Jeong Seongbin hurriedly reassured the manager.


  But first place nominees? I couldn’t even fathom how we got there.


  We’d been on all sorts of broadcasts non-stop, but it was difficult to win first place with just broadcast scores.


  The album’s release week had passed, so our album score should have dropped, and the digital score and text voting score relied entirely on the fans, so I had intentionally avoided expecting anything from that front…


  “They must have voted and streamed a lot.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon muttered.


  If we were first place nominees at this point, there must have been additional group purchases of the album as well.


  It was hard to lift my head, seeing how much effort the fans put in for the final broadcast, for the 6-member stage.


  I was planning to aim for the first place KPI next year.


  We hadn’t even won yet, and I wasn’t sure if the hope I’d let go of had been revived, but at least I was incredibly satisfied with this result. Beyond satisfied, I was grateful for the overwhelming love we received.


  “…Let’s think of ending reaction versions.”


  “Huh?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon, who had been muttering ‘First place nominees…’ in disbelief, looked at me.


  “First, a version where we sincerely congratulate other senior artists if they win first place. Second, a pledge if we win first place. And we should also prepare acceptance speeches for being nominated. We can film a behind-the-scenes video after our final broadcast. If we prepare like that, we won’t be flustered whether we win or not.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon laughed in disbelief. The other members did the same.


  However, meetings were now ingrained in them. They naturally gathered in front of the waiting room sofa, practicing the highlight choreography of the other nominees and preparing a deep bow as our team’s pledge.


  

  “Are you nervous?”


  I whispered into Kang Kiyeon’s ear.


  Even as all the singers stood on the large stage at the end of the broadcast, Kang Kiyeon’s posture remained upright and firm.


  “No.”


  His answer was solid. I couldn’t have been prouder.


  “You don’t look nervous at all either, hyung.”


  “No, I’m incredibly nervous.”


  Kang Kiyeon looked at me as if saying, ‘Don’t lie’.


  But I was being serious. Everything I’d poured into the past few months was hanging on this moment. I was racking my brain, trying not to forget the highlight choreography of the other 1st-place nominees.


  Just as I was about to explain my true feelings to Kang Kiyeon, the MC spoke.


  “Let’s meet the three nominees for first place on ‘Music World’ this week!”


  The top three groups were introduced one by one on the screen. And Spark was really there.


  Even seeing it with my own eyes, it felt surreal. Normally, it should’ve taken Spark much longer to become a first-place contender.


  “First, let’s look at the album scores!”


  If we made it into the nominees this time, maybe next time we could actually win 1st place.


  Next time, I’d have to aim for the first-week sales from the start. We would have to promote better and build more recognition. I’d send everyone out to broadcasts like herding sheep, with Choi Jeho and Jeong Seongbin leading the charge. I’d let Kang Kiyeon rest a bit, if he wanted to.


  “Next are the broadcast scores!”


  I’d make Lee Cheonghyeon compose songs while feeding him only steamed dumplings. I heard other people feed fried dumplings at times like this, but fried stuff was unhealthy.


  I’d make Park Joowoo drink pear and bellflower tea until his whole body smelled like it.


  If we went to see the New Year’s sunrise again next year, I had to pray for first place, even if it killed me.


  “Next, we’ll reveal the digital scores!”


  I’d have to squeeze UA dry. Since they were offering me a planning fee, they must still have plenty in their vaults.


  At this point, I’d bleed them dry. I was an an expert at reducing the remaining office supplies budget to zero.


  “Hyung, hyung!”


  “What?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon urgently grabbed and shook my elbow.


  Why are you calling me? I’m busy making plans for the future. You should be managing your expression…


  …?


  “Lastly, the real-time text voting scores!”


  Wait a minute.


  Why is our score so high?


  The live text voting scores were still increasing, but even calculating just the middle portion, I could roughly tell. That we weren’t in third place.


  And Spark’s live text voting score hit the maximum.


  “The first place winner on Music World this Sunday is, congratulations! Spark!”


  Confetti cannons exploded with a loud bang on both sides of the stage.


  People around us congratulated us and applauded, and the trophy was handed to Jeong Seongbin, the leader.


  Fans were crying in the front of the stage. Words of love and the members’ names echoed mixed with the 『MISSION』 AR.


  For real, Spark actually won first place.


  Chapter 214: Performance Presentation (4)


  I thought I was prepared for every possible situation—but there was exactly one thing I hadn’t planned for: Spark’s award acceptance speech.


  I had thought about congratulating others on their first-place wins, how we’d thank our fans if we won, and even how to express gratitude just for being nominated…


  But I hadn’t imagined we’d actually win first place and be given the chance to speak.


  You might ask, ‘Isn’t it contradictory to not even think about what to say if you won, since you’d even thought about preparing a pledge?’ But I couldn’t help it. It was my principle to prepare even for the impossible when it came to our fans.


  “Spark, please give us a few words!”


  In the midst of the commotion, the MC handed the microphone to us. Since I was at the end of the line, it ended up in my hand.


  The problem was—there was no one I could pass it to.


  Our leader, Jeong Seongbin, was bawling. No, bawling was an understatement. It was full-blown wailing.


  The hardships he’d endured must have hit him all at once. How difficult must it have been for him, so young, to lead amongst strong-willed older and younger members? The frequent issues Spark faced must have been a heavy burden for nineteen-year-old Jeong Seongbin to carry.


  Kang Kiyeon was crying just as hard as Jeong Seongbin. Tears streamed down his face even as he wiped them away.


  He’d wanted to be an idol ever since he was old enough to know what that meant. He’d always been ambitious, so he probably didn’t think simply debuting meant he had achieved his dream.


  That was why I felt like this first-place win gave Kang Kiyeon validation. It was proof that all his struggles had been worth it.


  Next to the crying Kiyeon, Lee Cheonghyeon was doing his best to console him. But his own sleeves were completely soaked with tears.


  Getting praise from those around you was different from getting public recognition. How anxious must Lee Cheonghyeon have been while Spark released songs and navigated the music charts?


  Besides these three, the only ones left were Park Joowoo, who was looking worried as he patted Jeong Seongbin’s back, and Choi Jeho, who was wearing a blank expression as if he hadn’t fully grasped the situation.


  Damn it. I’ve got a fish in my hand and nothing but cats around me. Everyone’s too caught up with their own emotional drama.


  I tossed the microphone to Park Joowoo, who was closest. He looked flustered, but he used one hand to pat Jeong Seongbin’s back and the other to firmly grip the microphone.


  “Thank you so much for this first place. We, uh, didn’t expect this at all…”


  Park Joowoo struggled to continue. His voice was so shaky that anyone could tell his words were true.


  “Sparklers, our families, and the UA staff… thank you. We’ll work even harder, thank you.”


  Park Joowoo bowed deeply as soon as he finished speaking. His voice had trembled at the end, so he must have been holding back tears too.


  Maybe we looked so pitiful that it tugged at people’s hearts, or maybe the production team just wanted a more moving shot, so instead of wrapping up, the MC handed the microphone back to us after receiving it from Park Joowoo.


  “Spark, could we hear from one more member?”


  Well, Spark’s acceptance speech should be given by a Spark member.


  Having no other choice, I was about to hand the microphone to Choi Jeho, but he gestured to me.


  It meant he wanted me to do it.


  Me?


  I mouthed the word, thinking, ‘I’m screwed,’ knowing that these few seconds were being broadcast.


  I wanted to force the microphone on him, but Choi Jeho’s situation wasn’t ideal either. He was practically holding both Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo in a comforting embrace.


  I hesitantly took the microphone. Words couldn’t come easily.


  First things first—gratitude. Say thank you.


  “Thank you to all the Sparklers who worked the hardest for Spark’s first place.”


  I wasn’t even sure if my voice was coming out properly. Trying my best not to make a mistake, I put strength into each word.


  “I know we wouldn’t have received this award without our fans. Thank you for giving us this precious memory and for being as happy as we are about our first win.”


  The sound of my heart pounding filled my head.


  To act professionally, I should thank the staff who worked hard alongside us, mention Music World who gave us this award, and give a flawlessly stable encore performance…


  “And…”


  I knew all of that, but then I saw them.


  Jeong Seongbin, who had suggested to bow deeply if we won first place, was now kneeling with his head down, his legs having given out.


  Kang Kiyeon, bent over with his hands on his knees, unable to lift his head, and Lee Cheonghyeon, sobbing with his face buried in Kang Kiyeon’s shoulder.


  Park Joowoo, who had tried to lift Jeong Seongbin but ended up kneeling and crying alongside him, and Choi Jeho, biting his lip as he comforted the younger members.


  “…Our members worked really hard.”


  That must be why. The reason I mentioned them instead of the stakeholders I should be thanking.


  “I’m honored to receive this valuable award with these members I am proud of.”


  This is all your fault, you know. Because you guys are just crying and can’t give your speeches, my screen time is getting longer and I keep saying things I wasn’t going to say.


  But still, I have to say this.


  “Lastly, Kiyeon.”


  Looking at Kang Kiyeon felt difficult. So I kept my gaze fixed forward. Instead, I gently placed a hand on his back.


  “Thank you for doing your best to stand here with us today. It’s all thanks to you that we could receive this award together. Really, thank you.”


  Kang Kiyeon covered his face with his hands. I held onto his collapsing arm, so that he could at least lean on me.


  Kang Kiyeon didn’t lift his head in the end. Since the two main vocals were crying like children, I had to sing and Choi Jeho had to rap.


  Compared to the video of Spark’s first encore stage I’d once watched, this was a total mess. Truly.


  

  I hadn’t realized Spark were such crybabies.


  They cried and cried. Jeong Seongbin was practically dehydrated and needed water.


  Kang Kiyeon wasn’t much different. Lee Cheonghyeon’s eyes were bloodshot from rubbing them so much, and Park Joowoo had tissues stuck under his eyes.


  Getting these overgrown kids back to the dorm was exhausting. The manager was the one driving, but I felt more exhausted than him.


  Even the staff, who had been suggesting a celebratory party for our first win, told us to just go home and rest.


  “Why cry on stage? You should be focused on looking good.”


  I scolded them non-stop while putting cold sheet masks on their faces. Choi Jeho, since he hadn’t cried, was spared from joining the forced skincare session on the living room floor and was instead recruited as my assistant.


  Lying like a salted fish in a row on the makeshift bedding on the living room floor, Lee Cheonghyeon grumbled.


  “An android like you wouldn’t understand our feelings.”


  “Don’t talk until I say you can.”


  At that, Lee Cheonghyeon shut his mouth tight.


  “What makes you think you can pout like that? You’ll get wrinkles around your mouth. Now that you’ve won first place, you should only show your handsome side from now on. You think first place just an empty label? Does the title of ‘number one singer’ mean nothing to you?”


  “Ugh…”


  The word ‘first place’ triggered Jeong Seongbin’s tears again. I barked at Choi Jeho to get an ice pack, and Choi Jeho trudged back with a towel-wrapped pack, face full of annoyance.


  Still, I had to hand it to him for not crying and helping to manage the others. If he had started bawling too, I would have cried too for a different reason. And the video of Spark’s first win would have been titled ‘Idols Burst into Tears After Winning 1st Place’. Not that we didn’t already flood the place with tears.


  Considering his contribution to preventing a disaster, I decided to extend a kind hand to Choi Jeho today.


  “Lie down in the empty spot. Since you’re older, I’ll give you a special anti-aging pack.”


  “Uh, you put it on yourself.”


  And I was flatly rejected.


  My life is already anti-aging, you punk. If skincare companies knew how many years I’ve been rejuvenated, they’d be lining up with endorsement deals.


  “Hyung.”


  I was wondering what to do about Choi Jeho, who wouldn’t lie down even when asked nicely, when someone softly called out to me.


  Jeong Seongbin was looking at me with half-lidded eyes.


  “What?”


  “Will our swelling go down by tomorrow…?”


  It was a little funny hearing that question from Jeong Seongbin, who had been crying like the world was ending just a while ago. He was so diligent. He didn’t forget about tomorrow’s schedule.


  “Of course. Why do you think I’m doing all this this late at night?”


  “Right…”


  Jeong Seongbin smiled faintly, as if embarrassed. Or maybe his face was just stiff from the mask.


  After adjusting the heating and washing my hands, I returned to find some of them dozing off. They must have been exhausted after all the crying.


  Choi Jeho and I brought blankets from our beds and covered each member. Park Joowoo, who was a light sleeper, woke up briefly, but seeing everyone else asleep, he lay back down and closed his eyes.


  “What should we do now?”


  Choi Jeho asked as I turned off the living room lights.


  “What else? Go to sleep. I won’t let you off easy if your face is swollen tomorrow.”


  “We have to wipe off their masks.”


  “I’ll take care of that.”


  “Let’s split the work.”


  “Are you confident you won’t step on them while wandering around here in the dark?”


  Looking at the dark living room, Choi Jeho didn’t argue. Instead, he quietly went back to his room. I heard the rustling of blankets and then silence.


  A dimly lit living room. A quiet dorm with everyone sound asleep.


  The first-place trophy on the dining table, which Jeong Seongbin had clutched tightly even while crying.


  I could still feel the moment the mic landed in my hand.


  Just thinking about it made my heart race again. The feeling that time had stopped when Spark’s name was called.


  A swelling in my chest…


  A memory I wouldn’t forget.


  There was a mountain of things to do tomorrow, and too many thoughts racing in my head for this to be pure happiness.


  But it was a peaceful feeling. At least for tonight.


  Chapter 215: A New Mindset


  After winning first place on a music show, my surroundings changed significantly.


  First, Spark got an assistant manager. No longer would our manager have to handle everything alone, nor would we be left stranded at sites by ourselves.


  Actually, I had planned to postpone hiring an assistant until Kang Kiyeon felt more stable. I didn’t want to subject him to a drastic change in environment, especially in his sensitive state. But he accepted without hesitation, and the recruitment proceeded without a hitch.


  Spark’s dedicated team also established a stable structure. A massive shared process was built for me, so I wouldn’t feel anxious about not knowing how things were progressing.


  I introduced them to a service I had used before—back then, the company providing it was still a startup, so everyone was skeptical—but now they were satisfied with it. They even optimized it for us. Automation was truly the best.


  I also received my payment. After a year and a half of hard work, money finally landed in my hands. Just like the manager said, it included the planning fees and personal expenses I had prepaid. I immediately transferred half of the payment to the account I had set aside for my sister.


  That was all the external changes. Internally, there were changes too.


  The KPI I thought I wouldn’t achieve until next year was completed.


  The system began calculating rewards again. Not that I expect much—probably more of those damn memory data things like last time. Useless and just a distraction.


  So I decided to just wait for the calculation to finish. If I got memory data again, I planned to just stash it away.


  If there was another KPI, I hoped it was something achievable in a shorter timeframe. At least consider how it feels to run without knowing how many goals you even have. I’m impatient too, you know.


  Anyway, Spark’s recognition among rookie groups of the same age had skyrocketed.


  It was all thanks to that music show pre-recording that went viral.


  ≫ I thought the Music World #1 criteria were completely random, but after seeing SPK’s stage, I get it. You guys deserve to win first place


  └ Park Joowoo is truly the next generation of K-pop vocalists… His vocal tone is unmatched


  └ It’s even scarier that he’s still in high school


  └ Honestly, they should give Park Joowoo a solo album;;; It’s inhumane to let that talent go to waste


  ≫ Kim Iwol, stop acting sexy in your office worker outfit


  It makes me feel pathetic every time I go to work tlqkf


  └ Seriously, going to work makes me feel pathetic, guys. Weren’t we all happy in our Spark Corporation? Why throw us back into reality?


  ≫ Other idols always get embroiled in skill controversies during encores, but Spark can have half their members not singing and nobody complains. It’s hilarious


  Actually, it’s not funny, it’s just sad. Don’t cry, guys


  └ Well, the two who sang well weren’t even the main vocals…


  ≫ I can’t believe they only debuted this year


  I feel like I’ve seen them so much online, why are they still rookies…?


  I heard they got 1st place and was like, ‘Oh, they got 1st? Cool~’ But then I heard they got it 7 months after debut and I was like ‘Huh????’


  └ It’s because there were so many posts mentioning Sparkㅋㅋㅋㅋ Lots of memes and GIFs too


  └ For idolds, it really seems like going viral through memes or reaction gifs is the key


  └ ‘Polite Maniac’


  └ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ But they really cried their hearts out


  Were Spark trainees for that long?


  └ Not just the long training period, they’ve been through so much


  └ Our kids have weathered many storms…


  └ Fans were crying tooㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ It was the day Kiyeon came back, so everyone was already super emotional


  Perhaps because of this, even after promotions ended, we received several offers from MeTube channels and cable variety shows, perfect for sharing behind-the-scenes stories.


  And in every program they appeared on, Spark showcased their unique quirks.


  『I heard Spark received their first payment. What did you all do with the money?』


  『We all opened savings accounts.』


  『Savings accounts?』


  『Yes, Iwol-hyung told us about a good special rate savings plan. We all opened friendship savings accounts!』


  『Friendship savings accounts? That’s a first…!』


  『The interest rate is really high. We each deposited what we could afford, but we set the same maturity date. We decided to have a group dinner when we get the interest!』


  Jeong Seongbin and Lee Cheonghyeon appeared on a ballad-themed talk show and gave tips on comparing top products from major banks.


  『Producer: Mr. Joowoo, how did you end up participating in this stage?』


  『Joowoo: Oh, hyung told me to go, and then handed me the music…!』


  『Producer: Wait, is that the whole explanation?』


  『Jeho: Yes. Joowoo’s a quick learner.』


  『Joowoo: (looking like he’s hearing this for the first time)』


  Choi Jeho dragged the vocalist Park Joowoo to a dance competition show with zero explanation and performed a duet.


  When I asked why Park Joowoo of all people, his answer was absurd.


  Didn’t you say Kang Kiyeon should rest? Then I had to take Park Joowoo.


  That was it. Well, Park Joowoo was an amazing dancer. And Lee Cheonghyeon was extremely busy.


  Still, was that really the best option? Couldn’t he have at least discussed it with me? Seriously…


  I let it slide because the results were good, but it wouldn’t happen again next time.


  Up until this point, it all felt like mainstream content.


  The problem came during my live broadcast with Kang Kiyeon.


  『The comments are asking who you’re rooting for as the ‘KCA’ romantic interest.』


  『I’m Team Blanche.』


  『I also like Blanche, but… isn’t he unlikely to win?』


  『Still, he’s the kindest. He cares about Princess Soda the most.』


  『Blanche does have a good story.』


  Anyone who had read the story of how Princess Soda found him abandoned in the Cherry Kingdom because he was born a defective cherry and appointed him as her knight would support Blanche.


  The princess deserved better than a fiancé whose heart wavered despite having a fiancée or those villains who wanted to marry the princess to take over the Soda Kingdom.


  There might be fans of the fiancé and villain characters, so I didn’t say that out loud, but Kang Kiyeon and I gave a long speech about how good a person Blanche was.


  As a result…


  ≫ Idols more invested in fantasy romance than anyone else


  They talked about romance fantasy for 30 minutes just based on one commentㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  Apparently Iwol gave Kiyeon the book as a gift, and they read it together, and now both of their blood seems to have turned cream soda colored


  └ The funniest part is when Iwol randomly asks, ‘Are long-haired characters unpopular?’


  └ The fact that Kang Kiyeon calmly explaining it is also very funny. The references keep coming


  └ Hey, round 2 incoming


  └ Round 2 topic: Is a long-haired character cutting their hair a dramatic flourish or a betrayal of character?


  └ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋIs this an idol live stream or a nerd forum gathering?


  └ At this rate, the two of them will probably have a debate on the long-haired male category on Jandiwiki.


  └ Last edited: 3 minutes ago


  └ Oh please


  …We became the romance fantasy fanatics of this generation. I never thought I’d fall this deep, but the comics these days were so fun. They were incredibly addictive. Hopefully, the next KPI was something that could help me restore my wrecked image.


  “Whew…”


  My legs were getting weak from thinking too much. I shouldn’t have let my mind wander during leg presses. I lost track of how many sets I’d done because my thoughts went off on a tangent.


  Should I finish this set and call it a day? Or just stop here?


  Leaving it at an awkward number felt unsatisfying.


  As I was pondering, a familiar flash appeared. It was the system.


  
    [SYSTEM] New instructions from ‘Superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ Assistant Manager Kim, run an errand for me. You know the employee benefits mall, right? Go buy something that looks useful from there.

  


  Why not tell me what the errand is before giving the order?


  Besides, the employee benefits mall only sells camping gear sets that I’ll never use in my life. What am I supposed to buy there?


  As soon as I complained internally, the system provided a new explanation.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘New Task’ has been assigned.


    ▷ Participate in ‘Idol Sports Day’


    ▷ Reward: Employee benefits mall items (varies by item)


    [SYSTEM] ‘Subordinate’ is being notified of the ‘Employee Benefits Mall Item List.’


    ─ Porcelain-like Fair Skin: Awarded to ‘Kim Iwol’ for participating in ‘Idol Sports Day’ at least 3 times (excluding ‘Relay Race’)


    ─ Captivating Charm: Awarded to ‘Choi Jeho’ for participating in ‘Idol Sports Day’ at least once (excluding ‘Relay Race’)


    ─ Unwavering Cheering Vocal Cords: Awarded to ‘Jeong Seongbin’ for participating in ‘Idol Sports Day’ at least once (excluding ‘Relay Race’)


    ─ Transparent Eyes that Convey Sincerity: Awarded to ‘Park Joowoo’ for participating in ‘Idol Sports Day’ at least once (excluding ‘Relay Race’)


    ─ Luminous Inner Glow: Awarded to ‘Lee Cheonghyeon’ for participating in ‘Idol Sports Day’ at least once (excluding ‘Relay Race’)


    ─ Mature Charm Appeal: Awarded to ‘Kang Kiyeon’ for participating in ‘Idol Sports Day’ at least once (excluding ‘Relay Race’)


    ─ Camera Massage: Awarded to ‘Spark’ for participating in all events of ‘Idol Sports Day’

  


  What the hell is all this?


  Why does Lee Cheonghyeon get a ‘Luminous Inner Glow’, and I get ‘Porcelain-like Fair Skin’? And I have to participate three times? Are you making fun of my dark circles?


  I wasn’t sure about the ‘Mature Charm Appeal’, but since they all looked mature anyway, I figured Kang Kiyeon could take a break.


  But the ‘Camera Massage’ listed below caught my attention. The description for ‘Camera Massage’ went like this:


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Subordinate’ is being notified of ‘Camera Massage’.


    ▷ Reduces the distortion that occurs between real-life appearance and on-screen appearance. (Permanent effect, no expiration date)

  


  Sh*t, I have to get this. Don’t you know the reason why Lee Cheonghyeon, with his stunning face, hasn’t dominated the male idol visuals ranking is because cameras can’t capture his features properly?!


  Moreover, there was also the ‘Unwavering Cheering Vocal Cords.’ The naming seemed to be tailored to sports programs, but I definitely wanted to apply this to Jeong Seongbin. You never know when his vocal cords might act up again like before.


  It seemed no one was getting a vacation this holiday season. Not that I expected one anyway.


  I put away the machine and approached Choi Jeho at the bench press. I placed my hands under the bar he was lifting, just in case, and spoke to him.


  “Wrap it up. We’re heading in.”


  “Why?”


  “We have a meeting.”


  “What is it now…”


  Choi Jeho grumbled as he racked the barbell and got up.


  “Don’t be disappointed. You’ll be exercising plenty from now on.”


  Bring it on, sports day. Prepare to witness the captivating spectacle of five northern dukes and their one loyal butler.


  

  “My luck is just the worst…”


  Producer Yang sighed.


  The ‘Idol Sports Day’, a program dreaded by all directors.


  Despite being constantly criticized by its target audience, the higher-ups refused to cancel the program. So, every holiday season, they reluctantly produced this limited-run variety show.


  This time, Producer Yang was the sacrificial lamb for ISD. The sole reason? His idol competition program, ‘IDC’ performed better than expected.


  As a result, Producer Yang, specializing in celebrity variety shows, was thrown into this mess.


  They say competent people just get more work dumped on them, but this was too much. With everyone else prepping for year-end concerts and events, how was he supposed to recruit idols and get them ready in time?


  The days when broadcasters used music shows as leverage were long gone. After getting metaphorically beaten to a pulp by every fandom under the sun, forced casting had disappeared. But so had the scale of the show.


  Provocative competition was a no-go; they had to show only the wholesome, peaceful, and friendly images of youthful idols.


  And yet those same people scream for more stimulating content on every other show, doing XXX and XXX to boost ratings…


  Producer Yang cursed inwardly. He didn’t care if it was a Chuseok special or whatever — he just wanted to throw it all away and go home to fry some jeon.


  “How many teams have we cast so far?”


  “About thirty. …It’s not enough, is it?”


  “Of course not. We usually have at least fifty teams every year. How many teams agreed to pre-show training footage?”


  “Not many… Everyone has busy schedules, so they’re hesitant.”


  Things looked bleak. It was worse than the emergency meeting they had before the IDC finale.


  Back then, at least when he was racking his brains like this, the youngest writer would come and…


  “PD-nim, Sunbae-nim! Spark is going on a training camp to prepare for ‘ISD!”


  …tell him that Spark had agreed to participate.


  Yes, just like now!


  Chapter 216: Group Training (1)


  On a peaceful Monday morning, Producer Yang and his team arrived at an old gymnasium in Gangwon-do at the crack of dawn.


  “Hello, PD-nim!”


  As the crew arrived, Kim Iwol approached them with his usual bright smile.


  Many groups wouldn’t show up for practice until filming preparations were complete. But Spark had not only designated their own training location but also seemed to have fully acclimated before the filming crew even arrived.


  “How long have you been here?”


  “Since dawn. Should we help you move your equipment?”


  “Oh, no need to bother when you’re so busy. We’ve got it covered.”


  “We’re just on a break, so it’s fine.”


  With that, Kim Iwol casually picked up one of the equipment bags from the floor. His movements were practiced, as if he’d done this many times before. Right—this wasn’t his first rodeo.


  They had mentioned that practice would mainly be indoors, so Producer Yang was about to designate camera locations when he heard pained groans in the distance.


  “Ugh, huff…”


  “Urgh…”


  Several tall young men ran towards the gymnasium entrance, looking like they were about to vomit.


  Kang Kiyeon, the maknae of the group who arrived first, wiped his sweat with a pale face and said,


  “Hyung, I finished running…”


  “Good work. It looks like Cheonghyeon and Seongbin are coming. Where’s Joowoo?”


  “He couldn’t make it. He’s retired.”


  “What’s he going to do with such weak stamina? I’m worried, really.”


  Kim Iwol sighed and pointed to a building next to the gymnasium, telling them to go in and wash up.


  “Did you all go jogging together?”


  “We ran as a warm-up. We decided that whoever arrives early can shower first, but they’re taking longer than I thought.”


  Kim Iwol himself looked perfectly fresh, despite his words. He seemed to have already showered and dried his hair while his other members were still running and panting.


  Well, not just anyone can perform on stage after an eight-week injury…


  Producer Yang muttered to himself.


  Just then, someone emerged from the building Kang Kiyeon had entered. Choi Jeho, the center, walked out drying his hair with a white towel. Seeing Producer Yang and his team, he bowed in greeting.


  “Why didn’t you dry your hair properly inside? There was a hairdryer.”


  “Was there?”


  Choi Jeho perfunctorily dried his hair a couple more times with the towel and then picked up the remaining luggage.


  As the two entered the gymnasium to move the equipment, the other members arrived, looking as haggard as zombies.


  “Huff… hello… huff… I’m… huff… Seong… bin… of Spark…!”


  “Don’t worry about greetings—drink some water first! Catch your breath!”


  The assistant director quickly opened a bottle of water and handed it to Jeong Seongbin. Despite politely receiving the water with both hands, the leader emptied the bottle with impressive speed. There was hardly any water left when he finally spoke.


  “Hello… Urgh… I’m… Cheong… hyeon… I’m the rapper! Cough.”


  “You too, drink some water!”


  His usually flower-like, radiant face was flushed crimson. The group’s symbolic gem seemed to have changed from a diamond to a ruby.


  Producer Yang had always been impressed by Lee Cheonghyeon’s visuals, but he hadn’t expected him to look aesthetically pleasing even when resembling a boiled cherry tomato.


  He was once again struck by Spark’s physique and visuals up close. He had noticed they stood out among the idols on ‘IDC’, but seeing them in person like this, their celebrity aura was even more pronounced.


  Seeing them together like this, they resembled a grand painting on a canvas, a well-coordinated color palette.


  This must be why Spark’s second performance was still being talked about, earning the honorary title of ‘Van Gogh – The Stage Adaptation of Starry Night’.


  Beautiful young men running in the early morning and dripping with sweat for a one-time appearance—it was enough to inspire admiration. But before he could dwell on their passion, Kim Iwol returned after moving some luggage and immediately scolded his teammates.


  “Guys, don’t stink up the staff with your sweat. Go wash up quickly.”


  “That’s mean. This is proof of how hard we ran!”


  “If you hadn’t run hard, you’d be hanging upside down from a tree by now.”


  Kim Iwol was even ruthless.


  ‘Didn’t have a gentler image on IDC?’ Producer Yang wondered, but Kim Iwol’s call snapped him out of his thoughts.


  “PD-nim, would it be okay if I stepped away for a moment while you prepare for filming?”


  “Sure. Where are you going?”


  “There’s another member who hasn’t arrived yet. I’m going to check on him. He should be here soon, but just in case.”


  Kim Iwol then jogged lightly towards the back of the building where Jeong Seongbin and Lee Cheonghyeon had appeared.


  Around the time the crew finished setting up the lights and cameras, Kim Iwol returned, pushing Park Joowoo, the team’s vocalist, along. Park Joowoo, drooping like a wet cotton ball, weakly greeted the staff and stumbled towards the showers.


  If this was just the warm-up, how intense was the actual practice going to be? Producer Yang couldn’t understand why UA was so intent on turning their idols into athletes.


  

  To carry out the new task assigned by the system, Spark rented a free indoor gymnasium. To be precise—I did.


  Why are you the one renting it? You could’ve just asked the company!


  Well, I know a place we can rent for free if we just make a reservation…


  I got chewed out by Lee Cheonghyeon during the reservation process. But what could I do? I happened to know a good gym from my Hanpyeong Industry days. It was the perfect place for a team-building event. Damn it.


  On the bright side, specialized places like the archery range were arranged through UA.


  A team-building event I didn’t have to prepare for all by myself—honestly, I was touched from the prep stage alone.


  Once the venue was secured, we decided on the events we would participate in. I put in almost as much effort as I did for concept meetings.


  Next, we created a training routine. I worked closely with the trainer to make the most of our precious two-night, three-day training camp. I initially included Choi Jeho, but he wasn’t much help, so I kicked him out.


  Park Joowoo and Lee Cheonghyeon said that since it was our first group retreat, they wanted to prepare something on their own.


  I did have my doubts, thinking, ‘You two…?’ But I figured if I worked them hard enough, they wouldn’t have the energy to cause trouble, so I let them be.


  And now, after arriving at the gym at the crack of dawn and completing a 10km jog…


  With the start of filming, Spark’s journey to upgrade their visuals had also begun.


  For me, the plan was to have one-on-one basketball training with Choi Jeho in the morning. We were both going to participate in the basketball event.


  Since it was a high-contact sport, we, who had completed our body strengthening, decided to participate.


  For the record, I’d wanted to join futsal too, but Jeong Seongbin shut that down. Apparently, there was a risk I might instinctively go for a header.


  For the same reason, jokgu is also out. Understood?


  (TL note: 족구 (jokgu) is a Korean sport that combines elements of soccer and volleyball. It’s a popular recreational game in Korea, especially in schools, military bases, and parks.)


  If I just don’t do headers…


  I know, but if you do, it’ll be a disaster, hyung. You have so many metal pins in your head…


  Jeong Seongbin trailed off, clearly not wanting to visualize it. The mood turned grim.


  So, for my safety and the members’ peace of mind, I decided not to participate in any events with a risk of head injury.


  Why don’t you just skip basketball altogether, hyung?


  Of course, Kang Kiyeon interjected with an even stronger objection.


  Don’t worry. I’ll just shoot from outside the line.


  But I defended my position perfectly. I needed to participate in at least three events to get that ‘Porcelain-like Fair Skin’.


  It was good that I secured my spot in the basketball event after such a difficult process. Until I was paired with Choi Jeho.


  Lee Cheonghyeon had assigned him as my human airbag… but considering average boy group height, it was obvious either of us would end up battling under the hoop, so it was not ideal.


  “You said you’ve played basketball before, right?”


  I asked while bouncing the ball. Choi Jeho answered casually.


  “Yeah.”


  “What position?”


  “Center.”


  “You’re destined to be a center no matter what you do.”


  I regretted my words as soon as I said them. The image of ‘Center Emperor Choi Jeho’ flashed in my mind. Choi Jeho’s expression also stiffened, probably thinking the same thing. Yeah, you wouldn’t want to be saved in your friend’s phone as ‘Center Emperor’ either. My bad.


  “What about you?”


  Choi Jeho asked.


  “I was also a center.”


  In pick-up games between average high schoolers with no real players, anyone over 180cm ended up playing a similar role. Unless they had exceptional basketball skills and were known for being good at the game.


  “I mean, I’ve never been told I sucked at it.”


  The basketball felt good in my hand. The sound of the ball bouncing on the gym floor was pleasant.


  I could see a fire light up in Choi Jeho’s eyes.


  

  For lunch, we finally got to eat a regular meal for once. That was because we planned to burn off all the consumed calories while we were still awake.


  The camera directors diligently filmed us as we sat on the gym floor, unpacking our delivered food. Was it my imagination, or did I see pity in their expressions?


  As I savored jjolmyeon, which felt like I hadn’t had in 300 years, Jeong Seongbin spoke.


  “How was your morning practice, hyungs? It looked pretty intense earlier.”


  “It was. And I won, ultimately.”


  I proudly boasted about my morning’s achievement. Choi Jeho continued shoveling down his pork cutlet rice bowl next to me, uninterested.


  “What about you guys? Was it manageable?”


  At my question, their spoons stopped mid-air. You’d think I’d just asked them to hand in a report card or something.


  “We’ll… do our best.”


  Park Joowoo replied with difficulty. Come on—do I look like I’m going to scold you for not performing well?


  Ignoring my frustration, they emptied their bowls with expressions as if they were chewing on sand. Then, they cleaned up neatly, returned to their designated spots, stretched, and resumed practicing.


  “Why are they acting like that? Is there some kind of penalty if we don’t get a good ranking?”


  I asked the PD, but he assured me there was absolutely no such thing.


  Just then, Choi Jeho, after downing his miso soup in one gulp, said,


  “They think you want to win the whole thing.”


  “Huh?”


  What are you talking about?


  Explain properly, you unhelpful jerk.


  Chapter 217: Group Training (2)


  Here was the gist:


  I had always emphasized exercise as a means to maintain the physique and stamina required for idol activities, so when I suddenly took the lead and suggested we enter a sports competition, the others assumed I was aiming for the championship trophy.


  “Do I look that competitive?”


  “Not really.”


  Choi Jeho said as he closed the lid on his empty delivery container.


  But I was all about safety first. I’d rather not see anyone get injured or have a bad experience due to overzealousness.


  I was just thinking we should participate in every event with a positive attitude and do our best…


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from ‘Supervisor’ have arrived.


    ▶ Oh, by the way, Assistant Manager Kim! Check how many points you’ve accumulated in our employee benefits mall. See if you can buy something big.


    [SYSTEM] ‘New Task’ has been assigned.


    ▷ Overall victory in ‘Idol Sports Day’


    ▷ Reward: Body Stabilization (Synchronization decrease by 3%)

  


  "......"


  “But you’re right.”


  “What?”


  “I do want to win the whole thing. Don’t forget. There’s no such thing as defeat in Spark’s dictionary.”


  Seeing the word ‘stabilization’ attached, this was clearly a reward meant for me. Even if 3% was ridiculously stingy.


  This time, I would get rid of these dark circles and escape from these migraines. I burned with renewed determination.


  

  In the afternoon, I went to the archery range with Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo. They had only had one session ahead of me, but they already gave off a pretty convincing vibe.


  Park Joowoo even helped me put on my chest guard. It felt like just yesterday I was the one rescuing this guy from the harness trap—when did he grow up so fast? I was genuinely touched.


  “So? How does it feel to actually try it?”


  “Aiming is harder than I thought. Even a slight wobble throws the arrow way off.”


  While the instructor showed me how to hold the bow, Jeong Seongbin quietly explained the difficulties he’d faced during the morning session.


  “Have you shot a bow before? Between the two of you, who do you think adapted faster?”


  I asked casually, careful not to put any pressure on them about their performance.


  Jeong Seongbin then put his hand on Park Joowoo’s shoulder and gently nudged him forward.


  “Hyung.”


  “Yeah?”


  “I think Joowoo might be an archery genius.”


  Park Joowoo? Can he even pull the bowstring? Wasn’t he about to throw up while running earlier?


  As I stood there full of doubt, Park Joowoo shyly lowered his head, rubbing the back of his neck.


  Jeong Seongbin wasn’t the type to lie, but I wondered if he was just being biased towards his friend.


  But the moment Park Joowoo drew the string, any suspicion of ‘Jeong Seongbin’s friendship bias’ vanished in an instant.


  “Wow…”


  Exclamations erupted from the staff. They seemed to think they had struck gold. Park Joowoo’s arrow, after practicing all morning, hit the 9-point ring.


  “Huh? Why are you so good?”


  “Mr. Joowoo has a very stable posture! No small tremors, and above all, his concentration is excellent.”


  The instructor explained, but my surprise didn’t subside easily.


  No, but the target made a ‘thwack’ sound! There was power behind it! Just this morning, the guy was crawling during the run!


  While I was still flustered, Jeong Seongbin also drew his bowstring. Although he didn’t score as high as Park Joowoo, he didn’t miss the target. For someone who’d only had a quick morning lesson, it was an excellent result.


  “You guys are really good. I’m starting to feel left out.”


  “Ahaha, we practiced pretty intensely in the morning.”


  I figured they wouldn’t slack off with Jeong Seongbin involved, but both of them had trained far harder than I expected.


  Fortunately, I wasn’t scolded for my posture. On the contrary, I received a lot of praise for having a more balanced posture than Park Joowoo.


  However, even I, the genius of standing still, had a hurdle to overcome.


  “Let’s try breathing a little slower. Relax and take a deep breath!”


  I hadn’t realized it, but my heart was beating incredibly fast. It was so fast that I wondered if it always beat this fast.


  Maybe it was because I’d been playing basketball all morning. As a result, I wasted a lot of time trying to calm my erratic internal organs.


  Even after I steadied myself, hitting the target wasn’t easy. It felt completely different from shooting. I had a sharpshooter patch and some experience back in the day, but it must have melted away during the regression. It was amazing how these guys managed to plant their arrows so firmly.


  “Should we change team members now…?”


  “Don’t be discouraged, hyung…!”


  Park Joowoo actively cheered me on.


  “But Joowoo, look over there.”


  I pointed to the arrows that had missed the target completely and were deeply embedded in the back wall. Park Joowoo couldn’t say a word. The path to overall victory felt very long.


  

  “How was it, running around a bit this morning? Think things will go well?”


  A writer asked me this while I was taping a bandage on my finger during a break.


  Come to think of it, these kinds of programs usually included interview clips. Plus, I heard that Spark was the only group this season doing the training camp, so they might be looking for more footage. I tried my best to answer sincerely.


  “I don’t know how well we’ll do, but I hope we can have at least one person in every event. Our members are actually pretty athletic.”


  “Which events are you participating in, Mr. Iwol?”


  “I’m in basketball, archery, and table tennis. Oh, and the relay race too.”


  “Isn’t that too much?”


  “I like using my body. I’m actually looking forward to it!”


  It was true—I liked using my body for exercise. It was just that I disliked using my body for weekend hikes or carrying shelves for my boss.


  The writer’s expression turned into something like admiration as if touched by my sincerity. But honestly, my heart was full of ulterior motives, so I hoped she wouldn’t interpret it too positively.


  “What about the other members?”


  “Jeho is joining me for basketball. And he’ll probably participate in futsal too!”


  “Isn’t Mr. Cheonghyeon also doing futsal? I saw him running on the field earlier.”


  “Cheonghyeon said he’s applying for goalkeeper. I wanted to join too, but it’s a shame.”


  We could only have a limited number of people per team, and I’d already been banned from futsal. I could only soothe the disappointment by voicing it.


  After a bit more chatting, the writer wrapped it up with one last question.


  “So, what’s Spark’s goal this time? Can we expect a win?”


  “First, it’s to show our fans that we’re working hard. And to have fun without getting injured, those are the two main things! As for winning… we’ll do our best!”


  “Please leave a message for your fans watching this video.”


  “Yes!”


  The moment I looked at the camera lens after my energetic reply…


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Subordinate’s’ KPI ‘Achieve 1st place on a music show with 6 Spark members’ has been confirmed.


    ▷ Reward: Memory Data (1 piece)

  


  A system notification popped up saying the KPI had been confirmed. I didn’t even glance at the damn memory data.


  But then…


  
    [SYSTEM] The KPI ‘Capture the hearts of potential customers’ has been assigned to ‘Subordinate’

  


  …What is this outlandish KPI? What does ‘capture the hearts of potential customers’ even mean?


  I couldn’t even begin to guess. Do you think hearts are objects or something? How do you capture them? They’re not pigeons.


  As if sensing my confusion, the system reappeared, wearing Manager Nam’s skin.


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from ‘Superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ The way I see it, Assistant Manager Kim, you need to be more aggressive in targeting customers. So, how about you try attracting some potential customers this time? I think about 10,000 should do the trick.


    [SYSTEM] KPI ‘Capture the hearts of potential customers’ is being notified to the ‘Subordinate’.


    ▷ Secure 10,000 new fans whose bias is ‘Kim Iwol’


    ▷ Support provided: Auxiliary guide for KPI achievement

  


  My vision went white.


  Forget potential customers. Forget the guide. I’m more than happy with the people who already love the current, worn-out, insignificant Kim Iwol!


  With that desperate, breaking heart, I finished the interview. I mean, gaining 10,000 new Sparklers might be doable—but 10,000 whose bias was Kim Iwol? That twisted my insides.


  

  In the end, I didn’t open the Memory Data. I didn’t even look at the auxiliary guide the system provided. Instead, I just exercised like crazy. Perhaps fueled by my rage, I didn’t feel tired even after shooting arrows until 10 pm.


  I returned to the dorm at Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo’s insistence, and found the futsal team spreading out blankets in the large room.


  “We’re all sleeping in this room together?”


  “That’s what I heard. Hyung, your spot is over there.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon pointed to a corner spot by the window as he dragged a blanket.


  “Why am I stuck in the corner?”


  “Because if we let you sleep near the door, you’ll sneak out to practice at night.”


  “…”


  “And for the record, that was Kang Kiyeon’s order. This Cheonghyeon didn’t say anything!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s nonchalant look made me even more annoyed.


  “So, where is our mastermind, Kang Kiyeon?”


  “He went to the next room to get more blankets. He said we might not have enough.”


  Park Joowoo, who was counting the blankets laid out on the floor, tilted his head at Lee Cheonghyeon’s words.


  “Not enough? I think we have six…”


  “Hyung, look at our size.”


  “Ah…”


  Park Joowoo sighed as if he just had an epiphany.


  If I’d known we’d be sharing a room like this, I wouldn’t have helped bulk them up. I tried to aim for the greater good, but now I was stuck sleeping in the corner.


  As soon as our conversation ended, Kang Kiyeon appeared, carrying a bundle of blankets. His face was bright red from carrying so many.


  Looking at Kang Kiyeon, Choi Jeho said,


  “If you were just going to bring all the blankets anyway, we could’ve just slept in separate rooms.”


  No one was better at throwing cold water on a situation than Choi Jeho. His timing was always perfect. Everyone just gaped at him.


  “Hyung, let’s just sleep together for team unity. It’s not like sharing a room for one night will kill us.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon smiled and put his hand on Choi Jeho’s shoulder. Perhaps to convey the meaning of ‘just go along with it’, the veins on the back of Lee Cheonghyeon’s hand bulged.


  “Yeah, none of us have bad sleeping habits!”


  Thanks to Jeong Seongbin’s cheerful energy shift, we were finally able to tuck in peacefully.


  Lying down practically glued to the wall, I felt a sense of déjà vu. Didn’t I have a similar experience recently?


  Probably it was when we went to the countryside to film our self-produced content. It hadn’t been that long, but it already felt like a distant memory.


  “I can’t sleep.”


  “What?”


  “It’s too much of a waste to sleep like this.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon muttered in the darkness.


  “That’s because you didn’t train enough.”


  “Joowoo-hyung, please cover Iwol-hyung’s mouth.”


  Park Joowoo’s hand, which had no sense of humor, slapped over my face. His grip was incredibly strong, making me understand why he was so good at archery. Although I was not sure if grip strength was actually related.


  “Is there anyone who feels so sleepy right now that they absolutely need to fall asleep immediately to be in good condition for training tomorrow?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked.


  And no one answered. It was only natural, considering they usually practice dancing until dawn.


  “Then, shall we play for just one hour before sleeping?”


  I could feel some of them flinch at Lee Cheonghyeon’s words.


  Seriously, you guys want to play in the middle of the night?


  Maybe it was because I was just an old man, but I couldn’t understand them at all. Yet, one by one, the boys started crawling out of their blankets.


  Chapter 218: Informal Speech Time


  I tried to ask what exactly they wanted to do but failed. Park Joowoo’s hand was still clamped over my mouth.


  Honestly, it felt like Park Joowoo really wanted to crush my lower jaw into dust. If he had a problem with me, I wish he’d just say it.


  I heard the sound of a bag zipper opening in the distance. Kang Kiyeon asked in a small voice,


  “Should I turn on the lights?”


  “Yeah, just the ones by the door.”


  When half the room lit up, the source of the sound became clear. Jeong Seongbin had taken out a camcorder and was turning it on.


  “Wha’ doin’?”


  Even though my words were completely muffled, Jeong Seongbin somehow understood and replied,


  “Well, since we’re playing. I thought I’d film it!”


  Such a commendable kid. Must have learned from the best; his professional spirit was truly outstanding.


  We attached camcorders to each of the mounts the production crew had temporarily installed for their cameras—Spark always carried a camcorder per person—and gathered in a circle in the middle of the room.


  “The person who suggested playing should give us an idea. What do you want to do?”


  At my words, Lee Cheonghyeon shouted as if he’d been waiting,


  “We trained together and we’re even rooming together now? That means it’s time for informal speech time!”


  Informal speech time?


  You mean that elusive dream of every office worker? The unreachable fantasy, the false hope, the trap disguised as liberation?


  I’d done it a lot in my head when I’d lain down to sleep. All it ever led to was a stream of curses. Probably every working adult would relate to my ‘internal informal time’.


  “You’re being incredibly brazen with your insubordination, aren’t you?”


  Kang Kiyeon muttered in disbelief. He probably didn’t expect his friend, the maknae, to suggest an informal speech time with four older members.


  “If not now, then when? Kang Kiyeon, are you going to keep saying ‘yes, yes’ to your hyungs forever?”


  “Isn’t Kang Kiyeon not really the type to do that, though?”


  “Jeho-hyung, for your own sake, you might want to shut it before the informal speech time begins.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon warned him in a chilling tone.


  “Still, shouldn’t you get permission from your hyungs for something like this, Cheonghyeon?”


  Jeong Seongbin, who had been observing the atmosphere, quickly intervened.


  Permission, huh? Honestly, even if it wasn’t for content, I didn’t really care about informal time.


  There were plenty of companies that called each other by name without honorifics because they were supposedly horizontal organizations. Although it was a bit bizarre to drop honorifics while still using formal speech.


  The real problem was that these guys absolutely sucked at informal time.


  The Spark self-produced content ~Informal Time Edition~ that I saw in the past was excruciatingly awkward.


  Jeong Seongbin just stared at the floor, Kang Kiyeon kept chugging down water, and Park Joowoo ended up spitting his drink everywhere after Choi Jeho asked him, ‘Hyung, give me some water too’.


  Would it be really okay to willingly walk into such a cringe-fest again?


  “I don’t mind, but do you really think it’ll be fun?”


  Here, Choi Jeho finally raised a good point. Even a broken clock is right twice a day; you do make a good point once in a while. I’ll forgive your previous transgression.


  “Wouldn’t it be fun? I have a lot to say to you hyungs.”


  “Ah, me too…”


  Following Lee Cheonghyeon, Park Joowoo shyly confessed. Maybe my lower jaw really was on the verge of shattering.


  Wait, so the thing you two were preparing for the training camp was informal time? You guys are so innocent.


  Still, as a true adult in Confucian South Korea, it was only right to give the younger ones a chance to speak their minds to their elders.


  “Alright, let’s do it. Let’s get everything off your chests.”


  “Yes!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon cheered. Then he pulled a large blanket from the floor.


  “If you think something might be unsuitable for broadcast, say it under the blanket. Then the company can just edit it out.”


  “You planning to scream obscenities or something?”


  Choi Jeho recoiled in disgust.


  “We’ll see.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s eyes gleamed with madness. Maybe I shouldn’t have allowed this guy to have an informal time. I wanted to rewind my decision from a few seconds ago.


  

  The rules for Spark’s informal time were simple.


  First, among members of the same age, they would remain as equals, regardless of who was born earlier.


  Second, no holding grudges afterward.


  Third, since the younger ones were already free to use formal speech, the older ones could also choose whether or not to speak formally—whatever was more comfortable.


  Lastly, if they felt they were about to say something inappropriate for broadcast, they should speak under the blanket.


  “Should we set a time limit? Would 5 minutes be enough?”


  “Seongbin-hyung, why are you being so stingy? Even karaoke gives you an extra 10 minutes.”


  “We have plenty of time, so let’s do it for 30 minutes.”


  The guys stared at me with wide eyes at my suggestion. They seemed surprised that I would make such an offer.


  “What are you looking at? I’m not stingy with informal time.”


  “But hyung, you bow 90 degrees to elders, use super-honorifics with company staff, and still can’t make a heart with one hand for the fans.”


  “I can’t just go around being a reckless savage wearing a human mask, can I?”


  In any case, the informal time started haphazardly as Jeong Seongbin pressed the timer.


  They’d probably just make me and Choi Jeho do a few errands or throw in some cringey aegyo requests.


  No matter what they came up with, I wasn’t going to be flustered. Do you know how many tears I’ve shed adding effects to your boring-as-hell content?


  I couldn’t let the Sparklers go through that kind of pain. I would do my best.


  Just as I was steeling myself, Park Joowoo abruptly stood up.


  Then, he walked towards Choi Jeho, sat behind him, and rested his chin on Choi Jeho’s shoulder.


  “Jeho.”


  “What?”


  “Have you thought about what I said about starting a band?”


  Park Joowoo’s gently curved eyes were fixed.


  That cool, resolute, and straightforward gaze.


  No doubt about it. This was the ‘limited-time sniper’ version of Park Joowoo, which had only appeared three times in Spark’s seven years of activity.


  “…What did you ask me to do again?”


  Choi Jeho asked in a hesitant voice. Park Joowoo answered without missing a beat.


  “Drums.”


  “I’ll think about it.”


  “You said that last time too.”


  Park Joowoo was firm. As Choi Jeho tried to subtly distance himself, Park Joowoo slowly followed.


  “You’ll do it, right?”


  “…”


  “Your physique is perfect for it.”


  “If physique is the issue, there’s Kim Iwol too.”


  “Iwol has to play bass…”


  Park Joowoo’s gaze shifted to me. A shiver ran down my spine.


  “I’m looking forward to it…”


  Park Joowoo smiled brightly. Choi Jeho facepalmed. He seemed dumbfounded by Park Joowoo’s forceful persuasion.


  As I was internally sympathizing with Choi Jeho, someone put their arm around my shoulder. I turned to see Lee Cheonghyeon looking at me, his face radiating a transparent glow after washing up.


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s hand grabbed my chin. More precisely, his thumb and index finger pushed up my cheeks like someone showing off a puppy’s chubby cheeks.


  Of course, I had no cheeks to show off. If I did, I’d be out running on the field, not sitting here doing this informal time nonsense.


  What is this guy even doing?


  As I stared at him bewildered, Lee Cheonghyeon smiled like the sun.


  “Oh dear, look at how handsome our Iwol is!”


  “…What are you doing, hyung?”


  “No, our Iwol’s face is especially radiant today.”


  Did this guy secretly take something?


  Ignoring my dumbfounded expression, Lee Cheonghyeon turned my face left and right, spouting outrageous lies. They say excessive praise is teasing, and this was textbook material.


  After a few more absurd comments, Lee Cheonghyeon’s expression suddenly turned serious.


  “No, this isn’t it!”


  “What are you trying to do?”


  “I wanted to imitate your cheesy lines, you know? But it’s not easy. It lacks flavor.”


  “Hyung, that’s because you’re doing it to tease me, while I speak from the heart. Of course there’s a difference.”


  “Yes, that’s what’s different!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon sighed.


  “I want to compliment you in an over-the-top way! But also mock you! But also make it feel sincere!”


  “…That’s a tough balance.”


  Park Joowoo agreed, seemingly trying to match the mood of Lee Cheonghyeon, the unofficial elder.


  “Iwol’s commentary are hard to imitate. Iwol is unique in that aspect. Whenever I hear him talk, I honestly think Iwol’s amazing.”


  Kang Kiyeon said, meticulously inserting my name into every sentence. His expression didn’t change, but I could tell he was enjoying this.


  After that, they took turns holding a ‘Kim Iwol Imitation Contest’. They even dragged Choi Jeho into it. I wouldn’t even bother describing how bizarre Choi Jeho’s cheesy lines were.


  “Ugh… None of these really hit the mark.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon seemed genuinely disappointed. He probably suggested this informal time just to do this.


  At that moment. Jeong Seongbin subtly stepped forward.


  Sitting across from me, Jeong Seongbin clasped both of my hands.


  “Iwol is like a birch tree.”


  “What?”


  “Tall, straight, white, and elegant. It suits you so well.”


  Goosebumps rose on my arms. I’d received similar compliments from Sparklers before, but those were filled with pure affection.


  But from Jeong Seongbin right now, I sensed obsession and a strange intensity. Perhaps it was because of his pure and clear eyes, devoid of any malice, that his words felt even more unsettling.


  “Do you know? Birch bark doesn’t rot easily. That’s why it was often used to preserve records a long time ago. It really suits you, since you love journaling.”


  “Ah, yes…”


  “If your outer appearance resembles a birch tree, your inner self resembles a galaxy. What was it? There was a galaxy with very similar properties to you, Iwol.”


  “An ultra-diffuse galaxy…?”


  “That’s right, that was it.”


  Jeong Seongbin clapped his hands at Park Joowoo’s answer. Somehow, this team had everything from marine life enthusiasts to space enthusiasts.


  “You know, ultra-diffuse galaxies appear dark because they’re filled with dark matter. That’s why they’re also called dark galaxies.”


  “Hyung, are you subtly dissing me…?”


  “No, I’m not!”


  Really? You’re not saying I look like the Grim Reaper, are you? You’re not calling me dark-hearted, are you?


  Jeong Seongbin waved his hands. Then he grabbed my hands again. My palms were starting to sweat.


  “You know what’s fascinating? Ultra-diffuse galaxies were observed late compared to their actual size because the density of stars is so low. Just like how it took time for many people to recognize your talent.”


  Fuck, this is so embarrassing.


  Is this normal? Can someone throw a blanket over me? I’m dying of secondhand shame. I want this to be edited out.


  “The important thing is that ultra-diffuse galaxies generally have more invisible dark matter than visible stars. Just like how you have many good qualities that you haven’t shown people yet.”


  Jeong Seongbin smiled faintly. Feeling like I was overheating, I pulled my hands out of Jeong Seongbin’s grasp.


  “So, the wind that took the pedestrian’s coat wasn’t a mocking wind, but a warm ray of sunshine…”


  Lee Cheonghyeon muttered.


  Yeah, go ahead and talk all you want…


  Chapter 219: Cooking Class


  There were various events where fans gathered. Fan signings, pre-recordings, live broadcasts, fan meetings, and so on.


  At these events, there was something idols should always take care of.


  “Fan return gifts?”


  “Yeah. Don’t tell me you weren’t planning on it.”


  I looked into Choi Jeho’s eyes and smiled brightly.


  Just like you said, the fans who support Spark—still lacking, flawed, and far from perfect—are going to make their way to a stadium with terrible transportation. All that just to cheer us on at this over-6-hour-long ISD field day.


  “Of course we have to do it. I heard they don’t even get a proper lunch break.”


  Agreeing with me, Lee Cheonghyeon pulled out the shared laptop. It felt like it took only about 8 seconds for the laptop to boot up and open the meeting notes. It was as if he had a macro running set up.


  Seeing Lee Cheonghyeon write the date in the meeting notes, Jeong Seongbin added,


  “While we’re on the topic… Cheonghyeon, can you open the file in my folder labeled ‘Lunchbox References’?”


  “Sure.”


  The ‘Lunchbox References’ file was massive. When it opened, a flood of image files filled the spreadsheet. No wonder the file was so big.


  “Types, compositions, drinks… Wow, Seongbin-hyung, when did you put all this together?”


  “After we decided to appear on ‘Idol Sports Day’. I looked up a lot of reviews.”


  “If you had this much detail in mind, you should’ve told us earlier.”


  Jeong Seongbin smiled sheepishly at my words.


  “Well, this sort of thing costs money. I was worried it might seem like I was pressuring you guys.”


  So kind. But I will pressure you guys.


  You guys don’t know this now, but even when you were spacing out with dead fish eyes during breaks on ‘Idol Sports Day’, Sparkler fans still gave their all for you. Both with gifts and support.


  “So I thought maybe I should just handle the return gift by myself… But of course, we’d put everyone’s name on it!”


  Jeong Seongbin hesitated, gauging the members’ reactions.


  A brief silence followed. Then the living room became noisy.


  “Hyung, you can’t do this alone. And who would dislike giving return gifts to the fans?”


  “Kiyeon’s right. If all six of us pitch in, we can do more than just lunchboxes…!”


  “Yeah. The ISD recording is several hours long, how can we just give them one lunchbox?”


  Kang Kiyeon, Park Joowoo, and Choi Jeho all voiced their support for Jeong Seongbin. I’m glad you guys have such upright mentalities. This makes this reverse gift expert very happy.


  The debate soon turned to whether sandwiches or rice meals would be better for the lunchboxes.


  At that moment, Lee Cheonghyeon intervened with a dramatic look.


  “Everyone, stop talking.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon said solemnly. Everyone’s attention focused on him.


  “Can we really express our gratitude to Sparkler with mere mass-produced goods?”


  His gestures were so dramatic, it felt like we were watching a musical. His face, like a work of art, amplified the effect.


  “These are the people who got us to first place on our last broadcast. If we’re going to serve sushi, it should be omakase. If we’re doing juice, shouldn’t all six of us be cold-pressing it right there on-site?”


  What a commendable mindset. Finally, someone in this team was starting to think on a similar level as me.


  But he was still naïve. Only seeing half the picture.


  “I agree with you on that.”


  “Right? I think it’s best if we each choose an ingredient and make the sandwiches by hand…”


  “But Cheonghyeon, think about it.”


  I looked at him and gave a bitter smile.


  “Do you think the fans would prefer something made with sincerity or something delicious?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon faltered.


  If there was someone on this team who was good at cooking, I would have suggested that first. But there wasn’t any.


  “If the fans, after coming all this way, end up getting food poisoning, I won’t be able to face them, Cheonghyeon.”


  “I acknowledge that and retract my statement.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon conceded gracefully. The others, who looked ready to put on plastic gloves and start making sandwiches, quietly returned to their seats.


  “But I agree that we need to express our gratitude strongly.”


  This year, this idol group had already had two hiatuses and even more controversies.


  Not long after their debut, we participated in a survival program, and now we were appearing on a long-term recording program. It was ultimately the fans who had supported us through all of this.


  I knew how much effort that took.


  So I’d make sure we delivered the best return gift possible—something that made people say, ‘Spark treats their fans right’.


  “Let’s do our best so Sparklers can save face. Got it?”


  At my words, everyone nodded. The next day, Jeong Seongbin got started on a full presentation for the return gift project.


  

  Our efforts to provide the best return gifts for our fans continued in between schedules.


  Jeong Seongbin designed the overall composition, and I, while searching for the best lunchbox caterer, was caught by Lee Cheonghyeon and scolded with, ‘Why do you always try to do these things yourself, hyung?’ It was no different from when we were renting the gym.


  But what can I do if all the top vendors are in my head? Do you guys even know how many types of lunchboxes I’ve sent to our waiting rooms? Who else at UA would know where to order to get extra service items or which place has salad that’s not fresh?


  It was true for the drinks too. During peak seasons like this, there was always one place that messed up the delivery, and the fans of that group ended up not receiving their fresh juice on time. It was better to safely order a coffee truck or pick up the drinks ourselves at dawn.


  Jeong Seongbin’s role was to relay the vendors I painstakingly selected to the company. He must have had a hard time.


  Other than that, everything went smoothly. Although Choi Jeho and I once again suffered the pangs of creation while writing ‘Thank you for coming to support us’ letters by hand, finally getting approval on the thirteenth attempt.


  No, hyung, the ingredient list is already attached under the lunchbox.


  But allergic reactions can be very serious, so we need to emphasize the ingredients…


  I was apprehended by Lee Cheonghyeon while writing down the ingredient list provided by the lunchbox vendors.


  How many times are you going to write ‘Let us know if you need more’?


  What if it really is not enough?


  Didn’t we say all portions would be 1.5 times the standard?


  Choi Jeho, worried that the fans might go hungry, was reprimanded by Kang Kiyeon. Maybe I should check if our community center offered writing classes.


  Anyway, the preparation for the thank-you return gift event progressed smoothly.


  And today, the day before ‘ISD’, we decided to bake cookies, the final touch for our fan return gifts.


  To avoid harming our fans’ taste buds, we decided to bake the cookies under the watchful eye of a professional instructor.


  Compared to lunchboxes, cookies can be mass-produced, and we can carefully select high-quality ingredients.


  The problem was that none of us had any baking experience.


  Crushing the butter was easy. The instructor told us to wait until it softened before crushing it, but for human butter crushers like us, cold butter was no challenge.


  We did great with the mixing too. Though we were advised to use a hand mixer, everyone insisted this might be the only chance to try whipping by hand, so they embraced the struggle. I helped them roll up their sleeves one by one, to make sure our fans could enjoy a better view of their arm muscles.


  So far so good. Choosing butter cookies, known for being beginner-friendly, proved worthwhile.


  The real ordeal began with measuring.


  “The key to baking is accurate measurement. Look at the scale and measure the ingredients precisely!”


  Despite the instructor’s advice, we kept ending up with overly enthusiastic batches of dough. Only Kang Kiyeon, the most restrained member of Spark, managed to create something close to decent.


  By the time this footage aired on our self-produced content, it might be captioned ‘Spark’s overflowing love for Sparklers~☆’.


  “Instructor, should I redo this?”


  “Instructor, please take a look at my dough!”


  Spark chirped like baby birds, calling for the instructor. And the most frequent caller was…


  “Instructor…”


  …Park Joowoo, whose apron was covered in powdered sugar.


  Our main vocalist, who had been building his arm muscles along with his vocal cords, sent powder flying everywhere with a single whisk. He froze with a bewildered expression.


  Even though I was acting all smug, things weren’t going so great for me either. Kang Kiyeon, who was waiting for his turn, came over and asked:


  “Hyung, why is your dough so watery?”


  “I added more eggs because it looked like it needed more, and it turned out like this.”


  “But hyung, you know how to cook, don’t you?”


  This was the fate of someone whose only cooking experience was making ancestral rites food. If you didn’t use enough eggs in skewered pancakes, all the ingredients fall apart. That memory just came rushing back to me…


  The dough situation only went from bad to worse. As we added cake flour and starch, Spark gradually turned white all over. The sports day hadn’t even started yet, and our group already looked like it had been buried in volcanic ash—what kind of bad omen is this supposed to be?


  Fortunately, with the help of the digital scale and the wonderful instructor, Spark succeeded in creating six giant lumps of dough. The instructor might end up bedridden after getting off work today.


  “Next, we’ll put the dough into piping bags and pipe it out. The dough is stiff, so it will require a lot of strength. Especially since you’re making a lot of cookies today, everyone, please pace yourselves!”


  The instructor kindly cheered us on.


  And Spark, who, among many things, also knew how to use their strength, finally started to look competent.


  “This is easy.”


  The leader in this field was undoubtedly Choi Jeho. He had shed his clueless image of not being able to zero a scale and was now showing off the visuals of a skilled baker. Butter cookies flowed endlessly from Choi Jeho’s piping bag.


  “Jeho-hyung, the, shape…”


  “Ah.”


  Except for the occasional moments when he used too much force, making the cookies come out lumpy. I had to report this to Bubble Pop.


  On the other hand, I was praised for the uniformity of my cookies.


  “Mr. Iwol’s cookies are textbook perfect!”


  “Thank you.”


  I never knew I had a talent for piping. I’d lived for over 30 years and I just found out now. As they say, you never know until you try.


  After that, we baked the cookies, filled empty spots with jam, coated them in chocolate, and ate the burnt ones.


  And before we knew it, the night of individual packaging had arrived.


  Chapter 220: The Bustling Sports Day (1)


  Is there anything as simple yet nerve-wracking as individual packaging?


  You have to make sure nothing is missing, plan the packing order so everything fits nicely when the bag is closed, and even tie the ribbon in a way that it ends up facing the right direction.


  It was just a tedious task, but I was quite skilled at it. Working at a place like Hanpyeong Industry gave you a lot of packaging experience. You had to prepare trivial company event prizes and run errands for others.


  The worst part of these simple tasks was that they were boring and endless. The only reason I was motivated this time was because we were giving them to our fans. Otherwise, I’d have been staring into space while peeling OPP film by now.


  Since the cookies were pre-portioned, all that was left was to pack the other snacks, six printed letters, hand warmers in case it got cold, cooling towels in case it got hot, jelly for a sugar boost… and various other bits.


  Once Park Joowoo brought the cut letter paper, the packaging challenge officially began.


  “Aren’t these bags too easy to tear?”


  Choi Jeho complained after tearing three bags before even making one complete package.


  “I told you they’re biodegradable, so they tear easily. Can you be a little more careful?”


  “Still, they tear way too fast.”


  “Everyone except you is doing fine.”


  As I said, everyone was focused on producing snack packages, diligently following the example I had set.


  Park Joowoo, in particular, was like a factory. His concentration was truly impressive. To assist Park Joowoo, who was clumsy at tying ribbons, Jeong Seongbin paired up with him and they started an assembly line.


  As Jeong Seongbin tied ribbons onto the openings Park Joowoo had secured with twist ties, he muttered,


  “This really brings back memories.”


  “Memories?”


  Did you have a packaging side job too? Did you at least get paid? I didn’t.


  Jeong Seongbin continued without stopping his hands.


  “When I was in elementary school, my younger brother saw a photo in an album of our older cousins wearing candy necklaces.”


  “Oh, those. I heard everyone wore one of those during school plays and events, back in my sister’s day.”


  Choi Jeho chimed in. Lee Cheonghyeon’s eyes widened.


  “Really? I’ve never heard of that.”


  “They were almost gone by our time. Anyway, Jeong Seongjun saw that photo and decided he wanted a candy necklace too… So he broke open his piggy bank—the one he was saving his New Year’s money in—and bought a giant bag of candy.”


  “He ripped open his piggy bank? With what?”


  “Back then, we were young, so our parents hid things like box cutters. Since he didn’t have any tools, he poked a hole with chopsticks, then hooked the hole onto the corner of the desk and pulled down on it.”


  Jeong Seongbin shook his head, clearly exasperated. Lee Cheonghyeon burst out laughing.


  “He came with a bag of candy as big as himself, and we didn’t know the concept of refunds back then, so we couldn’t tell him to return it. Our parents worked late, too.”


  “So what did you do?”


  Intrigued by the story, Kang Kiyeon’s hands slowed down.


  “What do you think? If we didn’t make that necklace, he’d probably glue all the candies together. So I just taped them all together. I heard people usually string them, though.”


  “Wow, you actually made it for him?”


  “If you saw Jeong Seongjun peeling candy and putting glue on it, you would have made one for him too, Cheonghyeon.”


  Jeong Seongbin sighed. Being the oldest must be tough.


  Watching him look suddenly drained, Lee Cheonghyeon wiped away tears.


  “Sometimes, when I hear stories about Sungjun-hyung, I think, ‘Even twins can be this different.'”


  “There must be a lot of Sungjun stories.”


  “Tons. If Seongjun-hyung was a MeTuber, he’d be famous by now.”


  “Don’t even say that out loud. He might actually do it.”


  Jeong Seongbin shuddered, stopping Lee Cheonghyeon.


  “Everything’s good, but be careful with the letters. It’ll be a huge problem if one person gets two of the same letter.”


  No sooner had I finished speaking than Choi Jeho pulled an extra letter from an envelope. Seriously, these guys are so high-maintenance.


  

  Even with the short training camp, Spark had grown stronger. They’d been pushed so hard, people joked it was like Taereung National Training Center. Let’s not forget the endless kneading of thick butter cookie dough.


  As a result of honing their muscles and focusing solely on exercise, Spark, already intimidating, now looked even more… unapproachable.


  But this is Spark we’re talking about. A group known for professionalism, kindness to fans, and dedication to self-promotion anytime, anywhere.


  “Hyung, are we seriously going out like this?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked in a worried voice. The Spark official slogan, neatly wrapped around his neck, suited him perfectly.


  “Of course. Did you put on sunscreen?”


  “We’re indoors. That’s excessive.”


  “How many times have I told you that human skin tans even under indoor lighting?”


  At my words, Choi Jeho groaned and left his seat. For the record, Choi Jeho was strictly forbidden from wearing his zip-up today, except during the opening ceremony, oath, and closing ceremony. I told him to tie it classically around his waist.


  I also made sure to roll up his sleeves. I had put some thought into how to present his forearms, fresh from the source, to the Sparklers.


  “Why do I have to go like this?”


  Kang Kiyeon asked, wearing the slogan on his head like Little Red Riding Hood.


  “Because it’s cute.”


  “…”


  “Since my contact names have been leaked, I’ve decided it’s better to solidify everyone’s image according to my saved names.”


  If Kang Kiyeon didn’t look cute, then I, who saved him as ‘King of Cuteness Kang Kiyeon’, would look strange.


  But if Kang Kiyeon actually looked cute? Then people would just accept my saved name as fact. This was all part of a master plan.


  I gave Park Joowoo a headband so his hair wouldn’t get in the way during archery. At least for archery, he was our team’s hope and light.


  Ignoring my thoughtful gesture, Park Joowoo glanced around at the others and grumbled,


  “I don’t get a slogan too…?”


  “If you get first in archery, I’ll wrap slogans around your arms and legs.”


  At my promise, Park Joowoo nodded and returned to his seat.


  “Everyone got touch-up makeup in their pockets? Wrote your number on the name label?”


  “Yes~”


  I also carefully packed a small container of shade 17 foundation in my pocket. And a slightly tinted lip balm. The preparation was perfect.


  “Alright, time to go show off our visuals.”


  “Visuals…?”


  “Just roll with it.”


  They didn’t fully understand, but they still followed behind me.


  It was time to show the results of our training camp.


  

  Won Chaehee took the day off. Maybe because she wasn’t going to the office, even getting up at the crack of dawn didn’t feel exhausting or annoying. Thanks to this, Won Chaehee happily switched between express buses and taxis, finally arriving at a familiar gymnasium she hadn’t visited in years.


  The area around the stadium was crowded with the production crew controlling entry and swarms of fans. The last time Won Chaehee came to this stadium to watch ‘ISD’, she vowed never to do it again. But humans were bound to repeat the same mistakes. Like now.


  It felt like half a year had passed between entering the stadium, taking her seat, and waiting for the opening ceremony. She nearly aged to death in her seat. The reality that even fangirling required stamina hit hard.


  I wonder what the kids are planning to do.


  Won Chaehee scanned the event program. Archery, futsal, basketball, vaulting horse, sprint, relay race…


  Are they seriously participating in every event?


  Won Chaehee couldn’t believe her eyes. But Spark’s name was still listed everywhere. She wondered if they were being exploited as rookies.


  Then she heard the shout, ‘We’ll start filming in 5 minutes!’ Immediately, joyful screams erupted from one side of the stadium. Yur had appeared at the MC booth with a script in hand. It seemed Yur was the MC again this year.


  The commentators were a retired athlete who often appeared on TV and Ha Seomyeong, an actor who debuted as an idol.


  The first groups to enter were from MYTH Entertainment. ‘Idol Sports Day’ had a tradition of grouping teams by agency, and since MYTH had so many idols, all the artists from the same agency formed one team. The fact that all the groups had many members played a part as well.


  The surprising thing was that Polo from Hellas joined solo this year.


  He said he was representing his team, but idols with as much experience as Hellas rarely appeared on such physically demanding programs. Even Yur was only there as the MC, not to exercise.


  But Polo was cheerful.


  “Everyone here’s a familiar face, so I’ll have no problem having fun without my members. Yur hyung, watch me!”


  It was a remark that showed his experience. Yur burst out laughing and waved from the MC booth.


  Even by the time Team C appeared, Spark was nowhere to be seen. They were probably grouped with idols from unknown agencies. Those small agencies were useless.


  Just as the Sparklers were wondering when their boys would appear, they heard the welcome announcement introducing the last team. Following that, idols in dark training suits started to emerge from the entrance.


  Are they kidding? Teams A, B, and C are all wearing this year’s trendy color-blocked training suits, but Team D looks like they just came out of a charcoal kiln? Do they want the viewers’ message boards to be set on fire again with accusations of favoritism?


  Won Chaehee fumed. Every Sparkler in the crowd probably felt the same.


  But the Sparklers’ anger didn’t last long.


  Because of the amazing physiques of their boys, who were walking at the very end of the line as the newest of the rookies.


  “Spark’s physique is insane.”


  Someone muttered from the next seat. Won Chaehee agreed.


  Even when Spark was just among themselves, their good proportions stood out. Even standing next to Choi Jeho, famous for his golden ratio, the other members didn’t look disproportionate, only shorter.


  And it wasn’t just their proportions. Spark maintained their idol aura even next to Lee Cheonghyeon, who had a national treasure-level face.


  Now, Spark stood in the middle of a packed gym filled with people. Meaning there was no way they wouldn’t stand out.


  Among all the male idols, they were absurdly tall, had sharp features you didn’t need to squint to see even from the second floor, and well-built bodies that showed through the black track suits.


  Men really do look best in all black.


  Won Chaehee decided to abandon her plans to set the viewers’ message board on fire. Instead, she expressed her respect for the aesthetic sense of the ‘Idol Sports Day’ production crew.


  Chapter 221: The Bustling Sports Day (2)


  While the first event, archery, was being prepared, Choi Jeho and the maknaes came to the fan seats, each carrying shopping bags in both hands.


  “Sparklers! Thanks for coming!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon greeted them with a bright smile. It was the kind of smile that relaxed muscles cramped up like a dog on the bus ride over.


  Could you really call that a human face? This kind of face… shouldn’t it be placed in an art museum, behind a glass wall? It was a face that could be stolen even with the security system on.


  The government should quickly implement a ‘1 Family, 1 Lee Cheonghyeon’ policy. Then the people wouldn’t even need physical therapy anymore.


  “Did you eat breakfast? I figured you probably didn’t get a chance with how early check-in was.”


  Kang Kiyeon said with a worried look. Warmth was embedded in his cool face.


  “We didn’t eat!”


  “They wouldn’t even let us bring water, so we came with nothing…”


  The fans voiced their complaints. They were already angry at the way ‘ISD’ production crew banned outside food—even water—for fans who’d been traveling since dawn.


  They couldn’t curse in front of the members, but they definitely wanted to convey their murderous intent toward the ISD production team.


  It was Choi Jeho’s shopping bags that soothed the irritated fans. Choi Jeho started taking out two water bottles from the shopping bags and distributing them to the fans.


  “Here’s some water. And this is juice…”


  “We also brought sandwiches. Just a moment!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon also took out sandwich sets from his shopping bag and diligently handed them out. Kang Kiyeon had already moved to the other end of the fan section, handing them out.


  A neatly packaged sandwich, fruit, wet wipes, and candy for a refreshing aftertaste were delivered to Won Chaehee’s lap as well. The sticker on it read, ‘Thank you for coming ~ From Spark ~’.


  “The sticker is cute, right? Iwol-hyung picked it out.”


  “Really?!”


  Did Kim Iwol seriously sign up for a Naezeland account? Did he get the printing quote from PurplePrinting? Won Chaehee’s heart ached.


  “And this! Lay one of these across your lap!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon took something else out of another shopping bag. It was a thin, large handkerchief, big enough to cover their laps. The design of blazing flames, something that would likely be sold at a highway rest stop, was impressive.


  “Bread crumbs might fall, so cover your laps with the handkerchief first before eating.”


  “The aggressive design is because Jeho-hyung chose it.”


  At Kang Kiyeon’s words, some fans bit their lips to stifle their laughter. Anyone who had seen Choi Jeho’s past photos would know that his fashion sense wasn’t particularly good. It was surprising that this had managed to pass Kim Iwol’s inspection.


  Spark even distributed bags for trash before returning. They even reminded them not to throw the biodegradable bags away with the plastic.


  Won Chaehee took about 100 photos to certify her idols’ detailed and intense fan return gift service.


  Then she tried to take a bite of her sandwich but failed. Because Spark, finished with their preparations, appeared on the big screen.


  Three cold, handsome men coming out wearing chest guards, specialized gloves, and holding bows…


  Won Chaehee finally understood why medieval romance fantasy novels always had royal hunting competitions.


  All the arrogant men of the royal family must have been walking around like that during hunting competitions. If she were the emperor, she would have pushed for hunting competitions every quarter.


  Spark, who were paired against a senior team, were given time for an interview. Jeong Seongbin, the first runner, received the microphone.


  “I heard Spark even went to a training camp for this ‘ISD’?”


  Yur, who came down to the field, asked with a friendly smile.


  “Yes, we practiced hard!”


  “Out of the three of you, who had the best results?”


  “Joowoo was the best shooter. I think it’s because he has good concentration.”


  At Jeong Seongbin’s compliment, Park Joowoo casually ran a hand through his bangs. As soon as he did, Kim Iwol looked at Park Joowoo and rearranged his bangs with the touch of an expert restoring artifacts. Laughter erupted among some Sparklers who watched this. Our Iwol, always consistent.


  “Your opponents are a traditional powerhouse. Do you think you can win?”


  This opponent had won gold medals in archery for the past two years. A daunting team to face in the first round.


  As a diplomatically tricky question came up, a long arm reached from behind Jeong Seongbin. At the signal of a pat on his shoulder, Jeong Seongbin slightly pushed the microphone to the side. Kim Iwol leaned slightly towards the microphone and said,


  “It won’t be easy, but we’ll do our best to show the fans as much of this outfit as we can.”


  That’s right! How often do we get to see you shooting arrows!


  The Sparklers clapped with satisfied expressions, like spectators who had just seen a great infield play at a baseball game.


  Jeong Seongbin’s skills were decent. With visuals that would make him perfect as the fiancé of a noble lady in a historical drama, he shot arrows as if he were stealing the hearts of all the young ladies in the village before dying while saving his fiancée in the climax.


  Watching Jeong Seongbin’s face made confirming where the arrow landed a step slower, but even with the delayed cheers of the fans, Jeong Seongbin waved his hand to express his gratitude.


  Kim Iwol, who came next, also scored quite well with a stylish posture. It was an excellent result, considering he’d tilted his head a few times with an uncharacteristically blank expression.


  Jeong Seongbin had the vibe of a scholar-warrior, but for unknown reasons, Kim Iwol gave off more of a stealth-assassin look. But anyway…


  Park Joowoo was the last one out. Let’s see Park Joowoo’s skills, Spark’s best archer! Won Chaehee leaned forward slightly.


  Park Joowoo drew his bow with an unusual expression. With a thud, the arrow struck the target.


  Huh?


  Won Chaehee doubted her eyes. But the caster’s commentary confirmed that she hadn’t seen wrong.


  『Spark’s Joowoo starts with a 4. Maybe he just needs time to adjust?』


  『Maybe. I think if he stays calm and doesn’t get nervous, he can definitely do it!』


  Ha Seomyeong’s encouragement followed. Park Joowoo, still with a subtle expression, raised his bow again.


  

  “Hyung.”


  “Yeah?”


  Jeong Seongbin, who had gone out as the first runner and earned a decent score, spoke quietly.


  “There’s a problem.”


  “What problem?”


  While pretending to adjust my chest guard, Jeong Seongbin fiddled with the straps and said in a low voice.


  “The target is much closer than what we practiced with.”


  I quickly raised my head and checked the distance to the target. As Jeong Seongbin said, the distance to the target was much closer than when we trained at the makeshift archery range.


  If we could adjust the zero point, it would be fine, but in a time-sensitive entertainment broadcast, especially during a live shoot with an audience, that would be impossible.


  Strange. I clearly remember it not being this close.


  As I struggled to find the cause, something came to mind. The ISD I last monitored was from a time when the target boards had been moved back a certain distance to adjust the difficulty.


  I had practiced with the targets set up 50 meters away, trusting only my memory. However, this ISD was solely focused on capturing ‘cool idol moments’, so the target distance was only 20 meters. They clearly wanted to showcase some flashy bullseyes.


  Since the distance wasn’t further than what we practiced, Jeong Seongbin and I could manage a decent score. The special training also paid off.


  But it was different for Park Joowoo, our rising star.


  He was the kind of guy who removed all the carbonation before drinking soda because he didn’t like the fizzy feeling, and he wore headphones for hours without playing any music because he didn’t like noise.


  He was the kind of guy who, when asked if he’d like to try the seasonal strawberry juice, would say, ‘The strawberries might be sour today. I’ll just stick with yogurt…’ How could such a guy quickly adapt to a 30-meter difference?


  Sure enough, Park Joowoo shot an arrow straight into the 4-point zone. It was a score I had never seen him get during practice.


  “Joowoo, just relax!”


  “We’ve got plenty of points to spare. No need to stress.”


  Jeong Seongbin and I took turns reassuring Park Joowoo. However, his strange expression didn’t fade.


  Park Joowoo nocked another arrow. His lips pouted as if something was bothering him. Nevertheless, his gaze was fixed on the center.


  With an even crisper sound, Park Joowoo released the string. The arrow cut through the air and then…


  Clang!


  …It made an ominous sound. The arrow dropped uselessly to the ground, perfectly mirroring my current emotions.


  The caster’s voice was heard from afar.


  『Wait a minute, did Mr. Joowoo just break the lens?』


  『Ah, they’re checking on the scene!』


  After a tense review, it turned out our dear Park Joowoo had pulled off a perfect center shot with just two arrows, contributed to Spark’s advancement to the tournament, and thoroughly destroyed the camera placed right behind the center of the target.


  Park Joowoo dabbed the sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand. I handed him a handkerchief and bowed deeply to the staff member, asking if UA had to pay for the damage caused by this incident. Fortunately, UA didn’t have to pay for the camera.


  

  Spark successfully passed the first round of the archery tournament. While Lee Cheonghyeon and Choi Jeho went off to play futsal, we made our way over to the fan section.


  About half of the fans had moved to watch futsal, and the other half remained to watch the second round of archery.


  “Did you enjoy the snacks? Did they taste alright?”


  I asked cautiously. The fans responded with overflowing trash bags.


  “Iwol, your makeup looks great today.”


  A Sparkler sitting nearby acknowledged my painstakingly applied makeup. The 3,000 pats with the puff had been worth it.


  “Really? Then should I ask them to keep this makeup style in the future?”


  “Totally. You look so pretty today.”


  Overflowing compliments were exchanged. Even though this gym was filled only with people who had come to cheer for their own groups—making it highly unlikely that anyone would suddenly become a fan of me—you never knew where potential customers might be. So, for the first time in a while, I channeled my academic spirit and asked the fans for advice on makeup that would perfectly suit me. A few minutes later, the fans were eagerly recommending lipstick and tint colors.


  “Want to try it on the back of your hand? I have cleansing tissues.”


  “Can I try it on my finger? I heard it’s more accurate to test it there.”


  They say no two pinks under the sky are ever the same. Soon my fingertips and the back of my hand were painted with twenty shades of pink from the Sparklers’ makeup pouches.


  “Hyung, what are you doing?”


  Kang Kiyeon, who had been chatting on the other side, approached. I proudly showed off the back of my hand and boasted.


  “Preliminary research for a visual upgrade.”


  “….Yes?”


  Kang Kiyeon made a perplexed expression. He just kept looking back and forth between my hand and my face.


  Chapter 222: The Bustling Sports Day (3)


  After a brief chat with the fans, we moved to the futsal court.


  Park Joowoo made sure to bring the slogan a fan had handed him: ‘Cheonghyeon, the best defense is a >>face<< attack’. It was a brilliant line.


  Kang Kiyeon looked around the court and said.


  “This place is much smaller than a soccer field.”


  “That’s how futsal is. There are only five players per team, and substitutions happen way more often.”


  I heard Lee Cheonghyeon was in the starting lineup, but not Choi Jeho. Whether he’d been benched for poor teamwork or was a secret weapon, we’d have to wait and see.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, in a dark uniform, spotted us and waved. We waved back enthusiastically. Only Park Joowoo muttered with a shocked expression.


  “He’s not wearing gloves… What if he hurts his hands…?”


  “It’s common not to wear them in futsal.”


  I tried to reassure him, but it didn’t reach Park Joowoo. He seemed worried about the delicate fingers that would one day play the keyboard for Spark band.


  The match started soon and turned out to be pretty exciting. Although we had to contort ourselves to avoid blocking the view of other idols, Lee Cheonghyeon’s incredible saves made us forget all the discomfort.


  In the end, Lee Cheonghyeon’s long limbs, now reaching a solid 180 cm, swatted away every shot from the opposing team.


  “Lee Cheonghyeon, fighting!”


  “Fighting!”


  We could hear the cheers of fans supporting him from the stands above. And whenever Cheonghyeon brushed back his bangs to get a better view of the ball, screams erupted from every direction.


  Behold, everyone. This is the power of seeing Lee Cheonghyeon’s face live and in person. I, Kim Iwol, will set myself on fire if I must to deliver this miracle to you through the camera.


  Thanks to Lee Cheonghyeon’s performance, our team didn’t concede many goals. However, the problem was that we barely scored any either.


  The two teams, finishing the first half 20 minutes at 1:0, went into a break to plan strategy.


  If Team D’s match got edited out entirely, would the vicious system still count Lee Cheonghyeon’s participation? Choi Jeho would at least play basketball with me, but Cheonghyeon’s only other option was the billiards, which he had just learned.


  Should I secretly upload a video on MeTube titled ‘2X Year Idol Athletics Championships Chuseok Special Team D Cheonghyeon’s Best Saves (feat. Futsal)’? Or should I feign sudden, acute body aches and put Lee Cheonghyeon in as my substitute for basketball?


  But that guy needed to protect his knees more than anyone right now. That was why I specifically told him to play defense if he wanted to play futsal.


  Should I send Park Joowoo, the god of archery, to hit all tens and send Lee Cheonghyeon in as my basketball substitute?


  No. Noona told me never to gamble or take out shady loans…


  Using one member as a pawn to burden another… That would destroy both the idol spirit and the sportsmanship spirit. I couldn’t do something so pathetic at my age.


  While I was lost in my thoughts, Jeong Seongbin, who had been running back and forth after the ball, fixed his gaze on one spot.


  “I think Jeho-hyung’s going in!”


  “Really?”


  As Jeong Seongbin said, Choi Jeho was getting up from the bench. When he unzipped his black jacket, a white uniform appeared underneath. The fan section seemed to notice too—the atmosphere shifted instantly.


  Lee Cheonghyeon put his arm around Choi Jeho and said something to him. Choi Jeho simply nodded.


  “I hope that hyung doesn’t just bulldoze straight ahead…”


  Kang Kiyeon muttered to himself with genuine concern.


  “I’m worried about the same thing, but isn’t he the only one we can count on right now?”


  “Really?”


  “Look at his height. If he can’t score a single goal with that physique, he should be banned from the gym for a week.”


  As I said, Choi Jeho was a head taller than the other players. Next to Lee Cheonghyeon, he just looked like a slightly taller older brother, but since there were also high school idols playing, he ended up looking like an uncle who’d cluelessly joined a neighborhood futsal game.


  Jeong Seongbin, who had overheard our conversation, asked.


  “I heard taller people have a harder time with precise control unless they’re pros. Is that true?”


  “Judging by his basketball skills, I don’t think that applies to him. And you guys aren’t bad at sports.”


  Back when you were on ISD, you guys won gold in every event you entered. It’s just that you didn’t compete much, spending most of the time holed up in the waiting room, so people accused you of being lazy rookies.


  “Anyway, with him on the field, there’s no way we can’t even score one point.”


  To cut to the chase, I was right.


  As soon as he entered, Choi Jeho slammed two points into the opponent’s goal.


  『Team D’s Jeho, his power is extraordinary!』


  『We were worried his height might be a disadvantage, but that was unfounded.』


  The commentators’ voices echoed through the stadium.


  It was true that futsal required more delicate individual skills and less stamina compared to soccer. But that was only true for professional players.


  How were amateurs supposed to beat that human dump truck? And he was a high-performance dump truck with insane horsepower.


  Unintentionally, Choi Jeho also delivered perfect fan service.


  Waving to the fans after every goal was probably intentional fan service, and it was something an idol should do, so that was fine… but…


  “Waaah!”


  “Jeho!”


  Every time sweat dripped down his face, he’d pull up his shirt to wipe it, exposing his abs to everyone.


  Every time the lighting hit the shadowed lines of his tanned, muscular torso beneath that white uniform, screams rained down from above.


  Since it wasn’t intentional, Choi Jeho’s abs were sometimes facing the fans, and sometimes facing away. Thanks to this, Sparklers and our group got to see both his abs and back muscles.


  You inconsiderate guy. I wasn’t curious about your muscles or anything. But since the fans are happy, I’ll let it slide.


  Thanks to Choi Jeho’s continued fiery performance, Team D successfully advanced to the finals.


  What a relief. Spark had secured the right to the camera spotlight.


  

  While we were watching the other teams compete, Choi Jeho and Lee Cheonghyeon returned after showering and getting styled. Perhaps because they’d just exercised and freshened up, they all looked radiant.


  I hadn’t known this before, but apparently until just recently, the shower facilities had been off-limits. They said it was to prevent issues like unauthorized visitors and such, but still—there’d been a lot of complaints that making sweaty players sit around for nearly ten hours was just too harsh.


  If the policy hadn’t changed, we wouldn’t even have been allowed into the fan section after the basketball match.


  “Hyung, I’ve been curious about this…”


  “What?”


  “What happened to the back of your hand?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked, looking at the back of my hand. The pink lipsticks that Sparklers had meticulously applied were boasting their excellent pigmentation.


  “The fans put it on. I was getting lipstick recommendations. Could you see it from the court?”


  “Yeah. At first I thought a cat or something had scratched you.”


  “If the scratches were that bad, wouldn’t it have to be a tiger, not a cat?”


  Kang Kiyeon chimed in with a scary comment, even though my archery skills weren’t good enough to hunt a tiger yet.


  “I did some market research to become an idol who can survive close-up fancams. This color would suit you… I think it was called ‘Cool & Shower Ash Deep Pink 032.’”


  “Hyung…”


  Lee Cheonghyeon looked shocked.


  What? Are you laughing at my efforts to compensate for my lack of natural perfect features with modern aesthetics?


  “Since when did you get so interested in self-styling? Am I now threatened for the visual position? Am I going from Cute Pretty Visual to Cute Pretty Jewelry?”


  “Huh?”


  “They say it’s not good for a group to have two aloof types, so why are you aiming for a two-member cool beauty unit? This Cheonghyeon is feeling so betrayed right now that his eyelashes are about to fall out.”


  “Is that how it usually works?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon didn’t respond to my words. Instead, he just kept stroking his face with a forlorn expression.


  “At this rate, I’ll lose my title of ‘850,000 won per square centimeter face’.”


  His eyes were vacant. I didn’t understand why he was acting like this after playing futsal so well.


  “Why are you worried about that? No matter what anyone says, you’re our group’s officially recognized 950,000 won per square centimeter face.”


  “Has the price of gold gone up?”


  “It’s gone up a lot.”


  At my words, Lee Cheonghyeon’s eyes regained their light. Then he quickly ran up to the fan section.


  “Sparklers! Mirror! Does anyone have a mirror?!”


  “I do!”


  At Lee Cheonghyeon’s urgent call, a fan hurriedly took out a hand mirror and lent it to him. It was a yellow mirror, heavily decorated with ribbons, beads, and charms.


  These days, that kind of… kitsch? It seemed to be trending. I’d seen it a lot while monitoring Sparklers’ vlogs.


  Anyway, Lee Cheonghyeon, having successfully obtained a mirror, stared intently at his reflection. He looked at his left side, then his right side, alternately. He stretched out his arm to see from a distance and then brought the mirror right up close to observe himself.


  After all this fuss, Lee Cheonghyeon let out a sigh of relief.


  “Thank goodness. It’s still pure gold.”


  Of course. Why do you think I nag you guys to put on face masks every night?


  “Thank you. I used the mirror really well! I’d like to sign it for you, but the mirror… there’s no space in it!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon flipped the mirror over and was taken aback by the ornate decorations. The fan bestowed a great favor upon him.


  “You don’t have to give it back. Keep it!”


  “Really?”


  “Of course. Our Cheonghyeon’s face is precious.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon covered his mouth, seemingly deeply touched.


  He returned, carefully holding the princess mirror. He didn’t forget to repeatedly bow and thank the fan.


  After his long expedition, he once again meticulously checked his appearance, diligently working to preserve his 24K visuals.


  This was something I only found out after the ‘ISD’ was over, but that day Spark caused quite a stir on social media as ‘Pretty boys huddled around a princess mirror’. A very big stir.


  

  “Hyung, they said we have to go prepare for the second round of archery.”


  “Yeah?”


  Following Jeong Seongbin’s guidance, we returned to where we had our first archery match. A few teams were already gathered there.


  According to the bracket I’d checked beforehand, our opponent this time was…


  『The rising stars, Spark and Berion, are facing off!』


  『Both groups are rookies who debuted this year. It will be a showdown between peers.』


  …It was Berion, whom we hadn’t seen since the Idol Dynasty Chronicle.


  Chapter 223: Bustling Sports Day (4)


  Berion and Spark, having come to the front of the stage for an interview, exchanged friendly waves and greetings. Yur watched from between them with a warm smile.


  “So we meet the ‘IDC’ combination again. Both teams must be feeling quite nostalgic.”


  “It really feels that way, especially with you here, sunbaenim!”


  Everyone nodded in agreement with my words. Our reactions were so synchronized that we looked like one group. Yur burst out laughing.


  “Berion and Spark sat near each other during the training camp and were even on the same team for the position battle. Now you’re meeting as competitors. Are you alright with that?”


  “We’ll think of it as friendly competition and do our best…!”


  Jeong Seongbin answered that one well.


  He used to be so nervous holding a microphone, focusing on the other members and struggling to speak. I’m so proud of him I could cry.


  As I was getting sentimental, Yur continued with the interview.


  “Our Heerang has something he really wants to say to the opposing team, Spark.”


  The microphone was passed to the player next to us. It was Heerang, Berion’s main dancer.


  “Um, Iwol-nim…”


  Surprisingly, Heerang shyly pointed at me.


  I gently placed my hand on my chest, like ‘Are you talking to me?’. Heerang nodded vigorously.


  “Iwol-nim, I used the knee patches you gave me during Idol Dynasty Chronicle really well.”


  I’d heard he was a foreign member, but his pronunciation was excellent. It showed how much effort he must have put in to debut in Korea.


  “I also received the pill case well. I wanted to buy you a meal to thank you, but you always turned me down…”


  A murmur of ‘Ooh~’ rippled through the audience. It was such a trivial thing, but I felt incredibly embarrassed. It was a great regret that I didn’t have a microphone to say, ‘Oh no, it’s nothing. We should all help each other’.


  “I kept trying to talk to you, but you seemed so busy…”


  “Ah, so that’s why Berion kept hovering around Team D instead of Team B?”


  Yur asked with a laugh. It seemed he had been watching the groups’ movements closely from the MC’s seat.


  Heerang and the other Berion members nodded so hard it looked like their heads might fall off. From a distance, I could see Berion’s fans sending them looks of encouragement. Heerang, just how much did you follow Spark around…?


  Watching the sweet friendship between the hoobaes, Yur said.


  “Mr. Iwol, how about you make some time to talk with Heerang after the archery competition?”


  “It would be an honor.”


  At my reply, the audience erupted like a live reaction broadcast of a couple being matched on a dating show.


  That was when it happened.


  
    [SYSTEM] The ‘Subordinate’s ‘Starlight Smile’ is activated. Minor influence occurs.

  


  A phrase appeared, setting my already hot face on fire.


  What is a ‘Starlight Smile’…?


  Is this supposed to be the guidance provided for KPI achievement? Smile like a rising star to capture the hearts of customers?


  You’re really calling this a guide? System, you need to go back and redo your OJT.


  

  Spark, once again thanks to Park Joowoo’s outstanding performance, Jeong Seongbin’s solid contributions, and me doing my part, defeated Berion and advanced to the finals.


  That Park Joowoo, I thought his nickname, ‘Limited-Time Sniper’, was just a title, but he was good with a bow and arrow too. He wouldn’t have any trouble with markmasnhip in the military.


  After the match, as promised, I had a private talk with Heerang near the entrance of the gymnasium.


  Heerang, who said he would be back after a quick trip to the waiting room, returned with a pristine shopping bag. His hands, holding the bag, were extended towards me.


  “This…”


  “What is this?”


  “It’s a gift. I heard you like pear and bellflower root.”


  I opened the shopping bag to find three boxes of ‘Enjoy with your family! Pear and Bellflower Root Stick’.


  “Oh dear, you didn’t have to go to all this trouble.”


  “No, it’s okay. I’m really grateful.”


  Heerang shyly insisted I take the shopping bag.


  “I’ll enjoy it, thank you.”


  “Yes! And…”


  Heerang trailed off. I waited patiently for him to continue, and he finally spoke with some difficulty.


  “Um… can I contact you sometimes, with the other members too?”


  Seeing him like that, I suddenly remembered what Assistant Manager Song had said to me years ago after much deliberation.


  Assistant Manager, if I ever want to quit the company, can I message you and talk about my worries?


  Assistant Manager Song never actually confided in me about his worries.


  It was a form of expression. It was a way of saying I was someone he could rely on.


  I gave Heerang the same answer I gave Manager Song back then.


  “Anytime.”


  …I said.


  Heerang seemed genuinely happy.


  

  “Iwol, what did you talk about with Heerang?”


  “I received a gift from Heerang sunbaenim. We also exchanged contact information!”


  At my words, the Sparklers were overjoyed. They seemed happy that their child was being adored elsewhere.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, who was distributing lunch boxes to the fans, grumbled.


  “Everyone, Iwol-hyung is off making friends with another idol senior, and you’re cheering for him? What if Iwol-hyung only hangs out with Berion sunbaenims from now on?!”


  “That won’t happen, Cheonghyeon.”


  “Iwol’s head is only filled with Spark…”


  The Sparklers said with gentle smiles. Of course. Right now, I only have eyes for you guys, you annoying brats.


  “But hyung, should you be here? Jeho-hyung was looking for you earlier.”


  Kang Kiyeon, one of the five brats, said while opening a shopping bag filled with new lunch boxes.


  “For basketball, right? I was just about to go. Where did he go?”


  “He said he went to the waiting room to change first.”


  “Then I’ll go too. Everyone, enjoy your lunch! If you need anything, please tell the others!”


  “Kim Iwol, fighting!”


  I left the pear and bellflower root sticks with Kang Kiyeon and headed to the waiting room. Among the bustling figures, I spotted Choi Jeho’s towering head.


  “Choi Jeho, done changing?”


  “Yeah. Your clothes are over there.”


  “Thanks.”


  Because of my name, Iwol (February), I received jersey number 2. As I came out after changing into the black and white striped uniform, I felt gazes from all around.


  “Should we stand a bit apart?”


  “Why?”


  “We’re too eye-catching.”


  Even among a gathering of tall and talented idols, there weren’t many as tall, broad-shouldered, and with David-like biceps as Choi Jeho.


  And he must’ve remembered my advice to always moisturize after showering, because his muscles had a sheen to them.


  With the slightly elevated basketball shoes, he looked like a dark utility pole.


  As Polo, also in basketball attire, entered the waiting room, Choi Jeho and I became even more the center of attention.


  “Wow, you two look like actual athletes!”


  “Not at all, sunbaenim. It’s just the build.”


  “How are we supposed to score againts you two? I should have just abandoned MYTH and joined Team D.”


  The senior artist’s comment, to which I couldn’t possibly react, caught me off guard. I almost choked even though I wasn’t drinking anything.


  If I wanted to play the office politics game right, I should pull a miracle out of thin air, but I had too much on the line here. I beg your understanding.


  After seeing the senior out, Team D began its final meeting. Since the teams were formed by combining members from different groups, we had practiced basketball together a few times before the ‘Idol Sports Day’ event. It wasn’t easy dragging Choi Jeho around.


  “We’ll stick with the same positions. Is everyone okay with that?”


  “Yes!”


  The captain of Team D, after checking everyone’s condition individually, pointed at my head.


  “Iwol, headgear!”


  “Ah.”


  Choi Jeho, who was next to me, looked around and found a white headgear, handing it to me.


  Everyone was shocked when the lineup for Team D’s basketball match gathered.


  Is Iwol allowed to play?


  Will his head be okay?


  Even though I participated with official clearance from both the system and the hospital, people were still worried. The incident with Yoo Hansoo and me must have been a pretty big issue among idols. I lost count of how many times people tried to convince me to do a safer sport.


  But I couldn’t help it. Basketball was the only sport I was relatively good at. The staff practically had a fit when I tried signing up for futsal.


  After a long discussion, the ‘ISD’ organizers and UA allowed me to participate on the condition that I used headgear. The goal was to secure it just enough to prevent excessive movement of the sides of my skull, so we decided on a modified headgear with the top part open.


  This way, if I get hurt again, the broadcaster and the agency at least have plausible deniability.


  It was a wise decision on their part. Anyway, I wanted to play basketball, so I readily accepted the protective gear.


  I was also assigned the shooter position. It was a consideration to keep me out of physical confrontations under the basket. I was grateful for the kindness, but I felt the weight of responsibility.


  Choi Jeho, walking towards the half-court line for the jump ball, said casually.


  “Watch your elbows.”


  “Okay.”


  He meant for me to be careful not to get hit during the game. This old man’s head is fine, but I’ll take your concern seriously.


  

  After lunch, the number of Sparklers remaining in the main gym had dwindled to about half. This was because Spark members were now scattered, participating in various events.


  Some went to watch Kang Kiyeon’s sprint and Jeong Seongbin’s vault, while others stayed to watch Kim Iwol and Choi Jehoo’s basketball game. Won Chaehee belonged to the latter group.


  Park Joowoo and Lee Cheonghyeon, who had a break between their events, said, ‘Since you hyungs are competing together, we’ll go cheer on the members who are competing individually!’ and headed to other venues. Kim Iwol had specifically told them not to wander off with strangers.


  Although she wanted to see more of Cheonghyeon, she couldn’t miss the opportunity to see Kim Iwol play basketball live. Won Chaehee closed the lid of her half-eaten lunch box and focused on the players entering the court.


  Perhaps due to the nature of the sport, all the participating members were tall and slender. And among them, her boys were the tallest.


  The sleeveless jerseys are amazing.


  Won Chaehee, a relatively new fan, had watched Spark’s volleyball match performance from ‘IDC’ on MeTube.


  Even through the small smartphone screen, Spark back then looked like they were born to lift weights.


  But, as expected, reality was even better.


  First of all, Choi Jeho’s skin tone was unreal. His slightly tanned skin made him look like an athlete.


  The pumped-up muscles, only occasionally glimpsed in self-produced content, were on full display today, right down to his shoulders. You had to wonder if the CEO was making any profit, giving away fan service like this.


  Even Kim Iwol, who usually avoided showing skin off-stage, was boldly revealing his arms today.


  Every time the gymnasium lights hit him, gray shadows danced across his pale, toned biceps.


  And the black wristbands, snugly fitted around his wrists… Even the headgear, though frustrating and pitiful, looked damn good on him.


  Basketball… I hope they make it to the finals and get an encore stage too.


  The game hadn’t even started, but Won Chaehee was already getting ahead of herself.


  With the whistle blow, Choi Jeho jumped to an incredible height and powerfully slammed the basketball downwards.


  Chapter 224: The Bustling Sports Day (5)


  During the first interview of ‘IDC’, Kim Iwol once said,


  Doesn’t watching a sports match make your heart race? I hope you feel the same way watching our performances!


  Won Chaehee now fully understood what Kim Iwol had meant.


  He was right. Sports ignite your endorphins!


  “Kim Iwol, fighting!”


  “Jeho, I love you!”


  The fan section was a cacophony of uncoordinated cheers. There was no time to unify their chants. The Sparklers were on the verge of losing their minds from their idols’ performances.


  Choi Jeho blocking every shot the opposing team attempted, Choi Jeho setting screens for Kim Iwol as he caught a pass and prepared to shoot, both of them hustling back on defense in perfect sync, Kim Iwol sinking a picture-perfect shot and instantly switching to offense again…


  It was agonizing. What was the point of her existence as a homemaster if she couldn’t capture these moments?


  Just try filming this with a handheld cam—I’d hire you on the spot tomorrow. Won Chaehee firmly resolved.


  Choi Jeho made sense. But how could someone like Kim Iwol—who looked like he’d never seen the sun in his life—be this good at sports? Oh right, basketball was an indoor sport. Won Chaehee enjoyed the game while entertaining all sorts of thoughts. Or rather, it would be more accurate to say she desperately tried to imprint every movement in her memory.


  Fortunately, Team D’s bench was near where Won Chaehee was sitting. Thanks to this, the Sparklers were able to enjoy close-up views of the Spark members wiping their sweaty faces with towels during breaks and time-outs.


  “I could really go for a beer.”


  Won Chaehee muttered. The head of the person sitting next to her swiveled towards her in an instant.


  Did they hear? Would she be seen as a pathetic fan who was too focused on enjoying the game instead of cheering?


  While all sorts of thoughts raced through her mind, the person next to her blushed slightly.


  “Me too…”


  With those words, her comrade turned back to the game. Are you watching this, ‘ISD’? Next year, give us an adult wristband and sell beer. Watching a match like this sober is torture.


  The game became more intense as time passed. The sounds of bouncing balls and squeaking shoes filled the gymnasium.


  “Shoot from outside, outside!”


  D Team’s captain called out as he passed the ball to Kim Iwol. Kim Iwol dribbled a few times, found his spot, and shot. The ball swished through the net.


  『Iwol is playing his role as a shooter perfectly! Was he always into sports?』


  『According to his resume, his main position used to be center, but he’s adapting perfectly to this new role.』


  Beyond the commentators’ praise, Choi Jeho could be seen giving Kim Iwol a resounding pat on the back.


  Iwol, you were right. Sports are passion, youth, and everything.


  Won Chaehee watched the beautiful match while sipping the fresh fruit juice, which was still cold, thanks to the members giving it to her in a tumbler. What an eco-friendly company.


  And then, the Sparkler jumped to her feet as Choi Jeho sprinted from one end of the court to the other and slammed in a dunk with just three seconds left on the clock after conceding a goal.


  What the fuck, Kim Iwol, what’s with that sun-like smile? What’s with that captivating grin?! Exchanging dashing smiles with Choi Jeho—what’s that all about?! And after keeping a 100-meter distance ever since you got caught saving his name as ‘Center Emperor Choi Jeho’—what’s with the dramatic shoulder-to-shoulder moment now?!


  Won Chaehee’s camera, which she had brought for the after-event, wept in her bag. It was a blazing, unforgettable match.


  

  “Did something happen during your match, hyungs? We could hear the cheering all the way over here.”


  Kang Kiyeon asked after joining us after finishing his sprint preliminaries. Still in our athletic gear because of the second round, we answered while being fanned by Lee Cheonghyeon.


  “Nothing much. We just played with all our heart and soul.”


  “Wow, the other team must have been terrified.”


  A genuine reaction slipped from Lee Cheonghyeon’s mouth. That truthful little mouth, seriously.


  “How’s your ankle, Kiyeon? Are you okay?”


  “Yes. The floor wasn’t slippery, it was good.”


  “That’s good.”


  While we were exchanging a few words with Kang Kiyeon, Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo also joined us. Park Joowoo’s face was as red as a tomato, probably from some intense cheering. Jeong Seongbin had a silver medal around his neck.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Jeong Seongbin’ has been awarded with the ‘Unwavering Cheering Vocal Cords’.


    ▷ Effect: Reduces the strain on and strengthens the durability of ‘Jeong Seongbin’s’ vocal cords. (No expiration date, permanent)

  


  The glorious system notification also popped up. It seemed rewards were distributed only after an event finished completely.


  Despite being the first in the team to earn a reward, Jeong Seongbin kept his head down.


  “I’m sorry, hyung. The person who won first place was just too good…”


  “What are you talking about? You brought our team our first medal. Should we toss you in the air?”


  Jeong Seongbin immediately freaked out and refused. Such a pity—-he could’ve experienced some pretty high-altitude air with a Spark-style toss. I calculated the broadcast date in my head and asked.


  “So we’ll have to watch Seongbin’s performance on the main broadcast. The ‘ISD’ airs on the day of Chuseok, right?”


  “Yeah. Jeho-hyung, do you want to look in the mirror too?”


  “No.”


  At Choi Jeho’s refusal, Lee Cheonghyeon immersed himself back in his world with the mirror. I whispered in Choi Jeho’s ear, ‘Don’t you think you should check your appearance too?’ He belatedly borrowed the mirror and checked his face.


  “Oh right, hyung. How’s my lip color? I applied another layer of that ‘Cool & Shower Ash Deep Pink 032’ you mentioned.”


  “It’s blended, so it’s hard to tell. Try applying it on its own later. It looks better than before, though.”


  “Really? Not easy, huh. Maybe we should get a group personal color test sometime.”


  “We don’t need to. We all know it’ll be Northern Winter Blizzard Cool Tone.”


  “There’s such a thing…?”


  Park Joowoo, unable to follow our deeply technical convo, asked in a small voice. Of course not, Joowoo. How could there be? You’ll be twenty next year, you can’t be fooled by this kind of stuff.


  While we were chatting away, Jeong Seongbin was struggling to tie Kang Kiyeon’s jacket around his neck like a cape.


  “Hold still… Hmm, this looks cute!”


  “Cute?”


  “It matches the slogan, it looks good.”


  “…”


  Like Little Red Riding Hood from a fairy tale, Kang Kiyeon looked even more adorable. Although, because of the color of his training suit and slogan, he looked more like a dark, revolutionary cape warrior.


  Kang Kiyeon wasn’t heartless enough to reject the leader’s kindness. He just slumped his shoulders a little.


  

  After that, Spark continued to dash around the gymnasium.


  I went from archery to table tennis to basketball, and the other members went from one event to another while constantly delivering snacks and drinks to the fans. I could confidently say that we were the busiest people in the gymnasium after the camera directors.


  By the time I returned after winning a bronze medal in men’s doubles table tennis with a third-year senior, the Sparklers looked like snowmen.


  “Guys, we’re full.”


  “Just in case, we brought insulated bags. If you’re full, don’t force yourself to eat, but please take the desserts with you. The expiration dates are on the bottom of the packaging!”


  This was all because Choi Jeho had insisted on ordering a hefty 1.5 servings per person, saying, ‘It’s better not to give anything at all than to give too little.’


  It would’ve been fine if it was just 1.5 servings of the main meal. But with 1.5 servings of snacks, desserts, and even a light dinner, our fan section turned into an all-you-can-eat buffet.


  With Jeong Seongbin, who knew everything about idol merchandise, and Kang Kiyeon, who understood the depths of fans’ needs, the amount of goods was also mountainous.


  It started off like a picnic, but now the Sparklers looked like long-term residents of the gym.


  “We have so much luggage…”


  “We’ll give you a large reusable bag when you leave. It has fabric handles, so your hands won’t hurt while carrying it.”


  I replied with a smile. Seeing how those guys escalated things, I had prepared everything in advance. I was so proud of myself I could cry.


  However, the fans’ expressions seemed even more resigned. Somehow, it looked like a mixture of joy and weariness.


  What should I do? They say that nothing works better for listless and energy-depleted Sparklers than handsome Spark members.


  I quickly checked the time and looked at each of the gymnasium entrances. I saw a billiard table being brought in through the opposite entrance.


  Perfect!


  Sparklers, you’ve waited long enough.


  I’ll soon present you with the greatest visual show on Earth.


  

  They have billiards this time too.


  Lee Cheonghyeon said, looking at the list of events the ‘ISD’ organizers had provided.


  Are there even that many idols who know how to play billiards?


  There might be.


  At my response, Choi Jeho, who’d been lounging diagonally on the sofa, took the event list from Cheonghyeon and scanned it. Then he handed it back.


  I think bowling would be more common, though.


  But Kiyeon, wouldn’t the staff have to reset the pins every time someone gets a strike?


  At Jeong Seongbin’s words, everyone bit their lips. Making the staff reset bowling pins in a venue with hundreds of people? If I were on staff, I’d clock out by noon.


  Does anyone know how to play billiards?


  Choi Jeho asked, sitting up. Most shook their heads. Surprisingly, Park Joowoo raised his hand, saying he’d played a few times with his uncle. Though it was just casual pocket billiards.


  We need someone who can learn the rules quickly. Even if they can’t rank high, they need to know the rules.


  Starting with Jeong Seongbin’s comment, they began offering their opinions one by one. Someone said they looked it up and apparently billiards requires good physicality,


  then someone else added ‘Who among us is especially lacking in that?’ and another added, ‘Whoever that is shouldn’t be going on ISD, they should be sent to boot camp’, to which I muttered, ‘Cheonghyeon, that wasn’t a jab at me, was it’… and so on.


  I quietly observed them and thought.


  If we spend every single moment just doing sports, will our fans really enjoy it?


  Sure, maybe they’d enjoy seeing our faces. I’ll make sure they do.


  But is it really right to keep showing them the same boring training outfits for hours on end?


  After much deliberation, I came to this conclusion:


  At least one of us needs to put on a show.


  Unfortunately, although I was often mentioned as Spark’s brain, if you had to choose the smartest person in Spark, it would undoubtedly be Lee Cheonghyeon. And billiards was a mind game.


  It also seemed like a good opportunity to showcase his growing height. A 180cm tall man wielding a cue around a billiards table. Wouldn’t that be a striking image?


  Cheonghyeon.


  Yeah?


  You’re not participating in anything other than futsal and the relay, right?


  Lee Cheonghyeon nodded and said, ‘That’s right.’


  Do you want to learn how to play billiards?


  Chapter 225: The Bustling Sports Day (6)


  Lee Cheonghyeon didn’t refuse my suggestion. On the contrary, he welcomed it. He said learning new things was fun.


  So, he spent his days running around the field with Choi Jeho and his nights reading manuals under a mood lamp, diligently studying day and night.


  Lee Cheonghyeon had a knack for it, a natural talent. Even though he hadn’t played much, he quickly got the hang of it. He even figured out on his own how to use the cushion to hit the balls.


  This is so much fun!


  He might seem impulsive, but Lee Cheonghyeon actually enjoyed calculated actions. Remember how he happily spent day and night working on that Goldberg machine? Billiards was a fitting choice for him.


  But if you’re the only one having fun, then it’s not really an event, is it?


  I unwrapped the clothes Gu Jahan had given me and handed them to him.


  What’s this?


  Try it on.


  But hyung, it was a gift for you.


  Just do it.


  Sure, people say the hanger matters more than the clothes, but when the hanger’s that good, don’t you just want to dress it up in something special? Besides, Gu Jahan and I weren’t close enough for me to worry about being disrespectful to his gift.


  Thanks to his growth spurt over the past few months, the outfit fit him perfectly. During the initial fitting, the clothes were a bit loose because he was thinner than me, but thanks to his dedicated bulking up during training camp, it fit him wonderfully now.


  I applauded, looking at him in the light and stylish suit.


  So why did you make me wear this?


  Wear this when you play billiards.


  What?


  Let’s shoot a fashion spread at ‘ISD’. Make it impossible for them not to film you.


  

  『Next up is Spark’s representative, Cheonghyeon!』


  『Oh my goodness…!』


  Commentator Ha Seomyeong was speechless. In the distance, Lee Cheonghyeon emerged onto the red gymnasium floor, his long legs accentuated as if walking on an extended runway.


  He wore non-slip yet stylish shoes, impeccably tailored slacks, and sleeves rolled up to his elbows for optimal cueing. A vest completed the look, adding a touch of sophistication to avoid appearing too casual. It was a look that rivaled any classic, high-fashion photoshoot.


  He even donned specialized billiard gloves, covering only his thumb, index, and middle fingers. This wasn’t a strategic equipment choice, but rather a nod to the fans’ preferences.


  For some inexplicable reason, Sparklers seemed to enjoy seeing us in all sorts of gloves, with the exception of smartphone touchscreen gloves.


  As if to confirm my hunch, a deafening roar erupted from the Sparklers’ section.


  Are you happy, everyone? If you’re happy, then I’m happy too.


  “Cheonghyeon, your outfit suggests a remarkable level of determination.”


  “It’s a strategy. If I do well, I want it to look like skill, not luck.”


  “And if you don’t do well? Won’t that just make it more awkward?”


  “I’m here to entertain the fans, even if I lose, so I’m not worried!”


  As soon as he finished speaking, Lee Cheonghyeon flashed a dazzling smile.


  His only flaw was being born in the wrong era. If he were born 200 years ago, he’d be a national treasure by now, protected by the government and admired worldwide.


  Because he was born in the 21st century, he needed the system’s ‘Camera Massage’, otherwise, we’d have to personally showcase his visuals everywhere. If the Mona Lisa was in the Louvre, then the Hangaram Art Museum should house Lee Cheonghyeon.


  Murmurs rippled through the seated idols. All eyes were on Lee Cheonghyeon, including Parthe and that shady group of pill-poppers.


  The more famous and talked about Lee Cheonghyeon became, the more those guys would try to get close to him, whether because they needed his name value to acquire drugs or simply wanted more numbers for bulk discounts.


  It doesn’t seem like he’s started using yet… but I need to keep a close watch.


  After mentally snapping a photo of each of their faces, I turned my attention back to the match. The athletes began preparing.


  Following the instructions, Lee Cheonghyeon stood with his body facing the fan section, rubbing chalk on the tip of his cue.


  Seriously, that guy should have been born around 1400 and displayed at the Hangaram Art Museum as ‘Beautiful Man’.


  His performance wasn’t bad either. Although his opponent showcased impressive professional-level skills, Lee Cheonghyeon demonstrated surprisingly adept cushion control for a beginner.


  All he had learned was how to calculate angles, but his ability to apply that knowledge was remarkable. Both the commentator and Yur were impressed.


  Although Lee Cheonghyeon lost, it was a good match. Spark applauded his effort—there was no denying it had been a spectacular showing.


  

  “What’s our medal tally at?”


  “One silver in vault, one bronze in table tennis, one gold each in basketball and futsal…”


  Park Joowoo added medal drawings to the whiteboard he had brought from the dorm. I had no idea when he’d packed that.


  Choi Jeho peered over Park Joowoo’s shoulder.


  “What events are left?”


  “Kiyeon’s sprint final, the archery final… and the relay.”


  Two golds, one silver, and one bronze. Could a few more medals secure the overall win? I should’ve watched ‘ISD’ all the way through at least once.


  We could expect a good result in archery if Park Joowoo performed consistently. I didn’t want to pressure Kang Kiyeon, so I’d set that aside.


  That left the relay… but I doubted their teamwork. I now regretted not having more time to practice relays.


  I wasn’t worried about Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon. They’d manage. As long as I didn’t accidentally impale Choi Jeho with the baton while running, we’d be fine.


  “Stay put and wait quietly during the archery match. Keep your distance from everyone except the Berion sunbaenims.”


  “Why are only the Berion sunbaenims exempt? Are you playing favorites because you’re close to them?”


  “Fine, stay away from them too.”


  “Sorry.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon meekly conceded. Choi Jeho, Lee Cheonghyeon, and Kang Kiyeon. Realizing the only reliable one left was the maknae filled me with unease.


  Fortunately, the match unfolded smoothly. Unlike Gu Jahan, who just seemed like a slow starter, Jeong Seongbin was a real one—but once he found his rhythm, he fired arrows at a pace that pressured the opposing team. Meanwhile, Park Joowoo enthusiastically shattered camera lenses, burning through the ISD production budget with glee.


  And I…


  『Iwol, an excellent score to match your excellent form!』


  …finished my turn without embarrassing the team. Thus, Spark secured another gold medal.


  

  As I returned to my spot, Lee Cheonghyeon greeted me with open arms. People were saying everything from ‘the reincarnation of Jumong’ to ‘Apollo descended to earth’—I wish they’d just stick to one title.


  But the highlight of any sports day is the track and field events, isn’t it?


  We donned our slogans—as promised, we tied slogans around Park Joowoo’s wrists and ankles, since he was the star of the gold medal win—and cheered for Kang Kiyeon in the sprint.


  “Don’t you think Kiyeon’s legs are the only thing that got longer as he grew up?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon said, watching Kang Kiyeon stretch on the track.


  “Same goes for you.”


  “I grew up like I was stretched with the shift key held down, but he looks like his lower body was just pulled lengthwise.”


  “So you’re saying you grew proportionally, huh?”


  As far as I’m concerned, all of you have runway-worthy proportions. Who are you to talk about someone else’s leg proportions?


  “Still, Kiyeon… he’s gentle and cute when he’s with us. But he looks a bit intimidating standing there with everyone else.”


  Park Joowoo said something outrageous with a laugh. It was funny that he even considered Kang Kiyeon cute in the first place. It seemed Park Joowoo needed to isolate Kang Kiyeon to appreciate his true nature.


  As we anxiously waited, the starting pistol fired. Maybe it was because we hadn’t seen the preliminaries, but Kang Kiyeon felt incredibly fast. Right—he was always the guy with insane leg spring.


  The race was decided in under a minute, and Kang Kiyeon proudly took the gold medal. Another gold medal drawing was added to Park Joowoo’s whiteboard.


  

  I met Polo again at the relay starting line. We were both the first runners for our teams.


  “Spark’s physical abilities are insane. How is every member like this?”


  “You flatter us, sunbaenim.”


  “It’s not flattery, just look at your medal count.”


  But Spark was UA’s collection of athletes, carefully selected for their tall, handsome, and charismatic visuals. This team was already like this before I even joined.


  “Sunbaenim, Gawoon sunbae is the last runner for Team A?”


  “Gawoon is small, but he’s a fast runner. The fastest among us actuallt.”


  I saw him during the sprint. He came in second, just behind Kang Kiyeon.


  “Is your goal the overall championship?”


  “It’s not something you can achieve just by aiming for it, but I do hope we can pull it off.”


  Actually, I’m going all in. I’m here with the mindset that it’s victory or death. I live for the win.


  As if reading my mind, Polo smiled.


  “Mr. Iwol, you know you’re really sly, right?”


  “Me?”


  “Including this aspect of you.”


  Polo laughed cheerfully.


  “I saw your interview with Berion earlier. You’re quite popular, huh?”


  “Everyone’s been very kind to me.”


  “You’re such a well-mannered hoobae.”


  Between Jeong Seongbin’s recent backhanded compliments disguised as praise, and now this, I don’t understand why people keep making me feel embarrassed. When praise repeats too often, it starts to make you suspicious.


  “Speaking of which, are you going to have dinner with my hyung too?”


  “Excuse me?”


  “With Yur hyung. He said you texted him about having dinner after ‘IDC’ ended.”


  Oh right, I did.


  This was bad. I’d inadvertently become the hoobae who stood up a senior in the industry.


  And this was the same senior who even checked on me when he heard I got hurt.


  I’m so sorry, sunbaenim. Please accept this deeply respectful on-camera head-bow I’m about to perform in front of a million rolling cameras.
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  “Yes, of course he did… Like I’d be crazy enough to forget that. God.”


  I felt like all the blood was draining from my body. I’d gotten so used to the seniors being nice that I’d momentarily forgotten what a jungle this harsh world can be—I genuinely regretted that lapse.


  “Wow, this is the first time I’ve seen you flustered, Mr. Iwol.”


  “I’m not flustered, I’m coming to terms with my impending doom.”


  Polo burst out laughing.


  “Was Yur hyung that intimidating on ‘IDC’? He’s not a difficult person.”


  “Senior idols always exude an aura of authority, even when they breathe.”


  Just then, Yur approached us for the relay race interview.


  Polo nudged me and whispered,


  “Want me to set the stage for some senior-junior bonding?”


  “Pwease.”


  Polo wiped away a tear from laughing so hard as I maintained a perfect smile while ventriloquizing.


  Despite the fact that I hadn’t even returned a polite, ‘Let’s grab a meal sometime, sunbaenim!’ Yur was still warm and kind to me.


  “First runners, I’m sure you must be feeling the pressure. How about a few words for your teammates?”


  Starting with the runner on the inside lane, each of us gave words of encouragement to our teams. Polo also gave a spirited interview, cheering on his juniors.


  “Spark is performing remarkably well for their first ‘ISD’. We’re all curious to see if they can finish strong.”


  “I’ll do my best. And Spark—let’s not get injured!”


  At my words, Lee Cheonghyeon, the third runner, made a fuss beside me. Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon, the second and fourth runners, simply nodded.


  “Runners, get ready.”


  The command rang out. With the sound of the starting pistol, the relay race, the highlight of the sports day, began.


  

  The cheering for the final event was intense. Shouts of support for different idols echoed from all directions, and colorful banners filled my vision as I ran.


  How long had I been running? A name tag that read ‘D Jeho’ came into view.


  Thank goodness. I really didn’t want to ram the baton into his head.


  “Choi Jeho!”


  As I called his name, his hand swiftly snatched the baton. His expression was far more desperate than it had been during futsal or basketball. Even from a distance, it felt like I could hear the wind rushing past.


  “Why is he running so seriously?”


  Perhaps hearing my mumbling, Kang Kiyeon handed me my jacket and replied,


  “Didn’t you say we didn’t have enough medals?”


  “I said that out loud?”


  Kang Kiyeon nodded. I thought I’d only thought it, but apparently, I’d said it out loud. My social skills had deteriorated.


  Before I knew it, the baton had already been passed to Lee Cheonghyeon. He had changed from his suit into a tracksuit and was running with textbook-perfect form. It was like he had his own background music playing as he ran.


  I moved out of the way so Kang Kiyeon could receive the baton from Lee Cheonghyeon. Then I joined Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo in cheering our team on.


  『A fierce battle for second and third place, but Spark maintains a steady lead in first!』


  Kang Kiyeon glanced back to check the distance between Lee Cheonghyeon and the next runner. As Lee Cheonghyeon approached, he started to get ready.


  “Don’t stop after half a lap! You have a full lap to run!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon yelled, passing him the baton with a barrage of nagging.


  “Does he think I’m Jeho-hyung?”


  Kang Kiyeon muttered. Next to me, Choi Jeho’s eyebrow twitched.


  『Kiyeon won the sprint earlier. I wonder if he has any stamina left… Oh, he’s fast! He’s so fast!』


  Before the commentator could finish expressing concerns about Kang Kiyeon’s stamina, he shot off like a rocket.


  He’d been dancing for years—of course, he had stamina. If anything, he had stamina to spare.


  Kang Kiyeon’s hair flew behind him, his name tag fluttering on his chest.


  But all I could focus on were his legs.


  I went to the hospital, and they said I don’t need to come anymore.


  Really?


  Yeah, the inflammation is gone. They just told me not to overdo it.


  I remember how strange I felt when Kang Kiyeon said that.


  When UA bought sneakers for everyone, did you know that even while I chose the pair that seemed least likely to slip, I wasn’t entirely anxious?


  A white tape stretched across the finish line. Kang Kiyeon broke the tape with a relaxed smile.


  With a final tally of five gold medals, one silver, and one bronze, Spark won the overall championship for the Chuseok season.


  

  ≫ Let’s stop calling them Northern Archdukes and start calling them Sports Idols now


  Our boys have more medals than members. They could probably juggle with them


  If this isn’t what you call a Sports Idol group, then what is?


  └ Please stopㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ Is that a spoiler?


  └ Yeah, Spark won overall. Just don’t repost this outside the fanbase


  └ So there was indeed a reason for the training camp


  ≫ Wasn’t Park Joowoo a baby chinchilla?


  When did he become a full-grown capybara?


  And then when he asked if the lenses were expensive, he turned right back into a chinchilla. So sneaky


  └ No, Joowoo is still a chinchilla. He only threw the arrow because it didn’t taste good. Protect Joowoo’s chinchilla character interpretation at all costs


  └ Park Joowoo scoring 10-10-10, are you for real… Joowoo, let’s just shoot anyone who gives you cr*p from now on


  └ Instead of ‘Do Not Feed’ signs, we need ‘Do Not Provoke’ signs


  ≫ What was it like seeing the oldest members play basketball?


  Why did everyone who went become basketball slaves?


  No one talks about the score, only about sleeveless shirts


  └ The score isn’t important… what matters is that they were in sleeveless shirts, sweating, and dribbling


  └ Kim Iwol looks so calm, but he goes absolutely feral when playing basketball. It’s so hot, I watched the game in just a t-shirt


  └ Were you the one playing game? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ


  ≫ Hey, Seongbin


  Do you know what happens when you casually turn off your eye sparkle out in public?


  People think you’re a cold and distant guy and avoid you!


  Our Seongbin is the warmest person ever, but other idols part around him like the Red Sea!!


  └ At this point, Sparkler fans need to admit it—your leader is not a warm and sweet type…


  └ I thought this was a made-up story, but it’s real?? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ Shut up, our Seongbin is still a mini bungeoppang, freshly baked and warm


  └ What good is a bungeoppang if the mold is an ice tray?


  └ Shut up


  ≫ The hyungs’ expressions watching the maknae in the relay race .jpg


  Photo (1)


  Aren’t they too surprised?ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ They didn’t know our maknae was such an Amazonian creature


  └ Look at the baby chinchilla’s wide eyes. Even though he was the one who broke eight lenses


  └ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ Whoa, is this an official release?


  └ Yeah, the broadcaster’s official account uploaded four preview cuts


  └ Those cheapskates. How is it almost Chuseok and they only give us four cuts?


  └ Guess they want us to watch the broadcast… Not like I can, my grandma has control of the remote


  └ We’ll be lucky if she doesn’t put on a Chuseok special movie


  Even before the broadcast, photos released by the broadcaster, Spark’s official outfits, and fan reviews caused a frenzy online.


  More importantly, I had to check the system rewards.


  In the car on the way back, I checked the system notifications one by one.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Kim Iwol’ is awarded ‘Porcelain-like Fair Skin.’


    ▷ Effect: Reduces skin troubles and blemishes for ‘Kim Iwol.’


    [SYSTEM] ‘Choi Jeho’ is awarded ‘Captivating Charm.’


    ▷ Effect: Increases ‘Choi Jeho’s’ ability to attract attention in gatherings of 10 or more people. (Permanent effect, no expiration date)


    [SYSTEM] ‘Park Joowoo’ is awarded ‘Transparent Eyes that Convey Sincerity.’


    ▷ Effect: Increases ‘Park Joowoo’s’ ability to convey emotions during close-ups of 2 seconds or more. (Permanent effect, no expiration date)


    [SYSTEM] ‘Lee Cheonghyeon’ is awarded ‘Luminous Inner Glow.’


    ▷ Effect: Maintains a luxurious and natural glow for ‘Lee Cheonghyeon.’ (Permanent effect, no expiration date)


    [SYSTEM] ‘Kang Kiyeon’ is awarded ‘Mature Charm Appeal.’


    ▷ Effect: Increases ‘Kang Kiyeon’s’ depth of expression. (Permanent effect, no expiration date)

  


  I felt a bit cheated that mine wasn’t permanent, but this was enough. What mattered was that they all received solid rewards.


  And most importantly…


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Spark’ is awarded ‘Camera Massage.’


    ▷ Effect: Reduces the distortion between ‘Spark’s’ real-life appearance and on-screen appearance. (Permanent effect, no expiration date)

  


  …we got the Camera Massage. Wasn’t this the whole point of winning? This alone made all the other rewards insignificant.


  Thanks to Spark’s hard work, I could clean out the employee benefits mall. I couldn’t be prouder.


  Is Lee Cheonghyeon’s glowing skin the only immediately noticeable change?


  As soon as we got back to the dorm, I had to make him lie down and turn on all the lights. It was time for the LED beauty mirror I’d ordered through the company, in anticipation of his self-makeup video, to shine.


  Another thing that bothered me was the ‘Starlight Smile’ that had appeared during the archery interview.


  That phrase only appeared when I mentioned Heera. I smiled all the time during filming, so why only then?


  Are there special conditions? Or will it appear again if I smile the same way?


  It was technically a system guide message, so maybe if I did the Starlight Smile ten times, I’d get a KPI reduction or something.


  With a sliver of hope, I called out to Lee Cheonghyeon, who was sitting in front of me.


  “You called?”


  As Lee Cheonghyeon turned around, I tried to recreate the smile from earlier.


  “What’s with that expression? It’s creepy.”


  “…….”


  Unfortunately, the phrase didn’t appear. Instead, I received a ‘dubious look’ from Lee Cheonghyeon.


  What exactly was the Starlight Smile? The system had never shown anything useless before. Was I going to get hit with something unexpected again?


  While I was lost in thought, Lee Cheonghyeon’s eyes widened. He turned his whole body to face me.


  “Who told you to sit with your back twisted like that? You’ll ruin your spine…”


  “Hyung, you removed all your makeup, right?”


  “Huh? Yeah, I thought it would be bad if it mixed with sweat…”


  Before I could finish, Lee Cheonghyeon placed his hands on my cheeks. I heard a slapping sound.


  “Whoa. This is the first time I’ve seen you without dark circles!”


  …What?


  Even I have never seen my face like that.


  Chapter 227: Everyone Has a First Time, But


  Lee Cheonghyeon thrust a small hand mirror covered in sparkly yellow jewels right up to my nose.


  He was right. My undereye area was as white as if I’d applied concealer.


  “Is this… me?”


  “Maybe the problem was that we weren’t exercising enough? Should we at least have a sports day among ourselves once a month?”


  Wouldn’t that land us in the Taereung National Training Center instead of on a year-end stage?


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s face also radiated a natural glow. Before, it was just a halo, but now he was shining from all angles. That system, despite its infuriating processes, definitely delivered on its rewards.


  “You’ve all worked hard today, so don’t push yourselves any further. Go back and rest. We have a salon appointment tomorrow morning, so set your alarms!”


  “Yes!”


  Everyone responded energetically to the manager’s words. I answered too, then pulled my planner out of my bag and opened it. It was packed with schedules, from mini fan meetings to self-cam recordings and variety show appearances.


  The mini fan meeting would be attended mostly by people who were already fans of Spark, there wouldn’t be many people completely indifferent to Kim Iwol. Fortunately—or unfortunately—most Sparklers were all-member fans. Besides, as the oldest, it would be unthinkable for me to try to steal attention from my younger members and their fans.


  Self-cams and variety shows were my only chance to appeal to those unfamiliar with Kim Iwol, but the content wasn’t ideal.


  Idols making holiday food? Would anyone actively seek that out, especially during a long holiday weekend overflowing with content, unless they were already a fan? Not unless it went viral.


  Of course, my fantastic skewer-flipping skills could be blessed by the MeTube algorithm. But it was unlikely to turn viewers into Iwol fans. Maybe… They’d just get inspired to eat another skewer.


  Lost in thought, I arrived back at the dorm and sat at the dining table, still pondering the mysterious Starlight Smile. I jotted down words on a blank page in my planner, trying to organize my thoughts.


  When I smiled at Lee Cheonghyeon, the message didn’t appear—but it did show up during the interview. It hadn’t popped up in front of the production crew either.


  The same was true in our waiting room. None of the stylists or coordinators triggered the Starlight Smile prompt with my smiles.


  People who came to cheer, not for work. People interested in idols. A large audience. People with varying levels of affection for the teams they were supporting…


  The pieces started to fall into place.


  …Does the guide only appear when I smile at someone with the potential to become a fan?


  That would make sense. The members and existing Sparklers weren’t potential ‘customers’. The production team was way too busy to even consider falling for an idol


  Besides, people’s hearts could change easily. Even those who had passionately cheered for the group at the beginning of ‘ISD’ could get disillusioned over small issues.


  ≫ I came to see my idols, not some other idols


  Thanks to that, I had a good view of fan event. Everyone’s handsome. F***


  └ You can only defend someone being shy for so long, you know. XX… Just dropping off lunchboxes and leaving—seriously? And half the fans didn’t even get their coffee until after they finished eating


  └ I really don’t understand. Is interacting with fans in the audience that difficult?


  └ If I were an idol, I’d have already offered up lunchboxes, sandwiches, and fish-shaped buns as a full-course meal and buttered them up like crazy. Just making sure fans are fed and talking to them is enough to keep your image intact—so why do they keep messing that up and making it an issue every single time?


  That was why so many Sparklers had left the fandom back in the day.


  It wouldn’t have been surprising if fans of other groups had switched allegiances by the middle of ISD after experiencing something like this. Although, whether that person ended up taking an interest in me was another story.


  The system probably meant to encourage me to work harder and gain new fans whenever the guide appeared. But even taking care of my existing fans was already overwhelming.


  Well, I have to do what it tells me…


  Gaining 10,000 new fans was no easy feat. Especially for someone like me, who attracted both praise and criticism in equal measure. Most people preferred peaceful, drama-free fandom experiences.


  After much thought, I decided to approach this with a more solid plan.


  Starlight Smile… I would master it within a week, using everything I learned in acting class.


  But I never got the chance to test the Starlight Smile within that week.


  Because exactly a week after I started working in earnest with our new manager, I lost every single smile I had—just like a cruel joke.


  

  Mr. Unseop, our new manager, spent his first few weeks shadowing Manager Chanyeol.


  They’re generally well-behaved and don’t cause much trouble. You just have to keep an eye on them when they get riled up about something and get noisy amongst themselves.


  Hearing Manager Chanyeol describe Spark like that felt a bit strange, but it wasn’t entirely wrong, so I couldn’t argue.


  Manager Chanyeol, now promoted to team leader, continued to handle sensitive matters, like Kang Kiyeon’s hospital visits and communication with the leader, Jeong Seongbin. Pick-up arrangements were to be communicated on a case-by-case basis.


  On the other hand, since I had a lot of solo schedules, I ended up interacting with Manager Unseop more frequently.


  And now, having officially started working together…


  ─ Iwol, do you still have the external hard drive?


  “The blue one? I gave it to you last week, Manager Unseop. Didn’t you receive it?”


  ─ Last week…?


  …I’m suffocating. Literally.


  After discussions with the company, I’d decided to continue producing work. The system had designated me as the producing member, and I didn’t want to get penalized for breach of contract if I slacked off just because we now had a dedicated team.


  I had also tasted the sweetness of planning fees. Receiving compensation for my work gave me a sense of satisfaction.


  The work itself wasn’t so dreadful that I wanted to tear my hair out, and I still believed I knew best how to present Spark to the public, so I continued.


  Things went smoothly. Thanks to the groundwork I laid during our debut, the meetings and processes were now streamlined.


  With all the members becoming Dotion masters—Well, Choi Jeho still insisted others to include his opinions when they left comments—decision-making was swift.


  But not everyone could keep up at the same pace, especially latecomers.


  Manager Unseop was one such case. UA and I didn’t have a problem being understanding about that.


  Still, there was a difference between being unfamiliar with tools or operations and just not having a knack for the job. The managers weren’t required to use Dotion anyway. The problem was that Manager Unseop fell into the latter category.


  Manager-nim! I heard Ms. Jookyung sent you the list. Can I see it now?


  List?


  Yes, the list of self-cam ideas for the fourth quarter. She said she’d give it to you today.


  Was there such a thing…? I’ll ask Ms. Jukyung. One moment.


  The list was found crumpled in the bag Manager Unseop had brought to work two days prior. Jeong Seongbin just laughed it off, saying it was still readable, but I was a little annoyed. There was no way Ms. Min Jukyung would have handed him a loose sheet of paper without a clear file.


  Manager Unseop’s ‘I forgot’ medley continued for the next week. There were mishaps everywhere, from basic things like schedule notifications to meal orders and member pick-ups.


  Having worked in an office myself, I knew how difficult it was to manage schedules and order meals for others. Spark were also grateful for the efforts of those around them, so they didn’t complain.


  Instead, Manager Unseop was constantly scolded by Manager Chanyeol.


  There are six members, why did you only order five lunch boxes? It’s not like there are a ton of them, you should’ve double-checked.


  The salon appointment is at 3, but you’re notifying them at 2? When are they supposed to sleep? I told you to notify them as soon as the schedule is confirmed.


  Why are the fan letters still not moved to the dorm? Didn’t you say three days ago you’d take care of it?


  He probably intended to speak privately, but I overheard everything while explaining a proposal to the Planning Team Leader at the UA office.


  I told you to use a calendar app on your phone. It even has a memo function!


  Unfortunately, Manager Unseop was also stubborn. He’d insisted on using the Olympic Expressway during the evening rush hour, ignoring my suggestion to use an alternate route, and we almost missed a radio schedule because of it. He also gave banana-flavored milk to Park Joowoo, who only took plain milk. Jeong Seongbin ended up drinking it.


  Watching the manager reminded me of some people from my Hanpyeong Industry days.


  The newbie who started speaking informally the moment they found out their mentor was younger than them; the one who didn’t take notes during handover, then claimed they’d never been told; the employee who forgot to send an email and blasted it out to everyone at midnight; the boss who wrote meeting times on a calendar but never looked at it; the employee who would clam up if something displeased them…


  I suppressed a deep sigh. Manager Unseop wasn’t that bad yet.


  Everyone needed time to adjust to a new environment and job. I decided to consider it an adjustment period.


  “And Iwol, I’m asking this just in case.”


  “Yes, Team Leader-nim.”


  As the meeting concluded, the Planning Team Leader changed the subject.


  “I sent you some printed references for the concept you wanted to try through Manager Unseop. Since you share devices, I figured a file wouldn’t be convenient to view in the car. Did you receive them?”


  “I’m sorry, this is the first I’ve heard of it!”


  The team leader gave a wry chuckle.


  UA really sucks at hiring. Next time you post a job ad, don’t waste money—just hire me. I’ll do it as a side hustle.


  Chapter 228: Review Time (1)


  Spark’s days were busy. And mine were even busier. Jeong Seongbin and I were the only ones officially responsible for monitoring Spark’s activities.


  Even though we weren’t promoting on music shows after the 『MISSION』 promotions ended, we still had to keep an eye on the public’s reaction as footage from our appearances began to circulate.


  Apart from the shared sheet we used to monitor and document Spark’s broadcasts, I had my own private file where I collected personal feedback… which Kang Kiyeon deleted.


  Since I recklessly messed with your pillbox last time, I won’t tell the others about this file. But please don’t collect stuff like this again.


  Kang Kiyeon’s expression was so menacing that I ended up agreeing. Thus, numerous criticisms and accusations against Kim Pep were permanently deleted.


  Today, it was time to check the community’s reaction to ‘Act On’, which had been released that evening. I’d missed the real-time reactions because we’d been in a meeting about the new song, but as I was about to look for discussion posts, Spark logged into the OTT platform and started the broadcast.


  “Aren’t you guys going to sleep?”


  It was 2 a.m., but they were just taking turns showering, showing no signs of going to bed.


  “We have to watch ‘Act On’! Weren’t you going to watch it too, hyung?”


  “I wasn’t planning on watching the whole thing. Just checking the reactions.”


  “Aw, where’s the fun in that?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon settled onto the sofa, unceremoniously squishing Choi Jeho’s outstretched legs.


  “…It feels like watching a movie.”


  “Yeah, I want popcorn.”


  Park Joowoo and Jeong Seongbin snuggled into cushions and sat on the floor in front of the sofa. Why were they all gathering so naturally?


  “Iwol-hyung, come on. Let’s start.”


  “Kiyeon, didn’t you say you wanted to grow to 180cm?”


  “Today’s already shot anyway. The meeting ended at dawn—what’s sleeping now going to change?”


  Kang Kiyeon retorted and picked up the remote.


  Fine, do whatever you want.


  I squeezed into the corner of the sofa and opened my laptop. The opening sequence played, and the title ‘Act On’ filled the screen.


  

  ≫ Wow, the set design


  It seriously looks like they just took our office and placed it there


  And Jo Yonghan really resembles the assistant manager in the team next to ours


  └ Younghwan…!


  └ Who’s Younghwan?


  └ It’s the name of the character Jo Yonghan’s actor played in another dramaㅋㅋ


  └ The way he just went straight to the computer and started typing down—so like an office worker starting afternoon tasksㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ There’s a lot of psychological warfare this season


  Maybe it’s because the communication method is an internal office messenger—it really feels like actual corporate politics


  It’s fun watching them subtly provoke each otherㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  And who invited a real manager onto the show?


  └ Team Leader Ahn Joyong is so realㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ He talks exactly like our CEO


  ≫ Wow, how are they going to make Seong Silhan, the overseas-educated character, work?


  Should he type in English in the messenger?


  └ Seong Silhan: Why me?


  └ㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ Anyone watching Act On live?


  Let’s guess the target together!


  └ Based on the first round, I think it’s Yoo Yeonseong


  └ So Moonnan


  └ So Moonnan


  └ I’m thinking Yeong Yangga… He talks too much, which makes him suspicious.


  └ One vote for Yoo Yeonseong


  “That hyung is doing the same thing even there.”


  “Cheonghyeon, words can hurt, you know.”


  At my comment, Lee Cheonghyeon grinned wide. He was definitely trying to get a rise out of me, but the system’s ‘Luminous Inner Glow’ effect was so dazzling that I could only admire it.


  Just then, the cubicle I was in appeared on screen.


  『I am the one who resigned.』


  The light from the monitor made my face look even more sinister. Anyone watching would think I was out for revenge after being fired.


  ≫ Wait, he figured out he’s the target after finding only two clues?


  Just from the login issue and the file date?


  └ It would be funny if he wasn’t the target and just caused mass confusion for no reason


  └ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Chaos incoming


  ≫ Excuse me, Mr. Kim Iwol, but what exactly do you do?


  You were putting so much effort into organizing the scrap paper, I thought you were searching for something—but you were just sorting them by dateㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ Our boy is a bit of a neat freak, but he’s diligent


  └ Mr. Seong Silhan is someone else (TL note: Seong Silhan = diligent. This comment is basically making a pun using Seong Silhan’s name)


  └ Oh, pleaseㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  The camera panned across the different contestants. One was unlocking a cabinet after finding their employee ID, another was reading documents. The suspenseful background music added to the intrigue.


  And finally…


  ≫ (Spoiler) Wow, Act On’s target


  It is indeed Jo Yonghan


  He even guessed he was the resigned employee early on, and he was right


  └ Am I the only one who thought the target would be the chairman’s son and was checking the desk for expensive items?


  └ Whoever wrote this—Don’t ever play escape rooms, dude


  …My face appeared on screen, discovering the resignation letter amongst the scrap paper.


  “So you decided to leave that crappy company?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked, pretending to tear up. I didn’t respond.


  Even after finding the resignation letter, Jo Yonghan didn’t stop. I remembered hesitating a bit when I saw the gray stamp on it. They must have cut that part out for dramatic effect. As a result, I looked like a mole burrowing through scrap paper.


  ≫ Iwol, stop rummaging through the scrap paper


  There won’t be any left…


  └ Even after finding the resignation letter, Iwol’s love for scrap paper continues


  └ ???: You can use scrap paper like this at the company, but you have to check the back for important information first


  └ When was this even said?


  └ Just dropping by—this was from Spark’s behind-the-scenes UA exploration episode! Check around 12:38


  ≫ Why isn’t Jo Yonghan opening the cabinet?


  This is so fucking killing me, it’s such a basic clue


  └ I know, right? He seemed sharp at first


  ≫ Fuck, where did those annoying armchair critics who were pissed off that Mr. Jo Yonghan wasn’t opening the cabinet goㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ Right? ㅋㅋ As soon as he saw the cabinet lock, he was like, “Since I’m the resigning employee, I probably already cleared out my stuff… but I’ll check just in case.” He knocks, hears it’s empty, and instantly moves on—so funny


  └ The target’s goal isn’t to find more clues, but to avoid being discovered. Why are people whining that he’s not playing detective? Do you even know the rules of Act On???


  Reading through the posts, I noticed something.


  Even if someone initially criticized my actions, public opinion could shift over time as misunderstandings were cleared up.


  If my feedback file was still around, I probably would have written something like, ‘Pay close attention to the basic directing requests from the production team’.


  And I wouldn’t have paid much attention to the comments that came after that, since they were mostly praise.


  Haven’t you heard that too much of anything is bad?


  Choi Jeho’s words came to mind. So, I decided to read more comments from the people actually enjoying the program. For balance.


  

  The reactions from the community and the viewers—by which I mean the Spark guys watching right next to me—hit a fever pitch as Mr. Jo Yonghan actually found the real resignation letter.


  ≫ Seriously, why did that company throw out so much stuff in the scrap paper box?


  I thought the clue would be easy, but there’s so much stuff mixed in with the paperㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  The Act On production team must have been determined


  └ Jo Yonghan meticulously piecing together those scraps of paper is also insaneㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ Yeah, he’s a dead-eyed maniac


  └ And in the middle of all that, the fact that a good office worker should throw shredded paper into general waste is f**king hilarious


  ≫ Wow, the real resignation letter appeared


  ;;;;;;; The first one was a fake


  └ That flashback scene where he compared the official seals gave me chills. So he kept searching for the real resignation letter after seeing that


  ≫ The first resignation letter stated the reason for leaving was ‘personal reasons’


  But the real one says ‘workplace harassment’…


  If he hadn’t found this, it would’ve just been a disgruntled ex-employee playing saboteur, but this resignation letter turned it into a revenge drama


  └ True. The atmosphere completely changed


  ≫ Jo Yongha is seriously terrifying


  He’s like ㅠㅠ in the messenger, ‘Would you mind sharing any findings ㅠㅠㅠㅠ’ while piecing together the torn resignation letter with his hands


  └ A textbook example of two-facedness


  └ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ Yeah, those kinds of people are the scariestㅋㅋㅋ


  “Hyung! Teach me that too!”


  “What?”


  “Like, tips on surviving a toxic workplace!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon said, his eyes sparkling.


  Just wait until contract renewal season. You’ll learn whether you want to or not.


  “Did you get scammed on a part time job or something?”


  Choi Jeho, who had been watching the broadcast, chimed in.


  “Securing the original documents is essential. If you can’t keep the original, you print two copies, one for personal use, don’t you know that?”


  “No.”


  System, can you bring me the document security manual I made at Hanpyeong Industry? It was incredibly well-organized. If necessary, I’ll have to comb through my memories during the break period and recreate it.


  The broadcast became more engaging as the contestants’ inner thoughts were interspersed through cross-editing. I was the only one shown standing silently in front of a giant, empty whiteboard.


  The viewers were kind enough to frame my behavior in a rather admirable light..


  ≫ Looks like Jo Yongha has grasped the situation


  He doesn’t seem to be paying much attention to the messenger conversations after returning from Yeong Yangga’s room


  └ Yeah… The others are still trying to figure things out and keep checking the messenger


  └ Isn’t it because he’s the target?


  └ Then he should be pretending he isn’t the target and trying to find common ground, but Jo Yongha doesn’t seem to be doing that… It’s hard to tell what he’s thinking


  ≫ The highlight is when they choose who to eliminate and confront them


  The way he looks at the contestants is chilling


  └ Everyone in the silent room talking about how old Jo Yongha isㅋㅋㅋ Yeah, he doesn’t seem like a 21-year-old kid


  └ The actor playing Jo Yongha is 21 years old?!


  └ No wonder it was the hottest topic in the silent room


  ≫ Some people just naturally give off that kind of presence……


  I feel drained just watching through the screen. I definitely don’t want to get involved with him


  └ I want to avoid him at all costs


  As the broadcast progressed, Mr. Jo Yongha became the employee no one wanted to work with.


  I’m sorry, everyone. For what it’s worth, I wasn’t exactly unpopular back at Hanpyeong Industry. Probably.


  And just as Mr. Jo Yongha’s reputation hit rock bottom…


  My face appeared in a close-up, writing a list of names on the whiteboard.


  Chapter 229: Review Time (2)


  The only sound coming from the TV was the click of circular magnets being placed on photos of the contestants. The metallic clicks sounded quite menacing.


  I glanced at the members, and they were all watching with bated breath. This was the power of editing.


  『Should I start by cutting off his limbs…?』


  Wait, I didn’t just think that, I actually said it out loud?


  So embarrassing. I felt like a mafia manhwa fanatic going through an intense puberty phase.


  Unable to lift my head, I buried my face in new social media posts.


  ≫ He’s so good at figuring out the relationships


  And so bloodthirsty


  └ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ He looks like he’s ready to kill everyone


  └ I wish they had done this on a larger scale with a full setㅠㅠㅠ


  └ Seriously, Act On production team, are you watching? Season 3 needs Hollywood-level scale.


  ≫ What’s Seong Silhan’s deal?


  Even knowing Jo Yonghan is the target, he still looks sus. Imagine how the others must feelㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ Jo Yonghan put a question mark next to Seong Silhan’s name instead of writing ‘bystander’ like he did for the others, so it seems Seong Silhan has a different role


  ≫ He could’ve left Ahn Joyong and Yoo Yeonseong out of it


  But he lumps the bystanders in with the perpetrators, saying they’re guilty too. I love seeing this man’s morality


  └ That’s right, the bystanders are also at fault


  └ Especially when those bystanders are your superiors? << Unforgivable


  └ I can’t believe I’m watching a variety show and hearing the phrase ‘abuse of power’


  ≫ When other people say ‘cut off their limbs’: Ah~ must be metaphorical!


  When Kim Iwol says ‘cut off their limbs’: Ah… he’s actually going to do it


  └ Iwol… he really seems like he’d do it


  └ I love Iwol, but he really seems like he’d do it


  └ Iwol will tear you apart


  ≫ Kim Iwol, please do a noir film


  Just once, play a psychopath character


  └ Smoking a hookah, with a pet black panther by his side, gesturing with his chin to command suited men like his limbs


  └ What exactly are you guys trying to turn Iwol intoㅋㅋㅋ


  I wonder how my image is holding up with the public and the Sparklers. Feels like I’ve crossed a line I can’t come back from.


  Among the numerous comments, I saw a post I couldn’t ignore.


  ≫ Iwol, let’s retake the CSAT


  It’ll be tough, but you should try. Your brain is too precious to waste


  └ I’m glad our boy isn’t being taken away, but I’m not sure if I should be glad these days…


  └ What if he decides to focus on his studies…?


  └ Our boy focusing on his studies… sigh… and if those studies are at S University… sigh…


  └ I can’t ask him to do it alongside his idol activities because he also works at UA… Kim Iwol, please work less


  Is it ever really easy to mourn someone else’s failures and genuinely hope they’ll succeed next time? Yet the fans do it effortlessly—for me, for Spark now, and for the past Spark.


  Perhaps because others felt more wronged on my behalf than I did, seeing the mention of my degree didn’t make me as despairing as when I first realized my graduation had been erased.


  

  ‘Act On’ was nearing its climax. The Spark members were munching on energy bars they’d found somewhere.


  “This is seriously nerve-wracking.”


  “Maybe your hands would stop sweating if you’d put the energy bar down for a second, Cheonghyeon.”


  “Don’t talk to me, I’m concentrating.”


  Says the guy who just muttered to himself. I gave Lee Cheonghyeon a brief side-eye before turning back to the TV. Manager Yoo Yeonseong was dragged into the silent room, and Mr. Han Gawoon and I sat facing each other at the center table on the set.


  『So, you’re going to forfeit, Mr. Seong Silhan?』


  Park Joowoo gasped and covered his mouth after hearing my line. Thanks to the editing, the tension between Jo Yonghan and Seong Silhan looked cinematic, but was it really that shocking?


  And then—it must’ve been something the producers planned to reveal later—the hidden backstory between Jo Yonghan and Seong Silhan was unveiled.


  The two, close friends and colleagues who joined the company together, supporting each other as they adapted to the workplace. A youthful photo taken together after achieving a milestone. Anonymous, malicious messages found in Seong Silhan’s room, and the resignation letter in mine. The truth behind the workplace harassment unfolded.


  ≫ Mr. Jo Yonghan was such a good person


  And I didn’t even know… I thought he was a vengeful office worker back from hell…


  └ Same here…


  ≫ Reinstate Jo Yonghan immediately and promote him alongside Seong Silhan


  Make it happen!!!!!!!


  └ I doubt Jo Yonghan wants to go back after all thatㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ I’d be done with that company tooㅋㅋㅋ


  Choi Jeho, who had been quietly watching, suddenly cursed.


  “They’re all f***ing scumbags.”


  “Language.”


  Despite the reprimand, Choi Jeho continued munching on his energy bar.


  Jo Yonghan and Seong Silhan made peace under the public eye. The shocked expressions of the production team at the target’s blatant rule-breaking were also captured on screen.


  “Is that allowed? It’s a broadcast.”


  Kang Kiyeon asked incredulously.


  “They’re airing it, so it must be allowed.”


  “Huh…”


  Kang Kiyeon let out a sigh or—a maybe groan.


  ≫ I told you Jo Yonghan is crazy


  He’s asking Seong Silhan to leave the company with himㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ After quitting himself, he probably realized how great it felt


  └ How could he not share this joy with his friend?


  └ But this is great. Who even wins nowㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ The people in the silent room look way too into thisㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  Back when we were filming, I’d been too focused on Han Gawoon to notice, but looking now, the people in the silent room really were wide-eyed with excitement. It was understandable—they were about to witness a full-on rookie rebellion that could blow a hole in the company’s entry-level hiring line.


  Just as Jo Yonghan and Seong Silhan reached their dramatic compromise…


  『The resigned employee, Mr. Jo Yonghan, has been discovered. The company’s security is maintained.』


  The narration was accompanied by shots of a shocked Seong Silhan, the contestants sent to the silent room, and the murmuring writers.


  Then, my face appeared in a close-up… the stark contrast with the previous shots made my expression seem incredibly serene. I didn’t remember feeling that relaxed, though.


  At the same time, a dreadful notification popped up.


  
    [SYSTEM] The ‘Subordinate’s’ ‘Captivating Starlight Smile’ is activated. Influence occurs.

  


  It had even evolved since ‘ISD’. Wasn’t it just Starlight Smile before?


  Back then, it only caused minor influence, but now, with the added adjective, it had become just ‘influence’.


  ≫ What?


  What the hell?????


  └ I was laughing at the mass resignation ending, and then my jaw dropped


  └ I literally dropped my popcorn. What is this…?


  ≫ Wow


  I’m so shocked… I feel blindsided


  └ It was all part of Kim Iwol’s plan… Look at his expression


  └ Am I the only one who paused the video here?


  └ Nope. If it were on MeTube, that scene would already have the ‘Most Replayed’ marker


  └ Thank goodness I’m not the only one mesmerized


  ≫ So to summarize


  Jo Yonghan knew from the beginning that the target of the harassment wasn’t him, but Seong Silhan


  He resigned after taking the fall for Seong Silhan,


  And then he secretly returned to get rid of the useless superiors and got himself fired again, all for Seong SIlhan’s happiness?


  └ There’s a twist at the end


  └ He deceived Seong SIlhan until the very end, but it was all for Seong Silhan’s sake. The storyline is crazy


  『Congratulations on winning!』


  『The ordinary employee, Mr. Seong Silhan, maintains the company’s security.』


  Confetti rained down. Lee Cheonghyeon, his mouth agape, kept touching his lips.


  “Wow, hyung… I have to admit, that was amazing.”


  “I’m glad you enjoyed it.”


  “I thought you went to film a variety show, but you came back with a whole drama.”


  “You flatter me.”


  The online posts were now mostly summaries of ‘Act On’ Season 2.


  ≫ [Personal Impression/Subjective Warning] Act On Season 2 Review


  .


  .


  .


  I want to highlight the USB Jo Yonghan gave to Seong Silhan at the end.


  The USB contained their shared memories, and the phrase ‘Mr. Seong SIlhan maintains the company’s security’ appeared when Jo Yonghan, now an outsider, handed the company-owned USB to Seong Silhan, who remained at the company. It was a brilliant touch


  The ending, where the ordinary employee who persevered through harassment ultimately triumphs, is also impactful. It felt more like a short play than a variety show


  A lengthy blog post review had garnered numerous likes. Clearly, it had struck a chord with a lot of people.


  “Okay, it’s really late, so everyone…”


  Just as I was about to tell them to go to bed, the system appeared.


  
    [SYSTEM] New instructions from ‘Superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ I’ve been hearing a lot about you today, Assistant Manager Kim. You didn’t cause any trouble, did you? I trust you, okay?


    [SYSTEM] ‘Subordinate’ is notified of the progress of KPI ‘Capture the Hearts of Potential Customers.’


    ▷ 467/10,000

  


  I couldn’t believe my eyes.


  Almost 500. That many new fans chose Kim Iwol as their bias already?


  I remembered checking after ISD and it was only around thirty. Even that was higher than I’d expected, considering it was an event for existing fans of specific groups.


  But to gain this many fans from a single variety show appearance? And it hadn’t even been clipped into shorts or spread properly yet?


  I just hope this number… doesn’t decrease…


  What kind of spectacle would I have to put on to prevent these new fans from leaving before I reached 10,000? It seemed I’d be pulling another sleepless night.


  Chapter 230: Side Story. Paid Holidays on Labor Day


  On May 1st, with With List’s comeback just around the corner, I started a casual livestream with Park Joowoo. Maybe because it was a holiday, the viewer count was quite high even though we’d suddenly gone live in the middle of the day.


  “Everyone, can you see and hear us okay?”


  ≫ Guys, I can’t really see—can you two move out of each other’s frame for a sec?


  ≫ It’s been a while since we’ve seen the clingy duo


  ≫ Natural-born magnet pair back at it again


  Because Park Joowoo kept resting his head on my shoulder, fans had started calling us names like ‘clingy duo’ or ‘magnets’.


  ≫ Our Angel Clay duo… So pure today as well


  Right, we had that combo nickname too.


  “…Looks like they can see us fine.”


  Park Joowoo checked the comments on the tablet and then turned his attention back to the phone recording the live stream.


  I positioned the small whiteboard I had prepared so it was visible on screen. Today’s topics of conversation appeared in order.


  ≫ The whiteboard is so clean even though they use it all the timeㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ Don’t ask them where the other members are. Number 2 on the whiteboard says they’ll talk about the members’ status


  ≫ I swear, Iwol’s handwriting is neater than mine—and I actually went to penmanship class


  Park Joowoo’s voice grew quieter as the chat messages flew by faster than during the Flowering promotions.


  However, having watched all of Spark’s live streams, even during their golden age, I wasn’t fazed by this.


  Back then, you guys were so popular that Sparklers and anti-fans would constantly fight in the chat, and every Spark live stream would trend with things like ‘Spark Hate Comments War Round 3’.


  “We regularly clean the whiteboard with ethanol. It’s pretty clean, right? Thank you for the compliment on my handwriting… I’ll try to write even more neatly next time!”


  As we were chatting about the first topic, ‘Sharing updates with fans’, someone left a comment I couldn’t ignore.


  ≫ I want to watch this livestream while lying down too… Can you guys blow up my company?


  It was a joke referencing the Flowering teaser about blowing up the school. Park Joowoo must’ve seen it too, because he looked flustered.


  “Sparkler went to work today…? We only started this livestream as a mealtime companion since it’s a holiday.”


  “Some people have urgent work. Or maybe they work shifts or in the public sector.”


  “Ah…”


  Park Joowoo nodded.


  I felt uneasy. I said that lightly but what if the fan who left that comment was stuck with an unfair work schedule, or worked for a company with five or more employees but was bound by the all-too-common clause in employment contracts, ‘The employer may designate a different day as a paid holiday if necessary’?


  Lost in thought, I excused myself and returned with wet wipes.


  

  The weekday holiday felt as sweet as honey. Baek Haewon, who had fallen asleep after being on her phone all night, was woken up by Spark’s live stream notification. The sun was already high in the sky.


  Spark, you’re really incredible. It’s a discretionary holiday for me, so I didn’t even have school and just slept in—yet you guys are already doing a livestream.


  Still wrapped in her blanket, Baek Haewon watched the livestream Kim Iwol and Park Joowoo had just started. Even in casual sweatshirts, their faces looked as fair and clear as porcelain.


  As expected from this duo, the live stream was peaceful and relaxed.


  Until Park Joowoo asked a certain question.


  『Sparkler went to work today…? We only started this livestream as a mealtime companion since it’s a holiday.』


  A live stream for mealtime companion during a holiday? I’m sorry, guys. I just woke up. I’ll watch the replay while eating dinner later.


  While Baek Haewon was feeling apologetic, Kim Iwol exchanged a few more words with Park Joowoo and then left, returning quickly with wet wipes.


  Iwol leaving during a live stream! What kind of emergency could it be? Did he spill water or something?


  Kim Iwol started wiping the whiteboard with the wet wipes. Today’s discussion topics, like communication, member updates, and concept analysis, disappeared under the wipes.


  『Joowoo, can you hand me a board marker?』


  Park Joowoo quickly handed him a marker. Kim Iwol started writing without hesitation.


  …Why does Joowoo look like that?


  Park Joowoo’s expression as he watched Kim Iwol write was strange. Whatever it was, it was clear that Kim Iwol wasn’t writing anything ordinary. Kim Iwol, however, had a serious expression on his face.


  After asking the viewers for their understanding, Kim Iwol wrote a few more lines. The final message was:


  ~Labor Day Special: For a Healthy Work Life~


  Ministry of Employment and Labor Customer Service Center 1350


  ※ Please seek help if necessary


  

  『People encounter various work environments throughout their lives. We’re in the entertainment business.』


  『That’s… true.』


  『So, I thought it would be good to talk about this.』


  Despite agreeing, Park Joowoo’s face clearly showed he didn’t quite understand.


  I feel you, Joowoo. I knew he was always a bit strange, but your oldest hyung is really strange.


  『First, let’s talk about workplaces with less than five employees, as we mentioned earlier.』


  Kim Iwol carefully laid the premise, emphasizing that not all small businesses were problematic and highlighting examples of small startups that had grown significantly. Only then did he get to the main point.


  『In our country, workers at workplaces with fewer than five employees are not fully protected by law. The regulation requiring paid time off on public holidays doesn’t apply to them.』


  『So that means some Sparklers might not be off today, even though it’s a holiday?』


  『Labor Day isn’t an official public holiday, but it is a designated paid holiday. It means you get paid even if you don’t work. However, while employees at workplaces with five or more employees receive overtime pay if they work on Labor Day, those at smaller businesses don’t.』


  Kim Iwol went on to explain the extent to which Korea’s labor laws applied to small businesses and the major issues involved.


  When he got to the topic of wages and time off, it almost looked like he might start crying.


  『Besides regular wages, there’s overtime pay, night work pay, and holiday work pay. These additional payments aren’t mandatory for businesses with fewer than five employees. Workplaces with five or more employees are legally obligated to pay 1.5 times the regular wage for these situations. Many companies exploit the inclusive wage system to avoid this… sigh.』


  『If companies with fewer than five employees aren’t obligated to comply with the 52-hour workweek and aren’t required to pay proper overtime, employees will inevitably work longer hours. Since paid leave isn’t guaranteed either, their right to rest is severely restricted.』


  Like someone fresh out of a small, exploitative company, Kim Iwol endlessly described how ruthlessly companies could circumvent the law and how much employees suffered as a result.


  The chat’s reactions were divided.


  ≫ Iwol, calm down


  ≫ Joowoo, give Iwol some water


  ≫ Sir, this isn’t a parliamentary hearing


  The moderates were telling Kim Iwol to calm down and drink some water…


  ≫ Play this video on loop on our company TV


  ≫ Who made our boy work part-time at a crappy company? Come out and face the wrath of the revolution


  ≫ Is this a subtle jab at UA? UA has more than 5 employees, right?


  ≫ Hey boss, you watching? If you’re gonna make us work, at least pay us properly


  …and the radicals were demanding immediate revisions and enforcement of labor laws to protect the basic rights of workers in South Korea.


  Spark’s live stream was more educational than career counseling at school.


  To all those bastards who scoffed and asked if being a fan put food on the table, look! Spark might not feed you, but they’ll help you avoid life’s pitfalls.


  『Hyung, drink something…』


  Park Joowoo handed Kim Iwol a mug. Even though steam was clearly rising from it, Kim Iwol downed the drink in one gulp like it was cold water. Then, he let out a satisfied sigh like he’d just chugged a beer.


  After Kim Iwol’s targeted lecture, questions about labor and employment flooded the chat.


  『‘Iwol, our company splits locations on paper to avoid laws’… This is a very sensitive topic, but if your company is visibly engaging in questionable labor practices, I recommend finding a new job. You never know when things might blow up.』


  『If your company seems to be delaying your severance pay, threaten to file a severance payment order. Explaining the payment guarantee system would take too long, so to put it simply…』


  Baek Haewon felt her mind go blank for the first time since Seongbin’s news-induced rant on their livestream. Only her idols’ shining faces on the screen kept her grounded.


  Did they not realize that when two soft-voiced idols kept dropping legal jargon, it became involuntary ASMR? If this kept up, she might just fall asleep to it.


  ≫ Kim Iwol, be honest, where did you work part-time before?


  The chat was filled with people curious about Kim Iwol’s pre-idol career, captivated by his vivid explanations.


  I’m curious too.


  It was already surprising when she first heard that a kid who had been just an ordinary student suddenly decided to become a trainee and pursue being an idol—but now, every working Sparkler was questioning Kim Iwol’s career history.


  However, Kim Iwol quickly denied the fans’ speculations.


  『I didn’t have that many part-time jobs. I just heard these things… I’m embarrassed that I got so carried away.』


  『…It was too detailed to be just ‘heard things’, though?』


  『Let’s move on, Joowoo.』


  Park Joowoo, effectively silenced, closed his mouth. He was so cute. These soft, white, rice-cake-like boys.


  The livestream shifted to lighter topics. Occasionally Kim Iwol would blurt out things like ‘Everyone, make sure to sign up for Job Planet early!’ like he was possessed, but aside from that, things stayed peaceful.


  Today’s live stream was full of law-abiding spirit. How nice. Just as Baek Haewon was thinking this, Kim Iwol read a new comment.


  『‘Aren’t you two working on Labor Day too?’ you ask? This livestream is something Joowoo and I wanted to do. We don’t think of it as work, so don’t worry.』


  『That’s right. We’ll practice later… but that’s not work either.』


  『Practicing is a serious task for me.』


  Damn it, you guys are truly professional and amazing idols. Compared to my old bias idols, who were glued to their phones in the waiting room and only sent Bubble messages once every two weeks, you guys are the best.


  Baek Haewon uploaded about 30 sobbing memes on social media. Then she returned to the live stream and spammed the like button.


  Soon, noises came from off-screen. Park Joowoo waved towards the camera, saying the others seemed to have arrived. Starting with Lee Cheonghyeon and Jeong Seongbin, the other members appeared one by one, greeting the viewers.


  『Labor Day special? Weren’t we supposed to talk about the concept today?』


  『Things changed.』


  Lee Cheonghyeon burst out laughing when Kim Iwol deadpanned. It seemed he had enjoyed the livestream, whatever had transpired.


  『We need to practice now, so we’ll end the live stream here. For any serious labor issues, please consult a real professional! And we cheer on every working person out there!』


  『Fighting…!』


  The livestream ended with Kim Iwol and Park Joowoo’s closing remarks.


  Seriously, Iwol’s love for professionals was unmatched.


  Baek Haewon wondered if she should be happy or worried that her idol was a labor-law-savvy intellectual.


  It was still a little early to think about this, but she decided that when she eventually started working, she would definitely check the ratings on Job Planet before applying for a job. And she would only work at places that offered the four major insurances.


  It was a live stream as enlightening as Kim Iwol’s face.


  Chapter 231: Holidays are for Cherished Ones (1)


  Spark’s schedule was relentlessly packed.


  I had no intention of repeating UA’s mistake of missing the right time to paddle ahead during a long hiatus in the past, and the members of SPARK didn’t resist my opinions because they didn’t have enough ego.


  Therefore, on top of filming the Chuseok ISD special, Spark decided to film an additional self-cam. All dressed in vibrant hanbok. To make holiday food, of all things.


  Holiday food?


  Will we be able to handle it?


  It wasn’t that long ago when they struggled just to bake cookies. Choi Jaeho and Lee Cheonghyeon, who relied purely on forearm strength for everything, looked concerned.


  It was Park Joowoo who calmed everyone down.


  Iwol-hyung is good at making holiday food…!


  Feeding him well last Chuseok paid off. I’d considered making songpyeon, but I had a vision of us just making and eating a massive batch of songpyeon and calling it a day, so I abandoned the idea.


  The members more or less accepted my idea, and the plan for ‘Spark Makes Holiday Food’ passed without much resistance.


  Just cooking wouldn’t be entertaining, so I added a concept:


  ‘Six brothers reunited for the holidays after six months apart living away from home’.


  Considering age and birthdays, I became the eldest. As if being in an idol group with these guys wasn’t enough, now I had to play their big brother, too. But I resolved to be a professional.


  However, one member had zero sense of professionalism.


  “Hey, should I take out the donggeurangttaeng now?”


  That was the third time Choi Jeho had called me ‘hey’. He’d at least feigned remorse the first time, but now he seemed to have completely forgotten the concept.


  “Don’t ‘hey’ your older brother. Show some respect for the hierarchy.”


  I didn’t care for seniority, but it was the concept for today. He was undermining the family structure.


  Choi Jeho frowned at my sudden scolding.


  “Can’t we just be twins?”


  “We need to actually resemble each other to be twins.”


  “We could be fraternal.”


  Oh, so now he’s arguing back?


  “If that’s the case, this house must have three sets of twins. What a mystical twin-producing bloodline we’ve got.”


  “Could be. Who’s to say it’s not?”


  “Keep that up, and you’ll be cracking eggs all day by yourself.”


  Choi Jeho’s gaze shifted to the stacks of egg cartons in the living room.


  We were prepping food for about 20 people. Naturally, we had a mountain of eggs.


  “…Hyung, should I take out the donggeurangttaeng?”


  Thus, Choi Jeho obediently accepted the concept. He even took on the arduous task of retrieving the frozen donggeurangttaeng from the freezer. A true older brother.


  The eggs Choi Jeho had forsaken were entrusted to Jeong Seongbin. He and Lee Cheonghyeon were whisking eggs while peering at a recipe on a small phone


  As Jeong Seongbin cracked eggs, Lee Cheonghyeon diligently disposed of the shells and picked up chopsticks.


  “Cheonghyeon, what are you doing?”


  “I’m the designated eggshell disposer and emergency shell fragment retriever.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon was utterly serious. His commitment to the bit was so intense that I couldn’t interrupt.


  Kang Kiyeon, who was slicing ham for the skewers, called him out,


  “Hyung, Seongbin-hyung knows how to use chopsticks, so just come help with the skewers. Can’t you see the ingredients piling up?”


  Indeed, the skewer ingredients were overflowing the tray. When did Kang Kiyeon become so proficient with a knife?


  In the end, Lee Cheonghyeon was dragged away by Kang Kiyeon and reassigned to skewer duty.


  “I told you to put the firmer ingredients on the sides.”


  “But the colors won’t look as nice.”


  “Are you gonna be the one frying them?”


  Despite his increasingly questionable way of addressing Lee Cheonghyeon, Kang Kiyeon was managing the skewer project efficiently.


  And while everyone was busy, Park Joowoo had, remarkably, started seasoning the pollack all by himself!


  “Joowoo, you didn’t use sugar, did you?”


  “No…!”


  Park Joowoo shook his head, his face pale. Still, he double-checked the seasoning he’d set out. Thankfully, we avoided a pollack-dalgona catastrophe.


  “You even added pepper.”


  “Because I made it with hyung before… This is easy.”


  Such a commendable boy. This oldest brother is… uh… which number is he again…? Too many dongsaengs. Anyway, this oldest brother is incredibly proud of the third or fourth dongsaeng.


  On the other hand, there was another dongsaeng I wanted to banish under the Chuseok moon.


  “Why are you scattering flour everywhere?!”


  “You told me to shake it off! Hey, Kang Kiyeon! Do I look like a joke to you?!”


  “You’d have to be making me laugh to be a joke! Look at this mess on the floor; does this look funny?!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon, being scolded despite diligently playing the older brother, and Kang Kiyeon, who was perfectly behaved as a buddy but became rebellious when treated like a younger brother.


  I was starting to think that riling up his older brothers was a fundamental part of Kang Kiyeon’s personality.


  “Just put down some newspaper. Don’t get so worked up.”


  Thank goodness for Jeong Seongbin. What would you guys do without him?


  In comparison, Choi Jeho, who lifted the tray of flour and asked someone to lay out some newspaper under his spot too, was really just… I have a lot to say, but I’ll keep it to myself.


  I finished preparing the vegetables, rolled up my sleeves, and said,


  “We’re going to start frying soon, right? Let’s close all the doors to contain the oil smell. And open the balcony window.”


  “Yes, hyung.”


  Jeong Seongbin quickly jumped up and closed the doors. Watching him, Lee Cheonghyeon remarked,


  “Sigh… Back in my day, if the maknae was still sitting around when the older brothers told him to do something, there’d be hell to pay… Kiyeon, you’re so lucky to have such nice older brothers.”


  “Do you and I have different brothers or something?”


  Kang Kiyeon looked dumbfounded. Lee Cheonghyeon’s eyes, however, were glistening.


  “Our second oldest brother… when we cooked with the fireplace, everyone would call for him to chop wood because he was so good at it… but now, with technology, he’s become useless… It breaks my heart to see him like that.”


  Jeong Seongbin struggled to suppress his laughter, biting his lip so hard he looked pained. Park Joowoo and I, being in the kitchen, avoided the carnage by turning away.


  Patting Jeong Seongbin’s trembling shoulder, Lee Cheonghyeon continued,


  “I always knew our third oldest brother would be successful.”


  “And what did I become?”


  “You became the village head! I get treated with respect when I go out because I’m the village head’s brother! It’s a joy to walk around these days~!”


  Park Joowoo was now hiding behind me, crying. He must be so proud to be the brother of a village chief. Such touching sibling love.


  “So, uh, what about our fourth oldest brother?”


  Kang Kiyeon asked, stifling his laughter.


  “You don’t know? How can you be so indifferent to your siblings?! We may not see each other often, but we should never forget each other in our hearts!”


  “Oh, please.”


  Kang Kiyeon closed his eyes with a sigh. Gasps of suppressed laughter filled the room. But Lee Cheonghyeon was unstoppable.


  “Our fourth brother has been trying to win a stuffed animal by shooting arrows at the persimmon festival for years! And you, as his younger brother, don’t even know!”


  Shocked by his brother’s plight, Choi Jeho spat out the water he was drinking. Even Choi Jeho wouldn’t have imagined his brother working so hard for a stuffed animal.


  This family must have had a chaotic childhood. Shaking my head, I was about to sit down and start cooking when Lee Cheonghyeon caught my gaze. He beamed at me.


  “Still, I have no regrets now that you, as the eldest, have made such a big decision.”


  “What decision?”


  “You retired! That’s not an easy decision to make. I truly admire your decisiveness!”


  What exactly did I retire from in Lee Cheonghyeon’s world? Did I hand over the village head position to Jeong Seongbin? Or my part-time job at the persimmon festival arrow game?


  I was now afraid of what Lee Cheonghyeon would say next. And he effortlessly surpassed my expectations.


  “You used to stand at the village entrance as a jangseung (Korean totem pole)! We were so worried about you, exposed to the wind and rain… But now, it’s finally over.”


  Laughter and cries erupted from all directions. Jeong Seongbin choked on his laughter and coughed, scattering flour everywhere. Kang Kiyeon was rolling on the floor, clutching his stomach. The room was a chaotic mess.


  This Chuseok is much noisier than last year’s.


  I remembered last Chuseok, quietly cooking jeon with Park Joowoo, leaving the empty dorm to relax at a cafe, and then returning.


  Compared to then, the atmosphere had certainly changed a lot.


  

  Besides frying jeon, there was plenty to do. While I expertly seasoned the namul, Jeong Seongbin, wearing a mask (I made him wear it), grilled the beef skewers, and the younger members carefully arranged the cooked jeon on paper towels to drain the excess oil.


  Park Joowoo, our resident cleaning fairy, was given the crucial task of wiping up any stray oil splatters.


  And Choi Jeho…


  “You want me to peel this whole bag?”


  “Yes.”


  …was given a bag of chestnuts.


  “Why chestnuts? There are apples and pears too.”


  “Because chestnuts are the cheapest.”


  That was a lie. The company provided all the ingredients anyway. But the fans loved seeing him do cute things with his enormous hands, so it couldn’t be helped.


  Grumbling, Choi Jeho sat down and started peeling the chestnuts.


  “You look surprisingly proficient.”


  “I was in charge of fruit at home.”


  That was TMI that even I, Kim Iwol, the self-proclaimed Choi Jeho and Spark expert, hadn’t known.


  Why did you crack walnuts with your bare hands before if you had this skill?


  “By the way, I can only peel fruit, so don’t ask me to do anything else.”


  “The kimchi jeon incident proved that, so don’t worry.”


  “Ugh…”


  Choi Jeho turned away from me completely, seemingly deciding it was best not to engage.


  “If Jeho-hyung is in charge of fruit, what should the other brothers be in charge of? I can do the dishes.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon volunteered.


  And was immediately stopped by Park Joowoo.


  “Our Cheonghyeon has to play the keyboard…”


  “We’ve talked about this before, hyung. I swear I’ll play at least once before I die! Promise!”


  “Once?”


  “…Thirty times!”


  Park Joowoo smiled at Lee Cheonghyeon’s negotiation offer and finally let him go. At long last, Lee Cheonghyeon was allowed to touch water.


  Chapter 232: Holidays are for Cherished Ones (2)


  The jeon Spark painstakingly cooked were carefully arranged in prepared lunch boxes. The final task for this content was to deliver the holiday food to someone they were grateful for.


  Park Joowoo decided to give his lunch box to Ms. Oh Eun, his vocal trainer, and Kang Kiyeon would deliver his to their dance trainer. The two planned to go together, expressing their gratitude to their teachers.


  “I think the A&R team would be my go-to when it comes to people I’m grateful for. What about you guys?”


  “I’m thinking of going to the action school.”


  Choi Jeho replied. It seemed like a reasonable choice, considering we’d been indebted to them since the final competition on IDC.


  “I was going to visit Ms. Oh Eun or the managers, but since Joowoo is going to Ms. Oh Eun, I’ll go to the managers.”


  Jeong Seongbin said with a smile. A leader should always take care of those closest to them. As expected, he was a role model not only for his members but for all idols and professionals.


  “What about you, hyung?”


  Kang Kiyeon asked.


  “Seongbin, you don’t have a partner yet, right? Perfect timing.”


  “Perfect timing?”


  “I wanted to give a lunchbox to Jeong Seongjun.”


  At my words, Jeong Seongbin glitched like an NPC in lag, stammering for a moment.


  Then, as if the buffering had finally finished, he asked in a flustered tone I’d never heard from him before.


  “J-Jeong Seongjun?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Why… why him…?”


  Why else? To express my gratitude, of course.


  

  Most Sparklers knew about Jeong Seongjun.


  Jeong Seongbin’s identical twin brother. One of the few beings capable of unsettling the ever-composed Jeong Seongbin. In Lee Cheonghyeon’s words, a free spirit.


  I, too, had heard countless tales of Jeong Seongjun’s exploits back in my days of proxy fangirling for Manager Nam’s daughter.


  The anecdote of him responding to a Spark fan who mistook him for his brother with, ‘Oh, I’m the version that looks like him but can’t sing. Is that okay?’ had become a classic ‘typical idol sibling story’ across online communities.


  There were two reasons why I wanted to express my gratitude to Mr. Jeong Seongjun.


  The first, and more superficial reason, was that I was indebted to him from the ‘IDC’ competition.


  Sure, Jeong Seongjun did launch the first strike by tearing a hole in Jeong Seongbin’s training pants, but thanks to that incident, Spark ended up performing in a collection of shirts Jeong Seongjun had lovingly curated for years.


  It couldn’t have been easy for Mr. Jeong Seongjun, a fashion enthusiast, to lend out so many clothes. Since we were already short on budget thanks to me, I’d always thought I should pay back that kindness one day.


  The second reason was a bit more selfish, but… he had been a great help during my proxy fangirling days.


  During those difficult days when Spark news was scarce, Manager Nam would often say, ‘You know, you can find updates with a little online searching. You make too many excuses, Assistant Manager Kim’.


  Thanks to Mr. Jung Seongjun, who, unlike his brother who went into hiding during the off-season, actively maintained an online presence, I could at least gather scraps of Jeong Seongbin news to appease Manager Nam’s daughter.


  I’d diligently fulfill my quota with updates like, ‘Seongjun posted a picture of himself wearing Seongbin’s clothes today. It seems Seongbin shares his wardrobe with his brother’.


  If it weren’t for Jeong Seongjun, I would have been stuck at the company every Saturday. Now that I had a chance to officially repay him, I was determined to deliver the jeon I had made with all my heart.


  “Hyung, maybe you should consider someone else…?”


  “See? Seongbin-hyung is uncomfortable with this.”


  “He’s trying to change the subject.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon laughed, pointing at Jeong Seongbin. Kang Kiyeon chimed in, agreeing. Jeong Seongbin glared at the younger members.


  Suppressing his laughter, Lee Cheonghyeon said to me,


  “Still, hyung, maybe reconsider, like Seongbin-hyung said.”


  “Why?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon stroked his chin, seemingly choosing his words carefully.


  After a moment of contemplation, he replied,


  “Seongjun-hyung is… unique.”


  I vaguely recalled hearing that Mr. Jeong Seongjun had visited the dorm with his parents once.


  I looked at Choi Jeho and Park Joowoo, seeking their opinions. They avoided my gaze with indescribable expressions.


  Just what exactly had Mr. Jeong Seongjun done at this austere dorm? I was curious, but alas, it was time to deliver the lunch boxes.


  

  Jeong Seongbin and I rode in the car driven by Manager Chanyeong, heading to Jeong Seongbin’s family home. Before getting in, I made sure to hand over Jeong Seongbin’s lunchbox to the manager as well. He looked genuinely touched.


  Throughout the car ride, Jeong Seongbin fidgeted, looking nervously out the windows.


  “Hyung, are you sure no one else comes to mind? Like the In My Office sunbaenims, maybe?”


  “That’s the fifth time you’ve asked, Seongbin.”


  “Sorry.”


  Jeong Seongbin squeezed his eyes shut. I could practically hear him sighing internally.


  “If you’re that uncomfortable, we can change plans. Manager-nim, could you pull over if you see a safe spot? We might need to change the destination.”


  “Ah…”


  Jeong Seongbin let out a small sigh. The manager signaled and changed lanes.


  “It’s okay, hyung. It’s not that I’m uncomfortable.”


  “Really?”


  “I’m just…I don’t know what that guy might be up to.”


  That guy? That wasn’t a word you heard often from Seongbin’s mouth.


  “So, what do you want to do? Change the destination?”


  The manager pulled over and asked, looking back at us. Jeong Seongbin shook his head repeatedly, asking to continue to his family home.


  “If he’s such a free spirit, maybe Seongjun won’t even be home today?”


  “I told him to stay home until we arrived, so he should be waiting.”


  “Oh, so he listens to you.”


  “Probably…”


  Jeong Seongbin’s voice trailed off, sounding deeply unsure.


  Despite Jeong Seongbin’s apprehension, we soon arrived at an apartment complex. As we gathered the lunch boxes and headed upstairs, Jeong Seongbin gave me a serious warning.


  “Whatever happens, please don’t be too surprised. He likes to play pranks, but he doesn’t mean any harm. I’ll try my best to handle him…”


  “Okay. Just breathe while talking, Seongbin.”


  Jeong Seongbin took a deep breath at my words. His anxious demeanor was strangely amusing.


  How unusual could someone be? The Spark dorm was already full of oddballs.


  “I apologize in advance.”


  “There’s no need for that.”


  I smiled, trying to reassure him.


  But you know what they say—the world is wide, and weird people are everywhere.


  “You have arrived… O Guardian Deity of My Allowance…”


  The moment the door opened, I was greeted by a sight that defied all expectations: A path of green towels meticulously laid out from the entrance to the hallway, LED candles lining the edges like a proposal path, a hastily made ‘Welcome’ banner hanging between ornate picture frames, and a Jeong Seongbin look-alike dressed in a formal suit, bowing politely.


  Sorry, Seongbin. I’m already a little overwhelmed.


  “What is all this?”


  Jeong Seongbin asked, aghast. The elegant man, presumably Jeong Seongjun, struck another pose and said,


  “A modest event from a younger brother welcoming his hyung who sent him a generous allowance?”


  “Are you trying to embarrass me to death?”


  Such a terrifying statement from Spark’s only voice of reason. While I was still reeling in disbelief, Jeong Seongbin marched towards his brother and whispered fiercely in his ear,


  “I told you not to do anything weird.”


  His words were strained, his teeth seemingly clenched. But Jeong Seongjun remained unfazed.


  “You sent me an allowance after receiving your first payment, how could I just sit still? I have to express my gratitude somehow, even if it’s a bit lacking.”


  “Since when did you start calling me ‘hyung’?”


  Jeong Seongbin groaned. Worried that the leader might faint from stress-induced anger at such a young age, I forced my way between the two.


  “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Seongjun. I’m Kim Iwol.”


  “Just call me Seongjun, hyungnim! My brother is in your care!”


  “Where did you learn to talk like that?”


  “Everyone talks like that in Spark’s self-cams.”


  Jeong Seongjun shrugged. His hand was warm as we shook hands. Jeong Seongbin was the leader of Spark, but Jeong Seongjun seemed to be radiating more energy.


  “So, to what do I owe the pleasure of having members of the rising rookie group Spark visit my humble abode?”


  “I apologize for the intrusion, but I wanted to give you this.”


  I presented the lunch box I had carefully wrapped in a cloth. As Jeong Seongjun placed it on the table and unwrapped it, the aroma of jeon filled the air.


  “What’s this? Filming ‘Challenge Life’ again? Working a part-time job at a jeon restaurant this time?”


  “We made it at the dorm. Hyung wanted to thank you for lending him your clothes.”


  Jeong Seongbin explained.


  “To me?”


  “You lent us your clothes. Thanks to you, our stage went really well. I wanted to thank you properly, and this was a good opportunity.”


  “Ah, the day Jeong Seongbin raided my closet?”


  Jeong Seongjun laughed heartily. He seemed to find the memory amusing enough to forget the ‘hyung’ concept.


  “I thought you were Santa Claus. But the kind of Santa who steals from children.”


  “And you conveniently forgot about tearing a hole in my pants?”


  “That wasn’t on purpose! You raided my closet intentionally.”


  “I decided to repay you in kind.”


  “You’ve really changed. The entertainment industry is no joke—turning even Jeong Seongbin into a new person.”


  The air between the brothers was starting to crackle.


  Maybe I should’ve listened when Jeong Seongbin suggested choosing someone else. I was starting to regret ignoring his advice.


  Chapter 233: Trouble Maker (1)


  Mr. Jeong Seongjun pulled out a chair from the dining table.


  “What can I get you? I have filtered water, coffee, some unidentified flower tea, and what looks like barley tea but is actually anchovy fish sauce.”


  “Hyung doesn’t drink coffee. I’ll make it, so just go sit down.”


  Jeong Seongbin roughly pushed Jeong Seongjun away from the fridge where he had been standing guard and then proceeded to boil water in the kettle and retrieve tea bags from the cupboard.


  Unfazed, Jeong Seongjun sat down next to me. He was remarkably friendly.


  “You don’t like coffee? You seem like someone who would enjoy espresso.”


  “It’s not that I dislike it. I just can’t drink it. My body doesn’t handle caffeine well.”


  Thanks to that, I’d never even tried Americano, the lifeblood of office workers. Even chocolate upset my stomach, so I avoided caffeine altogether. Jeong Seongbin added from the kitchen,


  “That’s why hyung only drinks yogurt smoothies and stuff.”


  “So you can’t have caffeine at all? Then is it okay if I drink coffee next to you? I could just get something else.”


  “Oh, I don’t mind. It’s fine as long as I’m not the one drinking it.”


  “Then, Seongbin, coffee for me!”


  “Strong?”


  “As expected of my brother. You know me so well.”


  Jeong Seongjun winked at Jeong Seongbin. He truly had a remarkable personality.


  “Iwol-hyung, would you like tea? Or do you prefer water?”


  “Water is fine.”


  Jeong Seongbin took out a mug like it was second nature. At that, Jeong Seongjun suddenly jumped up from his seat.


  “Mom brought some magnolia tea recently; you should try it. She specifically told me to treat the guests well before she left for work this morning. Magnolia tea is caffeine-free, right?”


  He rushed back to the kitchen and checked his phone to confirm the caffeine content of magnolia tea.


  “You should have said that earlier.”


  “I just remembered. But isn’t it great that I remembered before you pouring the water? Please praise your remarkable dongsaeng.”


  The two bickered in the kitchen until the water boiled. Exactly five minutes later, three steaming mugs were placed on the table.


  “I even prepared some fruit for our guest.”


  Jeong Seongjun forced Jeong Seongbin to sit down and opened the refrigerator.


  I appreciated the gesture, but who cut fruit in advance like that? Did his mother specifically instruct him to do so?


  I was starting to feel less like a welcome guest and more like a burden.


  Just as guilt began to creep in, Jeong Seongjun took something out of the refrigerator. It was a whole cantaloupe, carved into the shape of a cute cat’s face.


  I was speechless. Is this… food art? But who keeps that in a regular home fridge?


  The cat’s head was filled with melon balls. It really felt like I was eating melon out of a cat-shaped bowl.


  “Wow… do they sell fruit like this?”


  “No, I carved it myself.”


  “Excuse me?”


  Stunned, I looked at Jeong Seongjun.


  “Hyungnim, you’ve been compared to a panda, an eagle, and a cat. It felt rude to use a panda for melon, and I’m not skilled enough to make an eagle—so I went with a cat.”


  He even provided a thoughtful explanation.


  So this was a custom-made snack just for me.


  These brothers really had a way of making people feel overwhelmed. Jeong Seongbin rubbed his forehead, seemingly getting a headache.


  “What’s wrong, are you disappointed I didn’t make one for you?”


  “Not at all.”


  Jeong Seongbin’s voice was laced with exhaustion.


  But his true feelings didn’t reach Jeong Seongjun, who continued to switch between calling his brother ‘hyung’ and ‘you’.


  “I knew you’d say that, so I prepared one for you too.”


  “I said I’m not disappointed!”


  Jeong Seongbin exclaimed in exasperation. Ignoring him, Jeong Seongjun opened the refrigerator again.


  This time, with a flourish, he presented a small dog made of grapes.


  “I made it with toothpicks. Isn’t it great?”


  He then placed the grape dog between the melon cat’s ears.


  “Welcome to our home! Enjoy!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s words echoed in my mind: ‘Seongjun-hyung is truly unique’.


  Siblings could be so different. What a learning experience.


  

  Jeong Seongbin and I returned back utterly drained. If Spark’s introverts had visited the cheerful twin household, they might not have made it out alive.


  Only Park Joowoo and Kang Kiyeon were at the practice room. Since they only had to deliver the lunch boxes to their trainers at the company, it made sense.


  But two members were missing.


  “Where are Choi Jeho and Cheonghyeon? They’re not back yet?”


  The action school was closer than Jeong Seongbin’s house; it was strange that they weren’t here yet.


  “Yeah… Maybe they’re stuck in traffic…?”


  “It’s not even rush hour.”


  I glanced at the clock, then at the practice room entrance.


  Maybe they’re doing some kind of activity at the action school.


  If it were just Choi Jeho alone, maybe not—but with Lee Cheonghyeon there too, it was a perfectly plausible theory. I figured they’d show up soon enough and just started warming up.


  The two people I thought would arrive any minute didn’t show up until much later. They finally appeared looking completely worn out—a full two hours later.


  “What happened?”


  If they’d been just a little late, the first question would’ve been, ‘What took you so long?’


  But considering how much time had passed—and more than that, the looks on their faces—I couldn’t help but ask if they were okay first.


  They didn’t just look bad, they looked terrible. Choi Jeho’s face was flushed and blotchy, while Lee Cheonghyeon’s was dark and stormy.


  “Ha…”


  Choi Jeho let out a deep sigh without answering. The frustration in that sigh was palpable.


  “What is it? Did they call Cheonghyeon a prodigy at the action school and ask him to join them?”


  “I wish it were something like that.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s face was devoid of any humor. Sensing the gravity of the situation, the other members sat down on the practice room floor. Lee Cheonghyeon looked down and called me.


  “Hyung.”


  “Yeah.”


  “You said it’s difficult to fire someone from the company, right?”


  Silence filled the room. Everyone looked at Choi Jeho and Lee Cheonghyeon.


  “Why? Did something happen with Manager Unseop?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s eyes widened. He seemed surprised that I had specifically named someone.


  Understandable. I’d always told them not to gossip about others.


  But on the flip side, for them to bring this up knowing I might react defensively meant they had a serious reason. And that meant I had no choice but to hear them out.


  “It wasn’t just a ‘something.’ It was a full-on blow-up.”


  “With who? You and Manager Unseop?”


  “Does it seem like it would be me?”


  At Lee Cheonghyeon’s words, all eyes turned to Choi Jeho.


  “Why did you fight? Let’s hear it.”


  Back when Choi Jeho almost got into trouble on the reality show for crossing a line about someone’s family, I had clearly stated that the speaker’s attitude influenced the listener’s response.


  Since then, I hadn’t seen Choi Jeho lash out recklessly. Aside from raising his voice when I had my head injury, he’d been relatively calm.


  So if the guy who’d been keeping himself in check had lost his grip like this, something serious must have happened.


  While I didn’t want them to think firing someone was easy, I had to hear him out this time.


  Choi Jeho ran his hands through his hair in frustration, his face contorted in annoyance, veins bulging on the back of his hand.


  “There were a lot of things that pissed me off, but forget all that.”


  “Yeah?”


  “F**k, he kept looking at his phone while driving.”


  …What?


  

  Hyung, where do you want to sit?


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked. Following Kim Iwol’s principle that leaving the passenger seat empty was impolite to the driver, Spark always made sure to fill the passenger seat, even if only two people were in the car.


  And as the older member, Choi Jeho was expected to be even more considerate.


  Don’t make the kids feel like they have to walk on eggshells—just handle it properly, got it?


  If I can.


  Choi Jeho didn’t always grasp every nuance of Kim Iwol’s ‘universal social etiquette’, but he’d at least promised to do his best in situations he could reasonably understand.


  I’ll ride shotgun.


  Thus, Choi Jeho became the designated driver’s companion for the day. Whether this was a good or bad choice—he still wasn’t sure.


  You should make a right turn here.


  This way is faster.


  This was the fourth time the manager had taken a different route than the one Choi Jeho suggested.


  When riding with Chanyeong, he didn’t need to play human GPS. But the current manager, Unseop, was new and unfamiliar with the roads. Choi Jeho was only giving directions because Chanyeong had asked him to help.


  I said there’s construction there…


  It should be finished by now.


  Unseop completely ignored Choi Jeho. He briefly wondered if his tone had been too harsh or if his directions sounded like he was criticizing the driver.


  But Choi Jeho hadn’t been wrong. The road was still under construction. As Unseop clicked his tongue and made a sharp turn to avoid the blocked road, Choi Jeho’s frustration grew.


  You should have listened to me the first time.


  He barely managed to control his temper. Kim Iwol’s words echoed in his mind: You don’t have to be friendly to everyone, but you must never be rude.


  They arrived at the action school later than scheduled. Punctuality was deeply ingrained in both of them, so they bowed in apology at a perfect 90-degree angle while handing over the lunch boxes. At this rate, the action school staff were going to look like the bad guys—receiving food and enforcing discipline all at once.


  While Choi Jeho and Lee Cheonghyeon expressed their gratitude and filmed the self-cam footage, Unseop was nowhere to be seen.


  Some managers usually observed filming, but this wasn’t a particularly important shoot, so Choi Jeho didn’t think much of it. He just attributed it to his own dislike of the man.


  As they finished greeting the action school staff and headed back to the car, they saw a car window roll down. A wisp of smoke seemed to escape from inside.


  Choi Jeho opened the passenger door, and the smell of smoke hit him in the face. He wasn’t the type to beat around the bush.


  Were you smoking in the car?


  The reply was absurd.


  Oh, it’s a vape.


  Is a vape not a cigarette? Choi Jeho couldn’t understand.


  The manager added, with an air of defiance,


  Everywhere around here is a no-smoking zone.


  That means you shouldn’t smoke, you fucker. Not that you should smoke in the car.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, sitting in the back, coughed. Choi Jeho suddenly remembered Kim Iwol frantically rushing over with masks whenever the younger members were near the gas stove, worried they might inhale the fumes.


  Chapter 234: Trouble Maker (2)


  I’m going to open the window. I don’t like the smell of smoke.


  Vapes don’t smell that much.


  They do. Open the back windows too.


  At Choi Jeho’s words, Unseop pressed the window switch. Only when the outside air started flowing in did it feel bearable again. Lee Cheonghyeon’s coughing also began to subside.


  Choi Jeho knew many managers smoked, but not many were this inconsiderate.


  It wasn’t like he cussed the guy out and said, ‘Don’t f***ing smoke in the car’, but Unseop’s expression still soured. Then again, why should Choi Jeho care? He was even more pissed off.


  You don’t smoke, Jeho?


  No one in our team does.


  So take out the stink before you come in, dumb***. He bit back the words rising to his throat.


  With the tension in the air, the car soon grew quiet. In Chanyeong’s car, when Park Joowoo played music, everyone would hum along, or when Jeong Seongbin threw out a topic, the members would pounce like bees in a heated debate.


  But now, beyond the rearview mirror, Lee Cheonghyeon just silently turned his face to the window, brushing at his clothes now and then, probably trying to keep the smoke smell off.


  Perhaps wanting to lighten the mood, Unseop spoke.


  You don’t drink either, Jeho? I’ve never seen Spark have a get-together.


  Yes.


  Choi Jeho replied curtly, not wanting to prolong the conversation.


  You don’t seem like someone who can’t handle alcohol, though. Why don’t you drink?


  I can’t drink.


  Kim Iwol had once advised him: when people bring up alcohol, it’s better to just say you can’t drink rather than say you don’t like it. Choi Jeho followed that advice to the letter.


  Unseop chuckled at his response.


  ‘You get used to it if you keep drinking. You’re just not used to it. You probably haven’t been through many company dinners yet, right?”


  Unseop’s stubbornness wasn’t just limited to his work.


  He’d give Park Joowoo, with his sensitive palate, a different drink than he’d requested, insisting, ‘You have to try new things. Who knows? You might like it!’. And when Kang Kiyeon was on a strict diet, Unseop brought him fried rice, saying one meal wouldn’t hurt.


  Even someone as indifferent about food as Choi Jeho was starting to feel fed up.


  His true feelings slipped out.


  Why should I eat something I don’t want to?


  Is being a picky eater something to be proud of?


  It’s not like I’m picking things out of my food every time. How does not drinking alcohol suddenly mean I’m a picky eater?


  The conversation became tense.


  Unseop drove with a sullen expression. Choi Jeho wasn’t about to try and appease him. Nor was he the type to get loud and petty either.


  So it looked like they’d spend the whole ride to the practice room in uncomfortable silence.


  Until Unseop started looking at his phone while driving.


  Not at a red light, but while the car was moving, with passengers inside.


  You’re not even watching the road? What kind of urgent message could it be?


  Choi Jeho’s gaze shifted to the phone. His sharp eyesight caught a glimpse of something he wished he hadn’t seen.


  Are you playing a game right now?


  A poker game, cards flipping across the screen. Effects flashed, showing how much Unseop was winning.


  I was just checking for a second.


  You think that’s a valid excuse?


  He knew his tone was sharp.


  But he didn’t regret it, and Unseop remained nonchalant.


  I only looked for a second; you’re overreacting. You were watching me, Jeho, you know I only looked briefly.


  One distraction might not cause an accident. Two will.


  What are you implying?


  Wait, both of you, calm down.


  Lee Cheonghyeon reached between the driver and passenger seats, trying to mediate.


  This isn’t going to cause an accident. I’ve been driving for years.


  Huh.


  Choi Jeho scoffed.


  If we crash, I’ll take responsibility. Happy?


  And how exactly? You think traffic accidents are some kind of joke?


  Hyung, stop it!


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s face paled as he hit Choi Jeho’s arm.


  Even Lee Cheonghyeon knew Choi Jeho wasn’t wrong.


  But provoking the driver would only make things worse. Choi Jeho was only saying this because he wanted Unseop to focus on driving, but this was counterproductive.


  Choi Jeho sighed and backed down. As if seizing the opportunity, Unseop muttered,


  You should work on your temper, Jeho. You’ll get in trouble acting like that.


  At that moment, Choi Jeho decided.


  He didn’t want to work with this man.


  And that it would be better for everyone if he didn’t.


  As soon as they got out of the car, Choi Jeho dragged Lee Cheonghyeon towards the practice room. Lee Cheonghyeon scolded him, but he didn’t budge.


  Why provoke the driver? You could have told him later!


  It’s better to say something before he causes an accident.


  …….


  You think that guy should keep working as our manager?


  Of course not.


  Thought so.


  Having secured agreement, Choi Jeho continued towards the practice room.


  Or rather, he tried to. Lee Cheonghyeon held him back.


  But do you think he’ll actually be fired? Iwol-hyung said it wasn’t easy to fire someone. Manager Unseop hasn’t caused a major incident like Yoo Hansoo.


  So we should just let it slide?


  Lee Cheonghyeon was silent at Choi Jeho’s words, a sign of acquiescence.


  So, Choi Jeho spoke frankly.


  “He keeps staring at his phone while driving, for f***’s sake.”


  “…”


  “Even phone calls should be hands-free. Am I overreacting?”


  As he turned around after his final remark, Choi Jeho saw Kim Iwol, for the first time, completely devoid of any humor.


  His eyes were deep, dark, and cold—just like always, but more so now.


  “I think we need to report this to the company.”


  Jeong Seongbin said with a serious expression. As he was about to stand, Kim Iwol stopped him and left the practice room. Park Joowoo asked where he was going, but he received no answer.


  Kim Iwol returned shortly after, holding a small metal chip.


  “What is that?”


  “The memory card from the dashcam.”


  He replied to Lee Cheonghyeon’s question while rummaging through his backpack, his gaze fixed on its contents. He pulled out a small device, resembling a portable charger.


  While Kim Iwol turned on the shared laptop, connected the device, and read the memory card, no one dared to speak. The atmosphere around him was different than usual.


  Kim Iwol, his face expressionless, focused on the screen and the earphones. Only the clicking sound of fast-forwarding filled the practice room.


  A few minutes passed. Having confirmed what he needed, Kim Iwol closed the laptop.


  “I’m going upstairs. Someone copy this file for me.”


  That was all the explanation he offered. Before anyone could stop him, Kim Iwol stormed out of the practice room.


  

  On the way up to the office, the system kept flickering in front of my eyes.


  
    ▷ Reduced perception of negative emotions effect is currently active.

  


  Didn’t I adjust this last time? Not that it mattered right now.


  He was playing games while driving.


  The dashcam audio clearly captured Lee Cheonghyeon’s coughing and Choi Jeho’s attempts to reason with Hong Unseop in a (relatively) calm voice.


  Incompetence was tolerable. Stubbornness was difficult but manageable. Everyone had their awkward and immature phases.


  But recklessness was a different matter. This was unacceptable; I had no intention of tolerating it or waiting for him to improve.


  He was messing around while driving. With passengers in the car.


  He forced food on someone who clearly couldn’t eat it, then acted like they were the one in the wrong.


  This is fucking infuriating.


  My head throbbed. My blood pressure felt like it was spiking.


  Normally, I would’ve asked for a time when she was available for a meeting, but I couldn’t afford to waste even that. I went straight to Ms. Min Jukyung.


  “Iwol! What brings you here?”


  Ms. Min Jukyung greeted me with a smile.


  “Please replace our manager.”


  The office went dead silent the moment those words left my mouth. Ms. Min Jukyung quickly ushered me into a meeting room.


  “Is Unseop’s constant failure to relay announcements wearing you out? Would it still be hard if Chanyeong acted as the main manager?”


  She asked.


  I understood how difficult it was to find a manager. I had worked in recruitment for years.


  The requirements were demanding: A young person with a driver’s license, willing to work long, irregular hours for low pay.


  And the job entailed much more than just driving. Not many people were eager to take on such a role.


  I knew all that. Really.


  “He was looking at his phone while driving.”


  “What?”


  “He said, ‘One glance won’t cause an accident.’”


  I didn’t have to bend over backward to accommodate the company’s situation forever.


  “I’d rather get my driver’s license and drive myself than let someone like that drive the members. It would be safer for everyone.”


  I wasn’t going to compromise on this matter. Even if I was criticized for being disrespectful or inconsiderate.


  Because of *ssholes who drove like that—my sister was dead.


  

  Ms. Min Jukyung immediately summoned Hong Unseop. This triggered a massive gathering of the dedicated team, Spark, and even the CEO.


  The hearing surrounding Hong Unseop lasted a grueling hour. We had to endure the slow, frustrating process of verifying facts and listening to his excuses.


  “Why did you miss the file Iwol asked you to deliver? And why did you lie about not receiving it?”


  “I didn’t lie.”


  “You said you never received it. But we’ve got the record right here.”


  Hong Unseop spewed lies that were blatantly easy to disprove—without so much as blinking. Like it was second nature to him.


  And the moment he felt cornered, he shifted the blame to someone else.


  “Mr. Iwol explained it in a confusing way, so I couldn’t help it.”


  “Are you saying this is the artist’s fault?”


  “I didn’t mean it like that.”


  “Mr. Unseop, stop messing around and speak clearly.”


  At the CEO’s words, Hong Unseop put on an aggrieved expression.


  What was he so aggrieved about? He hadn’t done anything right. Did he think it was unfair that everyone was criticizing him?


  If he found this little scolding so upsetting, he shouldn’t have gone around telling Choi Jeho to fix his attitude. If he didn’t like being told off, maybe he shouldn’t have done it to others in the first place.


  I was exhausted. At this point, it felt like Spark could be excused from the meeting, but the company didn’t even bother to say a word about letting us leave, and that made me angry, too. I was also upset with Manager Chanyoung, who must’ve known there were issues with him but still kept quiet, trying to resolve the situation by himself.


  Would it kill them to let us off the hook from this kind of stress just once? I already had so much to worry about.


  As Spark gained popularity and became busier, the areas beyond my control would only increase.


  I couldn’t shield them from every hardship.


  I was already anxious about missing something crucial, like with Kang Kiyeon…


  My vision felt hazy, like I was walking through fog.


  Even with me sitting there like that, Hong Unseop continued making excuses until the very end.


  “So, it was just that one time…”


  “Producer Yoo hitting me over the head was also ‘just that one time.’ Is that why he got a second chance?”


  Silence fell over the meeting room at my words.


  They might think I was being disrespectful, but they couldn’t refute it. Not a single person in this room.


  “…Since the rest is a matter for the company to discuss, we’ll excuse ourselves.”


  With those words, I stood up from my seat. The members quickly followed after me. The sound of chairs scraping against the floor filled the meeting room with noise.


  Chapter 235: Our Neighborhood's Study King (1)


  Hong Unseop was removed from his role as Spark’s manager. The company notified him of termination, but things got complicated when Hong Unseop claimed it was an unfair dismissal.


  According to Lee Cheonghyeon, who frequently came by the company for composing work, Hong Unseop was now openly throwing a tantrum.


  Shouldn’t it be fine since he was still in his probationary period?


  Apparently, he’s not listening to reason. He’s threatening to report them to the Presidential Office and everything.


  That won’t even be processed. He needs to do his research.


  There was also the risk of Hong Unseop spreading rumors about Spark out of spite. He had a contract proving his employment at UA and evidence showing he was Spark’s manager.


  If he decided to post something like, ‘I was Spark’s manager, and their personalities were terrible’, many people would believe him. It was the same tactic I used to threaten Jang Junhoo, only this time, it would be against Spark.


  While public opinion might eventually swing in our favor, Spark would initially be subjected to a barrage of hate. ‘They cried about being victims of power abuse, but they’re the ones abusing power now?’ and so on. It was predictable.


  Spark was already notorious for being embroiled in controversies despite having just debuted. But what about the fans? What had they done to deserve this?


  Haters would run wild, and the public wouldn’t care about the truth. Writing clarification posts, defending our members, and fighting against those who believed the rumors without looking into the facts would be exhausting.


  Sparklers had already been through this countless times. With the system attached to me, who knew what else might explode in the future? We couldn’t afford to throw more fuel on the fire.


  So the decision was made: instead of immediately firing Hong Unseop, he would be removed from Spark duties and given a 30-day notice before being officially terminated. That way, there’d be no grounds to claim unfair dismissal.


  I agreed with this approach. I even asked for the reasons for termination to be clearly documented. I’d already submitted the black box footage as evidence.


  The company promised to fill the vacant position quickly, but I emphasized the need for a competent manager, not just a readily available one.


  One thing that bothered me was that Spark seemed to be walking on eggshells around me.


  Ever since I went to review the dashcam footage, it was obvious they were scrambling not to get on my bad side.


  “What’s up with you guys?”


  “What… what do you mean?”


  “You’re all acting weird around me.”


  Park Joowoo’s eyes darted around nervously. I saw the other three flinch behind him. Choi Jeho simply shrugged and went to his room.


  “Should I be honest?”


  “I always encourage honesty.”


  “You looked seriously pissed off, so we were just trying not to push your buttons.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon said frankly. Taken aback by his unexpected answer, I replied just as honestly.


  “What? I’m not angry.”


  “Look in the mirror and say that again.”


  At Lee Cheonghyeon’s words, I went to the bathroom.


  My facial muscles were a bit stiff, but… was it that noticeable? Maybe they mistook the change in my expression for something else just because my dark circles had faded? I wasn’t exactly known for being expressive.


  “I look the same as usual.”


  “You’re making a serious face.”


  “How many people look like they’re smiling when they’re just sitting still?”


  “You used to be one of those rare people.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon didn’t back down. I did try to keep a generally friendly expression, but was the change that obvious?


  If they were pointing it out so directly, I had to be mindful. Focus, focus.


  “Anyway, I’m really not mad. So no need to walk on eggshells.”


  Park Joowoo visibly relaxed, placing a hand over his heart. That kid must’ve been seriously keeping an eye on me.


  “We have more pressing matters to attend to.”


  I tapped the paper in my hand.


  Filming for ‘Shining Stars, K-Scholar’, another variety show featuring idols, was just around the corner, right after ‘ISD’.


  The basic educational level of idols had long been a topic of public debate. Even for idols who had been trainees since they were young, the public’s standards were harsh.


  ≫ Today’s Viral Idol Comment


  ‘


  A heart startled by a soft-shelled turtle gets startled again by… a buchimgae


  [1]


  The original proverb is ‘A heart startled by a soft-shelled turtle gets startled again by a pot lid’. It means ‘Someone who has experienced a shock or trauma will overreact or become easily startled by even unrelated things that seem similar’.


  ’


  └ Seriously, they really didn’t know that? That wasn’t a joke?


  └ The basic knowledge level of idols is seriously alarming.


  ≫ Apparently, just knowing square roots makes you a genius if you’re an idol


  Square roots only show up on question #2 of the college entrance examㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ What are you on about? Yur got into H University through regular admissions


  └ If Yur is the only counterexample out of all the idols… well, you get the point


  └ Korea’s obsession with academic credentials is insane. They expect so much even from idols


  └ It’s about having the basicsㅋㅋㅋ How could you call this an obsession with academic credentials?


  └ Wasn’t ‘knowing the basics’ about reading clocks and counting change? Since when did the bar get so high?


  └ You’re telling me square roots are considered a ‘high bar’ now…? I’m asking because I genuinely don’t know.


  There was always debate over what counted as ‘basic knowledge’, but idols got criticized far more often—and more harshly—than athletes or other young entertainers who also focused on developing their skills over school during their youth.


  The broadcasting stations seemed to think this could be another piece of content. Thus was born the idea of a regular variety show with the concept: ‘Let’s give idols who lacked the opportunity to build basic academic skills a chance to study together!’


  That was how the ‘Shining Stars’ series began. Participating idol groups were given a test outline in advance, covering basic knowledge and trivia selected by the producers.


  On recording day, 70% of the questions came from the pre-disclosed material, and the remaining 30% were randomized. It was a simple format where the person who took first place was crowned the #1 intellectual idol of the year.


  The network’s previous show ‘IDC’ achieved moderate success, so this year’s concept was based on Sungkyunkwan scholars.


  The title had also changed to ‘Scholar’. Why are variety show titles always so cringe?


  Spark was also invited to appear. For us, who were desperate for even a single appearance, merely saying ‘thank you’ wouldn’t have been enough.


  Next, we had to pick the cast members. However, Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo now really had to go all-in on their college entrance exam prep.


  If we followed the spirit of the show, Choi Jeho, who barely attended school, should be the one to go, but he had schedule conflicts too. His dance competition program was heading towards its finale. And Kang Kiyeon had also started attending regular counseling sessions.


  So, the ones left were…


  “The exam syllabus? I’ve memorized all of it, of course.”


  …Only Lee Cheonghyeon, with his uncommonly brilliant brain, and me, whose degree had evaporated.


  At the end of the day, idol success was all about marketing. Depending on who was promoted with what role, their image changed, their influence grew, and their recognition increased.


  Naturally, many idols would be trying to secure an ‘intellectual’ image from this ‘Shining Star, K-Scholar’.


  There was no harm in giving Lee Cheonghyeon that kind of image. He had the talent and the face for it.


  But my case was different.


  For me—known as ‘the sports community’s psychic octopus’, ‘the guy whose personal color is Yeouido Securities Gray’, ‘the textbook example of a 90-degree bow’, ‘the polite ruffian’, etc., etc. —even if I got such an image, people would just say I was putting on another act. I’d already seen too many comments mocking the ‘Kim Pep gimmick’.


  So I’d wanted to send just Lee Cheonghyeon. But that plan flopped. Turned out a bunch of IDC alums were appearing in this one too.


  I figured I’d rather see 100 posts saying ‘Kim Pep working hard again today’ than let Lee Cheonghyeon start cozying up to the likes of All Over.


  “Hyung? Did you review the test material?”


  “I did. Thankfully, it wasn’t much.”


  “Isn’t it because they’re worried they won’t get enough screen time if too many people get eliminated right from the start?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon showed surprising insight into the entertainment industry. Good—if you’re in a subordinate position, you should at least know how to read your superior’s intentions.


  “What else might come up? Seongbin-hyung, what kind of questions usually appear on these programs?”


  “There are many questions on current affairs or new slang terms. Science or math don’t often appear in quiz shows with many contestants.”


  As he spoke, Jeong Seongbin turned on the news. A segment was airing about the Bank of Korea’s interest rate policy.


  “See, right now, the prevailing sentiment is that the Bank of Korea will maintain the base interest rate, right? They don’t ask many questions about the context here because the explanation would be too long. They’ll show ‘base interest rate’ highlighted in a different color in the headline, or they’ll blank out the beginning and ask you to fill in ‘○○’ for ‘○○ rate.'”


  “What about new slang?”


  “Check hashtags on social media. It takes some time for new slang to reach the broadcasters, so very recent slang actually doesn’t get used. You can assume only words that are confirmed to be popularly used will appear.”


  His insight was incredible. I knew Jeong Seongbin was well-versed in the idol industry, but I didn’t know he was qualified enough to be a professor of idol studies. You’re not just a human karaoke machine, huh.


  “So reading books won’t be very helpful then. Iwol-hyung, lift my monitoring ban.”


  “No way. I’ll pick them out for you, so just study from a summary.”


  “Hyung, what do you know about new slang? You’re the biggest ‘young boomer’ among young boomers.”


  What do you know about me, huh? I know all the new slang that will come out in the next five years. I even used some of them to make a birthday ad. Sure, it probably won’t show up on the test yet, but still.


  “We have to study really hard. If we won the overall championship in ISD and then we get eliminated in the first round here, we’ll immediately be branded as ‘muscle for brains’.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon said, worried. Though that image might have its own niche appeal, he wasn’t wrong, so I didn’t argue.


  “Then just set a target rank.”


  “Huh?”


  Kang Kiyeon, who had been listening to our conversation, suddenly chimed in.


  “Hyung, you love setting goals. If you have a rank in mind, you won’t get eliminated early.”


  “That’s right. That hyung will push himself to do well.”


  Are you seriously plotting this right in front of my face? Aren’t you a bit too cheeky?


  Just as I was about to teach these guys the basic etiquette of scheming, Park Joowoo, who had been pondering in the corner, clapped his hands.


  “I know what this is called.”


  “What is it?”


  Kang Kiyeon asked.


  Park Joowoo smiled brightly.


  “KPI.”


  Don’t.


  Don’t you dare utter that cursed word, it’s horrifying!


  1.


  The original proverb is ‘A heart startled by a soft-shelled turtle gets startled again by a pot lid’. It means ‘Someone who has experienced a shock or trauma will overreact or become easily startled by even unrelated things that seem similar’.


  Chapter 236: Our Neighborhood's Study King (2)


  Despite my internal screams of bloody tears, Lee Cheonghyeon’s and my KPI was set: ‘Shining Star, K-Scholar – Survive as one of the final 5!’


  I guess I’ve been too lenient with you rascals lately. Starting today, I’m back in hostile mode.


  Suppressing my anger, I was about to get out at the broadcasting station entrance when I saw a larger crowd than usual had gathered.


  “Aren’t there a lot of people today?”


  “Right? Maybe because several groups are appearing?”


  As I chatted with Lee Cheonghyeon and opened the door to get out, camera flashes went off all around us.


  Usually, hommas focused on taking pictures of the idols they liked. There were also those who, regardless of personal preference, only photographed idols who could make them money.


  But it was different now. Besides the familiar faces of Spark’s hommas, many others were taking pictures of us.


  In the past, I would have been tearing my hair out, frustrated that not a single one of these many cameras could truly capture Lee Cheonghyeon’s real-life visuals.


  However, those painful times were now over. I would show them the power of the ‘camera massage’ that Spark earned by working like dogs.


  “Cheonghyeon, you’re smiling well, right?”


  I asked brightly while facing forward, smiling. Lee Cheonghyeon, smiling dazzlingly like a silver foil mat reflecting sunlight, looked at me and replied.


  “Of course. But why do you ask?”


  “Because I’m looking forward to the preview of our arrival photos.”


  For the photographers, too, today would likely be a historic day.


  And a short while later, in the waiting room.


  I confirmed that the legendary hommas — those who could create ‘once-in-a-lifetime’ idol photos with a single shutter press — were pouring out photos of Lee Cheonghyeon accompanied by all kinds of elaborate praise.


  ≫ 2X10XX Shining Star, K-Scholar Cheonghyeon Arrival Preview


  Once again, these are unedited… real. true


  └ Thanks to Jjae-i-nim’s photos, I gain the strength to live today… Thank you, truly


  └ Cheonghyeon is a god again today ㅠㅠㅠㅠ Thank you for the pretty photos!!!


  ≫ 2X10XX Cheonghyeon


  Sparklers slowly turning into girls…


  └ Sparklers who keep becoming girls… (Special note: The ink on their ID cards is fading)


  ≫ The weather is nice, Cheonghyeon


  Looks like even the sun came out just to see your face


  └ The simping is strong here


  └ It’s basic etiquette for Sparklers. If we don’t try hard every day, we lose to a certain Mr. Kim


  └ That person is on another level, isn’t he?


  └ Kim??: “What’s it like seeing Cheonghyeon in real life? It’s like feeling what happens when all the energy of the universe converges into one moment. At the same time, I realize just how small I am in this vast universe.”


  ≫ Cheonghyeon-nim’s arrival photos, coincidentally captured while waiting for same-age idols


  Truly… amazing… To think this came from my hands…


  └ Did our fandom’s ‘golden hands’ switch fandoms!??! I was thinking that, then saw it was Spark and felt relieved


  └ I’m begging you, please film a Berion Spark friendship self-produced content


  A handsome man acknowledged by those who’d seen their fair share of beautiful faces. Perfect composition crafted by a visual expert with impeccable taste. Add to that the clear weather and his striking face.


  Even before the recording, SNS was filled with Spark’s Cheonghyeon. I had a good feeling about this.


  

  When dozens of idols were filming at once, a lot of waiting rooms were needed. Even though it was a much smaller scale than ISD, the name tags attached to the broadcasting station’s hallway were reminiscent of a music show.


  Since only a few members per team appear on this show, I figured that as a rookie group, we might have to share a waiting room with another group…


  “Oh… it’s going to be a bit chilly in this waiting room.”


  …I never imagined we’d end up sharing with Parthe. Lee Cheonghyeon, anticipating a frosty atmosphere, muttered drily.


  Never thought I’d reach a point in life where I’d miss Berion. My stomach churned.


  Fortunately, Parthe, true to their reputation for frequently being late, entered almost exactly on time for the recording. Song Minil, the member getting the most company push, was with them too.


  “Hello, sunbaenims!”


  “Noona, our outfits!”


  These punks ignored any proper greeting and immediately scrambled to find their filming outfits. With the recording time just around the corner, they must have been in a hurry.


  I had no idea how they hadn’t gotten into trouble for being so rude. Meanwhile, Spark couldn’t even send out Hong Unseop for fear he’d cause some kind of scandal. Perhaps the power difference between large corporations and small-to-medium enterprises regarding non-disclosure agreements revealed itself in places like this.


  But MYTH… were they trying to create an elite image for Song Minil? When I heard him swearing by the Han River, his language didn’t exactly exude intellect. Wouldn’t it be better to promote Mr. Han Gawoon as a demure intellectual instead?


  As I was harbouring such thoughts, someone hugged me from behind, putting their weight on me. Over the mirror, I saw Lee Cheonghyeon’s face, his chin resting on my shoulder.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, pretending to be playful, whispered in my ear.


  “He’s from Gangnam’s 8th School District.”


  I was just thinking about it, how did he know?


  When I looked at him with surprised eyes, Lee Cheonghyeon grinned. He snuggled up just to tell me this. His skill in deceiving the cameras was also top-notch; he was all grown up.


  “His family home is in the same neighborhood as mine, apparently.”


  “Where did you hear that?”


  “It’s been floating around SNS lately. Some kind of ‘prestigious family idol ranking’ or something?”


  I guess people really do love that kind of gossip.


  Still, I didn’t expect that just living nearby would end up connecting two people who had never even properly met.


  Then, suddenly, my first encounter with Parthe flashed through my mind.


  What’s your name?


  It’s Lee Cheonghyeon, sunbaenim!


  At that time, Song Minil had specifically singled out Lee Cheonghyeon. Back then, I thought it was because the kid was exceptionally handsome and stood out in a bad way, but looking back now, he might have been wary of someone from the same area. That theory only held true, of course, if Song Minil already knew who Lee Cheonghyeon was.


  “So. Are you burning with competitive spirit?”


  When I asked, Lee Cheonghyeon smiled like a fool.


  “Nope.”


  It was an unexpected answer. Yet, the kid himself was nonchalant.


  “What’s there to get competitive about in a quiz show? As long as I do my main job well, that’s what matters!”


  The kid smiled like the sun blazing on a summer day. That mindset—and that face—so admirable and excellent.


  Still, I sincerely hope you do your best even in this quiz program. Because if they start asking things like the scientific name of white coral, I’m out.


  

  The cast members, dressed in Sungkyunkwan scholar outfits, gathered in one place. The palace backdrop banner draped behind the set was truly traditional and… nice. It definitely screamed ‘one-off holiday special cash grab’.


  The host was also someone I knew. It was the MC I had visited a fortune teller with after the ‘In My Office’ filming.


  So, he didn’t just do regular variety shows but also special MC gigs. I didn’t know since the only variety shows I’d watched were the ones that Spark appeared on.


  Before the quiz show officially began, there was a simple ice-breaking session.


  “I heard it’s trendy among idol fans these days to decorate photo cards. Shall we take a look at how our idols decorated their answer boards?”


  Gasps of admiration erupted here and there at the amazing whiteboard decorating skills of several idols who were talented in drawing. How could there be so many talented people in the world?


  Song Minil showed off a board overflowing with love for his fans and fellow members. The MC asked if he loved his group too much, but all I could manage was a fake smile.


  Mr. Han Gawoon, are you still cleaning up after that guy these days? I hope you’ll be liberated in the not-too-distant future.


  “Shall we take a look at Spark’s two members’ boards as well…? Oh my, what is this!”


  The MC was startled upon seeing Lee Cheonghyeon’s board. On his board, written in neat Hanja, was ‘少不勤學老後悔’ – ‘If you don’t study diligently when young, you’ll regret it when old’.


  “This is actually our family motto! Since we’re all here to study and improve our skills, I thought it was fitting!”


  “It’s all lies that kids these days don’t know Hanja. Mr. Cheonghyeon seems to write Hanja better than I do.”


  Right. I was also surprised when I first saw him write Hanja. His posture was so good I thought it was a visual trick, but it turned out he was just that good at writing Hanja.


  “Mr. Iwol, why on earth did you write this?”


  The MC asked, holding my board up towards the camera. The carefully written ‘Guys, I’m sorry’ was largely displayed on the monitor. Laughter burst out from here and there.


  “My goal is to give the members a heads-up so they’re not too disappointed if I get eliminated.”


  “Isn’t this the kind of thing you usually write after getting a question wrong?”


  “You know what… fair point!”


  The MC and I ended up completely aligned, which drew another round of laughter from the audience.


  Not many people were eliminated during the basic general knowledge questions.


  Most of the questions came from the provided study material, and everyone seemed to assume there would be a revival round, so no one was too upset about getting something wrong.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, who had not only memorized the cheat sheet but also received a special lecture on basic knowledge from Jeong Seongbin, and I (I didn’t particularly need to listen, but I had sat next to him anyway) steadfastly held our ground.


  “Spark, they’re lightning fast. No hesitation in solving!”


  The MC commented, watching us write down answers as soon as the questions ended.


  I’m fine either way, so please direct all your praise to Lee Cheonghyeon. He’s three years younger than me on paper, and incredibly bright.


  After about 10% were eliminated, the difficulty of the questions increased sharply.


  “Here’s the question. Which of the following is not a Sino-Korean word? 1. Podo (grape). 2. Jangmi (rose). 3…”


  (TL note: A Sino-Korean word is a word in the Korean language that is derived from Classical Chinese (Hanja).)


  When they suddenly dropped a question beyond general knowledge, a wave of eliminations swept the set.


  How do they not know how to control difficulty? If they mess up like this, the education ministry should come out and issue a formal apology. They did that back in my day after the college entrance exam made the news for being too hard.


  While I was grumbling to myself, the MC began checking the remaining contestants. The hell-level exam… no, the fiery difficulty of the questions had just eliminated Song Minil, and now fewer than twenty people remained.


  “Oh, all the Spark members are still in?”


  The MC praised us as if it were huge news.


  But there were only two of us to begin with. And the kid next to me was practically headed for a gifted high school.


  “I guess we got lucky! Right, hyung?”


  From a few seats away, Cheonghyeon reached over with a long-distance high-five. I enthusiastically returned it.


  And at this point.


  “Due to far more contestants being eliminated than the production team expected… before we move on to the revival round, we’ll play a simple game where the MC can bring back as many eliminated players as there are remaining ones who answered the question correctly!”


  The wording was different, but in the end, it was just another way to bring back the eliminated contestants.


  Chapter 237: Our Neighborhood's Study King (3)


  “Since this problem is truly a surprise question, there will be no disadvantage to the survivors even if they get it wrong. However, for each person who gets the correct answer, we will revive 10 people!”


  “10 people?!”


  The venue buzzed at the groundbreaking proposal. I had no idea what kind of question they were planning to ask.


  If it were a science question, Lee Cheonghyeon would somehow manage to solve it. If it were a social studies subject, I would rack my brains and cover it from this end. There were only two of us left, and both of us getting it wrong would be pretty humiliating.


  “Here comes the question!”


  Until a moment ago, the questions were presented via narration. This time, the MC pointed to the front prompter. The teleprompter lit up brightly, revealing a math problem.


  [In a coordinate plane, when points P, Q, and R move on the three sides AB, BC, and CA, respectively, of triangle ABC with an area of 27…]


  “Gasp.”


  Sighs mixed with groans poured out from all directions. The label at the bottom—20XX College Scholastic Ability Test Question—only made the pressure worse.


  I think I can solve it… but will Lee Cheonghyeon be okay?


  I didn’t come back nine years older than these kids just to show off like, ‘Look how smart I am~ admire my genius~’. That’d just be cheating.


  My goal here was only one thing: to shout, ‘Please look at Spark’s genius, all-around talent, Lee Cheonghyeon!’


  I was contemplating what would be better for the team: getting it wrong here and hearing people say, ‘Wasn’t Kim Pep’s claim of being a top-tier math student a lie?’ or getting it right and stealing the spotlight Lee Cheonghyeon should receive. Just then, the silhouette in the seat next to me moved. Lee Cheonghyeon was frowning, writing something down.


  It was too far to see clearly, but if he could even write half of the formula, that would be as good a defense as any. Worst case, if he wrote a funny comment and got caught on camera, he’d at least grab some attention.


  He didn’t even need to be told anymore—he just did what he needed to. I relaxed and started solving the problem.


  “That was a tough one, wasn’t it?”


  “Yes!”


  The idols answered loudly, their voices mixed with resentment. The MC laughed.


  “The production team was too harsh. It’s a holiday, but they have no heart, don’t you agree?”


  This would be the perfect moment to cut to the production team and add a caption like ‘Vicious Production Team.’ Veteran MCs really were built different.


  “But still, we’ve got a job to do! Let’s check the answers. Hold up your boards!”


  The answer boards were filled with more apologies than usual.


  Some wrote the names of their eliminated colleagues, saying, ‘○○, I’m sorry ㅠㅠㅠ,’ while others, in a state of despair, wrote their own birthdates.


  Among them, there was someone who had written the same answer as me.


  It was Berion’s Yeo Seongchan!


  “Mr. Seongchan, your board is very clean. Did you actually try the problem?”


  “Well, they say math short answers are usually 0 or 1, so I guessed one of the two!”


  Okay, that was a classic joke.


  However, I remembered it didn’t apply much to CSAT math. This could only be described as truly lucky.


  While the MC was checking from the back row, I checked the whiteboard Lee Cheonghyeon was holding.


  For a moment, I was startled. His answer was the same as mine. Moreover, Lee Cheonghyeon’s board even had the formula written out correctly.


  How did you solve it?


  When I mouthed the question, Lee Cheonghyeon just grinned silently.


  The truth behind the miraculous problem-solving was revealed during his interview with the MC.


  “My mom and dad put a lot of effort into their children’s education. I think it’s finally paying off!”


  Paying off way too well, honestly. You’re a high school sophomore now. You could take the CSAT right away.


  Still, since it allowed Lee Cheonghyeon to fully display his intellectual side, I decided to consider it a good thing.


  Thanks to Spark’s math whiz duo and Berion’s power, a whopping thirty people were revived, pushing the loser’s revival round further back.


  In the middle of the chaos, I clearly saw it: the stark contrast between the exhausted expressions of the staff—already realizing filming would run longer—and the delighted smile of the PD, happy to have secured more footage.


  

  After the survivors’ revival cards were activated, a short break was given on the filming set. Berion members approached Lee Cheonghyeon and me as we were wiping shoe marks off our seats with wet wipes.


  “Yo, geniuses!”


  “Sunbaenim, you’re here.”


  “What’s up, Iwol-hyung? Why are you suddenly acting so formal!”


  “I’m a person who is thorough about public and private distinctions.”


  Yeo Seongchan made a sad face. He looked like he’d cry if I joked again, so I quickly told him I was kidding.


  “Does Spark get idol tutoring or something? There’s nothing you guys can’t do.”


  If such tutoring existed, Spark wouldn’t have disbanded in that state back in the day, would it?


  “Yeongyu, you get revived too?”


  “Yeah. I was aiming for the loser’s revival round, but thanks to Yeo Seongchan, I got back in early.”


  “See? There’s no better friend than me, right?”


  Yeo Seongchan winked at Moon Yeongyu. Moon Yeongyu looked disgusted, but Yeo Seongchan’s advances didn’t stop.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, who was quietly watching this, asked Berion.


  “You guys all talk casually with each other?”


  “Huh? Oh, yeah. We all did during ‘IDC’.'”


  Yeo Seongchan replied. Lee Cheonghyeon looked at me with an incredulous expression.


  “Wow, hyung, you’re really too much.”


  “What is?”


  “Seongbin-hyung and Kang Kiyeon still use honorifics with you, hyung, but you’re giving these senior idols special treatment? Aren’t you playing favorites to the sunbaenims?”


  “Was it like that?!”


  “That’s fake news. Spark aims for equality and no hierarchy.”


  “But Seongbin is incredibly polite to you, hyung,”


  Moon Yeongyu said.


  Well… he’s a special case.


  “We were already speaking informally during ‘ISD’. Weren’t you there then?”


  “Cheonghyeon didn’t have the leisure to care about such things because he was busy participating in his first-ever billiards match!”


  Then Lee Cheonghyeon started saying things that would cause big trouble if anyone heard, demanding I stop discriminating against my own members.


  I was the one who told them to drop honorifics and they didn’t! Why are you blaming me!


  “Then Mr. Cheonghyeon, do you want to drop formalities with us too? We’re not that far apart in age!”


  “Is that okay? Is it alright for you to bestow such grace even upon me?”


  And so, Lee Cheonghyeon succeeded in dropping formalities with Berion. If this was going to happen, why did he have to pick a fight with me in the first place?


  “Oh, right, tell Mr. Heerang that I enjoyed the balloon flower root and pear sticks. They were delicious.”


  “Why don’t you contact him directly? He’d probably prefer it if you contacted him. Didn’t you exchange contact info?”


  “Spark’s still not allowed personal phones yet. I’m worried I won’t be able to reply in time.”


  “Aha… That place is too conservative.”


  Now Yeo Seongchan was the one saying something that could get him in trouble. Moon Yeongyu, who was next to him, hastily covered his mouth.


  I briefly left the filming set to throw away the wet wipe I had used to clean the floor.


  I had been sticking close to Lee Cheonghyeon because I was worried about him, but thankfully, Berion showed up at a good time. So I asked Moon Yeongyu and Yeo Sungchan to look after our kid and stepped out.


  Where’s the trash can again…?


  Humming to myself, I looked around, but I couldn’t seem to find a trash can.


  Trash cans really should be more conveniently placed. I even went to where the vending machines were gathered, but as luck would have it, the vending machines were out of order, and the trash cans were sealed off with tape as well.


  As I wandered aimlessly with the wet tissue in hand, I finally spotted a trash can. I wanted to run like a desert wanderer who had found an oasis. Though, since you shouldn’t run indoors, it was more like fast walking.


  I was walking, fully intent on throwing away the wet wipe when I heard someone’s voice leaking from a phone booth that wasn’t closed properly.


  There was always someone who didn’t shut the booth door properly. Maybe the door was stiff or something.


  Still, eavesdropping on someone’s conversation was a breach of basic etiquette—and my goal was the trash can—so I tried to pass by quietly…


  “That’s not what we agreed on. Why was there a question on the test that wasn’t mentioned beforehand?”


  …I ended up hearing words I absolutely couldn’t ignore. Moreover, the voice was very familiar.


  

  Perhaps sensing someone was near the booth, Song Minil’s voice quieted down. The phone booth door also seemed to have been pulled shut tightly from the inside.


  However, well, those office-style phone booths, unless they were really expensive, weren’t actually that soundproof.


  “The seating is too far back too. There’s no way to stand out, you know?”


  I can hear everything…


  More importantly, he really wanted to stand out. No wonder the MC always started hosting from the back. It seemed even those details were discussed beforehand.


  Wanting to subtly let him know how poor the sound insulation was, I deliberately muttered to myself as I walked past the booth.


  “Ugh, there are no trash cans on this floor.”


  At the same time, Song Minil’s voice—which had been trailing right behind my ears—abruptly stopped.


  I mean, I’m just a powerless junior idol, so I guess it doesn’t matter if I heard, but what if it had been a senior or someone from the industry? Come on, you’re a celebrity—watch yourself.


  Fortunately, I was able to throw away the wet wipe before my fingertips got all wrinkly. When I returned, the phone booth was empty.


  Is he perhaps aiming for first place?


  If MYTH had given him a ‘masterpiece’ beyond the cheat sheet that the broadcasting station distributed to the entire cast, it wasn’t impossible.


  The difficulty of the questions presented on set was higher than expected, and if it weren’t for the variable of additional questions being asked because many contestants got eliminated, Song Minil might still have been in the running…


  Then shouldn’t he have at least made it past the middle round?


  Come on. It’s cheating from the start—but if you got the test questions in advance, all you had to do was memorize them, right?


  Don’t tell me he got eliminated in the middle because he couldn’t memorize it? And then, since he had no excuse, he blamed the production team? And the PD conducted a surprise game to save Song Minil?


  Even Mr. Gu Jahan, who had a hard time memorizing lines, never once blamed the writers for giving him too many. He just got chewed out for making a lot of NGs, and that was the end of it.


  My heart ached thinking about the MYTH staff who had to push a guy like that just because he was popular. Spark was truly fortunate not to have someone like that.


  That aside…


  It was a bit infuriating thinking he came here after receiving special tutoring alone. Lee Cheonghyeon was competing fair and square with his own brain. I was here grinding my rusty brain, too.


  You shouldn’t easily make hardworking people look like fools.


  I walked over to Lee Cheonghyeon, who was basically hanging out like he was Berion’s sixth member.


  And this time, our roles reversed: I hugged him from behind, ruffled his hair vigorously, and whispered in his ear.


  “Lee Cheonghyeon.”


  “Yep.”


  Noticing the strange atmosphere, the kid switched back to his sharp mode.


  “Looking at today’s quiz difficulty, how high do you think you can rank if you go full brain power?”


  “What am I, an AI robot? You think I can just adjust my brainpower settings?”


  “You’re already controlling your broadcast image to some extent.”


  We were both smiling, not knowing which stray camera might catch us, but our tone was dead serious.


  “Why so suddenly?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked.


  “Let’s just say I witnessed some cheating, and it threw me off emotionally.”


  “Oho.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon nodded. Then he looked at me and asked.


  “When you say ‘full power,’ to what extent are you referring?”


  “Like a bold, headline-grabbing, no-holding-back performance.”


  In other words, don’t pretend to think through the whole question—just write down the answer you know in three seconds flat.


  The kid, understanding my message, gave an answer after some thought.


  “As long as it’s not a CSAT problem like before, I’ll get 2nd place.”


  “Even with the CSAT problem, you solved it well. What’s the reason you can’t be sure of 1st place?”


  “Because there are always variables in the world.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon never made mistakes in calculation battles. And I trusted his abilities.


  “When filming starts again, try to show off what you know a bit. Let’s boast about how smart our maknae is.”


  At my words, Lee Cheonghyeon gave a sly smile. Anyone watching would’ve thought we were hatching a master plan.


  Chapter 238: Our Neighborhood's Study King (4)


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s performance was truly remarkable.


  Without batting an eye, he fluently solved difficult biology problems, and when English questions came up, he put on a rare display of simultaneous interpretation.


  That kid is a real genius.


  Not just me, but everyone else present must have thought the same thing. Even without looking directly, I could feel the cameras focusing on Lee Cheonghyeon.


  So what if we didn’t have a cheat sheet? Spark had a human supercomputer.


  This kid, even right after a survival program ended, caught a live octopus with a bright face, created all of the group’s songs, and was a filial son who could master any choreography in an hour.


  In my life, I’d never seen anyone as smart as Lee Cheonghyeon in terms of brainpower. Not counting Mensa members or prodigies on TV—I was talking about real life. That was how limitless Lee Cheonghyeon’s talent was when the stage was set for him.


  (TL note: Mensa members are people who belong to Mensa International, a high-IQ society. To join Mensa, you must score in the top 2% of the population on an approved intelligence test, such as an IQ test.)


  “Mr. Cheonghyeon, you’re on fire today! Totally unstoppable!”


  “It’s like magic! They’re only asking stuff I know! When I go home, I should buy a lotto… Hyung, can minors buy lottery tickets?”


  Of course not. From my seat, I made an X-shape with my arms.


  “I guess I can’t buy a lottery ticket, so I’ll try to find a four-leaf clover instead!”


  What a refreshing interview. As a reward, I should let him stop by a playground on the way home.


  “Mr. Iwol is no pushover either. Was Spark secretly a brainiac group all along?”


  “I just got lucky, that’s all. But I’m happy I could be a hyung that Cheonghyeon doesn’t have to be ashamed of!”


  It was a lie. It was just that because of the years I’d lived, I was striving out of a sense of duty that I should do at least half as well as Lee Cheonghyeon. Having a smart younger brother was quite burdensome for a hyung.


  

  After people dropped out one after another, and then more were eliminated after the loser’s revival round, the outline of the final 10 contestants took shape.


  Those who were eliminated could cheer for their remaining colleagues, but Lee Cheonghyeon and I didn’t have that luxury. We were racking our brains, veins popping on our foreheads, because we wanted to prevent the sunbaenim with the answer key from winning.


  Thanks to that, my head felt like it was about to explode. I never thought that keeping up with current affairs news during the interview season at Hanpyeong Industry would be helpful in a situation like this. Definitions of terms don’t change just because time passes, after all.


  Even amidst this, Lee Cheonghyeon faithfully played his role of showcasing his uncontainable genius. When a classical music question came out, he even drew musical notes below the answer.


  Is this the score for the part they just played?


  Yes, it had been a while, I figured I should try transcribing by ear!


  Naturally, the topic shifted to Lee Cheonghyeon’s past when he majored in classical music. I hadn’t intended for it to go this far, but since Lee Cheonghyeon himself would’ve easily predicted the flow of the conversation, I didn’t interrupt.


  So, Mr. Cheonghyeon originally majored in piano?


  I changed my career path at a pretty young age, so calling it a ‘major’ feels like a stretch. Let’s just say I dipped my toes in!


  Still, you were the only one who wrote your answer in the original language while everyone else used Korean.


  Oh, you’re right?! Should I sneakily change it now? After all, unity is one of an idol’s virtues!


  After adding the Korean title to his answer, Cheonghyeon held up his answer board again, smiling like a page out of a Milan fashion editorial.


  ‘Shining Star, K-Scholar’ was gradually transforming into ‘Shining Lee Cheonghyeon, K-Face Genius.’ Not that the show was playing favorites—it was just the atmosphere on set.


  But think about it. A handsome student, now only a sophomore in high school, who supposedly didn’t even attend school regularly due to his idol activities, once majored in classical music, was well-versed in current affairs, studied well, and even had a good personality – who wouldn’t be interested?


  If I were the director, I would have already assigned a personal camera to Lee Cheonghyeon during a break.


  Just as I was lamenting that everyone lacked sense, the MC flipped his cue card.


  “According to information the production team heard during the break, Mr. Minil and Mr. Cheonghyeon are neighborhood friends, is that correct?”


  They didn’t assign a personal camera, but they did dig up content. Not a bad topic for screen time. And since they brought up Song Minil too, MYTH should be pleased.


  I turned around, pretending not to know, and Song Minil had a surprised look on his face as well.


  “Have you two ever bumped into each other around town?”


  “If I had seen a handsome man like sunbaenim, I would have remembered him from long ago! This is the first time I’ve seen him since debut!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon played it off smoothly. Strictly speaking, he would have remembered because of his own memory, not Song Minil’s looks.


  I expected a similar answer from the other side, but Song Minil gave an unexpected response.


  “I haven’t met Mr. Cheonghyeon either, but I’ve heard a lot about him.”


  “Really?”


  The MC showed interest in the story.


  “Yes. Mr. Cheonghyeon’s older brother is my older brother’s classmate.”


  “Wow, you two are truly neighborhood friends beyond just being from the same region! Mr. Minil, is there any story about Mr. Cheonghyeon that you remember hearing?”


  When the MC asked, Song Minil paused as if trying to recall something, then smiled brightly.


  “Nothing special. At that time, it seemed like his family didn’t have high expectations for Mr. Cheonghyeon… But now, wouldn’t they be prouder of him than anyone else?”


  With that, Song Minil gave Lee Cheonghyeon a thumbs-up.


  He wrapped it nicely, but wasn’t that just another way of saying, ‘Your brother thought you were incredibly pathetic’?


  Looking sideways, Lee Cheonghyeon was smiling like a bundle of gypsophila flowers.


  But from my close-up seat, I saw it clearly—the faint blue vein throbbing at his temple.


  Anyone in Spark knew that Lee Cheonghyeon wasn’t close to his family. For one, he himself didn’t hide it.


  It wasn’t like me or Choi Jeho, foaming at the mouth with hatred. However, he didn’t feel much affection either. That was the distance Lee Cheonghyeon perceived between himself and his family.


  Among them, he was particularly uncomfortable with his siblings. It was a different issue from being intimidated by his parents because they were adults, socially successful, and his guardians.


  When I go home, it’s just obvious. Both my older brother and younger sibling ignore me.


  I don’t talk to my older brother at all. We didn’t fight or do it on purpose, it just ended up that way. With Lee Kangmyeong, I’m just glad when he doesn’t pick a fight.


  ‘Both of them have no manners, no manners at all. In the past, I thought it was because they were just bookworms who only studied, you know? But Iwol-hyung, you said you only studied during your school days too, but you’re not like them at all! So I thought, ah, there’s a problem with my siblings~’


  He had said they seemed to look down on people who strayed from the typical path to success.


  The reason Song Minil could say such things so confidently was because, even though he himself was an idol, he considered his situation different from Lee Cheonghyeon’s.


  Because Lee Cheonghyeon lived in a thatched-roof house called UA, while Song Minil was with a major agency.


  His own older brother was just as outstanding as Lee Cheonghyeon’s brother, and he himself had debuted earlier, plus his fandom was bigger – it was enough to feel a sense of pride. Especially at that age.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, after finishing his friendly chat with Song Minil, turned around in his seat and muttered.


  “I wonder what the next question will be.”


  A murderous intent could be felt in his humming-like voice.


  

  The recording time was longer than I had ever imagined. It made sense, considering they went around checking answers and doing interviews after every single question.


  Nevertheless, the end was approaching.


  “Finally! The TOP 3 of ‘Shining Star, K-Scholar’ have been decided!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon, Song Minil, and I were the final three.


  “I’d like to ask each of the three of you for your thoughts. First, Mr. Minil!”


  “Phew… I can’t believe I’ve made it this far. I’m a little dazed right now.”


  “You really didn’t expect it, did you? Your expression says it all!”


  The MC laughed looking at Song Minil’s face. Being older than us, he probably found everything kids our age did to be endearing—but the corners of Song Minil’s mouth were twitching. What’s wrong, Minil? Feeling like the MC’s teasing you a bit?


  Since there were only three of us left, our seats had been rearranged, and now I was sitting much closer to Minil than before.


  I glanced over, amused at his discomfort—only to realize something unexpected: Song Minil didn’t look well.


  I wondered if he was sick somewhere, but I soon found out the reason.


  Unless you were a freak of nature like Lee Cheonghyeon, there were limits to how much a person could memorize.


  And the longer the recording went, the more questions there were to answer.


  Looks like he’s running out of steam.


  Who told you to steal the exam paper and cram last minute anyway? Even without that stunt, your company would’ve gotten you onto some popular variety show just fine.


  On the other hand, Lee Cheonghyeon, who survived in the rough UA, maintained the same energetic tension as when the recording began.


  “How about Mr. Cheonghyeon, the youngest of our TOP 3?”


  “I must be ridiculously lucky today. I feel like I could find six four-leaf clovers!”


  “I guess Spark has six members?”


  “Yes! Even though Iwol-hyung… is a rival now, I’ll still give him one. Don’t worry, hyung—you’ll get your clover!”


  Cheonghyeon winked at me. There were too many cameras rolling for me to just say, ‘No thanks’.


  “Lastly, Mr. Iwol. When we went to see the fortune teller together, the shaman said that Mr. Iwol knows the future… Surely you didn’t know all the questions that would come out today, right?”


  At the MC’s question, Song Minil flinched noticeably.


  Seriously, can’t you just sit still? Want to come join the acting academy Cheonghyeon and I go to? The instructor there is incredible.


  “If I had known them all, I don’t think I would’ve struggled on the previous question…”


  I said, recalling the situation a few minutes ago when I had narrowly avoided elimination. I knew the question, but I couldn’t remember the word, and it gave me so much trouble.


  “But Mr. Iwol, you’re a great actor. Maybe it was just high-level acting?”


  “It was a real situation without a shred of falsehood, but thank you for the compliment!”


  I was putting on a sincere smile, trying not to seem sarcastic, when the teleprompter caught my eye.


  [We will take a short break after this question.]


  It was an instruction that couldn’t have come out unless they were certain no one would get the next question right.
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  Indeed, Song Minil had reached his limit. That was why those instructions were coming out.


  It was obvious. They’d now pose a question of fiendish difficulty, and when all three failed to answer, they’d cut the recording. Then, during the break, the writers would secretly reveal the final question only to Song Minil. After all, they could just edit out the part where everyone got it wrong.


  What an utter farce. A large agency throwing its weight around with capital might be the way of the business world, fine, but wasn’t there still a line of common decency they should upheld?


  “Alright, here comes question number 54.”


  The MC’s voice boomed from the ceiling.


  I hoped the production team, unaware that Lee Cheonghyeon was knowledgeable about marine life, would pose a question related to sea creatures.


  But of course, there was no way they would ask questions that Lee Cheonghyeon or I could answer. Things like classical music, math, or four-character idioms.


  Just as I was genuinely curious about what the next question might be, it came.


  “…What English word refers to ‘a position with little responsibility but good pay’?”


  Huh?


  That basically meant a sinecure. A cushy job with prestige or income but little actual work.


  The first time I saw that word, I remember thinking it was my dream job. After studying for TOEIC Speaking, this kind of useless vocabulary was the only thing that stuck in my head. What a waste of exam fees.


  Grumbling to myself, I quickly scribbled the spelling on my whiteboard. Maybe I was wrong to assume this question was going to be just a throwaway edit point.


  “Whiteboards… up, please!”


  A cheesy sound effect played in time with the MC’s cue.


  Including the initial answer reveal, this was the fifty-fifth time I’d lifted my board. By now, I could flip it without smudging the writing, even without consciously deciding where to grip it.


  Having skillfully lifted the board to my chest, I glanced to either side, and…


  The expressions on the faces of the contestants beside me were odd. So odd that I wondered if I’d written something wrong.


  Why? Did I misspell it? Did I accidentally write something so weirdly wrong it turned into a completely inappropriate word for broadcast?


  Would this lead to an article titled: ‘[☆]Spark’s Iwol, What Has He Been Watching? … Vocabulary Choice Sparks Controversy’?


  As I trembled with anxiety, Lee Cheonghyeon quietly asked me.


  “You knew this one?”


  “Huh?”


  The center of Lee Cheonghyeon’s whiteboard was completely blank. Song Minil’s was the same.


  So, the situation now was…


  Regardless of my desperate wish to deny reality, the final judgment fell from the MC’s lips.


  “‘Sinecure’ is correct!”


  Wait a minute.


  I don’t want to be the final winner!


  Edit… Edit this out, please! You were planning to make this the editing point, weren’t you!


  I screamed internally. But of course, my silent cry reached no one.


  

  Thanks to the performance of Kim Iwol, the clueless TOEIC Speaking master, the production team found themselves in a bind.


  However, no one could stop the recording. This was because all the idols, who had been waiting endlessly for a winner to emerge, rushed out from all directions—half to congratulate me, half in joy at finally being able to go home—creating a grand ending scene.


  If, at this point, they had said something like, ‘This question was just a practice question!’ the entire production team would have had to endure the sharp glares of the idols.


  Thanks to that, I ended up wearing the eosahwa, receiving congratulations from the idols, including Berion.


  That wasn’t all. Lee Cheonghyeon sneakily inserted the word ‘not’ into my earlier message on the board that read ‘Sorry, guys’, turning it into ‘Not sorry, guys’, and handed me the answer board to hold up.


  I gave a short acceptance speech, wondering whether I should be happy about winning or surprised that Lee Cheonghyeon had, just as he predicted—albeit tied—come in second.


  In the car on the way back, Lee Cheonghyeon was incredibly excited, practically bouncing around and acting boisterously.


  “It’s the regret of a lifetime that I can’t tell the members the results! When did they say this would air?”


  “Still a while, I think.”


  “This definitely calls for a group viewing. You’ll watch too, hyung, right?”


  “What are you talking about? We have to prepare for the album. You included, of course.”


  “Nope. There’s plenty of time to watch this one thing.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon didn’t back down an inch. Every time I tried to say something, he would block me with the manager’s phone in hand, telling me to face the camera for a photo, and effectively shut me up. Unless I mastered the art of cursing through ventriloquism, it was a battle I was bound to lose.


  “How’s the work progressing? Is it going well?”


  I opted to change the subject instead.


  “The sketch is done. But hyung, are you really not going to play bass for me?”


  And just like that, I was in trouble again. Lee Cheonghyeon poked his face between the passenger and driver seats.


  It had been quite a while since Lee Cheonghyeon started asking me to play bass on his song. His reason was that he wanted a real session musician, not virtual instruments.


  You can just hire a session player.


  I want to credit it as ‘Bass: Iwol’ on our album. Don’t you know what a big selling point that would be, hyung?


  Despite being rejected every time, Lee Cheonghyeon was persistent.


  I even showed the A&R team your self-cam video. They all said you’re more than good enough to record!


  Who on earth taught you such scheming tactics?


  I go to you for expert advice, and to Joowoo-hyung for secretly bribing people.


  These kids… all picking up the worst habits from each other. At this point, telling anyone to avoid someone else’s room felt pointless. Everyone was a bad influence—who could I even warn them about?


  “If I get my own instrument, I’ll think about it then.”


  “That means you won’t do it.”


  “I said I’ll think about it.”


  “I’ve never seen you spend money on yourself, hyung. Yeah, as if you would!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon sneered. True, even back then, I played a bass my older sister had bought for me.


  You’re in college now, stop living so frugally just going from home to school and back. Join a club or something. Wasn’t there something you wanted to try?


  No.


  Don’t make me lose my temper. Just name one thing.


  I had genuinely said there was nothing. And my sister hit my shoulder. She had never once hit my back, a place others might casually pat, because she had always felt sorry for my back.


  My resolve weakened then, and I blurted out, ‘…I’ve kind of wanted to try being in a band.’


  The next thing I knew, I was in a musical instrument mall. Before I could even say anything, the white bass that had caught my eye even before we entered the store was in my hands.


  If you couldn’t take your eyes off it, don’t pretend you’re not interested. And if I see this pop up on Hongdangmu, you’re dead.


  (TL note: Hongdangmu is a second-hand marketplace app.)


  With that, she said her half-day leave was almost over and left.


  How could I not play the bass with all my heart? Especially since it was the first hobby I’d ever truly wanted to pursue.


  “No, really. I might actually buy one.”


  “When?”


  “When I’ve saved up some money.”


  At my words, Manager Chanyoung, who was driving, chimed in.


  “You probably already have enough saved for one bass. You’re getting paid next quarter too, right?”


  “Ahaha, I need to save up an emergency fund too.”


  Right now, food and lodging don’t cost me anything, but you never know what might happen in life.


  Until the day I reclaim my tiny but precious apartment lease, I’ll keep living frugally.


  

  Chuseok, the major national holiday, had arrived. Baek Haewon’s house was also busy from the very start of the long weekend.


  Not having to go to school was great.


  But having to make a pilgrimage across the country to meet all sorts of relatives? Not so much!


  Fortunately, her grandmother’s house had two TVs. One would be monopolized by the adults watching dramas or holiday music shows, but the TV in the inner room was usually for the children.


  And kids these days don’t watch TV, do they? She couldn’t have been happier that her younger cousins were the smartphone generation.


  After chiming in a few times with the adults’ conversation in the living room, Baek Haewon saw the early drinks being set up and slyly slipped into the room. It was about time for ‘ISD’ to start.


  She’d aalready seen all the teasers, spoilers, and behind-the-scenes commute photos, but there was no way she wouldn’t watch her boys exercising, filmed by the broadcasting station’s boasted high-definition cameras.


  Baek Haewon herded her younger cousins into a corner of the room like a flock of sheep. Absorbed in their phone screens, they were easily pushed aside.


  Just when all preparations were complete, including a plate of persimmons her mom had peeled for her, Baek Haein entered the room.


  “Hey, let me watch soccer.”


  “Get lost.”


  Baek Haewon didn’t bat an eye. Her demeanor was like that of a general.


  “Today’s match is f— I mean, it’s super important.”


  Her mother’s son, about to spew a curse, glanced at the younger cousins and significantly softened his language.


  “Like I care? Whoever grabs the remote first owns it.”


  Baek Haewon waved the remote.


  “Or go ask the uncles if they want to watch soccer. Someone’s probably watching it out there.”


  “The living room is currently in a trot festival frenzy.”


  “Too bad.”


  Baek Haein scratched his head vigorously. Ugh, gross. At times like this, Baek Haewon wanted to deny the reality that such an uncivilized human was her family.


  “How about futsal instead of soccer? They’re doing futsal on ‘ISD’ this time.”


  “What’s the point of watching idols play futsal?”


  “Yeah, well, your little sister has to watch idols play basketball, so I can’t give you the remote.”


  “Damn it.”


  Realizing that Bael Haewon wasn’t going to budge, Baek Haein sighed in defeat.


  His disappointment was brief. Baek Haein asked.


  “Then Kim Han… oh right, he changed his name, didn’t he? Kim Iwol will be on too, then?”


  “Of course. Wanna watch?”


  Baek Haewon offered without much expectation. Surprisingly, Baek Haein sat down.


  Every idol fan, deep down, wants to show others just how cool their idol is.


  Things like photos that even non-fans would save, or those 6-second clips that can trap you for an hour.


  Spark’s entrance scene fully lived up to Baek Haewon’s expectations.


  “Ah, Spark is insane!”


  When her boys, standing at the end of Group D’s line and looking a good two heads taller than everyone else, appeared on screen, Baek Haewon finally understood what diaphragmatic breathing was.


  Choi Jeho’s distinct nose bridge, visible even if he was captured as small as a matchstick, or Lee Cheonghyeon’s features, which immediately drew one’s gaze even if only a part of him was on screen, seized Baek Haewon’s heart and shook it.


  “Look how cute Kiyeon is!”


  “Who’s cute there?”


  “If you can’t tell, then shut up.”


  That clueless idiot, ruining the mood. Anyone can see that our Kiyeon is the cutest in the world.


  However, Iwol, Baek Haewon’s one-pick, looked a bit off.


  Normally, when among the other members, her Iwol was so pale he seemed almost transparent, otherworldly. But today, he looked like a fairy who, along with Park Joowoo, had officially obtained a tourist visa to the human realm and come to visit.


  Why? Is the lighting bad?


  Just as Baek Haewon was thinking this, Baek Haein, beside her, said something similar.


  “Did he get a bit of a tan or something?”


  Chapter 240: My Kid Bragging Contest


  There was no way Iwol would tan his skin. He treasured sunscreen more than his own life.


  But something did seem off. Even when standing next to Lee Cheonghyeon and Park Joowoo—both of whom had fairly light skin—Kim Iwol’s skin was the only one practically glowing white.


  After a 3-minute search, Baek Haewon was able to find out the reason Kim Iwol had set foot in the human realm.


  ≫ Iwol apparently changed his foundation


  He used to use a brighter one, but it stood out too much unless it was a solo shoot, so he decided to tone it down for group shoots, I heard


  It seems he’s been mixing them since the IMO era


  └ Wait, 17 is toned down?


  └ Then what shade did he use originally;;;; 13 or 15?


  └ It’s not just the shade number, his skin tone itself has a lot of blue undertones, so he usually buys it directly from overseas


  Fans who had previously shared beauty tips with Iwol poured in with testimonials.


  “They say it’s because he changed his makeup.”


  “Makes sense.”


  Baek Haein was convinced.


  But that was weird. How did a bastard who didn’t even put toner on his own face notice Iwol’s change?


  She was curious, but not enough to ask. Instead of wasting time asking her damn sibling, it was more urgent to scan the corners of the screen to see if her boy was appearing.


  After that… the spoiler reviews she’d seen on her timeline unfolded before her eyes as visual evidence.


  They said Kim Iwol flashed a dazzling, confident smile, and she thought everyone was just throwing around blatant lies—until he actually high-fived Choi Jeho after scoring a goal, landing a massive area-of-effect blow right to Baek Haewon’s heart.


  It was also true that Park Joowoo, the symbol of calmness, had shot an arrow with an uncharacteristically troubled expression. Baek Haewon, overwhelmed by the charming gap of a stoic pretty boy showing attitude, nearly passed out in front of the TV.


  “Those guys playing ssal-bori in the back, are they Spark too?”


  (TL note: ssal-bori is a light slap-fighting game, usually on the arms or shoulders.)


  Baek Haein asked, squinting and pointing to a corner of the screen.


  Two huge guys in black tracksuits were relieving the boredom of the long waiting time by playing ssal-bori.


  …Though it looked a little more intense than the usual ssal-bori.


  “That looks less like ssal-bori and more like they’re hitting a punching machine,”


  Baek Haein added, seeing the spin in Choi Jeho’s punches.


  “Our Jeho probably hasn’t played that much, that’s why. He’ll adjust gradually.”


  “Kind of hard to say that when the one taking the hits looks that serious too.”


  The camera also caught Kim Iwol, stably bending his arms and hands to receive Choi Jeho’s punches, which were aimed at his abdomen.


  ≫ Who are those guys in the corner playing ssal-bori with what look like real punches?


  Their fists seem to carry a lot of emotion


  └ Our boys aren’t fighting, they’re playing!


  ≫ That ssal-bori guy would be good at boxing


  Looks like he has a talent for hooks


  └ Kim Iwol, blocking those with his palm, is just as scary


  └ Shouldn’t Iwol be doing a strength show breaking wooden boards or something?


  └ The group where younger members would absolutely never dare to rebel against their hyungs—ranked #1


  └ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ The hyungs are just too strong for anyone to rebel against them


  ≫ It’s striking how innocently the kids play


  Outside of fan sections, all they do during wait times is ssalbori or give each other piggyback rides


  You’d think a trio like them would cause an explosion like Kkuyo Kkuyo, but even with six of them grouped up, nothing breaks—must be a bug


  └ Even with six of them grouped up, nothing breaks, must be a bug << What the heck ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ They stick together like a glue. Watching Iwol or Cheonghyeon, you wouldn’t think they lack social skillsㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ I used to think when the kids said they have fun amongst themselves, it was just a professional comment, but now it seems genuine. They’re just doing things like life-or-death ssal-bori among themselves


  Baek Haewon, looking at the flood of SNS posts, said.


  “Iwol must not have done stuff like that much before. My poor baby probably didn’t have friends, how cute.”


  “I told you, I was in the same class as him!”


  “And when did that make you two friends? You were just an acquaintance who shared a classroom with him for a year.”


  Baek Haewon retorted coldly. By definition, friends should be those bound by an official contract to spend 24 hours a day together for 7 years, and only the common ground forged between the sole same-aged members within that bond could be called friendship, right?


  ‘ISD’ was really long. It was fortunate that Spark participated in all events and ranked reasonably well in most; otherwise, Baek Haewon might have turned off the TV midway.


  Nevertheless, Baek Haewon enjoyed it. Especially when Kim Iwol came out for the table tennis match—her joy was indescribable.


  Through the light, fluttery black outfit that looked like it could sway without wind, his forearms and thighs were clearly visible.


  “Kim Iwol, who told you to wear shorts in front of so many people!”


  The floral-patterned pillow from her grandmother’s house was mercilessly crumpled in Baek Haewon’s grip.


  Why were table tennis players’ shorts so short? Why were they so short as to test Baek Haewon like this!


  Baek Haewon’s hand reached for her phone. Her fingers poured out her troubled heart onto the screen.


  ≫ I can’t curse because my little cousins are here, but I really feel like I’m going crazy. I feel like I’ve suffered a huge loss in life right now. You mean I’m only seeing table-tennis-uniform Kim Iwol now? How can the world do this to me?


  └ Spark, please come on ISD next year too… I can attend the weekday filming then…


  └ You, go with me… It’s really not easy for a Korean high school student to be a Spark fan


  ≫ Every time they show Kim Iwol’s thighs, I want to cheer super loudly, but my mom’s son is next to me, so I’m keeping my mouth shut and just beating the crap out of this pillow


  └ Is your mom’s son also watching ISD? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ It’s ridiculous. He doesn’t even stan any idols, so why is he watching ISD?


  └ Perfect time to recruit a fan?


  └ No, no, I can’t show such a delinquent bastard to the little ones


  └ You are thoroughly on Spark’s side, aren’t you…


  ≫ Our Iwol didn’t put makeup on his arms and legs


  What’s the point of toning down just his face when his arms and legs are like plaster statues?


  └ Looking at the basketball uniform, it seems like he would have had to do his whole body… ㅋㅋ Maybe they didn’t have enough time?


  └ Seriously, the basketball uniform showed off his chest, and the table tennis uniform showed off his thighs. They can’t exactly dip the kid in foundation. Conclusion: he slayed, so it’s okay


  └ The tracksuit is long-sleeved and long-panted, so it’s not very noticeable, but when he takes off the outerwear, you gasp and have to cover your mouth ㅋㅋㅠㅠㅠㅠ


  ≫ Holidays are the best


  Exercise is also the best


  I’m not going to exercise, but anyway, it’s the best


  └ I wish Spark would exercise every single day


  └ I wish Spark would exercise every single day 22


  └ Spark, exercise every single day (demanding)


  └ It seems like they already exercise every single day though


  └ Spark, exercise every single day >>in front of us<< (demanding)


  Similarly, Jeong Seongbin, who wore shorts in the vaulting horse competition, also had to receive Baek Haewon’s burning declaration of love.


  If there was a limit to how much love a person could give in a day, Baek Haewon would have hit her supply limit within 30 minutes of ‘ISD starting.


  As Spark, with their peculiar flair, began winning medals one by one, the online communities also started paying attention to them.


  ≫ Today’s ISD summary


  Spark participated in all events


  Spark confirmed for the finals in all events


  Spark is sweeping the medals << NEW!


  └ Showing off the true rookie spirit


  └ Isn’t this the first time we’ve seen this much tenacity since Hellas?ㅋㅋㅋ


  └ It seems like only Hellas and these guys have participated in all events


  ≫ I have to admit, Kim Pep is serious about his activities


  Who else but Kim Pep would even wear protective gear to a show like ISD…


  └ Seriously, the ISD production team should bow down to Spark


  └ They work hard, sure, but bow down? ㅋㅋ


  └ Isn’t the production team for IDC and this ISD the same? Without Kim Iwol’s fighting spirit, neither would have gone this viral


  └ Aren’t ‘IDS’ and ‘Shining Star’ filmed by the same broadcasting station? Is Spark going to be on ‘Shining Star’?


  └ Yup, the recording schedule was posted


  └ They’ll become MBC’s sons soon enough.


  ≫ Kids with good physiques who are also athletically talented are just on another level


  The tension itself is different


  └ It wasn’t for nothing that they even had a training camp. These guys have always been serious…


  └ Look at their muscles. Not a single one of them has soft forearms


  └ Exactlyㅋㅋㅋㅋ It would be weird if kids like that couldn’t do sports.


  Besides sports, Spark also became a hot topic for other reasons.


  For doing strange things with their outstanding visuals, and for their overwhelming fan service.


  ≫ There’s a lost matchstick boy wandering around ISD, who is he? He’s handsome. But it looks like he might set things on fire with those matches if pushed


  └ A passing Sparkler here, that’s Spark’s Kiyeon!


  └ Lostㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ matchstick boyㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ Our Kiyeon may have the face of an underworld matchstick gang boss, but he’s got the heart of a pure boy


  ≫ I was watching to see when my boys would come out and accidentally made eye contact with some guys gathered in front of a princess mirror. Oppas, you’re handsome


  └ I looked out of curiosity and was actually shocked at how handsome they were


  └ But why on earth is the mirror like that…?


  └ I doubt all their faces even fit in the mirror


  ≫ Kim Iwol’s life update is driving me crazy


  His hands were all splotchy, and I wondered what it was, but it turns out he was exchanging makeup information with fans;;;;


  What are you doing at a gymnasium, seriouslyㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ At first, I wondered what it was too, but I heard he was studying to look pretty for the fans… is this what it means to be an idol?


  └ If you keep being like this, you can only be a genius idol


  ≫ Our fan section was right next to the Sparklers, and Spark came over really often


  You could see they really take care of their fans. Beyond material things (though they give a crap ton of material things too)


  You usually hear, “Have you eaten?” or “Tired from the trip?” but…


  “This must be hard since you can’t hear us talking among ourselves, right? If it were a self-cam, we’d have personal mics.”


  “You’ve been sitting for so long—should we all stretch together?”


  “The stadium down there’s a bit warm. Is it hot up here? We came up to check. Is it okay?”


  I’ve never seen idols care so much about the little things.


  And they kept giving us snacks. A Sparkler next to me even shared some madeleines with us… They said these were the good ones, and they really were. I’d like to take this opportunity to express my gratitude


  └ After seeing reviews that they gave out wet wipes, napkins, and alcohol swabs, I thought, these kids are insane…


  └ Attending ISD itself is a fan-exploit program but it was touching how well they understood what might make fans tired ㅠㅠ If you looked even a little uncomfortable, they’d run over with a bunch of stuff in their hands asking, ‘Everyone, what do you need?!?!’


  ≫ Spark is kind of like… that


  The grandpa who went to the market because he was worried his granddaughters would starve


  But the grandpa literally swept the entire market clean, so now the granddaughters are in a hellish battle of trying to figure out what to do with it all ㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ If you eat, you’re full, and if you don’t eat, they ask if it doesn’t taste good. Both are a problem


  Thanks to creating a meme at least once in every variety show or self-produced content, Spark managed to draw significant reactions with each promotional period.


  Added to this, their continuous appearances on public broadcast programs caused Spark’s recognition to skyrocket. This likely played a large part in Spark being able to win first place despite the disadvantage of it being their final music show performance.


  Their skill in their main profession was proven on the survival program, and the fact that the members were kind and diligent was evidenced by the overwhelmingly larger number of cover songs and individual self-produced content compared to their peers. It went without saying that their self-management was impeccable, as could be seen just from their commuting photos.


  But even idols who were good singers and diligent could easily stumble if they didn’t catch the wave. Spark, however, showcased their eccentric sides on every variety show they appeared on, fearlessly rolling around and not being afraid to look silly.


  As a result, Spark was remembered by muggles like Baek Haein as…


  “Huh? It’s the 3-scoop ice cream guy. Was his name Jeho?”


  “I know him. He’s Mr. Cutie Pretty Visual, right?”


  “But how did Kim Iwol end up becoming a fortune-teller octopus?”


  …Should she be happy that at least they weren’t disliked?


  In the end, ‘ISD’ concluded with Spark’s complete domination. No matter how hard the show tried to edit things fairly, there was only so much they could do to cut out the team that competed in every single event and won nearly all the medals.


  Baek Haewon tirelessly saved screenshots of her proud athletic-dols that were uploaded to her timeline. Now, she had to go watch Spark’s self-produced content that had been uploaded right on time.


  Chapter 241: Advertisement Offer


  Baek Haein took the remote and protested, ‘The soccer match is already over—what am I supposed to watch now?’. Baek Haewon ignored him completely and turned on her phone.


  She had been saving her triple data coupon for this very day. Her heart feeling full, Baek Haewon accessed MeTube.


  Spark’s holiday special video titled ‘Delivering Our Hearts to Those We’re Grateful For’ had just been uploaded.


  As expected from Spark. They always uploaded content at the perfect moment when people were showing interest.


  As always, but especially today, their self-produced content was absolute chaos.


  Spark’s kind and sophisticated handsome man, Kim Iwol, was still only harsh towards his same-aged friend, Choi Jeho.


  Kim Iwol, who had become the eldest of the six ‘brothers’ in this scenario, said in an utterly cold voice.


  『Did you just say ‘hey’ to your older brother? Don’t you know how to observe seniority?』


  For Kim Iwol to make such a strong statement! Baek Haewon was deeply moved.


  Wasn’t Kim Iwol the epitome of proper language, an exemplary idol who spoke like a Korean language textbook?


  This side of Kim Iwol, who never belittled those around him, didn’t treat his younger members condescendingly, and was always humble, was very refreshing and good.


  If Kim Iwol were actually a boomer, she would have been anxious and shouted, ‘Kim Iwol, hide your temper!’ This was content she could enjoy purely because she knew Kim Iwol wasn’t like that.


  Choi Jeho, who proposed a ‘twin’ concept and was hilariously shut down by Kim Iwol, was equally funny.


  『…Hyung, should I take out the donggeurangttaeng?』


  Is he crazy?


  Choi Jeho calling Kim Iwol ‘hyung’? Even though he was 187cm tall, just because he was born later than Kim Iwol? Was it really okay to serve up this kind of morally outrageous scenario?


  Baek Haewon quickly left a comment on the video:


  ≫ Did Jeho just call Iwol-hyung????? Did I???? just hear that correctly??????


  When she refreshed the comment section, she saw other Sparklers starting to freak out over the same moment.


  ≫ Choi Jeho, since when were you such a polite man…? It’s really nice when the older hyungs call someone else hyung. Please continue this hyung-dongsaeng relationship a lot in the future


  ≫ The world’s most Confucian country is the best! Of course, age can’t be ignored. Our Emperor Jeho may be 187cm tall and can easily climb the ‘Stairway to Heaven’ for an hour, and his grip strength may be 75kg, but he still has to call his hyung, who was born 9 months earlier, ‘hyung’


  ≫ A man the size of a bank vault calling a man the size of a refrigerator ‘hyung’ and doing as he’s told is very interesting and great. Please continue with this kind of content next time


  Listening to anecdotes from their trainee days, he definitely didn’t seem to have an easy personality, but Choi Jeho within Spark was endlessly… endlessly… like that.


  He was so fierce on the survival show, though.


  Even in the dance competition episode aired just recently, Choi Jeho had radiated a sinister aura. In episodes where he wasn’t paired with Park Joowoo, he basically gave off mafia boss energy.


  And yet, when it came to self-produced content, he became the guy in charge of pulling out meat patties from the freezer. The world truly was bizarre.


  From the third son, Seongbin, who became the village chief, to the fourth, Joowoo, a multi-time attempter at the dried persimmon festival, and the eldest, Kim Iwol, who ‘retired’ from his post as a village guardian statue, Lee Cheonghyeon’s role distribution was flawless.


  The scene where Kim Iwol was making jeon while Choi Jeho peeled chestnuts and the other members did the dishes felt so much like an ordinary household scene.


  Only after seeing the notice that Part 2 would be uploaded next week could Baek Haewon put down her now-warm phone.


  “Noona, why do you keep laughing by yourself?”


  Her younger cousin, who had just started elementary school, asked, pausing his game.


  “Because life is good.”


  Yeah, she was happy. Tomorrow, her boys would be appearing on a quiz show, too.


  Spark’s schedule was as packed as ever, but Baek Haewon was having a great time. The holiday couldn’t have been more fulfilling.


  

  As soon as Chuseok ended, Spark returned to their usual life pattern. We began to accelerate preparations for our last album of the year.


  Deciding to release a mini-album to give it a year-end gift feel was great, but there was a mountain of things to prepare. For starters, Lee Cheonghyeon hadn’t left the studio UA had provided for him.


  At least it was a comfort that now I only had to provide opinions or review things. If the system had told me to find a music video shooting location again this time, I would have cried my eyes out.


  However, society was, as expected, not easy.


  You couldn’t survive with naive thoughts like, ‘We did it once before, so we can do it quickly this time, right?’ New tasks always fall upon office workers.


  “An advertisement?”


  “That’s right!”


  “And it’s for cosmetics…?”


  “Yes!”


  The manager’s eyes sparkled with excitement, as if to say, Aren’t you thrilled?


  Spark, who used to shoot razor commercials back in the day, was now being offered a cosmetics ad. It really made you realize how far they’d come.


  “How did a cosmetics advertisement offer come our way?”


  Kang Kiyeon wondered.


  Why else?


  ≫ Spark lip info revealed


  Iwol: Nightscape Aurora 01


  Jeho: Eveint Chocolate Nude Rose Matte


  .


  .


  .


  └ OMG, where did this info come from?


  └ Iwol told us


  └ Iwol’s cool tone is too hard to copy…


  └ If you search, all of Kim Iwol’s stuff needs to be bought from overseasㅠㅠ We need a personal color category just for ‘Iwol Cool-Tone’


  ≫ The captions ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  Idols’ beauty check time ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ Other idols be like ‘Am I pretty?’ then cut to Spark holding up three mirrors checking side profile, front, and cushion coverage levels


  └ Jeong Seongbinㅋㅋㅋ He’s not wiping Park Joowoo’s sweat, he’s letting it soak into the tissue


  └ That’s our leader’s way of caring for the members


  ≫ It’s the first time I’ve seen someone like Choi Jeho holding a mirror like that


  Uh… does this team just have no concept of swag?


  └ Our Jeho just lives as he is, naturally


  └ If he tries to act cool, he might get hung upside down by the eldest hyung


  └ But actually, all the kids are just gentleㅋㅋㅋㅋ Even if they don’t look like it


  It’s all because of that beauty livestream you guys did on ISD.


  A cosmetics advertisement for a rookie group was something to be thankful for. Compared to app or financial ads, cosmetics had high public visibility and were easier for fans to engage with.


  Provided, of course, that the campaign wasn’t terrible.


  Cosmetics advertisements were either hit or miss. Incredibly sophisticated and trendy, or extremely old-fashioned.


  What kind of ad Spark would get would depend on the brand. It would also differ depending on which stores and which display shelves the ad would be on.


  In that regard, the brand that made the offer this time was quite good. It had a certain level of recognition, no major issues with product quality, and its functionality was decent enough that Spark had actually used it a few times.


  The conditions were so good it felt like the heavens had helped us. For a rookie idol group, not in a position to be picky about advertisements, to get such an opportunity? How could we not take it?


  But that was exactly why they couldn’t let their guard down. You go in dreaming about promoting skincare and end up stuck with hellfire red lipstick? At that point, forget store displays—time to pivot to an editorial concept.


  “Do we know which product we’ll be advertising?”


  At my question, the manager checked his phone.


  “Yes. I heard it was included in the proposal… Ah.”


  The manager’s finger, which had been scrolling, stopped.


  “It’s a lipstick and a skincare line!”


  Well then. Time to step up our beauty game.


  

  After the decision to proceed with the advertisement, there wasn’t much for Spark to do specifically. The contract would be handled by the company, and it was common to receive the shooting storyboard on-site on the day of filming.


  However, simply shooting the ad as instructed was not enough to survive in the harsh idol market. It also wouldn’t help me meet my KPI targets.


  Besides, this advertisement thing… ultimately, it had to allow the advertiser to recoup their investment without deceiving the consumers.


  No matter how many lipsticks Spark advertised that the general public bought, it wouldn’t compare to the quantity purchased by Sparklers.


  Therefore, it was only right that merchandise of a quality that could satisfy the fans should be released alongside it.


  If a ‘buy over X amount; event centered around Iwol ended up looking like a scam to fans, it was better not to do it at all.


  Considering the shelf life of lipstick, asking fans to buy six just to collect all the photocards could come off as blatant exploitation.


  If an ‘Iwol- Purchase over X amount event’ for marketing purposes was absolutely necessary, couldn’t we counter-propose a package deal to the advertiser?


  By more actively utilizing non-color products like cleansers or skincare, we could broaden consumer choices and it wouldn’t require significant resources in preparing the event.


  Iwol: Please make sure the members’ faces are featured prominently


  Iwol: I would also appreciate it if you could inquire whether we can offer additional benefits like free gifts to the fans on the condition that we conduct further promotion by filming content like ‘What’s In My Bag’ for our self-produced content. I will include a link to a reference video @Jeho, get yourself a bag while you’re at it.


  └ Cheonghyeon: @Jeho Seriously, hyung, how long are you going to carry my dust bag around?


  └ Jeho: Want it back? It’s in my room


  └ Cheonghyeon: @Jeho That’s not what I meant~~~~ :tired_face:


  With all these requests now posted to Dotion, I only had one thing left to do.


  “Hyung, what are you doing…?”


  “Real-use testing of the advertised product.”


  Finding the product’s strengths to give an honest advertisement.


  Park Joowoo, seeing me apply the lipstick that was described in the proposal as a ‘product that naturally adds vitality,’ hesitated before asking.


  “…Don’t tell me you paid for it?”


  “I got it as a sample. There should be a few more left at the company.”


  After finishing my lip line, I asked Park Joowoo for confirmation.


  “How is it? Do I look like I have more vitality?”


  “You do, but… I don’t know if it’s thanks to the lipstick or because your dark circles are gone.”


  “That’s not very helpful.”


  The non-flashy tone was as described, application was smooth, and even the scent was nice, but the ‘vitality’ aspect is ambiguous… huh.


  As I was jotting down my review, Lee Cheonghyeon chimed in.


  “I’m asking out of pure curiosity, but is there a reason to go this far? You know, an advertisement is also a type of contract. Isn’t it enough to provide services commensurate with the payment?”


  In Lee Cheonghyeon’s hand was a book titled ‘How to Survive in Capitalist Society.’ This kid, how deeply impressed was he by ‘Act On’?


  “That’s true. But ultimately, the target for the products Spark advertises is the Sparklers, so shouldn’t we show as much sincerity as possible?”


  “Ah!”


  At my words, Lee Cheonghyeon dashed off somewhere.


  A short while later, a new reply was posted on Dotion.


  └ Cheonghyeon: I plan to decorate Iwol-hyung’s lipstick photocard with the new product~! Please slot it in when we’re out of self-produced content ideas!


  └ Seongbin: @Cheonghyeon :clapping_hands:


  Chapter 242: Forbidden Food (1)


  The comeback date was fast approaching. Naturally, Spark also became slaves to practice and meetings.


  We scheduled the meeting to line up with our after-school time, okay? See you in the meeting room right after!


  Jeong Seongbin had emphasized so much before he left. The kid was clearly wearing a school uniform, yet he seemed like a fully-fledged working adult. He was truly the talented individual I had mentally bookmarked as an OT (orientation training) person from the first time I saw him.


  Looking at the clock, it was already the appointed time. I turned off the music and said to the guys in the practice room.


  “Shall we head up now?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Okay…!”


  Choi Jeho and Park Joowoo stretched their legs a couple of times and got up.


  As always, we took the stairs instead of the elevator to burn some calories. Kang Kiyeon was the exception—he was excused because some stair-climbing postures weren’t good for his knees.


  As Choi Jeho was climbing the stairs, he suddenly threw out a question.


  “What are we supposed to talk about today?”


  “We’re supposed to fix the comeback live schedule. Didn’t you see the notice?”


  “I forgot.”


  Choi Jeho said something infuriating.


  It was true that we didn’t have much to prepare separately for scheduling a live broadcast. It was not like we were going to pick an auspicious day to broadcast.


  But still! If a meeting had been scheduled, shouldn’t we at least prepare a few ideas?! At the very least, a content theme!


  Just as I was about to feel a tightness in my chest, I suddenly remembered a conversation I had with Choi Jeho in the emergency exit.


  Why are you doing that?


  It was the day we had an issue over the family topic for self-produced content. When I tried to stop him, Choi Jeho had responded with that.


  Coming up with ideas, planning the album concept, writing articles, tracking album sales trends… Was that your job in the first place?


  A typical idol probably wouldn’t do these things. At most, they might toss out a few opinions—nothing more.


  On top of this, Lee Cheonghyeon’s question, which had flown at me a while ago when I was preparing for the advertisement, overlapped. Why do we have to go this far?


  He hadn’t said it sarcastically. However, it was enough to be a point for consideration. Because the point Lee Cheonghyeon raised was a question anyone could have.


  Am I expecting too much from these guys?


  These kids probably just wanted to be idols in an ordinary way. I was the one in a rush, not them.


  Maybe I was letting my KPIs get to me, dragging them along for the ride, pushing the ones who already wanted to do more just because I had a grudge and something to prove.


  And even after already having one moment of regret about this, here I was again, doing something that would only leave me feeling guilty.


  Instead of finding an alternative, I was just weighing down the team.


  A person who doesn’t learn from experience is helpless. Incompetent.


  My steps slowed down a little.


  My mind was filled with distracting thoughts. Suddenly, my mood plummeted to the bottom. Strangely so.


  Why do I keep having mood swings lately? What’s the cause?


  Did I mess with the negative emotion recognition rate incorrectly? Should I have lowered the recognition rate more than I thought?


  But there was no time to adjust that right now. It would be troublesome if I accidentally moved the scroll incorrectly and caused another misunderstanding.


  Should I just tell the others to go back and practice?


  Like before debut, when I handled everything myself, shielding Spark from the company and outside world so they could focus solely on their craft…


  “Hyung, why aren’t you coming…?”


  Park Joowoo, who was ahead, turned back and asked.


  Something felt off. Something kept welling up inside me. My emotions were on a rollercoaster.


  It was not just today.


  When I found out Hong Unseop smoked in the car and drove like a maniac, and when he tried to force his views on others.


  Whenever my sister or Director Nam crossed my mind, it felt like someone flipped a switch and sent me plummeting emotionally. Even though I was living perfectly fine and ordinarily, it happened suddenly, without warning.


  So, recently, I…


  I felt like I couldn’t handle my emotions anymore. Not since I dropped my negative emotion recognition to its lowest point.


  At first, I thought I was feeling emotions at a level similar to right after I regressed, but no. The numerical value of the emotion recognition rate might be similar, but the degree to which it actually affected my body hit differently.


  Just like how it felt incredibly hard to go back to a 5-day work week after experiencing a 4-day work week due to a public holiday. Even though I originally lived a life of going to work five times a week.


  So where was all this stress coming from?


  Hong Unseop? But he hadn’t been here for that long.


  Or was it because I kept thinking of my sister? Because that bastard Hong Unseop reminded me of my sister’s accident?


  Conversely, was it because I was becoming less and less sure of how much I actually remembered about her?


  Or was it simply a side effect of returning to daily life after experiencing a good period where I didn’t feel negative emotions? But if I’d been that chronically depressed all along, wouldn’t that be a problem in itself?


  Above all, was it normal for my mood to be good one moment and then plummet like this, repeating endlessly?


  When I lifted my head, my eyes met the gaze of two people who were looking at me.


  Not knowing what to say, I stammered out a lie.


  “I thought I left something behind.”


  “…Should we go back down and get it?”


  “No. I was mistaken.”


  My head ached. I felt like I would need to take a painkiller after the meeting.


  

  Jeong Seongbin’s group had already arrived. As soon as we opened the meeting room door, their faces brightened, and they shot up from their seats. Could they really be that happy to see the members even though they see each other every day? It was hard to understand.


  With the planning team arriving last, everyone was present. Ms. Jukyung, who came in with the team leader, lightly shook a drink carrier.


  “Mr. Chanyoung left these for you guys to drink during your meeting. Everyone, grab your own drink!”


  My goodness, she was probably the most troubled one here, yet she took care of something like this.


  As usual, everyone was picking up the drinks labeled with their names, but something was off.


  My drink, which should have been either a yogurt smoothie or chamomile tea, had been replaced with an unfamiliar one.


  It seemed they were out of ingredients. Perhaps no one in this neighborhood’s franchise cafe drank yogurt smoothies, so they often said they were out of stock and couldn’t take the order.


  Fortunately, the menu name was written on the seal.


  “Barley latte? Is this caffeine-free?”


  “I’ll look it up.”


  Kang Kiyeon, who happened to have his laptop open, typed ‘barley latte caffeine’ into a search engine. Articles like ‘Barley latte made with barley, so it’s caffeine-free!’ poured out.


  “Looks like it doesn’t have any.”


  “Should I swap with you if you’re worried…?”


  Park Joowoo, who had gotten his usual yogurt smoothie, offered me his cup. For a guy who rarely touched food that wasn’t his own, this was an immense gesture of goodwill.


  “It’s fine. I like barley tea. A latte should taste similar, right?”


  Worried that Park Joowoo might insist further on swapping drinks, I quickly took a sip of the barley latte. It had a savory, milky taste.


  About 20 minutes into the meeting, which had started off on a pretty good note…


  …Something feels wrong.


  I found myself in a predicament where my stomach felt like it was turning inside out. To draw an analogy, It felt similar to the time I drank green tea from a teabag without realizing how much caffeine it had—ended up so dizzy I couldn’t function for three hours.


  I kept feeling like I was going to gag, so I had to cover my mouth with my hand throughout the meeting. Someone asked if there was something bothering me about one of the agenda items, and I broke out in a cold sweat trying to explain.


  The nausea turned into the urgent feeling that I might actually throw up. I also felt a pain as if something was pressing down on my chest. The sound of my heart beating echoed in my head.


  Am I really that stressed? Stressed enough to throw up during a meeting? No matter how much I’ve been worried about UA lately, UA is not on the level of the Hanpyeong Industry, is it?


  Still, I had human dignity; I didn’t want to throw up in the meeting room. As the schedule notification was wrapping up, I cautiously raised my hand.


  “I’m sorry… I’m not feeling well. Can we take a short break?”


  “Huh? Iwol, are you sick?”


  Everyone in the meeting room turned their attention to me. I really wanted to just suggest taking a short break, but I felt like Kang Kiyeon would nag me again if I did.


  Sure enough, Kang Kiyeon was already glaring at me with narrowed eyes. I pressed the back of my hand to my mouth and got up.


  For a moment, the world spun. My chest ached as if something was crushing it, and I couldn’t breathe.


  As if I had experienced it sometime before.


  

  Kim Iwol, who had said he wasn’t feeling well, stood up from his seat, his face pale.


  But only for a moment.


  Kim Iwol clutched his chest and collapsed to the floor. Park Joowoo, who had been sitting right next to him, rushed over to Kim Iwol, who was gasping and choking for breath.


  At Park Joowoo’s urgent prompting of ‘What’s wrong?’, Kim Iwol struggled to open his eyes. Then, he mumbled in a faint, fading voice.


  “……Bag.”


  “What?”


  “Bag, please…”


  In that instant, everyone remembered the time Kang Kiyeon had experienced hyperventilation in the waiting room.


  Don’t tell me hyung too?


  With that thought, Jeong Seongbin handed over a bag he had received from a staff member. Kim Iwol spread open the mouth of the bag and buried his face in it.


  Still clutching his chest with one hand, Kim Iwol put the fingers of his other hand into his mouth and forced himself to vomit what he had eaten.


  Jeong Seongbin quickly took off his jacket and covered Kim Iwol’s upper body.


  All he had eaten before the meeting was about half a container of salad and a drink. Even then, the salad would have been mostly digested by now. A whitish liquid mixed with saliva trickled down Kim Iwol’s chin.


  Lee Cheonghyeon urgently patted Kim Iwol’s back. Barely able to open his eyes, Kim Iwol clutched the bag and threw up liquid.


  “Ah…”


  Still unable to lift himself from the floor, Kim Iwol groaned as he clutched his chest in pain. His breathing grew audibly ragged


  .


  “Move aside.”


  Choi Jeho pushed Jeong Seongbin and Lee Cheonghyeon away and laid Kim Iwol on the floor. He kept curling up as if in pain, but his heart seemed to be beating.


  “Kim Iwol, stay with me.”


  When Choi Jeho gently shook his shoulder, Kim Iwol frowned. The surroundings were bustling with the sounds of someone calling an ambulance, someone looking for a blanket, and so on.


  Turning Kim Iwol’s head to the side, Choi Jeho asked, “What’s wrong? Are you feeling sick to your stomach? Or somewhere else?”


  Kim Iwol gasped for breath. His focus was visibly blurring.


  With difficulty, he moved his lips.


  My heart hurts.


  The words were barely audible, but Kim Iwol had clearly said that.


  Chapter 243: Forbidden Food (2)


  “When is the ambulance arriving?”


  “They said three minutes.”


  As someone answered, staff members opened the meeting room doors and pushed the table to the side, clearing the way for the stretcher to come through.


  The meeting room was filled with the sounds of retching, someone patting a back, and the noise of furniture being moved and people coming and going.


  While they were endlessly waiting for the ambulance to arrive…


  Kang Kiyeon picked up the drink cup that had been on Kim Iwol’s seat. Then, he opened the lid and sniffed it.


  Kang Kiyeon’s eyebrows furrowed slightly.


  “Joowoo-hyung.”


  Kang Kiyeon pulled Park Joowoo, who had been standing back, by the elbow.


  “Does this… possibly have coffee in it?”


  “Huh?”


  All Kim Iwol had consumed was this latte. But if he was throwing all of it up…


  With that thought, Kang Kiyeon had smelled it. It seemed to have a faint coffee scent.


  But since it could just be his imagination, he turned to Park Joowoo, who had sensitive senses, for a cross-check.


  Park Joowoo tilted his head and sniffed the drink. Then, he brought the cup to his lips.


  Kang Kiyeon was startled.


  “You’re drinking it? What if there’s something weird in it?”


  “It’s in there.”


  “What?”


  Park Joowoo, rolling the tip of his tongue in his mouth, said.


  “Coffee… is in it.”


  With bustling footsteps, the paramedics arrived. Chanyoung was visible behind them.


  Kang Kiyeon snatched the drink cup from Park Joowoo’s hand.


  Tell me if you’re sick.


  Kim Iwol had promised him he would.


  I’m not feeling well. Could we take a short break?


  And Kim Iwol had kept his promise. He hadn’t hidden it when his condition worsened.


  Yet now, that same Kim Iwol was writhing on the floor. He, who had been composed even when he injured his head, was now barely conscious.


  All because of a single drink someone handed to him.


  His hyung was trying so hard to change—so why did nothing around him ever change?


  “Which guardian will be going with him? One person can ride along.”


  “Yes, I’ll…”


  Chanyoung stepped forward at the paramedic’s words.


  At that moment, Kang Kiyeon slammed the drink cup into the trash can.


  A loud bang echoed through the meeting room. The room fell silent.


  “Jeho-hyung.”


  Kang Kiyeon’s eyes were bloodshot.


  “Instead of Chanyoung hyung, could you please go?”


  As Kim Iwol was carried out, the staff approached the members.


  “Guys, are you okay…”


  “Don’t come closer.”


  Kang Kiyeon said. His voice was sharp. Sticky droplets from the spilled drink clung to his fingertips.


  “Why would you put something he can’t eat in his drink?”


  “What?”


  “You’ve known since before debut that Iwol-hyung can’t have anything with caffeine. So why did you put coffee in there, and make it so subtle he wouldn’t even notice?”


  “What are you talking about? Mr. Chanyoung, did you buy a caffeinated drink for Iwol?”


  Min Jukyung asked Im Chanyoung.


  However, Im Chanyoung looked as if he had no idea what was going on.


  “A drink? I didn’t bring anything today.”


  “What?”


  “The kids didn’t ask for anything, and Mr. Unseop’s matter seemed more urgent. I was planning to meet with him while the others were in the meeting, so I didn’t have time to stop by a cafe…”


  Im Chanyoung stammered out an explanation.


  Behind the pale Im Chanyoung, Hong Unseop appeared.


  “Mr. Chanyoung, what are you doing here?”


  A blank face. Eyes that betrayed no thoughts.


  Hong Unseop, looking around the meeting room that seemed to have been swept by a typhoon, said,


  “Oh, Mr. Iwol isn’t here. Did he step out?”


  Ignoring the nonchalant voice, Im Chanyoung spotted a post-it note that had fallen on the floor.


  A member’s name and a drink name, written in his own handwriting.


  But it wasn’t new. It was a little crumpled, its edges showed signs of having been wet then dried, and the adhesive side was dusty.


  “Mr. Unseop.”


  Im Chanyoung called his junior’s name.


  “Did you pretend to be me and buy the drinks?”


  The expression on Hong Unseop’s face as he turned to meet his gaze was utterly expressionless.


  “No.”


  Hong Useop was defiant.


  Pushing aside the two managers who were blocking the doorway, Jeong Seongbin ran out. Jeong Seongbin sprinted in the direction of the CCTV control room.


  

  It was dark and quiet all around. As if blackout curtains had been drawn, there wasn’t even a trace of light.


  I wanted to open my eyes, but my eyelids were heavy. The throbbing pain had disappeared, leaving behind a feeling of stuffiness.


  Vaguely, I remembered collapsing in the meeting room. I must have fainted right there.


  I didn’t know how to describe the pain at that time. It felt like my whole body was being crushed by something enormous, making it impossible to breathe. At the very least, I didn’t want to experience it again.


  “…I sent Chanyoung hyung to handle the admission procedures.”


  I thought no one was around, but I heard Choi Jeho’s voice.There was a faint murmur, as if he was on a call. I couldn’t make out what was being said.


  Maybe it was because I had just woken up—when I focused, the conversation became a bit clearer.


  ─ Admission?


  The person on the other end of the call was Jeong Seongbin.


  More importantly, what admission? I’m fine now. Even if the company is covering the hospital bill, I can’t keep being indebted to them like this.


  — Did you tell the doctor it might be from caffeine?


  “I did, but they said that’s not the problem.”


  Caffeine?


  Now that it was mentioned, the symptoms seemed similar to when I had unknowingly drank an energy drink back in college. Since then, I’d avoided beverages altogether, worried they might contain caffeine.


  Barley latte had caffeine in it?


  Something felt off. The manager wouldn’t have bought drinks without checking for caffeine. Manager Chanyoung had never made such a mistake.


  But according to Jeong Seongbin, I had consumed caffeine. And that was the reason I was lying here now.


  However, I’d never been this sick just from drinking a bit of something with caffeine.


  If I accidentally consumed something with caffeine, my heart would race unpleasantly, and I’d feel nauseous, but that was usually the extent of it.


  It was the first time I’d blacked out like this. The first time my heart had hurt this much. Usually, drinking water and sleeping for a few hours would be enough to recover.


  It definitely used to be like that, so why couldn’t I even open my eyes now?


  Choi Jeho provided the answer to this question.


  “They said he might go into cardiac arrest.”


  ─ What?


  “His pulse is abnormal, so they need to monitor him. I couldn’t catch all the details ‘cause they were talking fast… but apparently his EKG results were bad. There were signs of early warning. That’s why he’s being admitted. The caffeine just triggered it.”


  Cardiac arrest.


  For a moment, I wondered if I had misheard. But Choi Jeho didn’t correct himself.


  So, I almost died? Just from drinking one wrong beverage?


  ─ How long does he have to be hospitalized?


  “For now, just one day. So I’m gonna stay here overnight too. He doesn’t seem like he’ll regain consciousness either.”


  No, I’m awake. It’s just that my eyes won’t open. I don’t even feel bad right now. I’m in a perfectly fine state, I swear.


  More importantly, why is a celebrity sleeping in a hospital? What if sasaengs show up? Ask the manager to request security from the hospital, and you go back to the dorm too.


  As I was diligently sending telepathic messages, Choi Jeho said.


  “I told Chanyoung hyung to just handle the admission and leave. Not to come in.”


  Wow, good for you. Now get yelled at by Seongbin and go home too.


  I waited for Jeong Seongbin to gently coax, soothe, and whip Choi Jeho into returning to the dorm.


  However, Jeong Seongbin on the phone was quiet.


  Instead of chiding Choi Jeho, he said something even more severe.


  ─ If his condition is that bad, we’ll come over too.


  “It’s not that serious. They said they’re just monitoring him just in case.”


  I had been too stunned by the situation of fainting and waking up, and flustered by the fact that I had unknowingly consumed caffeine and the story that I might have a heart attack, so I hadn’t noticed, but…


  I belatedly realized that the guys’ voices were overly subdued.


  And that whenever the manager was mentioned, Choi Jeho would get choked up.


  If someone had collapsed and it turned out that Manager Chanyoung was the cause, UA wouldn’t have entrusted Manager Chanyoung with the admission procedures.


  Nevertheless, the fact that these guys were trying to separate me from the manager meant that even if it wasn’t Manager Chanyoung’s fault, they harbored hostility towards the company staff.


  In other words, me collapsing from drinking something I couldn’t eat wasn’t someone’s mistake, but intentional. And by a very close company associate.


  And that ‘someone’ was probably…


  “That a*shole Hong Unseop? Did he finally admit it?”


  …Yeah. Not even surprising anymore.


  The call between Jeong Seongbin and Choi Jeho continued for quite a while. I, too, was able to learn the truth of the incident by eavesdropping on their conversation.


  “He went through the trash?”


  — Yes. He waited until Chanyeong hyung gave us the coffee and tossed out the labels, then he picked them up. We confirmed it on CCTV.


  “Is he fucking crazy?”


  I agree. While you’re at it, ask him why he did it too.


  My desperate wish didn’t reach Choi Jeho. Instead, Jeong Seongbin answered my prayer.


  ─ We confronted him at the company while watching the footage together, asking why he did it…


  “And?”


  ─ …


  “Why did that b*tch pull that bullsh*t?”


  Even with my eyes closed, I could feel Choi Jeho’s anger. Jeong Seongbin must be feeling something similar.


  At this point, I was curious too. Yoo Hansoo at least thought I had damaged his reputation, but what grudge did Hong Unseop have against me to do this?


  My curiosity was soon resolved by Jeong Seongbin.


  ─ Do you remember when we asked to change our manager? Iwol-hyung mentioned Yoo Hansoo then.


  “Yeah.”


  — He apparently thought we’d take his side to some extent.


  “What kind of nonsense is that?”


  ─ He probably thought that since he took care of our schedules and stuff, and this was the first time there was a problem, we would take various things into account and give him the benefit of the doubt.


  Taking care of schedules is your fucking job, Mr. Unseop…


  And how is this a mutual conflict? You just went and caused a giant mess all on your own.


  “Runs his mouth a lot for someone who screwed up all by himself.”


  For once, Choi Jeho and I were in agreement. It was just a shame my body wouldn’t move, so I couldn’t give him a thumbs-up.


  ─ Since Iwol-hyung was the most vocal with his opinion and took the lead in leaving, he probably thought hyung was fostering an atmosphere of isolating him.


  “So he intentionally targeted Kim Iwol and did that?”


  ─ Yes. And…


  Jeong Seongbin answered after a long silence.


  ─ He thought if Iwol-hyung fixed his picky eating, he could be recognized as a manager again.


  “What?”


  I could sense the disbelief in Choi Jeho’s voice. This was another fresh development.
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  Jeong Seongbin’s shocking revelation didn’t end there.


  ─ He said picky eating is just an excuse, that someone in society can’t afford to be particular about such things as it damages their image… That it’s just a habit you can fix by eating the things you avoid.


  “What a load of crap.”


  — Remember when he gave Joowoo that banana milk? He saw Joowoo didn’t drink it, so he gave the drink to Iwol-hyung secretly. Afraid hyung wouldn’t drink it if he knew. It seems he planned to say, ‘See? He eats it just fine’, if Iwol-hyung unknowingly drank it and was okay.


  “And because of that, someone almost had a heart attack. This company is really something, huh?”


  Choi Jeho sneered. Jeong Seongbin didn’t stop him. It seemed he agreed with Choi Jeho to some extent.


  There are people like that. The kind who ignore what others can’t or don’t want to eat.


  People with allergies or intolerances couldn’t help but know. How dangerous foods they couldn’t eat were.


  They took precautions—clearly marking allergens when gifting food, carefully checking ingredients when ordering something themselves.


  Like how at ‘IDC’ I wrote the allergy-inducing factors in large letters on the lunch boxes and only drank water when drinking something with the members.


  People who hadn’t experienced similar things thought of these matters too lightly.


  It’s a matter of willpower’, ‘It’ll get better if you eat it’, ‘A little bit won’t kill you’, ‘Don’t avoid it by saying you can’t eat it when it’s just a preference difference…


  So what if I can’t eat it, and so what if I don’t want to eat it.


  It seemed he wanted to be acknowledged for doing something, but why would a grown adult in society resort to this kind of behavior just because they couldn’t get a single compliment from others?


  Suddenly, my body felt tired. Since my eyes wouldn’t open anyway, I wanted to just sleep more.


  But I had something I needed to check.


  The excessively severe physical reaction, even though I had only drunk a beverage mixed with coffee.


  The unstable pulse that suggested cardiac arrest might occur, and…


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from ‘Superior’ have arrived.


    ▶ Assistant Manager Kim, check the file.

  


  …Even the system.


  I swallowed a sigh. And I retrieved the memory data I had been trying to forget.


  If it were up to me, I really wouldn’t want to open it. What good would come from opening this?


  However, this wasn’t just anything; it was a situation where something was wrong with my body. If the data and my current state were completely unrelated, that would be one thing, but with the system even giving hints, I couldn’t just ignore it.


  I brought up the memory data window, which I imagined would be covered in dust. The same window as before appeared.


  Just in case, I also lowered the negative emotion recognition rate as much as possible. As a precaution, in case I received a mental shock after viewing all the data.


  
    [SYSTEM] Would you like to view the ‘Memory Data’?


    ▶ Yes / No

  


  A familiar notification window appeared, then disappeared after the ‘Yes’ mark glowed.


  

  Slowly, my eyes opened.


  I was standing in a familiar room. In the apartment where I used to live.


  Unlike the dark window outside, my room was bright.


  And by the wall, the twenty-nine-year-old me was sitting, clutching his head, struggling in front of the monitor.


  Facing a pink screen.


  It was the point where my memory had cut off before I traveled back in time.


  “…Done. I’m not touching it anymore, really.”


  The me in front of my eyes was saying the same words as back then, stretching just like back then.


  Opening an internet window to send an email, and then…


  “What the.”


  …He discovered Spark’s disbandment article.


  “Fuck…”


  Yes, this was my last memory.


  Was there something else after this? I hadn’t jumped back nine years right after that; something happened after this—and the system had blocked that memory?


  While I was trying to grasp the situation, the me sitting in front of the computer clutched his chest. Just like I had a little while ago.


  Then, gasping, he fell from the chair. His phone, wallet, and other things that his arm bumped into scattered on the floor.


  Suddenly, what Choi Jeho had said during his call with Jeong Seongbin a little while ago came to mind.


  They said he might go into cardiac arrest.


  Through the collar of his clothes, I could see his skin turning blue with terrifying speed.


  The pain of your whole body being crushed, as if a giant metal lump was trampling you. The fear that came from not being able to breathe.


  Above all, the pressure, as if your heart would burst at any moment, could be felt from the Kim Iwol crawling on the floor in front of me.


  At that moment, a vibration rang.


  My gaze and that of the twenty-nine-year-old Kim Iwol turned to the same place. A call was coming in on the phone.


  Simultaneously, previous memories began to seep in. Very slowly and gradually.


  …Who is it?


  Perhaps his vision was blurry, but the past me couldn’t even recognize the caller. From where I was standing, I couldn’t see who was calling either.


  I have to… answer the phone.


  Thinking that, Kim Iwol’s thoughts flowed in a different direction.


  …If I ask for help, then what?


  Behind the question mark, the dregs of a familiar emotion clung.


  Wouldn’t it be better to just stay like this than to keep living this way?


  It was the skepticism that had been occupying the space where humanity used to be, abandoned on that bridge over the Han River.


  Even though the pain grew worse the longer he remained still, Kim Iwol didn’t answer the phone. Instead, he closed his eyes.


  Just a little longer.


  His voice, soaked in exhaustion, filled my head. It sounded like a mantra, a hypnotic chant.


  It’ll be over soon.


  Even until the call ended, Kim Iwol didn’t feel anxious, and he quietly soothed himself, whom no one was looking out for.


  I just have to do nothing…


  With a dizzying ringing in his ears, he fell into the deepest sleep he had experienced since birth.


  

  …What is this.


  I covered my mouth. Even though it was my own image, seeing a corpse was shocking.


  It overlapped with the time my sister was being placed in her coffin. My stomach churned.


  To have died like this. Without asking for help even once. Completely given up.


  That was how little attachment I had to life.


  My breath quickened. My mouth went dry. I was incredibly thirsty.


  The dizziness made it impossible to lift my head. I pressed both hands against my knees to keep from collapsing.


  What on earth is the system’s intention in showing me this?


  Is it laughing at me now, a guy who used to live without dreams or hopes, suddenly scrambling for life?


  Is this its way of telling me to know my place? That no matter what I do, this is how it ends?


  My head hurt so much. I felt like I wanted to open the painkillers on my dead self’s desk and gulp them down.


  Just as my vision blurred, I felt my heart beating fast. Whether it was due to fear or anger, I didn’t know.


  At least, the current me was alive.


  …Let’s calm down.


  I had to think calmly. Why the system showed me the memory data at this point in time.


  What I was supposed to gain from this goddamn memory.


  Because if I got nothing from it, it would mean the system was just playing with me.


  I slowly wiped my face and straightened my bent back. My steps began to move, little by little.


  As I approached my breathless self, I thought relentlessly.


  The warning about my EKG results. Choi Jeho’s phone call, saying I might experience cardiac arrest.


  And then, one word surfaced in my mind.


  Synchronization.


  The system had definitely said that the previous body and the current body would synchronize.


  When I first read that explanation, I thought it only applied to things like dark circles.


  But if the heart that had already lost function once, and the skin that had turned white and then ghastly blue like a corpse, were also effects of synchronization…


  I opened the explanation window related to synchronization.


  
    [SYSTEM] The ‘Synchronization Rate’ is being notified to ‘Subordinate’.


    ▷ Current Synchronization Rate: 60%

  


  I remembered the synchronization rate dropping by 3% as a reward for winning the overall championship at ‘ISD’ bringing it down to around 30%. The current figure was double the last one I had seen.


  In summary, my past self died from cardiac arrest for reasons unknown.


  I had gone back 9 years, but my body was still being affected by the event of cardiac arrest that actually happened.


  And the higher this rate got, the more my body synchronized with the ‘dead’ Kim Iwol’s body.


  Now I finally understood why people kept saying I looked like a corpse. Why even my fortune said I had the fate of someone already dead.


  I had been walking around with my lifeline severed, and like a fool, I hadn’t even known that. Since my heart’s durability had decreased, caffeine would have affected me more than usual too.


  That wasn’t the only strange thing.


  The fact that my heart ached unusually just from riding an amusement park ride once, and the feeling of my heart tightening every time Lee Cheonghyeon popped up from behind.


  And probably from the point the synchronization rate increased, even the fact that my heart would race and then calm down repeatedly just from being a little tense during archery practice.


  What would happen if I rode an amusement park ride like before, unaware of this, with a high synchronization rate?


  What if they set something off for a hidden camera prank on a filming set? My heart pounded even when I just concentrate, so what if I got even more stressed because of people like Hong Unseop?


  In the first place…


  If I reach 100% synchronization, or when I turn twenty-nine.


  Will I become exactly like this Kim Iwol?


  I felt like my mind was going blank. I approached the back of the Kim Iwol who had frozen stiff. And I crouched down and sat in the empty space.


  My heart was in turmoil. The churning feeling was like waves, or like dark clouds.


  Snow fell in my heart.


  “You pitiful bastard.”


  I straightened Kim Iwol’s disheveled hair with my fingertips. The sight of the still-damp strands slipped through my fingers saddened me.


  “You wretched bastard.”


  My vision darkened. My last moment must have felt like this too.


  

  “Gasp…!”


  Expelling the darkness, I came to my senses. Unlike before I opened the memory data, this time my eyes opened properly.


  “Kim Iwol.”


  When I shifted my gaze slightly to the side, I saw Choi Jeho. I slowly regulated my breathing.


  Watching me carefully as I caught my breath, Choi Jeho asked in a soft voice:


  “Are you okay?”


  “…Probably?”


  There was no pain anymore. My heart wasn’t pounding either. My body felt a little drained, but not to the point of exhaustion.


  Noticing that my words weren’t a lie, Choi Jeho also let out a sigh of relief.


  I thought he would explain something now that I had regained consciousness.


  But Choi Jeho was quiet. He only fiddled with the safety rail of the bed, which had been put up to prevent falls.


  Then, all he managed to say was…


  “They said you need to take good care of your heart.”


  …That was it.


  He must have been shocked. Well, it would be strange not to be shocked if someone clutched their heart during a meeting and an ambulance had to be called.


  But if just this much shocked him that much…


  What’s he going to do when I actually die?
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  After seeing the memory data and confirming the synchronization, I accepted it.


  That such a thing could happen to me at any time.


  That this wasn’t like receiving a second life, but merely reliving a life I had already lived once.


  If that was the case, I couldn’t ignore the possibility of things going wrong again.


  The sight of someone dying was shocking even to me, the person involved.


  So for these guys—who were so much younger than me—it would be even worse, wouldn’t it?


  I saw that scene with my perception of negative emotions adjusted. Shouldn’t I at least allow these guys, who couldn’t even expect such help, to prepare themselves mentally?


  “Choi Jeho.”


  “What?”


  The guy answered bluntly to my call.


  “If something happens to me, do you think you could still continue activities with the members?”


  I asked the eldest member who happened to be nearby, and his grip on the safety rail tightened. Blue veins stood out on the back of Choi Jeho’s hand.


  “Why would something happen to you?”


  Choi Jeho asked.


  “You never know what can happen in life.”


  Though in my case, something was definitely going to happen.


  I stared at Choi Jeho silently. He spoke as if he found it absurd.


  “Do you even hear yourself? Who said you’ve got some terminal illness? You’ll be fine if you’re just careful. Can’t you understand plain words?”


  His tone was rough as usual, but the scolding lasted a little longer than normal.


  Choi Jeho’s face twisted in frustration.


  “You as*hole, it took less than 5 minutes to get here from the company. The ambulance got here fast as fuck. There’s a hospital near the dorm too, so why would you die?”


  Choi Jeho shouted. His brow furrowed.


  His anger was brief.


  Breaking the silence in the hospital room, Choi Jeho said with reddened eyes.


  “I know how to do CPR.”


  Ah.


  “So stop talking crap and just get some damn sleep.”


  You dumba*s.


  What am I supposed to do if even you get shaken up?


  I asked you because I thought you, at least, would be stoic.


  I wanted to die every day because of you, so why are you thinking of saving me?


  You should have just clicked your tongue with an expression that said, ‘Kim Iwol, you really are something else…’


  

  After being hospitalized for a day for observation, Kim Iwol’s EKG remained at a normal level, and the abnormal symptoms he had when he was first brought in did not reappear.


  Thanks to this, Kim Iwol was discharged but was scheduled for regular check-ups for the time being.


  Im Chanyoung said he would come to the hospital to pick him up, but Choi Jeho refused.


  And he handled the discharge procedures by himself. He also answered all of the dozens of calls from Jeong Seongbin, who was worried that his hyung might not bring the receipts.


  Though Kim Iwol seemed to be walking fine, he fell asleep the moment he got into the taxi. It seemed like he was catching up on all the sleep he had missed since coming to UA.


  As the taxi entered a familiar neighborhood, Choi Jeho used the phone he’d gotten from the manager during the discharge process to send a message to the group chat.


  Me


  5 [Someone come down to the apartment entrance with a blanket]


  As if they had been waiting, the number quickly decreased.


  The taxi stopped in the parking lot. Lee Cheonghyeon was already downstairs, holding a large blanket.


  While waiting for the card payment to finish, Choi Jeho opened the car door, pulled Kim Iwol out, and carried him on his back. Lee Cheonghyeon took the card instead.


  “Is this hyung sleeping? Are we sure it’s okay for him to be discharged?”


  “The test results are normal, they said. Put the blanket over his back.”


  At Choi Jeho’s words, Lee Cheonghyeon spread the blanket and covered Kim Iwol’s back.


  “You brought a blanket to use like a sling? Then you should’ve told me to bring straps too.”


  “He’s not a baby. You think I’m gonna carry him like that?”


  “Then why did you tell me to bring a blanket?”


  “They said to avoid exposing him to sudden temperature changes. It’s bad for his heart.”


  “Ah.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon nodded in understanding. Then he rushed ahead to press the elevator button.


  While waiting for the elevator to arrive, the two exchanged a few words.


  Choi Jeho asked Lee Cheonghyeon.


  “Did anyone come to the dorm?”


  “Chanyoung hyung and Ms. Jukyung. We didn’t open the door yesterday, but the CEO is coming later, so we were discussing what to do.”


  Just as Choi Jeho had rejected Im Chanyoung, the members had also completely closed off communication with the company for the entire day yesterday. Choi Jeho was somewhat aware of this through Jeong Seongbin’s calls.


  “Why don’t you just tell him not to come?”


  “It’s the CEO, not just anyone! How can we do that!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon yelped, then glanced at Kim Iwol. His long lashes didn’t so much as twitch.


  “What the. He’s not waking up?”


  “He’s been sleeping all day since yesterday.”


  “But he woke up for a bit, right? He’s been asleep since then?”


  “He was awake when I was handling the discharge, but he fell asleep again when we got in the taxi.”


  “Yeah, it’s better for this hyung to just sleep.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon muttered. The dark circles, which had disappeared not long ago, were now deeply settled.


  Kim Iwol didn’t wake up even when Choi Jeho and Lee Cheonghyeon laid him down on the bed. It was unlike him, who would wake up at the slightest alarm, or even just a vibration, and had trouble falling back asleep once woken.


  Not wanting to miss this opportunity, the two simply covered Kim Iwol with a blanket and left the room.


  While Choi Jeho, exhausted from spending a full day at the hospital, went to wash up, Cheonghyeon sat at the table. Jeong Seongbin, typing away on his laptop, rubbed his eyes with both hands, clearly fatigued.


  “Can I help with anything?”


  At Lee Cheonghyeon’s question, Jeong Seongbin shook his head.


  “It’s okay. How’s Iwol-hyung? Is he still sleeping?”


  “Yeah. He didn’t wake up.”


  “Really? Just in case, shall we make dinner in advance? So-hyung can eat as soon as he wakes up.”


  At the leader’s words about doing something, Park Joowoo and Kang Kiyeon opened their doors and came out. They busied themselves in the kitchen, careful not to make too much noise.


  “Should we make porridge? Or rice…?”


  “Let’s do both. If there are leftovers, others can eat them.”


  At Kang Kiyeon’s answer, Park Joowoo took an aluminum pot and headed to the veranda.


  While waiting for his hyung to return, just as Kang Kiyeon was taking out a stainless steel basin to soak the rice…


  The basin, caught on the lower cabinet door, fell to the floor with a loud clatter.


  Everyone froze at the clanging sound that echoed throughout the dorm. Then, they slowly turned their heads towards the door of the room where Kim Iwol was sleeping.


  “…Did he wake up?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon muttered in a voice as small as an ant. Kang Kiyeon couldn’t even open his mouth.


  Park Joowoo, who had brought a full pot of rice, carefully placed it on the dining table. Then, being so careful that even the sound of his feet leaving the floor couldn’t be heard, he walked to Kim Iwol’s door.


  Park Joowoo slowly turned the doorknob. Worried that light might seep in, Lee Cheonghyeon hurriedly turned off all the lights in the living room.


  Park Joowoo, after confirming that Kim Iwol’s blanket was rising and falling regularly in the darkness, held his breath and closed the door.


  “He didn’t wake up…!”


  It was miraculous news. Kang Kiyeon trembled as he let out a sigh of relief.


  Thus, Spark was able to turn the living room lights back on.


  

  How long had I slept? My eyes opened without me realizing.


  The now-familiar ceiling greeted me. I remembered handling the discharge procedures with Choi Jeho, but I had no memory after that. I must have completely passed out in the taxi, unable to hold out any longer.


  The main light was off, and the room was quite dark—it must be nighttime.


  The only difference from usual was a faint yellow light lingering in the room. It looked like Choi Jeho had brought a night lamp into the room as well.


  But still, if you leave the light like that by the head of the bed… wouldn’t it interfere with Lee Cheonghyeon’s growth?


  Just as I was about to move the lamp for the sake of Lee Cheonghyeon’s smooth growth, an unexpected voice came from the side.


  “Hyung? You’re awake?”


  Jeong Seongbin was sitting on Choi Jeho’s bed, reading a book. It was the first time I’d seen him like this since I came to this room.


  “What are you doing here? Isn’t it nighttime?”


  “To be exact, it’s dawn. 4 AM.”


  “Did I sleep that much? And where did Choi Jeho go at this hour?”


  Jeong Seongbin smiled awkwardly.


  “Jeho-hyung decided to swap rooms with me for today. We thought someone should watch over you, and… Jeho-hyung must have been uncomfortable sleeping on the cot yesterday.”


  The cot was indeed too small. Though I didn’t think he was the type to lose sleep over a bit of discomfort.


  More importantly, something else was bothering me.


  “You don’t have to watch me sleep.”


  My caffeine intolerance issue must’ve worried them more than I thought. How should I deal with that bastard Hong Unseop?


  “It’s just, I couldn’t sleep, so… Would you like something to eat, hyung? You barely ate anything today, right?”


  While I was stammering, Jeong Seongbin headed to the kitchen. I heard clattering sounds and the sound of a gas stove being lit, and then Jeong Seongbin returned holding a tray with various things on it.


  “Why bother bringing it here? I could have just gone out.”


  “No, it’s fine. It’s not heavy at all.”


  Determined, Jeong Seongbin set the tray on top of my blanket. The warmth of the porridge bowl seeped through the blanket and reached my knees.


  “Try it. Joowoo cooked it really well.”


  “Joowoo made this?”


  The hospitality was so excessively lavish that I was starting to feel overwhelmed with gratitude. Moreover, the homemade porridge by Park Joowoo was, just as Jeong Seongbin said, delicious.


  “What… Iwol-hyung, you’re eating?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s voice came from above, likely having overheard Jeong Seongbin telling me to drink some water. His voice was husky as if he had just woken up.


  “Uh, yeah, sorry. I’ll eat quickly and clean up.”


  “No, turn on the light and eat. I sleep fine even with the lights on…”


  I heard the rustling of a blanket from above my head.


  Yeah, right. I could hear him pulling the blanket over his head from here.


  Only after dissuading Jeong Seongbin from turning on the light could I continue eating the porridge. The night light was more than enough for a late-night meal.


  As I was about to finish the porridge bowl, Jeong Seongbin handed me a glass of water. I was about to moisten my throat with the warm water when…


  “Hyung.”


  “Yeah.”


  “We told the company we’re going to sue.”


  “Pfft!”


  …The water couldn’t go down my throat and instead splashed all over my palm.


  While Jeong Seongbin wiped my left hand with a tissue, I replayed his words dozens of times in my head, wondering if I had heard him correctly.


  Chapter 246: Resting (2)


  “A lawsuit?”


  I asked again, hoping dearly that I had misheard.


  “We’re thinking of suing. Both UA and Hong Unseop.”


  However, my hearing turned out to be perfectly fine. My right hand holding the cup trembled.


  “Why, how, no, wait a minute.”


  Disputes between idols and their agencies had never been easy to resolve since ancient times.


  It wasn’t unique to idols. Whenever labor issues arose between a company and its employees, frictions naturally followed. Companies considered employees who raised issues to be impertinent.


  The moment an employee announced legal action, the company changed its tune. Whether they raised a legitimate issue or won the lawsuit, it was not easy for that employee to remain with the company after a legal dispute.


  And yet they were going to do that willingly? Rookie idols who hadn’t even debuted for a year?


  “You haven’t told the company already, have you?”


  If he hadn’t brought it up yet, there was room to persuade Jeong Seongbin. I asked with a sliver of hope.


  “We have.”


  “What did you say?”


  “That we’re considering legal action.”


  This was the worst-case scenario. It would be one thing if they filed the lawsuit after finishing all the groundwork behind the scenes, but this way, it just gave the company time to prepare.


  “Why did you do that?”


  There was no way a guy like Jeong Seongbin, who knew the idol industry inside and out, would be unaware of this level of common sense. Nor was his judgment so clouded that he would act irrationally just because he was a little shaken.


  “Before that, what about the members? We need to hear their opinions too.”


  To appease Jeong Seongbin, I appealed to his conscience. Because Jeong Seongbin was a guy with an exceptional sense of responsibility towards the members.


  “Everyone agreed. That’s why I brought it up.”


  And the shock was doubled. You guys, read the labor dispute casebook by next week.


  “First, sigh… Where do I even begin with this?”


  While I was racking my brain, Jeong Seongbin cleared the empty porridge bowl. With him being so calm, I felt like I was the strange one.


  “What aspect of UA do you want to raise an issue about?”


  “Negligent management and abuse of affiliated artists.”


  “Abuse?”


  Jeong Seongbin uttered a frightening word with an indifferent face.


  “A company employee injured an artist and put them in critical condition.”


  “PD Yoo was fired, wasn’t he?”


  “But a similar problem arose again. Because of Hong Unseop. You remember how we went on that physical variety show, ‘Challenge Life’, not long after your head injury, right?”


  “That was after I had fully recovered.”


  “Still, the company didn’t check if hyung was in a state to go, did they? Even knowing it was a physically demanding program. In the end, you traveled all night and even worked.”


  Jeong Seongbin’s eyes darkened.


  “They said they would reflect and reorganize, but this time an accident happened right inside the company. How can a relationship of mutual trust be maintained in this situation?”


  “You’re right about that. But this isn’t the smartest method.”


  “Still, I think it’s a necessary thing to do.”


  Jeong Seongbin countered.


  “Seongbin, companies are defensive. They don’t lose these kinds of fights easily.”


  I could tell how much this weighed on him.


  However, as the adult in this situation, I had to stop him now. The world isn’t easy, and the deeper you dig, the uglier the sides you see.


  “Let’s say you’re lucky enough to win the lawsuit and terminate the contract. What are you going to do about activities in the meantime? You and Joowoo are adults now, and Cheonghyeon and Kiyeon are high school students. Isn’t this the most important time for you guys? If you start a lawsuit, your feet will be tied for several years. You might lose your entire early 20s.”


  The 1 year and 2 months hiatus had already had such a negative impact on Spark. After a lawsuit spanning several years, would their lifespan as idols even remain until they could find a company willing to re-sign all of them?


  I bet not. In that process, a few would inevitably drop out. Keeping everyone united was harder than it sounded.


  Jeong Seongbin was quiet for a long time. Then, he slowly opened his mouth.


  “I figured you would worry about things like conditions or situations, hyung.”


  Jeong Seongbin met my gaze.


  “But to me, the members are the most important.”


  “What?”


  “Re-signing, hiatus… It’s not that I haven’t thought about it. I’ve heard a lot, and I researched a lot yesterday while you were hospitalized, hyung.”


  “…”


  “I know it won’t be easy. We might have a fleeting period of activity and then miss our golden age, just like you said, hyung. If we just stay quiet, we’ll probably walk away with minor damages at best.”


  He knew all that. And yet, why on earth.


  As if seeing right through my question, Jeong Seongbin answered.


  “But hyung, if we lose even one person, what’s the point of all that?”


  It was a statement as sharp as an awl.


  “The reason you asked to change managers was the same, wasn’t it, hyung?”


  “…”


  “Because it’s too late after an accident happens. And that person was someone with a high probability of causing an accident. Even when the company staff suggested reconsidering, you pushed through, didn’t you?”


  There was no flaw in Jeong Seongbin’s words. He continued speaking softly.


  “I don’t want to see any more human casualties. I don’t want to leave any room for anxiety either. I want to focus solely on work in a stable environment, without major worries.”


  “…Even if it means souring relations with the company?”


  “I’m the leader. I have to take responsibility for the members.”


  And then, Jeong Seongbin smiled brightly.


  “So, I hope you’ll review this matter positively, hyung.”


  Positively… huh.


  From UA’s perspective, they wouldn’t want to terminate the contract with Spark right now. They might have to cough up more than the money Spark had earned for them, now that Spark had just started making money.


  For this reason alone, UA, however resentful, wouldn’t be able to kick Spark out for the time being.


  At most, they might reduce Spark’s budget or let them fend for themselves—but Spark had already been running on a tight budget. And they had experience handling almost everything themselves. Reducing the budget further here wouldn’t be a big blow.


  Besides, what happened between Hong Unseop and me hadn’t been made public. It seemed Jeong Seongbin was holding it back as a negotiating card, but if this blew up, UA would be branded a truly problematic agency.


  Sparklers wouldn’t be the only ones attacking them. How many singers were under UA?


  Some of them were established singers. If an internal safety issue caused a scandal, those artists had enough clout and seniority to leave the agency.


  In a situation where even rumors of financial problems made an agency undesirable, if it was an agency where ‘terror’ frequently occured… no one would want to come.


  There is some room for positive negotiation.


  A sigh escaped me. After all that talk, Jeong Seongbin finally looked up at me, as if gauging my reaction.


  When I see things like this, what should I say? It’s truly fascinating.


  How some people’s minds only revolve around the company’s interests, while others act for the sake of the people.


  And sometimes, the latter presents the best direction.


  “Still, the company really picked a good leader.”


  “Yes?”


  “Don’t you think?”


  At my words, Jeong Seongbin’s eyes widened. He must have thought I was just joking around.


  “I agree with suing Hong Unseop. But let’s try to talk with UA to see if there’s room for negotiation with them.”


  “Are you talking about the possibility of a settlement?”


  “Before that, let’s see if UA is willing to negotiate with us even before a lawsuit is filed. We’re just changing the order with the lawsuit. By any chance, do you have a draft of a settlement proposal?”


  “Yes. I do, but…”


  “Let’s present that as a negotiation proposal first. Can you bring it for a moment?”


  “Just a moment. For now, please sleep, and let’s talk again when you’re feeling better, hyung.”


  “I’ve only been sleeping since yesterday. Bring it. Let’s read it together.”


  At my words, Jeong Seongbin quickly ran to the living room and brought a bundle of papers. The papers were densely packed with writing that had been erased and rewritten various times.


  “Want me to organize it first?”


  “It’s fine. First, let’s categorize the nature of the demands. Instead of vaguely grouping them as ‘welfare,’ clearly show what we want, like ‘personal safety,’ ‘health management.’ There won’t be that many categories.”


  After that, we spent the dawn cursing Hong Unseop, talking about how the company was also preparing a claim for damages against Hong Unseop, and clearly refining the sentences of the negotiation proposal. Not long after I finally sent Jeong Seongbin to bed, the sun began to rise outside the window.


  

  The UA office was in an absolute state of emergency. This was because after Kim Iwol collapsed, Spark expressed their intention to not shy away from a lawsuit.


  Until making this contact, Spark had not communicated with anyone from the company. Choi Jeho had exclusively handled Kim Iwol’s pickup, and the other members hadn’t left the dorm. That alone was enough to convey that the members were serious.


  Spark agreed to talk the day after Kim Iwol was discharged. Jeong Seongbin and Choi Jeho visited the office as representatives, asking if they were willing to have a conversation before any legal battle.


  CEO Yoon Hyunjoo and Min Jukyung seriously read through the negotiation proposal that Jeong Seongbin handed them with both hands.


  The proposal was easy to read but specific. The demands listed were beyond the level typically applied in the industry, a groundbreaking line that could be considered unprecedented in the entertainment industry until now.


  However, it was UA that had to concede. Just by not exposing this situation, Spark was giving UA a chance.


  Having already experienced the fandom’s wrath once, the company needed to approach this issue cautiously.


  After a brief review, Yoon Hyunjoo closed the papers and said.


  “We’ll review it this week and contact you. Would it be best to contact you directly, Seongbin?”


  “I would appreciate that.”


  Jeong Seongbin nodded.


  Jeong Seongbin, who had once come to Yoon Hyunjoo for advice for Kim Iwol’s sake, was now negotiating with the company for the members. Yoon Hyunjoo couldn’t help but feel a pang of guilt about that.


  Just as Choi Jeho was about to rise, thinking the meeting was over, Min Jukyung stopped him.


  “If you’re going to use the practice room, I’ll make sure the staff don’t go that way. So…”


  “It’s fine.”


  Choi Jeho answered drily.


  “We rented a practice room. We’ll use that for the time being.”


  Choi Jeho and Jeong Seongbin bowed and left the meeting room.


  Yoon Hyunjoo was accustomed to dealing with people, but for the first time in a while, he felt completely drained of energy.


  Chapter 247: Innovation (1)


  For the past week, the Spark members’ daily routine had been:


  Choi Jeho, Park Joowoo, and I commuted to the rented practice room in Jeong Seongbin’s mother’s car (His mother even adjusted her commute time to help us. I was truly grateful.).


  Choi Jeho and Park Joowoo handed me lyric sheets, then tossed me onto the sofa and practiced by themselves.


  The student group returned to the rented practice room for group practice. I was still lying on the sofa, only practicing vocals.


  “Is there even a point to this group practice?”


  “You should be grateful we bring you at all, hyung,”


  Kang Kiyeon, the main person behind securing the rented practice room, chided me. It was apparently the place where he first learned to dance before joining UA, and he had contacted the director, who was about to move to the countryside and close down the studio, to ask if they could borrow it for a few weeks. It seemed Kang Kiyeon had kept in touch with the director regularly.


  Thanks to this connection, the director, saying it was a building they were going to vacate anyway, let us use it comfortably free of charge.


  Thanks to that, we, a group of wanderers who had left our agency, ended up using a practice room larger than the one at UA. I felt tears well up.


  These guys even dragged me along to this amazing space. They said it’d be dangerous if I collapsed alone somewhere. If they were going to do this, they should have gotten me a vocal practice room, too.


  Jeong Seongbin wiped his sweat and smiled. In fact, that guy was the culprit behind this whole situation. What a tenacious fellow.


  Still, having time to just lie down and think wasn’t all bad.


  I returned the negative emotion recognition rate, which I had lowered to view the memory data, back to normal, and also pondered about the abnormal condition of my heart that the guys were so worried about.


  Back when I first realized that memory synchronization was linked to cardiac arrest, I didn’t have the bandwidth to think much about it, but looking back now, there were some questions.


  Dangerous activities for people with weak hearts—such as riding amusement park rides, being startled, or consuming foods that could affect the pulse—also affect me.


  However, I had never felt a strain on my heart from strenuous choreography or exercise.


  That was strange, wasn’t it? Exercise was good for health, but it depended on the type of exercise; for someone who was barely able to crawl across the floor, rehabilitation therapy should be prioritized over exercise.


  It was just a guess, but it seemed the heart-related restrictions didn’t activate when it came to physical activities necessary for me to become an idol. Just how badly did this system want to turn me into an idol?


  So, on the first day I came to this practice room, I spent my time memorizing the ‘Precautions for Heart Disease Patients’ handout that the hospital had printed out, so I could achieve my KPIs without dying.


  Because I wasted a whole day, my future self would have some trouble memorizing the choreography, but my future self would manage somehow.


  Hang in there, Kim Iwol. This is better than collapsing again.


  And I also thought about why the system didn’t display a warning this time, unlike with the Yoo Hansoo incident…


  I suspected it was because drinking caffeine wasn’t directly linked to death, and even if I were in a crisis, there was no applicable ‘4 major insurances’ to use. I already used up the 4 major insurances when I got hit on the head with a hammer.


  Taking it a step further, it seemed the system recommended viewing the memory data as a warning because it could no longer guarantee my life. Like, ‘You died like this, so take care of yourself,’ right? In fact, I’d started to be mindful of my heart now.


  Still, I don’t know what the first memory data was trying to tell me.


  Grumbling, I was writing a draft of a proposal to send to the dedicated team when my phone vibrated.


  One of the things Spark had proposed to UA in their negotiation was to allow the use of personal mobile phones so that they could be contacted quickly anytime, anywhere.


  UA seemed to have judged this part as necessary as well, as they had returned all six mobile phones to Choi Jeho and Jeong Seongbin on the same day.


  The owner of this vibrating phone was Jeong Seongbin.


  Our diligent leader rarely let practice be interrupted by something like a phone call.


  That meant the caller was likely from the company…


  “Yes, I understand. Thank you.”


  …Considering the grace period the company gave, the company’s situation, and Spark’s comeback schedule—


  “The company said they’ll accept all our demands!”


  “Wooow!”


  Yeah, it had to turn out this way.


  

  After many twists and turns, Spark finally re-entered UA. Manager Chanyoung, who came to pick us up at the dorm, was speechless upon seeing my haggard appearance. I had even put on ‘Natural Vitality, Nature Pink’. Too bad.


  “Are we going to run into that person if we go?”


  Choi Jeho asked. His straightforwardness was heavy.


  “That won’t happen, don’t worry.”


  The manager declared confidently. It didn’t seem like he was lying.


  “He was officially fired the day before yesterday, and all his company access rights have been revoked. We’ve also retrieved all the car keys.”


  “…Is a restraining order out of the question?”


  Park Joowoo, sitting in the passenger seat, asked. The manager let out a small sigh.


  “I asked the legal team, and they said it would be difficult. From our perspective, Mr. Unseop has been problematic for a long time, but to get a restraining order, there needs to be a record of continuous threats or something similar.”


  It seemed the company had looked into various things besides what we had requested. As long as the damages were properly processed as promised, I didn’t care much.


  Another condition we’d put forward was that both UA and I would file separate damage claims against Hong Unseop. We intended to make him pay dearly for all his messed-up actions.


  Just as the car pulled into the parking garage, the manager called out to me.


  “Iwol.”


  “Yes.”


  “The CEO would like to meet you for a bit… When would be good for you?”


  I was the one summoned, but the Spark members flinched.


  “Just him?”


  Choi Jeho pointedly asked. The members stared intently at the manager.


  “It’s absolutely not because of anything bad! The CEO just has a few things he wants to ask.”


  “Still, sending hyung alone is a bit… and there’s Iwol-hyung’s condition too.”


  Jeong Seongbin cautiously expressed his refusal.


  “Cheonghyeon, do you happen to have a mirror?”


  At my question, Lee Cheonghyeon rummaged through his bag and took out a hand mirror. It was a yellow hand mirror with a giant ribbon that he had received from a fan at ‘ISD’.


  My face in the mirror was utterly pale. It even seemed closer to the appearance right after I had passed away, as seen in the memory data.


  Judging that it wouldn’t be easy for them to be aggressive seeing this face, I returned the hand mirror to Lee Cheonghyeon.


  “I’m fine. Can I go up right away today?”


  “Hyung.”


  Kang Kiyeon grabbed my forearm from the seat next to me.


  “Kiyeon.”


  “What.”


  “Isn’t sitting through a conversation more survivable than going to dance practice right now?”


  Kang Kiyeon couldn’t refute my words. Instead, despite the manager being present, he showed his fierce side by saying. ‘You brought your phone, right? Turn on voice recording before you go’.


  

  As expected, the CEO couldn’t hide his shock upon seeing my face. Ms. Min Jukyung, who was with him, was the same.


  “Are you really sure you don’t need to be hospitalized?”


  “Yes. The hospital said there wasn’t much they could do either.”


  Ms. Min Jukyung, who was about to ask if I needed something to drink, hesitated. Since I collapsed after drinking something I shouldn’t have at the company, it wouldn’t be easy to offer anything carelessly.


  “If it’s alright, may I have a glass of water?”


  “Of course.”


  Only after getting permission and receiving a glass of lukewarm water did the CEO begin to speak.


  He asked if my body was okay, and suggested that perhaps I should halt activities this time if necessary. Since my heart would be fine when doing idol activities anyway, I firmly declined.


  Next came apologies and expressions of having no excuse.


  If he had tried to brush it off with a single apology like Jang Junhoo, we would have seriously considered moving agencies like Jeong Seongbin had planned.


  Even if it was just acting, it was not easy for someone to bow their head to someone they consider far beneath them. Nevertheless, the CEO was sincere.


  “Especially to you, really…”


  I had indeed gone through a lot of turmoil at this company. In terms of the severity of injury, it might have been worse than at the Hanpyeong Industry.


  But why didn’t UA feel as hateful as the Hanpyeong Industry?


  Was it solely because there was someone apologizing? Or because my tenure here had been shorter?


  While I was pondering, the CEO told me something unexpected. That when Spark requested to terminate their exclusive contract, the company had seriously discussed it.


  “…Were you planning to let us terminate?”


  “If you wanted to.”


  I hadn’t anticipated this turn of events.


  How many years had UA invested in Spark? Were they really going to let go of a business item just as it started making money?


  “Then, you accepting our demands,”


  “Because it would take a long time for you to find a new company.”


  This was the reason I had opposed Jeong Seongbin’s opinion. Now the CEO was also saying he had held onto Spark for the same reason.


  “I know how you must feel. That’s why, if you really wanted to leave, we were prepared to support your decision. But as an adult, I felt responsible for helping guide your careers in a more realistic direction.”


  “Why…”


  “Because what we want is for you to succeed.”


  It was shocking. I never thought I would hear such words from someone else.


  “The negotiation proposal, it was you who wrote it, right, Iwol?”


  “The draft was written by Seongbin and the members. I only added some comments.”


  Even though it was true, the CEO didn’t seem to believe it much. He would be surprised if he knew how proficient Jeong Seongbin had become with office formats.


  Seeing that he agreed to accept all those numerous demands in the negotiation proposal, it seemed his desire for Spark to succeed was also genuine.


  “You guys are talented. None of you seems your age.”


  “Is that so?”


  “Of course. You said you wanted to go into business administration, were you serious about that?”


  I had mentioned once on ‘Drinkers’ that I wanted to major in business administration. I didn’t know he would have watched it. It turned out to be very helpful in this moment.


  “Yes, I was.”


  “Right. Otherwise, kids your age wouldn’t be this knowledgeable about the ways of the world.”


  The CEO let out a dry laugh. It seemed he had completely interpreted me as ‘a youth who wanted to go to business administration so badly that he studied related subjects on his own and nurtured his dream, but couldn’t go to college and became an idol instead.’


  “While you guys were away, the company received some management consulting. None of them really impressed us, though.”


  Everyone had been really busy in a short amount of time. But that consulting probably wasn’t very helpful.


  Business consulting mostly involved optimizing performance metrics and HR indicators. That kind of help wouldn’t do much for a company like UA, which didn’t operate based on sales forecasts. Nor was it an HR problem that could be solved by methods like organizational restructuring.


  “But that experience made me think.”


  “About what…?”


  “The negotiation proposal.”


  The CEO brought up the problematic document.


  “If you can articulate what you want this specifically, I wondered if you already have an ideal company in your head.”


  I thought it was fortunate enough that he wasn’t taking offense. I never imagined the conversation would flow like this.


  “So rather than trying to accommodate individual requests one by one, I want to restructure the company based on your vision of what a company should be.”


  The CEO looked me straight in the eye.


  “Iwol, what kind of company would you like UA to be?”


  It was a direct hit.


  He was asking a rookie idol for something enormous. If I hadn’t had experience working as an HR manager, I would have been sobbing internally.


  It’s not that I don’t have a personally ideal company in mind.


  To speak honestly about this, certain conditions were necessary.


  First, the other party has to be ready to hear anything.


  Second, they can’t hold grudges for what I say.


  Third, they won’t brush me off with sarcasm like ‘if you’ve got so much time to think, go do my job’.


  From what I’d seen of the CEO, he seemed to meet all those conditions. Though he might see me as an even weirder idol after this conversation.


  I fiddled with the paper cup, trying to predict whether opening my mouth here would be beneficial or detrimental to Spark. And I decided.


  “Before I answer that, could I possibly have a private meeting with you, CEO?”


  If nothing else, I had to back up the leader who took bold steps for the sake of the team.


  Ms. Min Jukyung, having received permission with a nod, excused herself. Only the CEO and I remained in the CEO’s office.


  Chapter 248: Innovation (2)


  “Is it such a critical story that even Ms. Jukyung can’t hear it?”


  The CEO asked with a smile.


  What kind of opinion was the CEO expecting from me?


  A suggestion box for affiliated artists’ opinions? Or the background behind drafting the negotiation proposal?


  Whatever it was, it didn’t concern me. Because I had something else I wanted to talk about.


  “Actually, I’m being cautious.”


  “About what?”


  “Because it involves money.”


  The CEO flinched.


  There were various ways for outsiders to learn about a company’s internal affairs. For large corporations or public enterprises, through public disclosures; for mid-sized companies, through corporate reports; and for other companies, through National Pension Service indicators.


  UA’s wage level was slightly higher than others in the same industry. However, this didn’t mean UA’s starting salary was high.


  They invested heavily in a few experienced employees at the team leader level, but not in new employees. From what I confirmed in a recent job posting, it was exactly the industry average.


  If the salary increase rate wasn’t high, the incentive system should at least be good, but UA wasn’t like that either. Since the number of personnel was small, it was not easy to get promoted.


  In conclusion, UA was not attractive in the job market.


  It was difficult for this kind of UA to attract excellent applicants. Salary, system, compensation… There wasn’t a single satisfactory point.


  “Our company doesn’t have a high turnover rate, does it?”


  “That’s right.”


  “But it always takes a long time to hire new people. And the kind of applications the company wants don’t come in easily.”


  “Are you close with the management support team staff too?”


  No, you can find all this out just by looking at Job Planet and Wanted Outside.


  “Everyone probably knows this, but I don’t think they’d dare say it to you, CEO, so I’ll say it now, using my status as a patient as a shield—the salary doesn’t match the caliber of talent the company wants.”


  “Our starting salary is the industry standard, Iwol.”


  “If I were under the assumption that the starting salary is the industry standard, I would aim for a large agency as much as possible. Or I would try a promising startup. At UA, it looks hard to build experience across diverse projects, or earn a title that would help in a career move.”


  “…”


  “I also think job titles are important. Staying a rank-and-file employee forever hurts your value in the job market. Right now, we’re lucky to have people like Ms. Jukyung helping us—but if they were to leave for career advancement, the dedicated team’s work wouldn’t run as smoothly as before.”


  At my words, the CEO seemed lost in thought. He appeared to be thinking of a few long-serving employees, including Ms. Min Jukyung.


  “I know how burdensome it is to suggest increasing labor costs in a company where labor costs make up most of the operating expenses. And if we raise new hires’ pay without adjusting existing salaries, there will be backlash.”


  But good people don’t just roll in for free. Even if they do, if there’s no proper compensation, they won’t stay forever.


  “I think it’s the same for the managers.”


  “…”


  “Manager Chanyoung takes care of us almost 24/7, doesn’t he? A regular office worker wouldn’t work that hard for that salary. If there’s a place that treats them even a little better than the industry standard, anyone would want to go there.”


  People who failed to land jobs with major agencies or high-profile artists applied to UA, where all they needed was a standard driver’s license.


  UA hired people who were willing to work for already-low pay, receiving only 70% of their salary during a three-month probation period. It was a recruitment where no one gained anything.


  The CEO, who had been listening silently, asked,


  “Then, Iwol, do you think adjusting the overall salary will solve these problems?”


  “It’s not my ultimate goal, but to a certain extent, yes.”


  “What is your ultimate goal then?”


  “On the premise that HR-related corruption can be completely eradicated, I think UA should be run on a 100% recommendation-based system.”


  The CEO’s eyes widened.


  “Not open recruitment?”


  “No.”


  UA was too small to talk about open recruitment.


  “Other premises are also necessary.”


  “Such as?”


  “That only staff with proven competence remain at UA. That the working conditions are attractive enough to make people want to work here. And that the interview process functions properly.”


  Job postings going forward should include a higher starting salary, and existing employees should renegotiate their salaries.


  Those who were caught embezzling alongside Yoo Hansoo should be fired, even if it meant taking a hit in the short term. If personnel search support was needed during the dismissal grace period, I was willing to help. Since everyone danced without me when I went to the practice room anyway.


  Once the personnel were established this way, then switch to an acquaintance recommendation system, and only conduct recruitment when there were no suitable candidates.


  When interviewing through acquaintance recommendations or recruitment, at least two working-level staff members must be present as interviewers. Because what was important was the opinion of the people they would be working with.


  After hearing everything I said, the CEO nodded as if he finally understood.


  “So that’s why the negotiation proposal had such content?”


  Spark had requested that when recruiting for the dedicated team and managers, either Ms. Min Jukyung or Manager Chanyoung must be included in the interview.


  If it were up to me, I would have asked for both of them, but someone needed to stay at the company building.


  The gist was that we needed to hire ‘people who have no personality issues and possess at least minimal job competency,’ not ‘people who will work without complaints even for low pay.’ That was why we kindly included an interview scoring sheet in the negotiation proposal.


  I said with a smile.


  “With all the managers working at UA, surely someone can introduce one reliable person?”


  If the work environment and treatment improved, we could bring in verified people.


  What I wanted was for those people, gathered like that, to continue working together in a good environment. Without constant staff turnover.


  “My shoulders feel heavy.”


  The CEO stretched. He looked very burdened.


  “If it were a company with a high turnover rate, I wouldn’t have been able to say this.”


  “Why?”


  “Because an acquaintance recommendation system wouldn’t be able to handle the personnel vacuum. If you raise the starting salary but end up with more people who just work briefly and leave, it would actually be a loss. Even preparing for new hires costs money.”


  “Is there anything you don’t know?”


  Rather than that, these are the only things I know. You, CEO, probably know more about the entertainment business, so there’s no need to praise me.


  “Since everyone likes UA, it would be even better if it changes in a slightly better direction… That’s my opinion.”


  “Does that ‘everyone’ include you?”


  The CEO asked.


  At that moment, I felt like I had found the answer to the question I had.


  The answer to why I didn’t hate UA as much as I did the Hanpyeong Industry.


  UA, this company…


  Is trying to change. For the people.


  Maybe I’ve been waiting for that change for a very, very long time.


  

  For a while, the inside of the company was incredibly noisy.


  But we were holed up in the basement practice room—now off-limits to all employees due to a new regulation—so we didn’t really feel the impact of any of the changes. Honestly, it was kind of nice.


  The Spark members finally let me join practice. Thanks to that, I no longer had to feel the guilt of being a freeloader. Though I did hear ‘Want to rest?’ every time I did a single turn.


  Thanks to the manager paying special attention, we also had fewer direct interactions with the staff. Dotion became incredibly active, but if there was an urgent matter to vote on or a blind test was needed, the manager always acted as the intermediary.


  Until a truly good person comes along, I’ll take responsibility for you guys.


  Ever since he said that, our manager had been putting effort into all sorts of things for Spark. I wasn’t sure whether to thank him or to tell him he didn’t need to go that far.


  During break time, as I was sitting on the floor, Park Joowoo approached me.


  Then, he gently rubbed my forearm, looking worried,


  “…Hyung, you’ve lost a lot of muscle.”


  “I haven’t been able to work out.”


  “Still, don’t go to the gym for a while…”


  Park Joowoo’s eyes were full of concern. Don’t worry, even if you ask me to go, the manager probably won’t give me a ride.


  Actually, I don’t even need to go to the gym.


  There was already quite a bit of exercise equipment in the dorm. If I set my mind to it, I could get in a decent workout.


  It was just… I hated that feeling of my blood pumping too fast.


  So instead of staying active, I started eating less. I didn’t really have an appetite, so it wasn’t hard. With the choreography practices added in, I was slowly gaining muscle back.


  As long as I didn’t make a comeback looking unkempt, it would be fine. If anything, I’d lost weight, not gained it. So for now I was safe… or so I told myself.


  “Drink delivery has arrived!”


  As I was massaging my forearm, longing for my lost muscles, Lee Cheonghyeon entered the practice room with a bright smile. In each of his hands was a drink carrier wrapped in plastic.


  Choi Jeho was also visible behind Lee Cheonghyeon. It seemed he had opened the door from behind for him.


  Choi Jeho looked a little tired. Lee Cheonghyeon must’ve been extra chatty today.


  “Yogurt smoothie delivery for the hyungnims!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon shouted as he approached, handing one carrier to Jeong Seongbin.


  “Thanks. You went through trouble going out.”


  “It was just a quick trip to the first floor.”


  The other members also fumbled around in the carrier to find their drinks. From grapefruit ade to green grape kale juice, the variety was diverse.


  These guys hadn’t ordered any caffeinated drinks at all since I collapsed.


  On the first day I realized that, I told them there was no need for them to do so, but the guys were adamant.


  It’s just, I don’t want any unfortunate incidents to happen.


  That was what Lee Cheonghyeon had said. I’d heard people who regularly drink coffee need a certain amount daily just to function.


  Just as I was thinking I should tell them again soon to drink whatever they want, a drink of a familiar color caught my eye.


  “Lee Cheonghyeon, what did you order?”


  “Misutgaru. Mr. Kiyeon, want a sip?”


  (Tl note: Mitsugaru = roasted grain powder drink.)


  Light brown. A slightly heavy-looking texture. A thick straw. Faintly visible black dots floating.


  And, an unbearable wave of nausea rising up.


  “Cheonghyeon.”


  My heart pounded like crazy. My breathing became ragged.


  “I’m sorry, but could you not drink this?”


  Without realizing it, my hand snatched Lee Cheonghyeon’s drink.


  Everyone’s gazes turned to me. My hand holding the cup trembled.


  Chapter 249: Innovation (3)


  “…Hyung?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s eyes wavered as he called out to me. The practice room became suffocatingly quiet.


  All their gazes were fixed on me.


  Am I crazy?


  To snatch away a kid’s drink, of all things.


  And just because I found it unpleasant to look at.


  “Sorry, it’s nothing. I’ll give it back.”


  Even to my own ears, my voice was trembling.


  Lee Cheonghyeon reached out his hand with an anxious expression. The cup slipped from my hand into his fingertips.


  Assistant Manager Kim, aren’t you overreacting? Is someone going to die from drinking that? You’re making the person who offered it feel awkward.


  The beat of my heart filled my mind.


  The car accident that year happened in an instant. Without warning, not long after I had parted ways with my sister. Because of a driver who was distracted by their phone while driving.


  There were no young passengers like Lee Cheonghyeon or Choi Jeho in that car. If there had been a companion, it was unknown if they would have been safe.


  The last time I saw my sister’s clothes, they were stained.


  The accident scene, which I later saw in photos, was entirely soaked in a dark color.


  Like the asphalt floor I saw under the streetlight on the night Yoo Hansoo hit my head.


  My sister’s skin was pale. So was mine, left alone in the apartment.


  Motionless, not making a single sound of breathing, just lying still.


  That was the end for us siblings.


  What was I like before my breath stopped?


  The pain, as if my heart was being squeezed, was still vivid.


  Even after dying like that, I was still haunted by the same agony.


  I wanted to say, how can someone die so easily? I knew exactly how even a fleeting moment of embarrassment or bravado could end in tragedy.


  But for that, my sister was no longer by my side. The smell of blood was too vivid.


  Because the pain constricting my chest was unbearable, because the sensation of suffocation was unforgettable.


  Because I remembered myself, who went to Hannam Bridge alone as there was no one to ask for help.


  I couldn’t breathe. My eyes welled up, and I clenched my teeth to hold back the tears.


  I felt I needed to adjust my emotion recognition rate. I didn’t have the confidence to stay in this state any longer.


  However, sometimes actions are faster than thoughts…


  “Hyung?”


  Before I could even touch the recognition rate, my hand snatched Lee Cheonghyeon’s drink again.


  Then, I pressed the opening of the straw firmly with my palm, and with my other hand, I gripped the cup tightly and didn’t let go.


  I pulled the cup as close to me as I could.


  “I’m sorry.”


  “Hyung.”


  “I’m really sorry.”


  All I could do was apologize. Because I didn’t know why I was suddenly acting like this. Because I couldn’t explain it in words this kid could understand.


  “Let’s get you something else. I don’t want you to drink this. I’ll buy you a new one.”


  “Okay. I won’t drink it, so calm down, hyung,”


  Lee Cheonghyeon said softly. His two hands reached towards me, perhaps intending to grab my arms.


  At that moment, I instinctively pulled my arm back, not wanting the drink to touch his hands.


  His hands, pushed aside, faltered weakly in the air.


  Slowly, his bewildered face filled my vision.


  Behind him, Park Joowoo looked on worriedly, and Jeong Seongbin had a hand over his mouth.


  This was a mistake. A big one.


  “Sorry.”


  Why on earth am I doing this?


  I couldn’t understand. I just felt like I was being swept away by unfamiliar emotions, submerged in swirling memories, and about to die.


  

  Kim Iwol would intermittently have seizures when he went to bed. He frequently clutched his chest while sleeping, and each time, he couldn’t breathe properly.


  But if they tried to call an ambulance, he would quickly just frown and fall back into a deep sleep, so only the anxious members ended up taking turns sleeping on Choi Jeho’s bed. Except for Kang Kiyeon, who needed to find stability himself first.


  And then, the fact that he pretends to be fine every morning is what really pisses me off.


  Lee Cheonghyeon had even said something like that. Kang Kiyeon hadn’t said anything, but it was clear he agreed.


  No one ever told Kim Iwol about what happened at night. Not only did he rarely remember it himself, but the first time he found out, he had practically fallen to his knees apologizing to everyone.


  You must not have been able to sleep because of me. Do you want to get some sleep now? I’ll talk to the manager.


  No one wanted an apology from Kim Iwol. Rather, they knew this situation would be another source of stress for him.


  So they left him alone without saying anything. Just taking turns to check if they could hear him gasping for breath.


  And then they realized something—this guy Kim Iwol, after practically choking to death the night before, would act like nothing happened the next morning.


  As if everything was fine once he stepped out of the shower looking clean and fresh. They’d expected it, sure, but every member of Spark still found themselves rubbing the back of their neck in disbelief.


  “Wouldn’t it be better if he were hospitalized?”


  Jeong Seongbin, who was on night duty tonight, asked worriedly.


  Park Joowoo, who was washing and hanging Choi Jeho’s blanket to repay the debt of using Choi Jeho’s bed the previous night—though Choi Jeho himself didn’t care in the slightest—answered.


  “Hyung’s kind of like… a wrecked car with metal plates slapped on to keep it running.”


  Jeong Seongbin immediately understood Park Joowoo’s analogy. It was indeed an apt comparison.


  Park Joowoo, shaking out a pillowcase, said.


  “…It could be because he’s anxious. Hyung has been under a lot of stress.”


  At those words, Jeong Seongbin looked up at Park Joowoo.


  He couldn’t quite remember how many years had passed since he first saw Park Joowoo at UA.


  But in that moment, the image of a quiet, expressionless Park Joowoo—so different from how he was now—overlapped with the one before his eyes.


  “If you open the window and let some air in… he gets much better.”


  “Really?”


  Park Joowoo nodded and hung up Choi Jeho’s pillowcase. It seemed that was what happened last night.


  Jeong Seongbin, watching Park Joowoo meticulously hang the laundry and look satisfied, asked.


  “Joowoo.”


  “Yeah.”


  “Are you okay?”


  Park Joowoo blinked his eyes.


  Then, after nodding his head a few times, he looked at Jeong Seongbin, smiled faintly, and answered.


  “Yeah. You don’t have to worry about me.”


  In moments like this, Jeong Seongbin always found it hard to fully trust his friend.


  However, he didn’t say anything more. Because he didn’t want to see his precious friend’s face darken again.


  

  Not long after the drink-snatching incident, I started receiving counseling, separate from my health check-up.


  Since I had promised to go to the hospital after Kang Kiyeon’s condition stabilized, it was a convenient timing.


  The first topic that came up in counseling was family relationships.


  My family was a ‘crazy mixed-up powder’ edition, so I tried to choose my words carefully, but when they told me to speak comfortably within what was discussable, I told them various things.


  “…But this might not be everything. I tend to forget things easily.”


  Considering how frustrated my sister used to get whenever I couldn’t remember past events, there were probably quite a few episodes I had forgotten. However, the counselor was considerate, telling me to talk slowly whenever I remembered anything.


  When I explained how I’d been hit by a coworker with a blunt object and almost died from an allergic reaction to food, the counselor was visibly shaken.


  “After that, I became sensitive to even small things. My emotions also swing back and forth like a seesaw.”


  There were other questions. When asked about my relationships with those around me, I confessed about the conflict with Kang Kiyeon.


  “That friend told me he’s scared because he doesn’t know when I might die, and I think he has a point. I don’t know what will happen to me either.”


  To the question of whether I had anyone to rely on, I answered no. I wondered if I should say I had, but they died, but the counselor’s face already looked dark, so I couldn’t bring myself to say it.


  After some hesitation, the counselor asked me.


  “Mr. Iwol, have you ever had extreme thoughts yourself?”


  It was a difficult question. I debated whether I should combine before and after the regression, but since my mind started to break down from the moment I opened the first memory data, I decided to speak honestly. That I had gone to the Han River but just came back.


  “What stopped you that day, Mr. Iwol?”


  I briefly retraced my memories. Then, I talked about the things that came to mind one by one.


  “I have to work…? If an accident happens here, it could be traumatic for the first person to find me…? It would be hard for the people who have to clean up. They say the bodies of drowning victims are often badly damaged. I shouldn’t be a nuisance… I think those were the thoughts going through my head.”


  The counselor’s hand became busy. I was curious what they were writing, but my interest quickly faded. How they would interpret this story was their domain.


  “What is most important to you right now, Mr. Iwol?”


  “Activities, I suppose. Making sure the members can work safely and peacefully is important too…”


  Afterward, we continued to talk about schedules and activities.


  When asked what protective measures the agency was providing, I explained the negotiation details in as much detail as I could, to reassure them that I was in a safer place now.


  After hearing everything, the counselor looked at me and said,


  “Earlier, you said you tend to forget things easily, right, Mr. Iwol?”


  “Yes.”


  “But from what I’ve heard, Mr. Iwol, you seem to have a very good memory. You know, people usually say they don’t remember anything after the college entrance exam. But you’re even helping your dongsaengs with their studies.”


  “Uh…”


  “It’s possible you have a tendency to try to quickly forget unpleasant things when they happen. This is a phenomenon corresponding to repression among defense mechanisms…”


  In short, it meant that my forgetting most of my childhood memories was part of a defense mechanism.


  “If I can’t remember, isn’t that okay then?”


  To my words, the counselor drew a line, saying it wasn’t. That someday, the accumulated stress could manifest physically.


  In that case, maybe this was connected to synchronization too. My sync rate had definitely risen after my mental state started swinging wildly.


  “And, Mr. Iwol, it would be good for you to reduce your work. If possible.”


  Including the counselor’s advice, the session lasted a full two hours. Only after receiving a recommendation to combine it with medication therapy was I able to leave the center.


  Chapter 250: Invitation


  Counseling was quite helpful. Especially in that it could reassure the Spark members, even if just a little. The guys were greatly relieved that I was receiving professional help.


  I hadn’t even told them about the suggestion to reduce my work, but when I came to UA, the comeback had been pushed back.


  I asked if it was okay to postpone the comeback, knowing full well that the music market was fiercely competitive at the end of the year, but no one responded. I felt a little lonely.


  I returned the negative emotion recognition rate to the state it was in when I had just regressed, as before. And I decided never to touch it again. Relying on it seemed to be making me useless as a person.


  The claim for damages against Hong Unseop was to be handled by UA, and I also received separate compensation from UA.


  In Hong Unseop’s case, I heard that the compensation amount was expected to be quite high because he had intentionally fed me food he knew I was allergic to, and since it happened within the company, all evidence was available. He would have to cough up at least tens of times the money he had earned at UA.


  Security personnel were even assigned to us when we went out for external schedules. As surrounding matters were somewhat resolved, my mind felt at ease.


  As I was sitting on the sofa organizing my diary, Kang Kiyeon approached and asked.


  “What did they say in counseling?”


  “They told me to live selfishly.”


  I didn’t think I was that altruistic, but Kang Kiyeon nodded.


  “You need to be like that a bit, hyung.”


  “Me?”


  I’m a completely selfish person. Even now, I’m doing idol activities by joining your team to satisfy my own selfish desires.


  “Am I not the selfish type?”


  “You, hyung?”


  Kang Kiyeon made a face as if to say, ‘What nonsense are you talking about?. Lee Cheonghyeon, who was next to him, also let out a dry laugh and said, ‘If you were a selfish person, hyung, the Berion-hyungs wouldn’t have liked you that much.’


  It sounded like a compliment, but his gaze was incredibly sharp. That kid still seemed to hold a grudge about me speaking casually with Berion.


  While I was looking for a way to avoid Lee Cheonghyeon’s sharp gaze, a message arrived on my phone. I clung to my phone as if I had found a savior.


  However, instead of a savior…


  Gu Jahan sunbaenim


  [Mr. Iwol]


  [Do you happen to have any free time?]


  …A message came from an unexpected person.


  Me


  [Hello, sunbaenim. What can I do for you?]


  I sent the message, but a reply didn’t come quickly.


  After practicing the harmony for the pre-release song with the members once, a reply had arrived.


  Gu Jahan sunbaenim


  [There’s something I’d like to consult you about]


  You… about what… with me…?


  

  To be honest, I had no interest in Mr. Gu Jahan’s request.


  But Spark was an idol group with a comeback next month. I judged that if I could get an established actor to post a promotional message on their SNS for our comeback day with just one counseling session, it would be a cheap price to pay.


  CEO, are you watching? I’m working this hard to save Spark’s marketing costs.


  So please raise Ms. Min Jukyung’s salary so Ms. Jukyung can bring in some acquaintances.


  Mr. Gu Jahan and I decided to meet at his house. There were a lot of reasons behind that.


  First of all, Spark was avoiding all spaces currently used by UA staff.


  And since I was the only member of Spark who had ever acted, it wouldn’t look good if I were seen visiting Gu Jahan’s agency.


  Meeting outside wasn’t ideal either. After all, it wasn’t long ago that I collapsed in a crowded meeting room. I wasn’t actually sick, but I’d decided to play it safe until the comeback.


  What remained was either the Spark dorm or Mr. Gu Jahan’s house, and since I couldn’t inconvenience the other five guys just to host someone, I had no other choice.


  ─ If it’s more convenient to meet at UA, I can go there.


  No, sir. We’re currently in a standoff with our agency.


  ─ Huh?


  After vaguely making it clear I didn’t want to meet at UA, Mr. Gu Jahan agreed easily and even sent his manager to pick me up.


  Thanks to that, I got to experience riding in someone else’s car to someone else’s house. I had already informed Manager Chanyoung beforehand.


  Mr. Gu Jahan’s reaction upon seeing me after I took off my hat and mask was truly intense.


  “Mr. Iwol, are you sick?”


  “My manager said the same thing. I’m fine.”


  “That’s not the complexion of someone who’s fine…”


  Then he pursed his lips shut.


  “Are you really sure you don’t need to go to the hospital?”


  “I had a health check-up not long ago.”


  “What did the hospital say?”


  “They told me to make an appointment and come back.”


  “Doesn’t that mean something’s wrong?”


  “At least they didn’t tell me to come immediately.”


  At my words, Gu Jahan frowned.


  “Does UA work their idols too hard? Is that why your relationship with them is bad?”


  “It’s not like that. What I said on the phone was half a joke.”


  “Never mind that, just sit down somewhere.”


  I bowed my head slightly and sat on the chair Mr. Gu Jahan pulled out for me. The dining table was laden with food. It was full of dishes I didn’t recognize.


  “If you haven’t eaten yet, go ahead and start without me.”


  “You think I made all this just to eat alone?”


  “I’m on a diet.”


  “Does UA tell you to stick to a diet even after seeing your face, Mr. Iwol?”


  No, actually, they tended to tell me to eat.


  But thinking about the hommas working hard to photoshop my jawlines, I figured it was better to self-manage…


  “I’m an actor too. We both gotta take care of ourselves, so don’t worry and just eat.”


  Mr. Gu Jahan pushed a food bowl towards me.


  I had no idea what kind of incredible favor he was planning to ask for him to be doing all this.


  

  Mr. Gu Jahan’s cooking was quite delicious. There wasn’t much to talk about while sitting opposite each other, so I just focused on eating.


  Ah, we did do a belated self-introduction of sorts.


  Mr. Iwol, you’re… in you’re early twenties, right?


  Yes, I’m twenty-one.


  It really sounds like a lie.


  Yes, it was indeed a lie. If I hadn’t regressed, I’d be around thirty by now.


  Or maybe not. Would I not have reached thirty? Since I would have died before getting old.


  Mr. Iwol, did you originally want to be an idol?


  It was an unexpected career path.


  After talking about things like this, the meal ended. Mr. Gu Jahan asked as he cleared the dishes.


  “What would you like to drink? Coffee?”


  “No.”


  I almost made a stern face for a moment. I swept my chest and said.


  “I can’t drink coffee. Water is fine.”


  “I have green tea. Should I make that for you?”


  “I’m sorry, I can’t drink that either.”


  At my words, Mr. Gu Jahan looked puzzled.


  “…Are you perhaps uncomfortable because of me?”


  “Not at all, it’s just that I can’t drink anything with caffeine.”


  “Green tea has caffeine?”


  Then, Mr. Gu Jahan obediently brought a glass of warm water.


  Did you see that, Hong Unseop, you bastard? If someone says they can’t eat something, don’t give it to them.


  “Actually, there was something I wanted to ask of you, Mr. Iwol.”


  Mr. Gu Jahan began.


  What could this man possibly want from me? He probably had more money than me and more influence in the industry.


  “That…”


  Mr. Gu Jahan moved his lips as if he was about to speak, then hesitated. Then, what he said was…


  “…Never mind.”


  …That was it.


  “Pardon?”


  It was utterly baffling. At this point, I wondered why on earth this man had called me.


  Spark’s years in the industry didn’t even come close to a tenth of Gu Jahan’s, but this kind of thing was problematic. I took the time out to be here when I should be accelerating practice for the comeback. Not that anyone asked me to practice harder, but still.


  “Please tell me. I can’t just leave after you’ve treated me to a meal.”


  “It’s just that Mr. Iwol doesn’t seem to be in a state to grant anyone’s request right now.”


  “I only look that way, my insides are fine.”


  As long as I don’t reveal heavenly secrets, don’t ride amusement park rides, and don’t eat food that can cause side effects… Wait a minute. There are quite a few things I shouldn’t do.


  I didn’t know if he believed me, but Mr. Gu Jahan left his seat for a moment and headed to his room. Then he returned with two bundles of paper. They were drama scenarios.


  “I need to choose my next project, but I don’t know which one would be better. Can you take a quick look?”


  “I can’t exactly predict future viewer ratings, is that okay with you?”


  “You think I brought you here for that? I called you to see which one you think would suit me better, Mr. Iwol.”


  “Hmm.”


  One was a strong and righteous male lead, and the other was a significant villain role who grew to have an autocratic personality due to a dark past.


  This was quite tricky. Mr. Gu Jahan might have turned over a new leaf, but it was unknown whether he was a semi-Manager Nam or a new-born Gu Jahan.


  “Which role are you drawn to, sunbaenim?”


  I slyly asked for Mr. Gu Jahan’s opinion first. If Mr. Gu Jahan’s ego was still inflated, I was planning to just humor him appropriately.


  “They’re about even. One lets me maintain leading-role-level pay, the other is similar in tone to a past role that was easier for me to perform.”


  Unexpectedly, Mr. Gu Jahan was quite honest. It’s rare for someone to talk openly about weighing paycheck versus ease of performance.


  “Is there no particular narrative that you find appealing?”


  “You can tell by looking, right? The content is similar for both.”


  Oh, it seemed he read the content all the way through. Back during ‘In My Office,’ it was obvious he had no interest in familiarizing himself with the script.


  At this point, I felt that Mr. Gu Jahan genuinely wanted to hear my opinion, so I also started to rack my brain.


  “Do you want an honest opinion, or an opinion that boosts your confidence?”


  “The former.”


  “Then the villain role would be better.”


  “Why?”


  Mr. Gu Jahan asked, propping his chin on his hand.


  “First, I think it’s a contradiction to say you’re aiming for a lead role when I don’t get a strong sense that you’re recognized in the industry yet, sunbaenim. Second, rather than trying a bunch of different roles, you’d be better off deepening your performance in the roles you’ve already been praised for.”


  “Mr. Iwol, you really don’t know how to sugarcoat, huh?”


  “I can, if you ask me to. But it didn’t seem like that’s what you wanted.”


  If he got offended or told me to stop, I’d have nothing more to say. I was aware I’d spoken pretty bluntly.


  But…


  If he wants to change but doesn’t know how, it’s hard to turn a blind eye.


  There were a few at Hanpyeong Industry too. People who weren’t good at their jobs and made futile efforts because they didn’t know how to get better.


  Once someone properly taught them, they changed fast.


  Some might say that you should learn by watching others, but personally, I couldn’t stand just sitting back when someone clearly needed a hand.


  “I apologize if my remarks were presumptuous.”


  “No, not at all.”


  Mr. Gu Jahan waved his hand.


  “Going deeper into roles I’ve already done well. Won’t people say I’m repeating myself?”


  “Won’t there be negative comments no matter what role you play? People’s standards of judgment aren’t all the same.”


  “Is that so…”


  “This is just my opinion, but I think it’s easy for someone who has reached the pinnacle to try something else, but quite difficult for someone who has only dabbled here and there to succeed.”


  The deeper you delve into something, the broader your perspective becomes. In the case of Mr. Kim from Hanpyeong Industry’ HR team, he never switched departments, but he ended up doing everything from accounting to general affairs.


  Cynical, sharp-witted intellectuals were a common character type in dramas. If Mr. Gu Jahan mastered this role, people would start saying, ‘Gu Jahan is perfect for this kind of role.’


  And from there, it’d be easier to branch out into variations—especially villains. The kind that were just as important and charismatic as the leads.


  If Mr. Gu Jahan improved his acting skills just a little more, by the time people started talking about the repetition he was worried about, he’d be able to take on a much wider variety of villain characters.


  Because in the conservative Korean drama scene, the protagonist must be virtuous, but villains commit various evil deeds.


  And if that happened…


  “OTT platforms are known for producing bold, unconventional scripts these days.”


  “That’s true.”


  “And protagonists who are not good, who are excessively human to the point of making you feel the uncanny valley, are also trending.”


  “…!”


  …A new type of lead role path would open up for Mr. Gu Jahan.


  “I’m asking you again, seriously, are you really twenty-one, Mr. Iwol?”


  “Yes. Am I perhaps very old-looking?”


  “Ha…”


  Mr. Gu Jahan clutched his forehead. It would be troublesome if an idol started to sag already. I needed to step up my skincare starting today.


  Chapter 251: Boasting About Looks (1)


  “Is Spark on a break? Do they only come out at the end of the year?”


  “I’m sorry, that’s confidential.”


  “Hmph.”


  Mr. Gu Jahan scoffed.


  You think it’s funny? Looking at the current state of UA, it’s a wonder a music leak hasn’t happened yet.


  If a leak happens with Spark, I’m going to sue for damages immediately. I’m not afraid or find it difficult to sue anyone anymore, you see.


  While I was mentalling drafting a plan to crush the yet-to-emerge leaker, Mr. Gu Jahan asked.


  “Are you always like this during idol activities too?”


  “Like what, exactly?”


  “Stiff, composed, you know. That kind of thing.”


  “Not really. I complain a lot because I struggle to keep up with the other members. I get angry sometimes too.”


  “You do, Mr. Iwol?”


  Mr. Gu Jahan looked surprised.


  To be honest, the only one I ever really got mad at was Hong Unseop. That son of a b****… Just thinking about it again made me furious.


  “Do you fight with your members? I heard idols fight amongst themselves a lot.”


  “We’re quite close. Unless there’s friction with the agency.”


  “Was that why you said things were awkward with your agency?”


  “It’s not entirely unrelated.”


  “But well, Mr. Iwol must have had a reason to get angry.”


  “…You trust me quite a lot, don’t you?”


  I was surprised. The distance Mr. Gu Jahan perceived between us seemed much narrower than I had anticipated.


  “Of course, I do. But that agency of yours must be senseless. Don’t they know it’s better not to get on Mr. Iwol’s bad side if possible?”


  “Do I really come across that unapproachable?”


  “It’s not that you’re unapproachable, but Mr. Iwol isn’t the type to say wrong things, yet they kept doing foolish things, so you got pissed… no, you lost your temper, right?”


  At least he was perceptive. It was a relief that Mr. Gu Jahan wasn’t going to push any of my buttons. As a bonus, I also confirmed that I didn’t have an image of crossing the line, so that was a win.


  “Still, we managed to smooth things over. We’re rookies, after all, so we have to work hard.”


  “What scares me most is that you are a rookie. Don’t your group members find you intimidating?”


  The members, huh.


  One of them planned to stop calling me ‘hyung’ next year once we were no longer tied by seniority, another told me to just sleep at the practice room if I was gonna keep dancing like that, and the last one constantly sat me down to lecture me.


  “Not at all. They all have strong personalities.”


  No words could describe how surprised I was when I heard from Lee Cheonghyeon that Kang Kiyeon threw the barley latte.


  Once upon a time, all I had to worry about was keeping Choi Jeho’s mouth shut. As the members got older, controlling them became difficult. Maybe it would have been better to regress to being the Spark’s maknae.


  “And our leader is really scary.”


  “Scary?”


  “It’s no joke. I get scolded constantly. And they all talk like silver-tongued devils—never lose a single argument.”


  Mr. Gu Jahan’s expression became peculiar. He seemed to be imagining something extraordinary.


  But only for a brief moment.


  Mr. Gu Jahan let out a small laugh.


  “This isn’t coming from me, but when I mentioned I was going to consult you about a role, our CEO asked me to ask you this.”


  “Yes.”


  “He asked if you have any intention of transitioning to acting when your current contract ends.”


  Excuse me?


  I’m already dying just doing idol work, and now acting?


  That agency of theirs, too. What makes them think I can act well enough for them to just casually offer something like that? The only roles I can play are a nagging boss and an employee who has given up on everything. Oh, and I can also act as a self-harming insurance scammers now.


  I was about to refuse without a second thought, but Mr. Gu Jahan beat me to it.


  “But looking at you, I can already tell—it’s a no-go.”


  “Pardon?”


  “I don’t think I can persuade you. It’s clear you like your current members too much. For the time being, you don’t seem interested in anything other than idol work.”


  Who?


  Me?


  Those guys?


  Nonsense. The reason I refused was because I was bad at acting and my life was mortgaged to the system, not because I wanted to be an idol with those guys for a thousand years.


  “Well… there’s no point in asking now anyway. Let’s talk again when your contract’s up. Idol contracts are usually seven years, right?”


  I didn’t believe in empty promises thrown around in the job market. So I just nodded noncommittally.


  As the conversation was winding down, Mr. Gu Jahan thanked me and handed me a shopping bag. I politely declined.


  “I’ve decided not to accept anything more from you, sunbaenim.”


  “Come on, I also don’t want to be the kind of boomer senior who calls a junior over to their house for advice and sends them back empty-handed.”


  In my head, you’re already that kind of boomer senior.


  Grumbling internally, I opened the shopping bag, and this time there was some kind of coat inside.


  “The tag…”


  “I took it off. Wear it quickly before it gets colder.”


  Mr. Gu Jahan sipped his coffee.


  I don’t understand. I helped him sincerely, so why is he making things difficult for me?


  Even worse, on the way back, I received an even heavier shopping bag from Mr. Gu Jahan’s manager. Apparently, the CEO was very grateful to me.


  At their earnest request to accept it, I returned to the dorm with my hands full, only to find out they were a bundle full of high-quality hanwoo beef.


  “Hyung, this is…”


  “Don’t forget we’re filming a commercial tomorrow. Only eat it if you’re sure your face won’t get puffy.”


  At my words, Lee Cheonghyeon immediately put all the hanwoo into the refrigerator. It had been a tiring outing.


  

  To a muggle, an idol’s commercial shoot looked simple: get makeup, take some photos, review the shots, and film a few interview cuts. That was all.


  But the actual set was different. This place was hell.


  “We’ll proceed with Cheonghyeon’s makeup as is!”


  “Yes! Oh my. Cheonghyeon, you’re the MVP today.”


  I misspoke. Let me revise that. This place was hell where an angel had descended.


  And I was Icarus, blinded by the light, flying towards the sun, oblivious to the work that awaited me. Damn it.


  Honestly, shouldn’t Lee Cheonghyeon not be doing this commercial? That guy’s skin was a creation of cosmic energy, genetic blessings, the touch of an aesthetic shop director, consistent care, and years of beauty management.


  There was no way this could be achieved with just one face pack from Indenia. Indenia would have no excuse if they got slapped with a false advertising label.


  We were scheduled to shoot one pictorial for a skincare product version and another for a tinted lipstick version.


  The former wasn’t difficult. Spark, having dedicated their lives to their skin for a full two years, showcased Silk Road-level skin that was flawless even in close-up shots with high-definition cameras.


  When they filmed a slow-motion shot of toner falling on Park Joowoo’s face, all that came out was admiration.


  He wasn’t nicknamed ‘Human of Dawn Mountain Fog’ for nothing. His face radiated coolness and moisture.


  Perhaps because the kid avoided strong foods, his skin tone was like white porcelain. It was a face that made me vow to fill the dorm refrigerator with white milk, even if it meant having to do a hundred trips to the convenience store.


  “I was a bit worried since Mr. Jeho and Mr. Kiyeon look like they do a lot of outdoor sports, but their skin condition is really good.”


  “We’re not lying—we really use Indenia products a lot. That might be why…”


  Then, Kang Kiyeon opened his pouch and showed a few small-sized lotions. It was a good comment, as it also served as an appeal for the upcoming ‘What’s In My Bag’ content.


  For any celebrity shooting a commercial, photo editing was almost essential. As humans, minor blemishes and baby hairs were inevitable.


  Spark was an idol group specialized in minimizing the hassle of such editing. Naturally, that meant less post-production work. Honestly, Spark should have gotten a sunscreen PPL instead of a cosmetics commercial.


  When the honey-infused oil was sprayed onto Choi Jeho’s cheek, gasps of admiration erupted from all sides.


  The sight of the viscous oil dripping onto Spark’s standard tanned skin must have been quite aesthetic. To me, it just looked like someone reversed a video of sap being tapped from a tree.


  Jeong Seongbin and Lee Cheonghyeon also took vibrant, fresh-looking photos.


  The photos were so moist that if you cut an aloe vera in half and looked at the cross-section, it would seem like Jeong Seongbin was flowing from one side and Lee Cheonghyeon from the other.


  And as usual, the problem was me. I was not even tired of it anymore.


  “When did your broken capillaries get this bad?”


  A staff member asked worriedly, looking at the veins that had risen up to my jawline, tinged blue. My lips had been restored from purple to their original color, but it seemed that part hadn’t been fixed yet.


  Another staff member said in a concerned voice, gently stroking my chin.


  “It’s because he lost weight. His skin’s already translucent, and now he’s lost weight on top of that.”


  “If we tone it down, only the top of his face will stand out too much, but if we cover it with the usual tone, I don’t think it will cover the veins…”


  Everyone focused on me. Such attention was too much for me to bear.


  While people came and went, debating what to do, someone entered the waiting room. It was the filming director.


  For a moment, I remembered what the lighting director had said during the ‘In My Office’ shoot.


  You gotta look at least somewhat human to look good on camera. What are you, not even a corpse.


  System, isn’t there some way to lower the synchronization rate?


  My mental state is fine, but if swear words fly around on set, it will affect the atmosphere later.


  However, the system was silent. Instead, the director asked.


  “Mr. Iwol, can I take a look at your face for a moment?”


  “Yes, of course.”


  The director gently tilted my chin up.


  Then, tilting his head slightly side to side, he carefully examined my face from different angles.


  “How about we just go with the current tone?”


  “Won’t that make his face too bright?”


  “We’ve got that water curtain shoot, right? Let’s blend his face into that background. His features will pop.”


  “Ah, like in draft number 2?”


  “Yeah. Looking at it now, I think that will suit him much better.”


  As soon as the director finished speaking, the staff members started rummaging through their makeup boxes. Something was clearly starting—something I didn’t know about.


  What… where are they going to blend it?


  I couldn’t quite imagine it. It just sounded scary.


  “Iwol.”


  “Yes?”


  “Today, noona will make you Snow White.”


  A princess, huh. Kim Iwol, you’ve come a long way from being a servant at the Hanpyeong Industry.


  Chapter 252: Boasting About Looks (2)


  The very loud — truly loud — skincare shoot for ‘Snow White’ Kim Iwol was a rough ride.


  I felt delirious from all the praise being showered on me from every direction, like I was a baby being fussed over by tourists taking photos.


  “How about lowering your eyes just a bit? In a decadent way?”


  “Like there are water droplets resting on your eyelashes… Yes, just like that!”


  I had no idea what was supposedly ‘just like that’. How often in life does a person get told to look decadent? The Sparkler fans seemed to use that word all the time, though.


  “The hair needs to look a bit more moist. Is there a spray bottle?”


  “Yes, we’ll make adjustments!”


  With one instruction from the director, my hair got wet, and so did my shoulders. At this rate, I could shoot a water park commercial right after this moisturizing cream ad — I was that drenched.


  “Oh my, you’re dazzling! We’ll just slightly change the angle of your head and go with that!”


  It was dazzling because the lights were strong. My clothes were already drying.


  Icarus fell when his wings melted. Me? I just felt like a drying squid under the sun, slowly shriveling for the past thirty minutes. If they sold me at a rest stop, I’d be a popular snack…


  When they said let’s review the shots, I trudged over to the monitor.


  But what the heck?


  “Oh, hyung, you came out great?!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon exclaimed, slapping my back. The me in the photo looked unfamiliar even to myself.


  I mean… it really looked like a pictorial you’d see in a magazine.


  Usually, I was the kind of guy you’d crop out of a group photoshoot. Seeing this solo cut like this felt strange.


  “In Mr. Iwol’s case, we’re going to add some effects. Remember earlier when I said we’d blur the background a bit in Mr. Seongbin’s shot?”


  “Y-Yes.”


  “For Mr. Iwol, I’m thinking of making it look like the person is blending with the water curtain… Hmmm, it’s hard to explain in words. Anyway, the photo came out great!”


  “Ah, yes. Thank you!”


  They say even if you take a weird route, everything works out if you meet the right expert.


  With sincere gratitude, I bowed deeply to the director.


  

  After that, the set became even busier. The time had come for all of Spark to show off their beauty like peacocks for the color makeup shoot.


  Park Joowoo was assigned a lipstick with a lip balm feel that made his complexion look naturally healthy. When I tested it, it was ordinary, but when Park Joowoo applied it, the color came alive like cherry blossoms in spring.


  “It didn’t turn out like this when I applied it. Is it a skill issue?”


  “Maybe you didn’t control the amount well? Or Iwol, did you perhaps apply it as a full lip? This one looks pretty when you apply more pink on the inside with a gradation.”


  The staff member said, creating azaleas around Park Joowoo’s eyes. Once this pictorial was released, Park Joowoo’s nickname would become Park Peach.


  As I was checking Park Joowoo’s condition with a hawk’s eye from the side, a staff member holding the behind-the-scenes camera asked.


  “Mr. Iwol, have you tried this on?”


  “Iwol-hyung has tried on all the products!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon, who appeared out of nowhere, answered instead.


  “All of them?”


  “I just thought, in case fans ask for recommendations, I should know what to suggest…”


  “What was your pick, Mr. Iwol?”


  “‘Heart-Moisturizing Moisture Cream Set’ and ‘Warm Winter, Your Burgundy.'”


  I’d thought this since my old days of searching online, but cosmetic names were really difficult.


  If it were me, I would have uncreatively just taken the color code and named it something like ‘Red-A51212’.That way, customers wouldn’t even need to test the color — it’d be that straightforward. This was probably why I was not cut out for creative jobs.


  Jeong Seongbin applied a velvet-textured lipstick with a fairly deep burgundy color.


  His lips were bold, his eye makeup was glamorous, and with the jewel background overlapping, I worried his face might get lost in it all…


  It was a groundless fear. They captured the shooting angle perfectly. I realized — for the first time in a while — that Jeong Seongbin could actually pull off a cold, high-fashion vibe.


  Kang Kiyeon and Choi Jeho also looked great in their pictures. We were all worried if cool pink would suit Kang Kiyeon, but he pulled it off wonderfully. His wet-look hair and the glowy formula emphasized the moisture.


  Choi Jeho, who recently caused a stir on SNS with ‘A Collection of a Certain Idol’s Lips,’ was even more so. The deep red color that accentuated his voluminous lips was a perfect match. I need to fix his lip makeup this way from now on.


  And Lee Cheonghyeon was…


  “Cheonghyeon, that kid is really… something.”


  “I dare say, this is the best work of my life.”


  …He stood before the camera, receiving high praise from the staff.


  A face that would be bright as a white night even if the sun set. The majestic coldness emanating from a giant, bluely shining iceberg. Clear brown eyes that seemed ready to sprout life in the polar regions at any moment, and glitter blooming around them like wildflowers. Lips shining redder than the rising sun, and a holographic light shimmering over them like an aurora.


  I immediately took out my phone from my back pocket. And squatting on the floor, I did my best to capture this scene in photos.


  How can a human face look so much like a glass bead? We’re the same humans, so why do I look like a sand flea while he looks like the smile of the Amazon?


  The advertiser must be in a bind, too. There probably weren’t any B-cuts of Lee Cheonghyeon to discard.


  They’d probably want to fill all the display stands with Lee Cheonghyeon. Should I suggest they just put two Lee Cheonghyeons in the ad and leave me out?


  “Do we really have to take photos like this?”


  Kang Kiyeon whispered into my ear.


  “Of course. You hurry up and go take pictures over there too.”


  I said, pointing to a corner of the set. Kang Kiyeon left with a reluctant expression.


  By the time I was lying on the floor, taking photos of Lee Cheonghyeon like an 11-head-tall Greek god, his solo shoot was over.


  “Hyung, what on earth are you doing! I had a hard time holding back my laughter!”


  “Historic moments always require documentation.”


  Because of that, my phone gallery was about to burst. I would have to check the cloud synchronization status soon, save a backup, and then wipe my phone gallery clean. So that I could take new pictures.


  While we were shooting the group pictorial, our manager and the advertiser were having an intense discussion in a corner. It was only natural, having seen the full force of Lee Cheonghyeon’s visuals.


  Even if some god of asceticism existed in this world, they’d still buy the ‘Shining Heart, My Red’ set on a 2+1 sale after seeing him. What advertiser would miss this?


  As for hoping this ad might earn me some new fans… I should probably give up on that.


  I really tried my best, but seeing these guys’ faces, it was just not going to work. It felt like trying to shatter basalt columns with a quail egg.


  I should just pray that when the pictorial was released, I didn’t end up hidden behind the discount section in the spread. Or not? Would that actually be better?


  With mixed emotions, I watched closely as they selected the A-cuts.


  This would be displayed in cosmetics stores nationwide, right? It’d be exposed on apps, and posters would be put up too.


  It felt different from when I first debuted. Back when I was just an office worker, idols were people I’d never cross paths with—unless they somehow were connected to Manager Nam, but commercials were different.


  The thought that my face might be displayed on the streets I walked, in stores I might have visited…


  It was a very strange feeling. At least, it was something I never would’ve experienced in a lifetime as a regular office worker.


  Thinking about it that way, living could be said to be a series of truly unpredictable turns.


  Since it’s come to this, I hope noona sees it too.


  Unlike music shows or a quick appearance on MeTube, a commercial got seen much more often.


  Though she’d probably hate seeing her little brother trying to act all alluring. But still.


  

  After the big schedule of the commercial shoot ended, my daily life was quite relaxed. It was thanks to my routine becoming mostly fixed.


  All I had to do was prepare for the comeback, go for counseling, and post on Bubble Pop.


  But this morning was special. Because there was something I had to do.


  Making a CSAT lunchbox for our Team Leader.


  Actually, the CSAT didn’t mean much to Jeong Seongbin. The schools Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo were applying to apparently didn’t look at CSAT scores.


  Was it like that for all practical music departments? Being someone who took the regular admission route and knew nothing, I just pretended to understand.


  Still, it was a rite of passage that everyone went through, and there was no reason not to take the exam. Plus, I told him to go and also update the fans before the comeback. Articles like ‘Idols Who Took the CSAT This Year’ always got good traffic.


  Still, we’re all off that day, so wouldn’t it be better to practice instead…


  Don’t worry, Seongbin. While you’re gone, Kiyeon will take care of us and make us work hard.


  If that’s what you want, I’ll do it.


  Encouraged by Kang Kiyeon and me, Jeong Seongbin decided to take the CSAT. It would be a tiring day, but since our leader was taking a national test, I could handle a little extra effort.


  When I went to the entrance, the lunchbox ingredients I had pre-ordered the day before had arrived.


  I decided on inari rice ball and egg drop soup for the menu. Since I didn’t have a thermal lunchbox, I bought one too.


  While waiting for the rice to cook, I followed a recipe and started making the soup.


  That was when I heard footsteps. I turned around to see Park Joowoo opening his door and coming out.


  “Hyung, what are you doing…?”


  “Making Seongbin’s lunchbox.”


  Park Joowoo came up behind me as I was draining the inari pockets. Then he stared blankly at the inari rice ball packaging scattered in the sink.


  Park Joowoo went straight to the bathroom. Then he washed his hands and returned to the kitchen.


  “…What should I do?”


  “What do you mean? Go back to sleep.”


  “I’m already over 180cm tall…”


  “Don’t you know ‘the bigger, the better’? For male idols, the taller they are, the better.”


  Despite my words, Park Joowoo didn’t easily go back and loitered in the kitchen. He looked at the instructions, then found a mixing bowl and even added the seasoned vinegar and stir-fried vegetables.


  “What are you doing?”


  “Let’s make it together.”


  “It’s not difficult, so I can do it alone. Go back in and sleep more.”


  Despite my attempts to dissuade him, Park Joowoo was firm. I could feel his determination to make his friend’s CSAT lunchbox.


  Chapter 253: A Lunchbox of Encouragement


  The egg soup was coming together—thanks to broth tablets, diagonally sliced green onions, and eggs.


  When I asked Park Joowoo to taste it, he said the seasoning was a bit strong, so I turned off the heat. If it was slightly salty for Park Joowoo’s palate, it meant it was average.


  Just as I was finishing up washing the lunchbox containers, the rice cooker chimed. The rice came out fluffy and perfect—it put me in a good mood.


  “…You’re pretty quick at this.”


  Park Joowoo murmured in admiration, watching me move busily.


  “It’s not that hard.”


  After all, I had lived alone for several years. Even if I was not great at it, I could at least follow a recipe.


  “Hyung.”


  “What is it?”


  After calling me, Park Joowoo was silent for a long time.


  Then, he finally spoke, with difficulty.


  “…Did you make your own CSAT lunchbox too, hyung?”


  ?


  Why was that such a question to hesitate over?


  “I bought kimbap.”


  “…You did?”


  “During CSAT season, if you ask a snack bar in advance the day before, they’ll pack it for you. I took that.”


  At my words, Park Joowoo became quiet. Then he silently fluffed the cooked rice with a spatula.


  “…Just to be clear.”


  “Yeah.”


  “You don’t have to think it was because of family circumstances. It’s common for dual-income households.”


  I deliberately made an excuse, worried Park Joowoo might become unnecessarily reserved again. To that, Park Joowoo replied softly.


  “…Yeah. Okay.”


  After that, both of us silently made yubu chobap for a long time. A delicious smell filled the kitchen.


  I asked Park Joowoo, who was carefully opening the inari skins.


  “Aren’t you tired?”


  “No.”


  Park Joowoo nodded as he answered. His long, white fingers skillfully pressed the rice grains firmly into the tofu skins.


  “You know.”


  “Yeah, go ahead and speak.”


  “Hyung, don’t you… want to take the CSAT again?”


  It was an out-of-the-blue question. Even though he was the one who asked, Park Joowoo couldn’t meet my eyes.


  “Not really.”


  “Really?”


  “Yeah. I don’t think I could go through studying all over again.”


  It wasn’t a joke. I honestly didn’t think I could do it. The fans seem to believe that ‘our Iwol’ could do anything, but rookie idol Kim Iwol didn’t dare to try and solve CSAT math problem number 30 anymore.


  “…I think you’d do well if you tried, hyung.”


  “You think so?”


  For once, Park Joowoo was talkative. I wondered if he wanted to see me go to college that badly, but then something came to mind.


  So I’m waiting for my turn. Until we can play in a band together, and sing heavy songs.


  ......


  I can wait until then. It’s not that I don’t have desires or can’t have them… so you don’t have to worry.


  This guy, who loved rock music even before debut, and though he hadn’t realized that dream yet, had consistently clung to his taste.


  To Park Joowoo, college for me was probably like his rock music. Something he desperately wanted, couldn’t obtain right away, but hoped to achieve someday.


  “If you really wanted to go to business administration… let’s find a way for you to do both. My aunt says life begins at forty.”


  At Park Joowoo’s clumsy encouragement, I almost burst out laughing.


  I’m sorry, Joowoo, but I didn’t want to go to business administration that badly.


  I only chose it because I heard it was good for finding a job. Because I heard it had a lot of employment opportunities.


  So, I don’t think I was that happy during those times. I just tried to live each day faithfully.


  However, if someday I find something I really want to learn…


  “I’ll think about it.”


  …Then, after paying back my debt to noona, maybe I’ll enroll in a cram school with the leftover money.


  

  “What is all this?”


  Jeong Seongbin, who had woken up to his alarm, was startled. It was the grand reveal of the three-layered lunchbox Park Joowoo and I had prepared.


  “It’s a lunchbox of encouragement. The bottom is egg drop soup, the middle is yubu chobap and stir-fried kimchi. For fruit, we added a banana—since juicy fruits might make you want to use the bathroom during the exam.”


  “There’s crab stick yubu chobap too…!”


  Park Joowoo added proudly. He had carefully peeled apart the crab sticks layer by layer with such devotion, knowing it was for a friend.


  “It probably won’t leak, but just in case, I wrapped it one more time. Still, since there’s soup, don’t shake it too much.”


  “When did you make all this…”


  “It was quick with two people working on it.”


  Jeong Seongbin looked back and forth between the chaotic kitchen and the neat lunchbox that contrasted with it.


  The kitchen was in that state because… we hadn’t done the dishes yet as we were about to make our own food. It wasn’t because we lacked time.


  Jeong Seongbin took the lunchbox with both hands.


  “Did you pack your pens?”


  “Of course. I’ll enjoy the lunch a lot, thank you.”


  “Okay. Don’t just eat the lunchbox and leave. The manager’s pickup time won’t match.”


  At my words, Jeong Seongbin let out a puff of laugh.


  “I can’t get all 1s like you, hyung, but is that still okay?”


  “Since your vocals are already in the top 4%, the rest doesn’t matter.”


  Jeong Seongbin smiled and packed the lunchbox into his bag. He was so meticulous, shifting his pencil case and water bottle around so the box wouldn’t tilt.


  “Then, I’ll be off!”


  Jeong Seongbin shouted from the entrance. As if they all somehow knew and set their alarms, the other members also came out, rubbing their eyes, to see Jeong Seongbin off.


  “Yeah. Be careful with your face, and if there are any problems you know, solve them well and come back.”


  The kid smiled at my words. And so, all that beckoned me was the task of making yubu chobaps with the leftover ingredients to feed these guys.


  

  Was it the afternoon of the previous day? Kim Iwol had sent Bubble Pop messages to his fans.


  Iwol


  [Have you decided on tomorrow’s lunch menu yet?]


  [How about yubu chobap?]


  [If you need soup, egg drop soup!]


  [For dessert, let’s have a banana. :)]


  Would she be able to wake up for lunch tomorrow? Iwol, high school students can sleep for 18 hours a day, you know.


  Still, Baek Haewon dragged herself to the supermarket. Since it was the CSAT, school was off anyway, and it just didn’t sit right to skip the meal her bias idol had suggested.


  She even bought enough ingredients to make four servings, keeping in mind the useless freeloader at home. That guy didn’t do anything but still ate a lot.


  When lunchtime came, she was determined to boast to Iwol that she followed his lunch recommendation.


  With only that thought in mind, Baek Haewon woke up at 11:30 AM.


  Although, instead of going through the trouble of carefully packing rice into the fried tofu pockets, she mixed all the rice with the ingredients and then tore the fried tofu pockets into small pieces and sprinkled them on top. In any case, as long as the fried tofu and rice went into the stomach together, it was fine, right?


  Baek Haewon took a photo of her masterpiece. Then she attached it to a post on SNS.


  ≫ Iwol, this yubu chobap is what you meant, right?


  I woke up at 11 just to make this, I’m so tired


  I think I really love you


  People certifying their yubu chobap started appearing one after another on Baek Haewon’s timeline.


  ≫ Miheon-nim, the ready-made yubu chobap is really good these days


  └ If I had time to go buy that, I would have already made a Iwol plushie


  └ Miheon-nim, you’re going to make an Iwol plushie for us? Thank you


  └ Wait, how did it turn into that?


  ≫ Miheon-nim, look at the yubu chobap I bought, aren’t you jealous


  └ How can there be salmon in yubu chobap?? How?????


  └ Ah, I should meet up with our Miheon-nim to feed her some yubu chobap


  └ Do you really think I’d meet you just to eat measly yubu chobap? You’re hilarious


  There were also people who went to sushi restaurants just to grab a plate of yubu chobap, and people who finally used the pack of tofu skins that had been sitting in their kitchen for two months… Anyway, no one was in their right mind.


  Baek Haewon, having taken her share from the mixing bowl, placed kimchi on the table and sat down. She had no intention of waking Baek Haein and sharing a peaceful meal together.


  Just as Baek Haewon was about to take her first bite. Spark’s live CSAT lunchbox mukbang started without any prior notice.


  ≫ @spArk_official


  It’s time for our leader, who’s taking the CSAT, to have lunch!


  Let’s eat together too!


  [Spark] 2X11XX Today’s lunch is a CSAT lunchbox


  What.


  You guys are eating lunch to match Seongbin’s lunchtime?


  

  Five members, excluding Jeong Seongbin, were on the live stream. The practice room floor was filled with deliciously prepared yubu chobap.


  It was the first time Spark had been seen eating such a feast since the ‘ISDl’ group training camp.


  『Did we always have this many food containers at the dorm? Why did you bring so much?』


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked in surprise. The side dish containers, of various sizes, were full of yubu chobap. Kim Iwol replied as he opened a container.


  『The mothers often make us side dishes. This container is from Kiyeon’s mom—it used to have gim-bugak.』


  『Oh, right. My mom told me to bring it back.』


  『When was that again?』


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked his friend. Kang Kiyeon looked up at the ceiling as if trying to remember, then muttered.


  『…Beginning of the year?』


  A conversation that would make Kang Kiyeon’s mother’s blood boil ensued.


  『But is it okay to do a livestream without Jeong Seongbin?』


  Choi Jeho asked as he picked up the largest side dish container placed in front of him. Who put that there? She would have to rewatch this later.


  『True. It’s rare for five of us to do a stream.』


  An awkward silence followed Lee Cheonghyeon’s words. While it was common for a few members to do live streams together, it was rare for only five of them to stream unless someone was sick or had a schedule conflict.


  Even then, Spark usually didn’t have that many individual schedules yet, and they made a point of showing up together for group content whenever possible.


  Perhaps because of that, a broadcast with five members felt awkward to both the members and the fans. Sensing the awkward pause, Kim Iwol smoothly picked things back up.


  『Seongbin’s probably eating right now too. We can’t be with him in person, so let’s at least eat together in spirit.』


  『To think that’s my future in a year, I can’t swallow my food…』


  Looking at the dejected Lee Cheonghyeon, Kang Kiyeon said.


  『For someone saying that, you’re already on your third crab stick yubu chobap, aren’t you?』


  『You were counting?!』


  Lee Cheonghyeon covered his mouth and shrieked in horror. Kang Kiyeon, disgusted, moved away from Lee Cheonghyeon.


  『What are you all eating today?』


  Choi Jeho asked, looking at the camera. One of his cheeks was puffed out, presumably with yubu chobap.


  The chat window was flooded with yubu chobap. Some oddballs mentioned plain sushi or yubu hotpot, but most were on theme.


  『Is today some special day? Everyone’s saying they ate yubu chobap? Are we in sync or what?!』


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s joy was short-lived as Park Joowoo read a chat explaining the truth.


  『Iwol-hyung gave a menu spoiler yesterday…?』


  『Yeah. Eating the same thing makes it feel like we’re eating together.』


  At Kim Iwol’s words, Baek Haewon looked down at her own yubu chobap bibimbap in the mixing bowl.


  I’m sorry, Iwol. I don’t think we’re having the same menu.


  More importantly, these kids really didn’t search online. People were talking about yubu chobap all day yesterday.


  Just as Kim Iwol and Park Joowoo’s cooking story was wrapping up, a new comment popped up in the chat.


  It was a chat asking Kim Iwol, the only one who had taken the CSAT, about his CSAT experience.


  Chapter 254: Back in My Day


  『My CSAT experience?』


  Kim Iwol asked with a bewildered expression. He looked like he didn’t understand at all why the fans were curious about such a thing.


  But Kim Iwol needed to know.


  Currently, in the idol scene, Kim Iwol was…


  ≫ First-tier scores hit differently


  It’s only natural that he ended up winning


  └ If I know ‘sinecure’, can I also get top marks in English?


  └ Be careful you might end up sine nomine—off the pass list entirely


  ≫ Seongbin, hold hyung’s hand and go take the CSAT together


  └ Wait a minute, that’s too harsh for a high school senior who’s about to take the CSAT


  └ Ah… Cheonghyeon, next year, hold hyung’s hand and go take the CSAT together


  ≫ Wasn’t all exam knowledge supposed to evaporate after the CSAT?


  Kim Iwol, it’s troublesome if you keep giving professors hope like this


  The professors are trying so hard to see us as talking potatoes, and if you do this, our position becomes awkward


  └ That’s what I’m saying, I don’t even remember one cosine tangent


  └ How can you remember cosine but not sine, my friend? ㅠㅠㅠ


  └ Wow, I didn’t remember either until the comment above said itㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ But what should we call Iwol?


  There’s a kind of intelligence that’s different from just having strong academic basics


  I can’t express it in words because my intelligence is lacking, but anyway, that’s how it is


  └ Sort of like… highly intelligent (reaches limit of expression)


  └ My oomfs have serious vocab issues, who wants to start vocab training drills with me starting today?


  └ Me


  └ Teacher, the shredder ate my homework… I really finished it though


  └ Teacher: Bring all the shredded paper by tomorrow, I’m checking


  ≫ Iwol is smart, but… a bit strange


  Makes a deduction cooly → Let’s resign together and make the company go bankrupt!


  Solves the final problem coolly → Just looks around with a ‘why did I win?’ expression


  Plans an album coolly → Gets super shy for being the only one in a crop top, wraps up in a blanket, and hides red-faced in the corner of the couch


  └ Why are all these anecdotes about Spark?


  └ he looks so worldly and cool, but when he’s flustered, he becomes all ㅇxㅇ. He’s the GOAT


  └ Speaking of goat, I remember Jeho looking at the chat during a live stream and asking, ‘Why do you guys like goats so much?’


  └ Only Iwol and Seongbin got the joke and tried not to laugh—it was iconic


  └ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ Kang Kiyeon in the back: Did our symbolic animal change to a goat or something?


  └ It’s actually shocking, an idol whose symbolic animal is a goat


  ≫ Kim Iwol, please use your big brain again


  Make another MV like ‘With List’


  Release more self-introduction content for each member


  Go on IDC and build lore


  But make UA do all the chores, you just have to give instructions


  And this is just my personal wish, but please play doubles table tennis just once, Spark, I’m begging you, Iwol, you’re watching, right? Noona is really desperate, please make it 40 minutes of self-produced content—I don’t care if it’s boring or even if no one’s mic’d. Just play one match when you’re bored at practice. Noona will send table tennis outfits to UA, please


  └ The surging interest in table tennis since ISD…


  └ But seriously, how did that even pass content screening?


  └ A question for the ages


  …And so he was being marketed as.


  The fact that the eldest hyung was not only capable but also smart had become a great source of pride for the fans.


  It was fine for an idol to be imperfect, but if they gave off an impression of being too ignorant, it was a bit much… right? For example, using a single ‘ㅅ’ (s) where a double ‘ㅆ’ (ss) should be used.


  (TL note: using a single ‘ㅅ’ (s) where a double ‘ㅆ’ (ss) should be used -> I imagine it’s like when people use ‘your’ instead of ‘you’re’.)


  In that sense, Kim Iwol was a model idol with no glaring faults.


  He never went on TV and bragged, ‘I got into S University!’ when he didn’t even enroll — she didn’t want to use this expression, but Kim Iwol’s anti-fans always used it — nor did he act condescending. And whenever he got praised, he always made sure to credit the people who supported him.


  Good-natured. Polite. Smart too. How could anyone not love an idol like that? At least Baek Haewon didn’t know how.


  Anyway. In this situation, Kim Iwol’s hit CSAT experience was naturally a matter of interest for the fans.


  With a member also gone to take the CSAT, chat messages poured in, asking him to share some stories. Kim Iwol’s remarks of the past were precious, after all.


  『Hmm… There wasn’t anything special. Let me try to remember.』


  『When the exam ended, did you get that ‘this is definitely a top score’ kind of feeling?』


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked, oozing the class of someone used to ranking high in nationwide mock tests.


  『No. The exam was difficult, and there were problems I guessed on, so I didn’t think I’d get top grade.』


  『Don’t you keep worrying if you mess up one section?』


  『You have to change your mindset to make up for it in the next subject.』


  Kim Iwol answered Kang Kiyeon’s question nonchalantly.


  So that’s how you get a top score on the CSAT. Not by checking answers during every break like she did…


  The conversation didn’t stay totally on track. Sometimes, Choi Jeho would throw in strange questions to satisfy a curiosity he’d somehow developed.


  『Do kids who study a lot really get nosebleeds from studying?』


  『I’ve never had one because of studying. But you can’t generalize from just me.』


  『I have! A long time ago!』


  『See, even Cheonghyeon has.』


  Lee Cheonghyeon touched his nose. It was quite cute how he immediately took his hand off his face upon receiving Kim Iwol’s gentle gaze, but… who made young Lee Cheonghyeon study until he got a nosebleed? Die, world.


  After that, Park Joowoo, who was diligently reading the chat, threw a new question as if he had discovered something.


  『Why did you apply for business administration…?』


  『I vaguely thought it’d be easier to get a job. I didn’t realize how many majors there were in Korean universities.』


  『If you were to apply for a new department at this point! Is there anywhere you’d want to go?』


  『To be helpful for our activities, shouldn’t I go to a department related to cultural content?』


  『Not practical music?』


  Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon successively bombarded Kim Iwol with questions. And Kim Iwol was taking all of them seriously.


  I like that side of you, but! Kim Iwol, stop turning everything into a study session! It’s great that you’re a genius producer, but I’m worried that one day you’ll suddenly launch a new idol group under your name and neglect your main job! I know you won’t, but still—I worry!!


  Baek Haewon bit her lip. Losing Kim Iwol to another group?


  Absolutely unacceptable. It would be met with bloody retribution…


  After that, the talk shifted away from the CSAT to lighter things—like what to eat using the CSAT as an excuse when Jeong Seongbin came, or how it would be a relief if Jeong Seongbin didn’t immediately check their practice amount upon arrival, came up.


  Finally, heartwarming CSAT support messages from the members followed.


  『Sparklers, by the time you’re seeing this, you’re probably already home after finishing your exam. You’ve really worked hard. Have a great dinner tonight, and sleep soundly without thinking about anything.』


  See you again soon.


  With those words, Kim Iwol waved and said goodbye.


  

  In the afternoon, everyone went together to pick up Jeong Seongbin in front of his school.


  Just in case, we took a van instead of the car we usually rode in, and thankfully, no one paid any attention to the khaki-colored van.


  Beyond the front windshield, we could see rows of packed cars and families of test-takers standing outside the school gate.


  “Gosh, they must be so cold.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon murmured as he unconsciously rubbed his hands together.


  “Right? It would be nice if they waited in their cars or a cafe…”


  Park Joowoo added.


  “I don’t think there will be any seats anywhere right now. Look at the crowd.”


  Kang Kiyeon, with a serious expression, slightly lifted the curtain installed on the window. The franchise cafes visible across the street were all full.


  “That’s just how much they want to support their children, I guess.”


  For once, Choi Jeho made a humane comment. Everyone’s gaze focused on him.


  “What? What’s with you?”


  “No, I’m just surprised you’re capable of understanding human emotion.”


  Choi Jeho frowned at my words.


  “Mom went to pick up noona when she took the CSAT. Happy now?”


  Aha. So he learned this through experience.


  “Did you go too, hyung? When Jeyoung noona took the CSAT, you were living in Gwangju, right?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon turned around completely to ask. Choi Jeho also had a significant age gap with his older sister.


  “She told me to come if I had nothing to do, so I went.”


  No wonder this impatient guy hadn’t complained once about how long Seongbin was taking. You really do have to experience things to understand them.


  Though I myself don’t really know, even though I was the one taking it.


  There had been no emotional family hug, no sense of relief that everything was over, nor regret that I could have done better. It felt like just another mock exam had ended, as people often say.


  I had left the crying and laughing students behind and went to a restaurant with a ‘test-taker discount’ sign to eat dinner. Then I had gone to a PC bang, searched for universities I could get into with my expected grades, and then gone home.


  Fortunately, the report card I received was better than expected, so I chose the best option available to me.


  Cold November passed, and March arrived. I’d earned the right to attend a place everyone involved took pride in—somewhere I’d worked for years to reach. A new life on my own, away from home.


  My twenty-year-old self, who didn’t seem happy just because that was all there was.


  In the distance, Jeong Seongbin appeared. Even among so many people, there were students who recognized Jeong Seongbin.


  While our manager, who darted out like an arrow, brought Jeong Seongbin over, the kid was just smiling brightly.


  The car door opened. Everyone welcomed Jeong Seongbin.


  “You worked hard!”


  Jeong Seongbin smiled awkwardly, saying he hadn’t even studied properly, so what was the big deal. Then he opened his bag zipper and took out the lunchbox.


  “I finished all my food!”


  The proud look on his face wasn’t any different from the students standing in line outside the van.


  How much had all those waiting families outside longed to see a smile like that? Such an innocently bright smile.


  “You did well.”


  Finding it absurd, I let out a chuckle too.


  Today had been more nerve-wracking than my own CSAT.


  Chapter 255: Recruitment Offer


  Friday evening, Min Jukyung hurriedly finished what she was doing and quickly got up from her seat.


  “I’ll be leaving work first!”


  “Oh, oh! Hurry and go!”


  Her colleagues, who had earlier heard about Min Jukyung’s alumni reunion, gestured for her to leave quickly.


  In the lobby, after practically running down to the first floor, Min Jukyung met Im Chanyoung and Kim Iwol. Seeing their path leading into the company, it seemed they were heading to the practice room.


  “Ms. Jukyung, leaving work?”


  Im Chanyoung asked. Min Jukyung nodded vigorously.


  Kim Iwol bowed deeply.


  “Go home safely. Have a good weekend.”


  “Oh… yeah!”


  Even though she had seen him for over a year, this side of Kim Iwol was always unfamiliar.


  She wanted to immediately say, ‘Iwol, you don’t have to be so formal! You know!’ but there was no time. If she came late, Min Jukyung, at her age, would have to either drink a lateness penalty shot or give a toast.


  Inevitably, Min Jukyung dashed out after a quick ‘Have a good weekend to both of you’. The legs of the worn-out office worker were already trembling.


  

  The inside of the bar was as noisy as ever, no different from the old days.


  “Jukyung! Over here!”


  A familiar face stood up and waved. Min Jukyung also smiled brightly and hurried over.


  “Why’s it been so long since we all met?”


  “Life’s just been busy, that’s all.”


  “Fair enough.”


  When working people met up, the conversation was always the same. It was because living day by day was tough. Still, at times like this, the fatigue of the week seemed to melt away.


  “Jukyung, what do you want to drink? Beer?”


  “I’ll have a draft beer!”


  Her classmate, hearing Min Jukyung’s answer, pressed the call bell.


  While her classmate ordered various things from the part-timer who came to their table, Min Jukyung scanned the attendees.


  Diagonally across from her was a face she hadn’t seen in a long time.


  “Pyeong Daeyeon? Is that you?”


  “Oh, long time no see.”


  “Hey, how many years has it been?”


  Min Jukyung couldn’t hide her surprise. It was a pleasant reunion with someone who always declined invites, saying work got in the way.


  Pyeong Daeyeon smiled, took a beer glass from the waiter, and placed it in front of Min Jukyung.


  “I quit my job. So now I have a lot of time.”


  “You quit?”


  Pyeong Daeyeon had worked as a driver for a large college prep academy for quite a while. He also mentioned driving a daycare van in the mornings. He had said the actual driving time for the daycare was short, so the place he quit must have been the academy.


  “Didn’t your academy have a ton of students?”


  “They switched to a dormitory system. We got notice a while back, and now that the transition’s done, I quit.”


  A few friends next to them asked questions like whether he planned to only work as a driver in the future, or if he had other jobs in mind. Pyeong Daeyeon waved his hand and smiled.


  “I just like driving around. It seems to suit my constitution.”


  “Still. If you go through the day labor office, you never know if you’ll get work or not.”


  “I’ll have to look for places with longer driving hours. Worst case, I might even try freight driving.”


  Min Jukyung took a sip of the cold beer.


  If he’d driven academy kids all over Seoul for years, he was probably great at managing a schedule.


  He was diligent enough to also work as a daycare driver in the morning.


  And while everyone else was drinking alcohol, he was the only one drinking cider.


  “Pyeongdae, you going out for a smoke?”


  “Nope. I quit smoking a while ago.”


  “Why?”


  “It’s not good for the kids if the daycare bus smells like cigarettes.”


  Beyond not smoking, he even had an excellent work ethic.


  “Daeyeon.”


  “What is it?”


  Min Jukyung called Pyeong Daeyeon.


  “Do you have some time after the first round?”


  An enthusiastic reaction erupted from those around them. But Min Jukyung didn’t care about that kind of fuss in the slightest.


  

  When Min Jukyung asked where he wanted to go for the second round, Pyeong Daeyeon chose a franchise cafe. The two continued with polite small talk until their drinks came out.


  When the vibrating pager buzzed, Pyeong Daeyeon returned with two cafe mochas.


  “You know, Daeyeon.”


  “Yeah.”


  “I wasn’t sure if this might be rude, so I want to say this as carefully as I can…”


  At Min Jukyung’s serious preface, Pyeong Daeyeon put down the drink he was holding.


  Min Jukyung squeezed her eyes shut and asked.


  “Would you perhaps consider applying to our company? We’re hiring a manager this time!”


  What if it sounded like pity? What if he thought their company wasn’t good enough? All sorts of thoughts raced through Min Jukyung’s head.


  When she peeked with her eyes slightly open, Pyeong Daeyeon’s face was full of question marks.


  “…Didn’t you tell me last time not to even set foot in the entertainment industry?”


  When he asked if she held a grudge against him or something, Min Jukyung vehemently denied it.


  “I did say that! But our company’s salary standards have really improved!”


  “How much?”


  It was an expected question. Min Jukyung boldly stated the amount.


  “For a manager?”


  A look of surprise flashed across Pyeong Daeyeon’s face. Min Jukyung didn’t miss this opportunity.


  “We already have one road manager, and after the probationary period, both the referrer and the new employee get a 500,000 won congratulatory bonus.”


  “You know that companies that give employment congratulatory bonuses are usually the most dangerous, right?”


  “Ah, this was recently implemented!”


  Min Jukyung felt wronged. Watching her, Pyeong Daeyeon chuckled.


  “But are you okay with this?”


  “With what?”


  “You’ve been at that company a long time. Recommending me could hurt your reputation, is it okay for you to recommend me so readily?”


  “If you mess up, I’ll just leave this industry, too. I’ve worked enough anyway.”


  Min Jukyung said dramatically. Life’s short—what’s there to fear?


  Pyeong Daeyeon, stirring his drink with a straw, smiled and said.


  “I’ll think about it.”


  And a few days later.


  A text message arrived on Min Jukyung’s phone from an unknown number: ‘This is Pyeong Daeyeon. Is the standard Human resume template okay?’


  

  “…So, shall we confirm this as the main concept?”


  “Yes!”


  Finally, Spark’s last title concept for the year was decided. I was satisfied because the idea I suggested was implemented better than I had thought.


  We still had to see the visual drafts from the art team to be sure, but I had a good feeling this music video would suit the year-end vibe perfectly.


  “And there was an internal discussion regarding the pre-release song’s music video items.”


  This time, Spark decided to release a pre-release song for the first time. The album’s song quality was outstanding, and the calculation was that a pre-release could now generate a certain level of response.


  Regarding this, I had only two opinions.


  First, it should share the main keywords and gist of the title music video.


  Second, that it should convey a completely different impression from the title MV


  And what appeared on the screen was…


  [The Shoemaker Grandpa and the Little Elves]


  …Elves. And little elves at that.


  Seriously, what the fuck? Why are these damn elves so desperate to come to UA? I chased away the damn grass elf, and now it’s little elves? Are their heights even suitable for little elves right now? Spark already has enough going on with the shoemaker grandpas and baby fairy Kang Kiyeon—what more do you want?


  My blood pressure shot up. I wanted to lie flat on the floor and scrub it with my back out of sheer frustration.


  As I was contemplating how to chase away these earthbound elves, Lee Cheonghyeon exclaimed.


  “Oh, cute!”


  Cute? That?


  “What’s the concept exactly?”


  Even Choi Jeho asked seriously. For a second, I wondered if I was the only one actually reading the words on the screen.


  The team leader’s explanation continued with the next slide.


  The moment I heard it, I realized.


  Not all elves were the same.


  Depending on the intention behind the concept—depending on how the company envisioned the story—elves could be guides to the afterlife or symbols of triumph.


  

  Ahead of the cosmetics advertisement launch, Spark began filming self-produced content. Specifically a ‘What’s in My Bag’ video, the classic bag-unpacking type.


  Indenia had also offered to provide their company building’s studio, but UA decided to film the video at the company office, being considerate of my condition. Though my body was almost completely fine now, I agreed.


  Since all the members usually carried their own bags, there was nothing special to prepare. And if any of them had been the type to carry something an idol really shouldn’t be caught with, I’d have already scheduled a one-on-one talk with a ‘You think life’s that easy?’ attitude.


  The only regrettable point was Choi Jeho’s dust bag.


  This guy, Choi Jeho, had asked if he could use a dust bag Lee Cheonghyeon was about to throw away, and had been carrying it around as a bag substitute. Since he’d been doing this since his trainee days, the fans also came to know Choi Jeho’s bag = dust bag.


  Spark’s brand was all about honesty, so it’d be weird for him to suddenly show up with a sleek new bag. No matter how stylish a bag Choi Jeho brought, only memes like ‘Male idol who leaves his luxury goods at home and only carries a dust bag’ would circulate on SNS.


  So, unfortunately, Choi Jeho was stuck with the dust bag again today. Nothing ever went the normal way with him.


  Excluding Choi Jeho, everyone else had proper backpacks. However, the shape, color, and type of bag varied slightly depending on the member.


  Jeong Seongbin, who was a hoarder style, carried a lightweight hiking backpack. During his trainee days, he used to carry a strangely colored purple bag, but around the time of debut, Mr. Jeong Seongjun apparently had him switch to a dark gray bag.


  What did Mr. Jeong Seongjun say again? It was something like, ‘Don’t get photographed with that thing while wearing my face!’. Anyway, I think it was a moment that showed his aesthetic sense.


  On the other hand, Park Joowoo, who only carried exactly what he needed, used a white mini backpack. He managed it so well that he was using it cleanly without a speck of dust on it.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, a hoarder comparable to Jeong Seongbin, used a 24L backpack often recommended as a camera bag. Also serving as a school bag.


  It was so heavy, I didn’t know how many times I carried it for him, worried that it would stunt his growth. Thanks to that, I was the only one carrying one bag on my front and one on my back.


  Kang Kiyeon brought a black backpack from a sports brand that fit snugly on his back. He said he’d been using it since his trainee days, and indeed, the bag was worn out in places. Though no matter how worn out it was, it probably wasn’t as bad as Choi Jeho’s fraying dust bag.


  “Who should go first? Should we start with Iwol-hyung, since he’s the oldest?”


  Jeong Seongbin asked. Everyone’s gaze turned towards me.


  My gray backpack for laptop storage, which had been with me since my Hanpyeong Industry days and which I had bought the same one of as soon as I regressed, was moved to the center of the table.


  Chapter 256: Bag Inspection (1)


  For smooth filming, I, the bag owner, moved to the center. Naturally, that caused a slight shift in everyone’s seating arrangement.


  I even put on the white gloves I had requested in advance to highlight my professionalism. Only then did it finally feel like time to open the bag.


  Just as I was about to touch the zipper, Lee Cheonghyeon leaned forward and said.


  “I’m really curious what’s in your bag, hyung.”


  “Why?”


  “Because there’s nothing you don’t have in there.”


  Everyone around nodded in agreement at his words.


  “He does carry around all sorts of things.”


  Even Choi Jeho chimed in.


  I don’t mind hearing that from anyone else, but not from you. Have you ever considered that maybe you carry too little?


  Regardless of how annoyed I was, the conversation continued.


  “First, my motion sickness medicine will be there… about two packs.”


  “Why is Joowoo-hyung’s motion sickness medicine in this hyung’s bag?”


  “I don’t know. I carry mine too, but hyung always packs it anyway…”


  Hearing Park Joowoo’s answer, Lee Cheonghyeon shook his head as if fed up.


  Riding the momentum, Kang Kiyeon interjected.


  “Wasn’t the best moment that time in the ‘In My Office’ behind-the-scenes when the cable tie came out?”


  “I still remember the Metube comments from back then.”


  Jeong Seongbin muttered.


  “I didn’t know you guys were this interested in my bag.”


  I smiled to look benevolent on camera and took out my tablet from the bag. Because one must never forget the morning star smile, anytime, anywhere.


  “First is the work tablet. I mainly use it for monitoring or organizing planning items. Urgent changes are written down by hand in this… journal planner, and I transfer them to the tablet when moving in the car.”


  After the tablet and journal, came the first-aid medicines.


  “This is Joowoo’s motion sickness medicine, this is calming tonic, bandages and ointment. Just in case—painkillers, indigestion medicine, and some glucose candy for emergencies.”


  “See, my motion sickness medicine is really in there…”


  “There are even really two of them.”


  Jeong Seongbin said, picking up the two motion sickness packs.


  Obviously, there need to be two—one for the trip out and one for the return. Do you think you only need to not get motion sickness on the way there?


  “Aren’t there any more everyday items?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon poked his head out from the side and asked. He seemed to be looking for something like this.


  “Cable ties?”


  “You still carry those around?”


  Is this not it?


  I tilted my head and took out another item.


  “Then, work gloves?”


  “Are those everyday items for you, hyung?”


  “…Mini screwdriver set?”


  “How is that an everyday item?”


  “Why? This is good. The sizes are compatible too.”


  I enthusiastically showed off my treasured item to the camera. This, everyone, is very useful because it has four Phillips head screwdrivers and an additional flathead bit you can swap in…


  However, my affection was all buried when Choi Jeho opened the bag wide, saying let’s see the next thing.


  “You’ve got another pouch?”


  Kang Kiyeon looked horrified. It was the same model as my emergency kit pouch, just in a different color—he must’ve thought I had even more motion sickness pills.


  “These are care products. Lip balm and lip cream, hand cream, toothbrush set… Ah, there’s mist too.”


  I lined up the products by height. Since we were shooting a cosmetics commercial, I turned all non-company products to show their backs and emphasized our company’s product, the mist.


  “In the case of the mist, it’s an Indenia product that we’re advertising this time. As you can see, it’s a product I usually use, so it’s about half empty.”


  “Hyung sometimes sprays it on us too!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon smiled, even making a flower cup shape with his hands around his face. He was such a gentle soul. I’m glad we could shoot an honest advertisement.


  

  Various items, including Indenia cosmetics, also came out of the other guys’ bags.


  In terms of simplicity, Choi Jeho was undoubtedly number one.


  From a dust bag so worn out that the other side seemed visible, the guy took out one Indenia lip balm, a toothbrush set, a lens case, and saline solution.


  “Don’t you usually carry glasses too in cases like this?”


  Kang Kiyeon raised a very common-sense question.


  “Well, once I take the lenses out, I’m just going to sleep anyway.”


  But that kind of question was meaningless to someone like Choi Jeho, who didn’t function by common sense. The corner of Kang Kiyeon’s lip twitched.


  “This hyung shouldn’t have filmed ‘What’s In My Bag,’ but ‘Which Bag Should I Get.'”


  “We should have bought hyung a bag for his birthday, right?”


  Listening to Lee Cheonghyeon’s words, Jeong Seongbin said regretfully.


  They had recently pooled money to buy Choi Jeho a hooded zip-up for his birthday, but looking at it now, a bag seemed more urgent.


  “Ah.”


  Choi Jeho rummaged through the dust bag as if he had remembered something. Then, a small orange candy came out from the corner of the bag.


  “Anyone want it?”


  The candy, whose origin was unknown, went into Lee Cheonghyeon’s mouth.


  Next up was Park Joowoo, a minimalist no less than Choi Jeho.


  His initial contents were similar— toothbrush set, motion sickness meds, lip balm—but soon, new surprises began to emerge.


  “What’s this?”


  “Ah, the album I bought last time…”


  From the small bag, a flood of albums with striking cases, colors, and images poured out. It was to the point that it seemed he had been using album CDs to maintain the bag’s shape.


  “When did you buy so many albums?”


  Jeong Seongbin, Park Joowoo’s roommate and the team’s leader, who had been closely observing his friend’s spending habits, asked with a bewildered face.


  “Well, someone posted about doing a carrot market trade near MBC, and when I checked, it was our music show’s sound director…”


  “So?”


  “I bought everything the director put up for sale in one go.”


  It was an incident that made one wonder if such coincidences exist in the world. But if the other party was a sound director, it wasn’t an entirely impossible story.


  How many CDs and records must the director have at home? And our main vocalist, ever passionate about music, had gladly taken them all in.


  There was a lot to say, but I held back because Park Joowoo looked happy. Park Joowoo concluded his turn by sending a heartwarming video message to the director, thanking him for selling him the precious albums.


  Moving on to Jeong Seongbin, the contents started looking more like a proper idol’s bag.


  Items like cosmetics for cover makeup, zero-calorie snacks, heated eye masks, and throat lozenges appeared.


  The reactions the members showed each time an item came out were also good. In the past, they wouldn’t have cared less whether a custom microphone or a beetle came out of a member’s bag. The group had changed a lot.


  Just then, something fell out from among the items Jeong Seongbin was taking out. It was a small, navy-colored notebook.


  “…What’s this notebook?”


  The moment Park Joowoo was about to pick up the notebook that had fallen face down on the table.


  “Don’t!”


  Jeong Seongbin shouted. Everyone’s movements stopped as if time had paused.


  “I–I was just going to give it back…”


  Park Joowoo explained with startled eyes. Jeong Seongbin looked just as surprised.


  “No, well, sorry. It’s nothing much.”


  Jeong Seongbin stammered. Did the group leader write some super top-secret diary in there? If so, his privacy had to be respected.


  “If you don’t want to show it, you don’t have to. It’s self-produced content, so we can edit it out.”


  “No, hyung. It’s not like that…”


  Hesitantly, Jeong Seongbin carefully held out the notebook towards the camera. Chinese characters were written on the front of the notebook.


  【忍三字免殺人】


  (Endure three characters, avoid murder)


  (TL note: Endure three characters, avoid murder = ‘If you can endure the three characters, you can avoid killing someone’. It expresses the idea that if you suppress your anger or irritation three times (i.e., show great patience), you can avoid committing a grave mistake, like harming someone. It’s a traditional way of reminding oneself to practice self-control and emotional regulation, especially in moments of extreme frustration or conflict.)


  Endure three characters.. avoid… murder?


  I was perplexed. What on earth could be the reason for Spark’s spiritual pillar and benevolent leader to carry around such a terrifying notebook?


  “Endure three characters, avoid murder? If you endure ‘忍’ (patience) three times, you can avoid murder, that’s what it is, right?”


  At Lee Cheonghyeon’s words, who was looking at the Chinese characters, Jeong Seongbin lowered his head as if embarrassed. Then he nodded slightly.


  “He definitely wrote it in Chinese characters so his roommates Kang Kiyeon and Joowoo-hyung couldn’t read it.”


  “Really…?”


  “Hyung.”


  Park Joowoo and Kang Kiyeon glared at Jeong Seongbin with eyes that seemed to pierce through people. They looked considerably betrayed by the fact that he had taken them for fools.


  Choi Jeho, who had been silently watching all of this, asked.


  “Who did you want to kill so badly?”


  “Hyung! It’s a broadcast, so please moderate your language!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon hurriedly covered Choi Jeho’s mouth. It’s okay, Cheonghyeon. This part will probably be completely edited out anyway.


  Even a person of character like Jeong Seongbin could have a bad day. For all we knew, that notebook could be full of names like Jang Junhoo, Yoo Hansoo, or Hong Unseop scribbled over and over again.


  For the sake of the leader’s human rights, I was about to give the editing sign to stop here, but Jeong Seongbin shyly spoke up.


  “Well, I’ll just reveal the front page slightly…”


  You’re going to reveal it? That list?


  Are you saying you’re going to reveal that list of people you plan to exterminate after enduring ‘patience’ three times?


  I trembled with fear. I had no idea what Jeong Seongbin was thinking.


  Was he just going all out, trusting it would be edited? Was he giving a serious warning to UA? That if they got three strikes, he’d really sue?


  While all sorts of thoughts were running through my head, the first page of the notebook was mercilessly turned.


  And so, Jeong Seongbin’s Death Note, revealed to the world, was…


  Iwol-hyung 忍 忍


  Jeho-hyung


  Joowoo 忍


  Cheonghyeon 忍


  Kiyeon 忍


  …filled with Spark’s problem children.


  “What?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked, as if doubting his own eyes.


  “Seongbin… why me…?”


  Park Joowoo’s eyes took on a sorrowful light.


  “Hyung, did I do something wrong?”


  Kang Kiyeon’s reaction was not much different. He, too, was clearly flustered.


  However!


  “Seongbin.”


  “…”


  “Why am I the one most at risk here?”


  Why me! What did I do wrong!


  Why did I get two strikes when Choi Jeho didn’t even get one!


  What’s the reason! Hold a press conference and explain yourself immediately!
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  I trembled with betrayal. I completely understood how Park Joowoo and Kang Kiyeon felt.


  Lee Cheonghyeon beat his chest in frustration.


  “Okay, maybe I upset you once or twice! But! If your standard is Jeho-hyung, shouldn’t I also have no mark?”


  “Why are you dragging me into this?”


  Choi Jeho asked with his arms crossed. The slightly raised tip of his chin was truly infuriating.


  “Jeho-hyung never misses his schedule. He always eats the right amount, and he consistently increases his workout volume. He takes good care of his health, so there’s nothing to worry about him.”


  Jeong Seongbin explained point by point. But Lee Cheonghyeon wasn’t backing down so easily.


  “What about me? Have I ever been late? I eat well too! I work out hard! Since our debut, I may have shed tears on stage, but I’ve never shed snot. I’m a man of health!”


  Shedding snot would be a problem in its own right. An idol couldn’t really afford to lose points for that.


  Jeong Seongbin still smiled warmly as he answered the indignant Lee Cheonghyeon.


  “Cheonghyeon.”


  “What!”


  “What time have you been going to bed lately?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s mouth snapped shut.


  “What’s the point of setting a curfew for the studio? Did you think I wouldn’t find out if Iwol-hyung covers for you and Jeho-hyung doesn’t notice because he’s sleeping?”


  “That was all because I wanted to make a comeback with a good song for our members…”


  “……”


  Jeong Seongbin stared at Lee Cheonghyeon without a word. Under the silent gaze attack, Lee Cheonghyeon slowly sank into his seat.


  “Next, is there anyone else who would like to raise an objection?”


  Jeong Seongbin asked, his gentle tone belying the atmosphere. Breaking the iron-clad silence, Kang Kiyeon raised his hand.


  “…I dare to object.”


  “Go ahead.”


  “I think it’s possible I’ve given you a hard time, hyung. We’re roommates, so we spend a lot of time together, and we go to school together…”


  His preamble was long. Even the great Kang Kiyeon couldn’t stand firm before Jeong Seongbin. Well, who could, when you’re one ‘忍’ mark away from figurative death?


  “I must have upset you because I was lacking. I’m sorry about that. But how can I be on the same level as Lee Cheonghyeon?”


  “Is that your problem right now?!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon, who had been shriveled up in his chair like a wrinkled mushroom, shot to his feet. Starting with this, Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon began to argue fiercely.


  “Aren’t we friends, huh?! Shouldn’t we die together and live together? As the maknaes, we should be cheering each other on, but instead, you’re throwing me under the bus to save your own skin?”


  “Is this a life-or-death situation? It’s about character and values, okay? I guarantee I haven’t given-hyung as much trouble as you have.”


  As far as I could tell, both of them just earned themselves another “忍” mark each. Just look at Jeong Seongbin’s expression.


  “Let’s both stop there. Kiyeon, why didn’t you go to your physical therapy last week?”


  “…Huh?”


  “What?”


  This was a matter that I, too, could not help but be indignant about. Kang Kiyeon, caught between me and Jeong Seongbin, broke out in a cold sweat.


  “Well, last week, I was, uh, just so busy.”


  Hearing Kang Kiyeon’s words, I could understand. Someone had collapsed during a meeting, the leader was talking about a lawsuit, and they had to film a commercial, so it was understandable that he would be busy.


  However, Jeong Seongbin didn’t budge. Rather, he just stared at Kang Kiyeon even more firmly.


  “You know how much your hyungs care about your knee and ankle. If you really think about the members, you should take good care of your own treatment. The manager hyung reminded you, but you still postponed it, didn’t you?”


  “……I was wrong.”


  Kang Kiyeon also neatly declared his surrender.


  All that was left was me and Park Joowoo.


  Park Joowoo, his face pale, trembled as he spoke.


  “I’m sorry… for buying too many albums.”


  “……”


  “…I’m sorry I listened to music so loudly that the sound leaked outside.”


  “……”


  “…I’m sorry I went around with the non-woven fabric duster at 12 AM…”


  That was a lot. How did he end up with only one ‘忍’ mark? And conversely, what on earth did I do to get two?


  Jeong Seongbin patted the shoulder of his friend, who had shrunk back pitifully.


  “That’s all fine. It’d be good for your hearing if you lowered the volume a bit though.”


  “…Then why did I still get a mark?”


  Park Joowoo asked, looking like he was about to cry.


  “Joowoo, did you know the velcro on your gym gloves was torn?”


  “……Huh?”


  “I saw it. You were using them even though they were tattered. What if you injure your wrist? Why do you keep using them?”


  “Ah…”


  “So I bought you new ones, but you didn’t change them, did you? I bought the exact same brand and color, so why won’t you throw away the old gloves? What if you slip?”


  Jeong Seongbin’s nagging exploded. Park Joowoo’s spirit scattered like volcanic ash.


  In the end, this conversation also ended with Park Joowoo’s apology. He explained he kept using them because he was just used to them. With a sigh, Jeong Seongbin erased Park Joowoo’s ‘忍’ mark. One way or another, he was weak when it came to his friend.


  Well then, there was only one person left… me.


  My eyes met Jeong Seongbin’s. He smiled, the corners of his eyes crinkling, and asked.


  “Surely… you’re not going to raise an objection too, hyung?”


  His voice was heavily laced with a ‘how dare you be so insolent’ tone.


  However, I did not back down either.


  “Of course, I am.”


  Whatever it was, I had to know the reason why I received a death sentence that even Choi Jeho didn’t get. Go on and lay it out, I dare you.


  

  At Kim Iwol’s provocation, Jeong Seongbin paused to think. Just how much should he say to convince this hyung while still keeping things airable on the broadcast?


  In this regard, Kim Iwol was truly admirable. He constantly made a person think.


  “First of all… I’m amazed at your confidence in objecting at all, hyung.”


  Jeong Seongbin landed a solid blow. Kim Iwol looked genuinely startled by the weight of his dongsaeng’s words.


  “How can you, of all people, not know the reason?”


  Maintaining the clear, serene smile that Kim Iwol had practically engraved into his brain, Jeong Seongbin continued speaking in a calm voice.


  “I saw what time you commented on Dotion recently, hyung.”


  At Jeong Seongbin’s words, Kim Iwol’s eyebrows twitched. His face seemed to say, ‘So what?’


  “It was 4 AM.”


  “Wow.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon let out a shocked exclamation.


  “Let me explain. You know that once I wake up, I can’t go back to sleep, right? I just happened to wake up at that hour. I didn’t stay up all night.”


  “Then I’ll continue with my questions. Do you remember the late-night porridge we had together recently?”


  Jeong Seongbin continued. Technically it was recovery food, not a midnight snack, but Kim Iwol seemed to pick up the hint.


  “Do you remember what time it was then?”


  Jeong Seongbin asked Kim Iwol, even though he already knew the answer.


  Ever since that night, Kim Iwol had been waking up consistently around 4 a.m. It continued even after the seizures had stopped.


  The problem was that instead of just lying down and resting, Kim Iwol would work. He would constantly check Dotion for updates and read backed-up messages.


  He had even tried confiding this concern to his friend, but…


  Iwol-hyung… actually looks more energetic when he’s working.


  …He hadn’t received a very helpful answer.


  It was true, though. Kim Iwol would tear his hair out over certain tasks, but when he had nothing to do, he’d grow anxious—and when he did have something to work on, he’d throw himself into it with intense passion.


  Still, just because working gave him energy, was it okay to let him keep working from 4 a.m. even in his condition?


  Jeong Seongbin didn’t think so. And so, without hesitation, he wrote down the ‘忍’ character.


  “…Alright, I understand that part. What’s the other one?”


  Kim Iwol, sensing Jeong Seongbin’s subtle emotions, skillfully changed the subject. However, the content on this side wasn’t much different either.


  “There’s something I heard from the staff members.”


  “Go on.”


  “They said you laid down on the floor of the company office?”


  When he first heard it, he thought the company staff were joking. But it meant that ‘Kim Iwol’ had literally ‘lain down’ on the ‘floor,’ didn’t it?


  “If you bring up a case past its statute of limitations, I can only say it’s regrettable on my part.”


  Kim Iwol retorted brazenly.


  “Does the passage of time make the fact that you lay down disappear? Do you know how shocked I was when I first heard this story!”


  “But you admit the act was done with good intentions, don’t you?”


  “Trying to shift the argument like that won’t work. The ‘忍’ mark is based solely on how much you get on my nerves.”


  “In that case, I am sorry. Let it go.”


  It was a clean declaration of surrender. Rather, it was so clean that Jeong Seongbin clutched his throbbing forehead as his blood pressure soared.


  

  I readily admitted defeat.


  See, I told you. Jeong Seongbin is scary.


  I decided I should tread carefully from now on, cherishing the one life I had left, when Kang Kiyeon raised his hand.


  “I have a question.”


  “What is it?”


  “What happens if I get a third mark?”


  So now the ‘忍’ character had been demoted to a brand mark. Considering it implied absolute obedience to the leader, it wasn’t exactly wrong.


  “Let’s ask the person who achieves it first.”


  Jeong Seongbin smiled brightly. It was the same smile he had when mentioning Mr. Jeong Seongjun. None of us said a word.


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s bag was full of miscellaneous items.


  From a device for recording melodies, a notebook, wireless earphones, cleansing products, a mini book—today’s novel was ‘Beneath the Wheel’—a TOEIC vocabulary book… and so on.


  “You’re taking the TOEIC?”


  I asked, looking at the TOEIC vocabulary book that had appeared out of nowhere. Lee Cheonghyeon answered.


  “I got eliminated from ‘Shining Star, K-Civil Exam’ because of a TOEIC word. It keeps appearing in my dreams.”


  Is there really a need to study this already? All you need is a score two years before graduating from university.


  Since a book had come out, Lee Cheongheoun also took the opportunity to introduce his hobby.


  Despite having the face of someone who should be on the cover of 100 Masterpieces of Greek Art, his actual hobby was reading. It was just interesting that Lee Cheonghyeon himself read books instead of being featured in them.


  “What’s this notebook? Are you tallying ‘忍’ marks too?”


  Choi Jeho waved a worn-out notebook. Unlike Jeong Seongbin’s, which was a cheap notebook with a plastic cover, this one had a striking black leather cover.


  “Ah, that’s Cheonghyeon’s top-secret notebook!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon exclaimed. To think that solemn design belonged to the top-secret notebook of Spark’s Cutie-Pretty Visual. It was quite an interesting story.


  Chapter 258: Advertisement Grand Reveal (1)


  “Really?”


  At the mention of it being a secret item, Choi Jeho swiftly tucked the notebook into the bag.


  “Hey, hyung. Can you really do that?”


  “He said it’s a secret.”


  “Thn wcn jst dt t ltr……” (TL note: “Then we can just edit it later…”)


  With a subtle smile on my face, I gave Choi Jeho a piece of my mind through ventriloquism. Choi Jeho, with a fed-up expression, took the notebook out of the bag again.


  “This is a notebook I used to write lyrics when I first started studying rap. As you can see, the bookmark ribbon is very worn out, right?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon held the notebook out to the camera and then pulled it back.


  “I’m way too embarrassed to show you what’s inside… Even now, when I think of an idea, I first just scribble it down here and then transfer it to the computer!”


  “Really? I’ve never seen you use that notebook.”


  “Because I write in it while it’s still in my bag, or I only use it on my bed.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon replied awkwardly to Kang Kiyeon’s words. It was a rare sight.


  “I personally feel that writing songs and writing lyrics are completely different fields, so I went through all sorts of trial and error. All of that history is in here!”


  “Then sign it quickly. So we can display it on the 1st floor of UA when you get famous later.”


  “How can you say that? Kang Kiyeon, are you planning to display your friend’s dark history for everyone to see in the company lobby?”


  Even so, Lee Cheonghyeon dutifully scribbled his signature on the very first page of the notebook.


  At this rate, it really might end up in a display case in the UA lobby by the time he filled up the last page of the notebook.


  The bag of the last runner, Kang Kiyeon, was ordinary. If the hyungs before him had filmed a chaotic ‘great reveal of their household goods’ show, Kang Kiyeon was truly faithful to the content.


  “I also carry a pouch for emergencies. Hey, Lee Cheonghyeon, didn’t we buy this together?”


  Kang Kiyeon shook a familiar pouch. It was the same one he’d always carried around.


  “That’s right, during our middle school field trip!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s eyes lit up as he shouted.


  “You still have that?”


  “Of course. I’ve kept it so well in my drawer.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon said, striking a proud pose. He looked so confident, it was like seeing a countryside yellow dog asking for praise for guarding the house well.


  “We each bought one when we went on a school trip to Jeju Island. We were originally supposed to move around with our classes, but there was a bit of free time, and that’s when Lee Cheonghyeon came chasing after me.”


  “To get matching friendship items, right?”


  “You were the only one who wanted to get matching stuff. Don’t make it sound like I was into it too.”


  Kang Kiyeon pretended to push Lee Cheonghyeon’s shoulder with his palm, but the sturdily grown Lee Cheonghyeon didn’t budge.


  That pouch…


  A vinyl pouch of a glaringly bright orange, to the point of being tacky, with stained spots here and there as if to prove it had been carried every day for several years.


  At one point, that pouch had been filled with all kinds of calming tonics.


  Back then, Kang Kiyeon had calmly explained that he got nervous easily and had introduced all the different calming products he carried.


  In the pouch now, which looked just as heavy as it did back then…


  “This is the same mist that Iwol-hyung uses. It’s from Indenia, and I’m using it portioned out in a small bottle.”


  “I was about to buy a new hand cream because I had almost used mine up, but there was a hand cream in the samples Indenia sent. It has a scent I like, so I’m using this these days.”


  “Oh, right. I meant to pass this along and totally forgot. Seongbin-hyung, a can badge fell out of your bag the other day.”


  “A can badge?”


  “Isn’t it yours, hyung? It was under your bag.”


  “…It must be my dongsaeng’s. I’ll give it to him next time I go home.”


  …Completely different things were inside.


  He doesn’t have to carry it around anymore.


  While Jeong Seongbin carefully picked up the can badge with the cute animal character on it, I found myself swept up in emotions I couldn’t quite place.


  Maybe I was getting old. I kept getting sentimental.


  With Kang Kiyeon’s bag as the final one, all six bags revealed only clean wholesome items, without a single harmful item like e-cigarettes or lighters. It was truly a relief.


  

  ≫ Indenia’s ad model changed


  Check this out


  No but frㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Spark is doing itㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ For real?


  └ Yeah, it’s real. An article came out


  While Won Chaehee was fighting tooth and nail with the assistant manager from the same team over who would do the work, a new piece of content dropped.


  She couldn’t spare a second to look it up—her to-do list was burning her alive. But throughout her work, only one thought occupied Won Chaehee’s mind.


  Spark is doing a cosmetics ad?


  Her idols, whose dorms she’d expect to only reek of men’s toner, were doing a cosmetics ad. She just couldn’t picture it.


  If it’s Indenia… they must have shot for the basic skincare line.


  Tall, handsome men in white shirts surrounded by fresh greenery, flaunting their visuals? Not a bad concept.


  By now, something must have been released, whether it be concept shots or promotional images.


  Won Chaehee’s eyes drifted to the bottom right of her monitor. Still three hours till the end of the workday.


  I really should quit.


  A certain thought enveloped Won Chaehee. But she decided to endure. You need to earn money to be a fan…


  Time almost crawled to a halt—until she ended up fighting with her coworker again, which made the rest of the day fly by quickly. For that, she decided to forgive the assistant manager just this once.


  Won Chaehee boarded the subway home. She didn’t want to lift a single finger, squeezed by the crowd, but she had to check the news about Spark. With great effort, she pulled out her phone.


  Her timeline was already filled with Spark in all colors. Her heart began to pound just from the cropped preview images.


  This is a jawline, right? Look at that shadow. It’s insane.


  Won Chaehee covered her mouth and tapped on a photo.


  Covering her mouth beforehand turned out to be a very good decision.


  Fans, as a matter of custom, tend to release individual member photos or information in order of age.


  Which meant that what Won Chaehee was currently looking at was Kim Iwol’s individual photoshoot cut.


  Suddenly faced with her bias’ sleek new picture, Won Chaehee almost screamed.


  In an effort to maintain a minimum of social decency, Won Chaehee raised her phone’s screen brightness, which she had lowered to the max. Kim Iwol’s photoshoot cut shone brightly.


  Against a dark grey background—so deep it was nearly black—tiny water droplets streamed down like rain, in perfectly artificial straight lines.


  And in front of that stood Kim Iwol’s face.


  His well-sculpted face, like porcelain without a single bubble, shone like a calm lake receiving the midday sun. Behind him, the water droplets sparkled like the glitter of sunlight on water.


  He held a minimalist-designed toner bottle in one hand. Even the long, pale fingers wrapping around the bottle were beautiful.


  The water droplets melted into Kim Iwol’s hair, the nape of his neck, the back of his hand, and the shoulder line of his white shirt.


  This didn’t mean his body was wet. The boundary between Kim Iwol and the background was so blurred that its line was ambiguous.


  Like a giant mosaic painting, or the shoreline of a wavy beach, or the marbling created by bubbles. As if the toner’s moisture and Kim Iwol had become one.


  Did they really shoot this for Indenia?


  The photoshoot was so excessively cool that one would believe it if they were told that Indenia, a cost-effective cosmetics brand, had decided to adopt a high-end strategy. Wasn’t this the kind of thing that high-ranking department store brands shot?


  His long, dark eyebrows were Kim Iwol’s trademark. Following the line of his tilted head upwards, one could meet Kim Iwol’s impassive downward gaze. Beneath his sharp eyes, the shadows of even finer, longer eyelashes were densely cast.


  Moist lips, and—if she dared borrow the style of over-the-top fan gushing—a forehead worthy of display at the Yanggu White Porcelain Museum. Every detail was perfect.


  Fuck it, I’m going all in on Indenia stock starting today.


  She couldn’t even remember the password to her stock trading app anymore. She vaguely recalled hearing that cosmetic stocks had been on the decline for years. She didn’t even know if Indenia was publicly traded in the first place. Still, Won Chaehee made a firm vow to herself.


  

  The reaction to Spark’s photoshoot was explosive. Not a single person had a bad shot, and each of their individualities was well highlighted.


  ≫ Kim Miheon lies asleep here


  But for real, not actually asleep. You all have to wake me up when the 2nd photoshoot drops. I believe in you all


  └ Miheon-nim was a Kim??


  └ I’m moving my family registry under Iwol’s, so I am Kim Miheon from today


  ≫ You know, Iwol, I’ve thought for a long time that you couldn’t be human, you know?


  But I realized it this time. You’re the prince of the toner kingdom


  So that’s why you were so interested in the Kingdom comic that Kiyeon watches, I understand now


  Since it’s a story about the same kingdom, you couldn’t help but relate. See more


  └ Miheon-nim, aren’t you supposed to be preparing for finals?


  └ I was going to, but Spark came first


  ≫ Indenia is killing it


  My eyes keep drifting to Choi Jeho’s face, and they cleverly had him hold the oil right next to it


  I can’t see the background or anything else, just the emperor’s royal face and the oil he recommends


  └ You can’t not see the oil


  └ This is that thing. Visual redirection


  ≫ What is up with Jeong Seongbin’s photoshoot?


  Is it okay for him to be alone, wearing a 90s movie-style dress shirt, caressing his face in front of a mirror? A high school student at that?


  └ Kim Iwol, didn’t you say on Bubble Pop that Seongbin’s photoshoot was fresh and cute


  └ Mr. Iwol needs to study his vocabulary again


  └ You’re all being too much. Just because our Seongbin wore a mature shirt and posed under brown-toned lighting in a background straight out of a Hong Kong movie, is that a reason to go this far?


  └ Protect Spark’s gentle visual man Jeong Seongbin


  ≫ Joowoo, noona told you not to come out of Seoraksan Mountain


  If you come out carelessly, people will realize you’re the human mineral water of Seoraksan and take you away in PET bottles


  Who told you to get caught on camera like this, like a magnificent view only visible to those who go hiking at 5 AM?


  └ Wasn’t our Joowoo mountain fog?


  └ We’ve decided to lump everything together as water if the ingredients match


  ≫ Kang Kiyeon, no smearing cream on your face and smiling mischievously


  No flashing that ‘10:10’ angled eyebrow smile like some wholesome guy


  No making people’s hearts flutter by showing your aegyo when the corner of your eye is more lifted than mine with super intense eyeliner


  └ Ha, I thought he was a cheerful guy, was it false advertising?


  └ Our kid is a cheerful guy, but XX there’s just something about him


  └ There’s no image more addictive than this… I closed my phone after seeing it, but turned it back on just to see it again…


  And the one who undoubtedly became a hot topic was…


  Lee Cheonghyeon, whose gap between the camera and real life had at some point shrunk to zero, and whose beauty wasn’t just peaking—it was bursting.


  Chapter 259: Advertisement Grand Reveal (2)


  It all started with a single review post.


  ≫ Lee Cheonghyeon’s photoshoot that makes you have no choice but to acknowledge he’s the top male idol visual today


  No words needed


  Just art


  └ Wow


  └ Saved


  Starting from social media and forums—the fastest places for celeb news—Lee Cheonghyeon’s face spread like wildfire.


  ≫ Forget everything else—


  Is that really a human face?


  Even the Creator must be speechless. Is it okay to be this biased toward a bias?


  Even Michelangelo wouldn’t have worked this hard on The Creation of Adam


  └ I couldn’t believe it either, but I’ve seen him in person, so I have no choice but to believe… Lee Cheonghyeon is the real deal


  └ Friend, didn’t we agree to share this kind of stuff through brickwall-level fangirl posts? Is our friendship that shallow?


  └ Is it really that shallow??22


  ≫ Kim ??: You want a spoiler for Cheonghyeon’s photoshoot? It feels like a sunflower blooming even at the North Pole


  └ When I watched Bubble Pop, I thought they kept their cuts under wraps, but after seeing the photoshoot, Kim Iwol gave it all away. That’s what stings more


  └ Stop trying to out-fangirl the fans, Kim Iwol, you’re hurting our pride. We already lost


  └ I genuinely want to know what Iwol thinks about all day… How does he come up with stuff like that all the time?


  ≫ Who is this man?


  I want to know this man’s name


  └ He is Cheonghyeon of the Spark


  └ Please tell me this man’s nickname. Cheonghyeon is too long :face_with_tears_of_joy:


  └ It’s not long in Korean, damn it. We went out of our way to tell you in English, and you’re still complaining. You should say Kor plz :face_with_tears_of_joy::face_with_tears_of_joy:


  Aside from a few strange things mixed in, the reaction to Lee Cheonghyeon’s photoshoot was truly hot.


  With the appearance of a photo that made even non-fans save it, Lee Cheonghyeon became known to a slightly wider world.


  Some might ask: are you really that excited over one viral post? But in the entertainment world, nothing mattered more than trending.


  Just think about how long it usually took for a photo that was only circulating among idol fans to reach marketers of all sorts of brands through social media.


  ≫ (Rep.) Lee Cheonghyeon’s photoshoot that makes you have no choice but to acknowledge he’s the top male idol visual today


  └ I came in like ‘Who’s Lee Cheonghyeon?’ and now I have to agree…


  └I don’t even know if I deserve to agree…


  └ I now understand what ‘my eyes have been opened’ really means


  ≫ The male idol who wrote a new history of photoshoots


  └ @sui_2__ Say hi to my boyfriend


  └ Even considering the editing, this is insane


  └ The saying that there are no visuals in male idols these days was all a lie


  └ Awesome…


  ≫ Missing out on this face is a crime


  └ Of course I thought it was a fashion magazine photoshoot, am I the only one surprised it’s for Indenia?


  └ Nope, everyone thought this was this month’s Vogue main spread


  At this rate, Cheonghyeon’s going to land a solo ad by the end of the year.


  It wasn’t a KPI or a work task, but it was a proud achievement. At the very least, Song Minil would stop looking down on Cheonghyeon so much. That alone felt like a huge weight had been lifted off my chest.


  Just as I was enjoying the heartwarming reactions, the system appeared above my phone.


  
    [SYSTEM] The ‘Subordinate’s’ ‘Captivating Starlight Smile’ is activated. Tremendous influence occurs.

  


  Captivating Starlight smile?


  I didn’t sell anything like that. I’m literally lying on the couch with a lazy smirk right now.


  And if I’m supposed to be captivating the masses, shouldn’t I have gained like, ten thousand new fans…?


  
    [SYSTEM] The progress of KPI ‘Capturing the Hearts of Potential Customers’ is being notified to ‘Subordinate.’


    ▷ 2,053/10,000

  


  …is what I was about to say.


  The number of potential customers had increased by a surprising amount. My hand went to my eyes before I knew it.


  I rubbed my eyes a few times and looked again, but the number didn’t change. It meant I hadn’t misread it. Maybe it was easier to grasp because of the comma.


  Was there anything in my photoshoot that could attract new fans? I wasn’t even smiling in it, though?


  I did smile in the group photoshoot, but I didn’t think I would have gained a fan from there. That was because Jeong Seongbin was smiling a ‘real’ starry smile right next to me. My knock-off walnut-cookie smile wouldn’t have stood a chance.


  If it wasn’t the photoshoot, then where did some unknown algorithm kick in?


  I shot up from the sofa. Then I started to search my phone diligently.


  And after a long and humiliating ego-surfing session, I arrived at one video.


  ≫ IDC FINAL – Spark Song (Iwol Fancam ver.)


  #IdolDynastyChronicles #IDC #IDCFinalContest #Spark #spArk #Song #Iwol #KimIwol


  It was my fancam from the time of ‘IDC.’


  ≫ I came in after seeing the photoshoot and got interested, and ended up falling for this man’s smile


  ≫ Since when could this guy smile like that? You’re a stranger to me…


  └ If you watch this year’s ISD video, you can see a flower garden of smiles


  ≫ Why does he only enter halfway? Is it a surprise effect? I was watching and wondering about that, when I saw a comment saying he appeared right after a head injury and I was surprised… I replayed the smiling part about 30 times and was surprised again to see that he was carried off as soon as this stage ended… I don’t know what this feeling is, but I just want to cheer for him somehow. Is this what becoming a fan feels like?


  └ Congrats on the fan conversion


  └ Our eldest hyung is a diligent idol who works his body to the bone. Let’s stan him together


  └ Iwol, are you watching? People are recognizing how hard you worked


  ≫ He performs well—but it’s the fact that he gives his all that hits hard


  I hope this kid never lose his original passion


  I didn’t know what the video’s previous view count was. My fancam view counts weren’t a part of my monitoring targets.


  But I could guess just by sorting the comments by the latest.


  From this fancam, and all the related videos, posts, and pictures, it was clear that a lot of people had discovered Kim Iwol—easily more than 1,500.


  
    [SYSTEM] Work instructions from ‘Superior’ have arrived


    ▶ You know that thing Assistant Manager Kim did last time? It’s fine, so just fix the necessary parts and submit it as is!

  


  Since this wasn’t from one single incident, but a compound of many overlapping events, the system didn’t count all new fans as potential customers.


  But it didn’t disregard past efforts either.


  The system seemed to have calculated the number of new fans to be around 1,500, taking these factors into account.


  Though if that was the case, it felt a bit unpleasant. What am I, a product? Being analyzed and calculated like market value or crop yield?


  Still.


  ≫ I just want to cheer for him somehow


  Still…


  I’m grateful for being able to see this. If it weren’t for the KPI, I would have never known.


  ≫ Iwol, are you watching?


  My eyes wouldn’t leave the screen.


  ≫ People are recognizing how hard you worked


  I read those comments for a long time, until the members called for me.


  

  By the time the recording for the B-side tracks was finished, it was already past midnight. As a half-dead Jeong Seongbin emerged from the booth, Park Joowoo went to greet him, rushing out as if his socks were on fire.


  “Cheonghyeon, are you going to do the mixing this time too?”


  “Probably?”


  “Will the schedule work out?”


  Flipping a page on the desk calendar revealed the comeback date marked in large letters. If we calculated backwards from there, accounting for the album production period and the highlight medley production schedule, the remaining time was truly short.


  Due to the intense work on just the pre-release song and the title track, Lee Cheonghyeon was in a half-possessed state.


  The rest of us weren’t in great shape either. It was a relief that the choreography for both songs wasn’t difficult. If it had been, Spark would have been sprawled out like wilted scallion shreds by now.


  “If only Seongbin-hyung doesn’t give me a mark for sleeping late, it might be possible…”


  Lee Cheonghyeon said, glancing at Jeong Seongbin, who was sitting on the sofa at the back of the recording studio. Jeong Seongbin, looking at his dongsaeng, sighed.


  “…Only until the comeback.”


  “Spark’s musical prodigy Cheonghyeon, going full 24-hour operation starting today!”


  “Even so, 24 hours is not okay.”


  At the firm words of our leader, Lee Cheonghyeon clutched his stomach and laughed.


  We laughed and chatted as we cleaned up the recording studio. As we were about to finish getting ready to leave, I asked Park Joowoo.


  “Choi Jeho and Kiyeon haven’t said they’ve left yet, right? Should we go to the practice room?”


  The rap line, having finished their recording first, had left early to check the choreography video. It was as if everyone was on a conveyor belt, scattering to do one job after another and then gathering again.


  The recording studio, which had been noisy with jokes just a moment ago, became quiet.


  “Uh… well…”


  “Well?”


  Park Joowoo avoided my gaze.


  A sense of foreboding washed over me. Don’t tell me those two fought again? Did you send them off to settle it with a rap battle without my knowledge? If so, I’m going to start learning diss rap from today. I’ll release a mixtape with five songs titled with your names and re-debut as ‘Ice Blood, the cold-blooded rapper who shows no mercy even to his colleagues.’


  Seeing me tremble, Lee Cheonghyeon waved his hands dismissively.


  “The thing about checking the choreography video was a lie! That was finished a long time ago. Because Spark is a professional idol group that doesn’t procrastinate.”


  “What?”


  “Those two went to the dorm first with a grave mission. Chanyoung hyung dropped them off earlier.”


  A grave mission, you say.


  It really must be a rap battle. The loser gets an extra Jeong Seongbin brand for the crime of disrupting the team’s atmosphere.


  “What’s the mission?”


  “That’s top secret.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon replied solemnly. If someone measured my blood pressure right now, I’d be flagged as a hypertension risk.


  “Curious?”


  “Even if I am, you’re not going to tell me, are you?”


  “Hyung, you know me too well.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon winked. Seriously, the starlight smile service should have gone to him. You could just name it something like ‘Gold Dust Falling Aurora Natural Rainbow Starry Smile.’


  “If you’re curious, let’s go to the dorm!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon extended both his arms toward the door.


  And so, on the wall of the dorm living room we arrived at…


  “You’re here?”


  “Oh, you really installed it just like we discussed? Did it take long?”


  “Not really. It was quick, except for the part where Jeho-hyung almost broke it.”


  …a black, rectangular something, like you’d see in a restaurant, was hanging there.


  What… do you call that?


  A call monitor? A receiver?


  And these guys… why did they install this?


  Chapter 260: Recovery Period


  “What is this?”


  I asked, looking at the thing attached next to the clock. Lee Cheonghyeon answered.


  “It’s a wireless receiver. Cool, right?”


  “Then what exactly is this situation?”


  “What do you mean, ‘what situation’? It’s a situation where Jeho-hyung and Kang Kiyeon joined forces to install a receiver in our dorm.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon kept spouting nonsense.


  “To be precise, they didn’t join forces. Only Jeho-hyung used his strength.”


  “Kang Kiyeon just read the manual.”


  “As expected of those two. Even if they can’t collaborate, they still somehow manage to pull things off perfectly.”


  Then he clapped his hands, saying something that could be either a compliment or an insult to Kang Kiyeon and Choi Jeho. With my dull head, I couldn’t even guess what Lee Cheonghyeon was thinking.


  “I guess I asked the wrong question. Let me rephrase: Why is this installed in our dorm?”


  “Ah, that’s what you were curious about?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon grinned. The guy led me to our room.


  Where he pointed with his palm—the bedside table next to my bed—a small wireless call button was attached.


  “Press it.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon said. His voice was strangely devoid of humor.


  When I pressed the button, a small ding-dong sound came from the living room. It wasn’t as loud as in a restaurant, but it would definitely be audible on a quiet night in the dorm.


  When I went out to the living room, the number 2 was displayed on the monitor.


  “Why this…”


  “For emergencies.”


  Choi Jeho cut in.


  “Emergencies?”


  “Press it if something happens.”


  What on earth does ‘if something happens’ mean?


  Just as I was about to retort, I realized why these guys had gone through this troublesome act. And why Lee Cheonghyeon had been beating around the bush.


  “…Why the number 2, of all things?”


  “Because your name is Iwol…”


  Park Joowoo answered carefully. What a ridiculous explanation.


  “We thought this would ease the mental burden on you, hyung. The company bought it for us, so you don’t have to worry about the cost.”


  Jeong Seongbin said.


  Until recently, these guys had been taking turns using Choi Jeho’s bed, standing watch like an unofficial guard duty. I had shooed them away, saying I was all better now.


  These guys seemed to have interpreted that as ‘Iwol-hyung finds the goodwill burdensome.’ They installed the call button as an alternative. In a way that I would consider ‘efficient.’


  Sleep comfortably, but call us if you need to, that’s what this means.


  It was so absurd I couldn’t even laugh. It would be more believable if someone told me this was a dream.


  “We bought the adhesive type, not the screw-on type. You don’t have to worry about taking it off later.”


  Kang Kiyeon held out the manual. The text was densely packed.


  “The spare batteries are in the drawer, and it has a one-year free repair warranty.”


  Choi Jeho added. Then he pushed us, saying that he had already showered and that whoever needed to shower should get washed up.


  The entire time I was going back to my room to get my pajamas, my eyes kept drifting toward the monitor in the living room. Once I was by the bed, all I could see was the call button.


  Do you really have the energy for this, when you’re barely getting three hours of sleep a day?


  Aren’t you sleepy? Aren’t you tired after taking care of me in shifts for days? Isn’t it a hassle to look into things like this?


  My finger unconsciously moved toward the call button. As I was fiddling with the button, I accidentally pressed it. With a ding-dong, a clattering sound came from all over.


  “Hyung!”


  “Hyung…!”


  Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo came running in, out of breath. When I put a finger to my lips, shushing them to be quiet since it was the middle of the night, they belatedly covered their mouths.


  In the midst of it all, Lee Cheonghyeon came running out of the bathroom with only a towel wrapped around his waist.


  “What is it?!”


  “Cheonghyeon, what are you wearing?”


  “How can I get dressed when I haven’t finished showering? Were you testing it?”


  “I pressed it by mistake.”


  At my words, Lee Cheonghyeon let out a deep sigh. I looked at his head, which still had foam in it, and said.


  “From now on, even if you hear the bell, don’t come out if you’re in the bathroom. You might slip.”


  “Alright, so just go to sleep.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon shook his head as if he was fed up and went back to the bathroom. And so, our dorm acquired a semi-permanent receiver and a wireless call button that we could take with us even if we moved out.


  

  UA and Spark’s gifts didn’t end with the call button. The next day, on my way to work, I received a smartwatch from Manager Chanyoung.


  “Starting today, we’re going to check your ECG after choreography practice.”


  Kang Kiyeon opened the box as he explained. I just sat there, watching the smartwatch being unwrapped.


  “Let’s do a test run and check the results. If it’s within normal range, we’ll stick with the current choreography version. If it seems too taxing, we’ll make adjustments.”


  “No, I’m really fine. The choreography isn’t even that hard this time.”


  “Yes. Lee Cheonghyeon, does this app have to be linked to hyung’s account?”


  Kang Kiyeon cleanly ignored my words and discussed with Lee Cheonghyeon whose account to link the smartwatch’s ECG app function to. I couldn’t help thinking — I’m one thing, but these guys really go all out.


  They really did put the smartwatch on my wrist and check my heart rate after practice. And only after thoroughly reading how to interpret the test results and comparing them with my results did they let me go.


  “This is the first time I’ve been treated like such a VIP.”


  A hollow laugh escaped me. It was a level of care I had never imagined.


  Then Jeong Seongbin, who had been alternating between looking at my wrist and his phone screen, looked up at me.


  “Hyung, everyone deserves this much help.”


  “……”


  “It’s not just anything — it’s about health. We don’t think it’s excessive, so don’t feel too burdened either, hyung.”


  Jeong Seongbin stood up, stretching his knees with a refreshed face.


  “Shall we rest for 5 more minutes and then practice again?”


  I wouldn’t mind practicing again right away. I really was fine. The system would protect me as long as I continued my idol work.


  Still, letting them worry more than this would’ve been impolite.


  “Let’s do that.”


  I have to listen to the boss—it can’t be helped, you know.


  

  Time passed breathlessly. During that time, Spark worked their feet to the bone.


  Because of the pre-release track, we had twice the usual amount of things to prepare — stages, music video, photo cards. We changed in and out of outfits constantly, transforming into leather workshop elves one day and storybook characters the next.


  The schedule was also tight. Because we had to secure a minimum promotion period even after pushing back the timetable for my sake, we decided to open the comeback announcement and album pre-orders at the same time for this promotion. No matter how we looked at it, there was no date to open the teasers.


  Even my hair follicles were busy. Following Park Joowoo, this time it was my turn to go white-haired. I thought my scalp was going to burn off.


  Joowoo, my hair stings, is this right?


  It was like that for me too…


  Then Park Joowoo handed me a conditioner. It was the brand I had ordered for him when he had bleached his hair. My frustration doubled.


  I thought I’d only have this kind of hair at my 80th birthday party. I still get startled every time I looked in the mirror.


  I liked my black hair back during Winter Night.


  Based on the pre-release song Winter Night, the most flamboyant hair color I had tried was the gray hair from With List. I had thought that would be my life’s biggest rebellious move.


  But as they say, humans are foolish creatures who can’t see an inch ahead. I crumbled helplessly before the comeback.


  Because of the concept, the other guys also had to bleach their hair at least three times as a base. Except for Choi Jeho, who had black hair, everyone’s hair was like cotton candy.


  “You know, our hair looks like a flower garden.”


  “Is that supposed to be a compliment?”


  At Lee Cheonghyeon’s mutter, Kang Kiyeon asked with a look of disgust. It might not have been the best compliment, but I couldn’t think of a more accurate one.


  And on a certain day in late November, which approached swiftly.


  “Everyone, this is our new manager, Mr. Pyeong Daeyeon!”


  Spark was assigned a new manager.


  “Hello, I’m Pyeong Daeyeon. I look forward to working with you.”


  A man of average build bowed deeply and greeted us. Everyone except Choi Jeho swallowed hard.


  To know the full story, we need to go back a few days.


  Spark was called to the meeting room, all members together, for the first time in a long while. These days, we were rarely called unless it was for group-related matters, so we had headed to the meeting room, bickering over things like, ‘It didn’t make sense to buy a smartwatch with company money,’ and ‘No, we definitely got permission.’


  As we entered the meeting room and greeted everyone, Ms. Jukyung was already seated. Manager Chanyoung, after confirming that all of us had entered the meeting room, also closed the door and came inside.


  Ms. Jukyung couldn’t be unaware that we were busy. The fact that she wanted to speak to us in person, not through a messenger, meant that this matter was that important.


  Don’t tell me she’s quitting?


  A sense of anxiety washed over me. Cold sweat ran down my back.


  “Uh, um… want something to drink?”


  Even that line was a signal this was going to be a long conversation. Sirens rang in my head.


  No. This company is finished without Ms. Jukyung. You promised me a salary increase for employees and a revision of the job title system, CEO! I shouldn’t have believed such nonsense!


  Just as my heart was about to be drenched in bloody tears, Ms. Jukyung clasped her hands together.


  Please don’t apologize. Just please don’t say you’re leaving the company at the end of next month.


  Ms. Jukyung, you brought me here. You can’t leave until I leave! No one can leave before I leave!


  I wanted to stuff my fist in my mouth and sob, but I couldn’t. Ms. Jukyung broached the subject with difficulty.


  “Guys.”


  “Yes.”


  “Well… you all, you’ve got a new manager.”


  Oh, so you’re not quitting?


  What a relief. Thanks to that, I felt like I had just been born again. I felt confident I could do anything right now.


  Unlike me, who was secretly relieved, the guys next to me were stiff. They also looked very displeased.


  Well, it’s not exactly welcome news.


  It was only a short while ago that Hong Unseop did that crazy thing. We’d only just started to feel stable again after kicking him out, and now someone new was coming in—it was natural to feel uneasy.


  However, we couldn’t go on without hiring a manager forever. Wasn’t the reason we hired Hong Unseop in the first place because we were short on manpower?


  “This time… is it someone we can trust?”


  Jeong Seongbin asked cautiously. Even though he must have known that you never know a person until you peel them open.


  At Jeong Seongbin’s words, Ms. Jukyung laughed awkwardly.


  “Well, he’s my old classmate.”


  “What?”


  It was shocking news. I felt like I was starting to sweat again.


  Chapter 261: Getting to Know Each Other (1)


  When I recommended a referral system to UA, I meant for them to bring in trustworthy people. People whose character was somewhat guaranteed and who were also good at their jobs.


  However, the strongest advantage of a referral system actually lies elsewhere.


  For the sake of their own reputation, the person who did the recommendation would take considerable care of the newly hired person.


  Conversely, if the newly hired person turned out to be a mess, the recommender was put in a difficult position—that was the biggest disadvantage of a referral system.


  In fact, this was why people often didn’t bring acquaintances into their company. Because there was a high chance of experiencing one of two things: losing an acquaintance because of the company, or losing one’s reputation at the company because of an acquaintance.


  Now let’s say someone as established and well-respected at the company as Ms. Jukyung brought in someone she knew.


  Ms. Jukyung wasn’t one to deceive people, so it was safe to assume she explained the company’s situation in full. That meant she probably wouldn’t end up losing a friend.


  The problem was that I didn’t know if I could trust Ms. Jukyung’s eye for people.


  Wasn’t she the one who suggested I become an idol in the first place? I trusted her abilities, but her instincts for spotting talent — not so much.


  If her naturally optimistic personality led her to bring in a strange old classmate, and that person ended up causing trouble, and she, as the recommender, found herself in an awkward position and ended up quitting…


  My vision went dark. It felt like I had a long tunnel ahead of me, and one of my headlights had gone out.


  “When we were looking for our manager, wasn’t it decided that either you, Ms. Jukyung, or Chanyoung hyung would conduct the interview? Who ended up doing it?”


  Choi Jeho asked.


  “Since he’s my acquaintance, Chanyeong took the interview. He doesn’t have manager experience, but he has plenty of driving experience and no accident history.”


  “By any chance, does he smoke…”


  “He quit.”


  To Lee Cheonghyeon’s question, Ms. Jukyung answered with a tone full of conviction. I didn’t remember they asked things like that when hiring a manager before. They must have considered various things due to the Hong Unseop incident.


  Even after that, Ms. Jukyung answered every single question from Spark, who were deeply distrustful after their previous manager experience. After the long back-and-forth, Ms. Jukyung spoke.


  “For now, your comeback and year-end schedules are important, so the new manager won’t be taking the lead on anything. Think of it as a handover period and just check if you get along well with him.”


  The news of a new manager shook things up inside Spark for a while. Lee Cheonghyeon even yelled at Choi Jeho, ‘Just go get your license already!’ — that alone said it all.


  Nevertheless, time passed steadily, and ahead of the cold winter, the new manager arrived. To the ever-tumultuous UA.


  

  On the evening his employment at UA was confirmed, he received a call from Min Jukyung. It was a suggestion to have a meal before he officially joined. Pyeong Daeyeon gladly replied that he’d be happy to.


  The two met at a nearby barbecue restaurant. Insisting she was buying, Min Jukyung unhesitatingly ordered an assorted set for two. Then, while the side dishes were being served, she suddenly bowed her head.


  “Thank you so much.”


  “Why are you acting like this?”


  “Thanks to you, I can finally breathe a sigh of relief… Really…”


  “I haven’t even done anything yet.”


  The Min Jukyung he knew from school had always been bold and composed.


  The current Min Jukyung looked full of worries. For a moment, Pyeong Daeyeon wondered if deciding to go to UA was the right thing to do. It was too late to back out, so he didn’t dwell on it any further.


  Pyeong Daeyeon took the tongs from Min Jukyung’s hand as she tried to take the lead in grilling the meat. Min Jukyung handed him the plate of meat and said.


  “Our kids are really nice. Please take good care of them. I mean it.”


  “Have you been short-staffed? To the point of buying me a meal?”


  “Short-staffed?”


  Min Jukyung scoffed.


  “It was a staffing disaster.”


  “……”


  “I was this close to giving up on humanity.”


  Min Jukyung was serious. The sight of his old classmate muttering to herself, alternating between ‘All humans should die’, and ‘No, what did our kids do wrong?’ was a little frightening.


  “Then what did you see in me to make the offer?”


  Pyeong Daeyeon asked as he placed the meat on the grill. The sound of oil sizzling came from the grill.


  Although they were classmates, Pyeong Daeyeon and Min Jukyung weren’t that close. They would greet each other in passing, occasionally see each other at drinking parties, and if they had overlapping lectures, they would sit apart but still share class notes for the tests.


  He was curious why Min Jukyung, who was on the verge of misanthropy, had offered a job to someone like him.


  Min Jukyung, who was watching Pyeong Daeyeon place bean sprouts and kimchi on the edge of the grill, propped her chin on her hand and said.


  “Want me to be honest?”


  “I’m scared of how deep this story is going to be.”


  “To be blunt, our department was full of weirdos back in the day.”


  He almost choked before even eating. Pyeong Daeyeon covered his mouth with the back of his hand and cleared his throat.


  “But among them, no one said anything bad about you.”


  Min Jukyung continued to speak calmly as she cut mushrooms from across the table.


  “Eeveryone said you were nice. But you’re not the type to be a pushover either.”


  “Am I?”


  “That’s why I made the offer. If I bring in a shady person, I’ll have to write a resignation letter too. Do you think I’d just ask anyone to come? Me? I have a lot of my mortgage loan left to pay too!”


  Min Jukyung burst out in frustration. Pyeong Daeyeon also thought of his own monthly rent slipping away from his account.


  “You were surprisingly willing. On my way home, I thought it wouldn’t be strange if I got rejected.”


  “You found me a job, so I’m grateful.”


  “Thank you for seeing it that way. I really thought I was about to lose a classmate over this.”


  Min Jukyung joked and swept a hand over her chest.


  Pyeong Daeyeon flipped the meat. The nicely browned surface looked delicious.


  While Pyeong Daeyeon took the scissors and cut the meat, Min Jukyung filled both their water glasses.


  “…By any chance, have you seen the recent news articles about our company?”


  “I’ve seen a few.”


  A brief silence fell. Min Jukyung wiped her face with both hands.


  Pyeong Daeyeon wasn’t interested in celebrities, but the story about a company PD assaulting an idol had been all over the headlines. He even remembered reading the article several times because it turned out to be the company where his old classmate worked.


  “…So we ended up looking for more, well, trustworthy people.”


  “What about you? Did anything happen to you?”


  “As for me, there was nothing except getting frustrated while working. What I went through was nothing. Our kids are the ones who suffered.”


  Our kids.


  Min Jukyung was consistently calling the idols she was in charge of ‘our kids.’ He didn’t know if she was conscious of it, but that was probably the extent of the affection Min Jukyung had for the group.


  “You seem to have a lot of affection for that group. I guess I’ll have to work hard too.”


  At Pyeong Daeyeon’s words, Min Jukyung’s eyes widened.


  “Wait, did I ever tell you which group you’d be assigned to?”


  “No, but I figured it out from the onboarding email.”


  When you drive people around, you start to pick up on things. What kind of people typically use the van parked in that spot, or what kind of jobs are tied to certain time slots.


  “Daeyeon.”


  “What is it?”


  “I haven’t felt this much appreciation for someone with common sense in a long time.”


  She covered her mouth like she might actually cry. Not that she did, but still.


  Min Jukyung asked if it would be okay for her to drink a little. Saying that she would take the subway home.


  When Pyeong Daeyeon said it was fine, Min Jukyung ordered a bottle of beer. Then she virtuously filled her beer glass only halfway.


  Min Jukyung downed the beer in one shot. The empty glass was placed on the table with a thud.


  “You know.”


  “Yeah.”


  “You’ll get a detailed explanation when you go to work tomorrow, but our kids are really nice. They’re nice, but they’ve been through a lot.”


  “Yeah.”


  Min Jukyung, while being sparing with her words, carefully made a request.


  “They might be a little prickly at first… but that’s the company’s fault, so I’m really sorry to you. Still, I hope you don’t judge them too harshly.”


  As she said that, Min Jukyung hurriedly scooped the cooked meat onto Pyeong Daeyeon’s plate.


  “Hey, hurry up and eat this. It’s all ready!”


  “You eat first. I can just take it with the tongs.”


  Pyeong Daeyeon picked up a few pieces of meat with the tongs and placed them on Min Jukyung’s plate.


  That day, Min Jukyung really did pay for the meat. As they parted ways, Min Jukyung said with a smile.


  “I’m counting on you. Really!”


  It was an unusual welcome to the company. It was a night that made him look forward to what his first day at work would be like.


  

  At UA, Pyeong Daeyeon heard the exact same story he had heard from Min Jukyung the previous evening.


  Throughout the process of writing his employment contract, the conversation kept circling back to how the idol group he’d be working with had gone through numerous crises and that the company now needed to provide them with active support on an organizational level.


  What on earth happened to the idols…


  Just as he was thinking that, Pyeong Daeyeon was assigned a senior. It was Im Chanyoung, who was currently Spark’s road manager and had been his interviewer.


  Once seated, Im Chanyeong handed him a few sheets of paper—PPT printouts containing profile photos and brief notes about each member.


  “Have you by any chance heard of a group called Spark? We mentioned during the interview that there was a high chance you’d be working with an idol group.”


  “Yes, I’ve memorized the members’ faces and names.”


  Compared to the days of transporting twenty kindergarteners, memorizing about six people was easy. Lim Chanyoung looked at Pyeong Daeyeon with an emotional expression.


  “Is something wrong…”


  “I’m just moved…”


  Wasn’t this company’s threshold for trusting people excessively low? Just yesterday, his classmate had acted the same way.


  Although Pyeong Daeyeon had done his homework beforehand, Im Chanyoung diligently provided information about the artists. He even emphasized and repeatedly explained the parts that needed attention.


  “The kids are all nice. There isn’t a single member who oversleeps and needs to be woken up. Instead, if the kids go somewhere, either I or you, Daeyeon, must be with them. I’ll mainly be in charge during the adjustment period, but since it’s the end of the year, individual and group schedules might overlap, so please keep that in mind in advance.”


  Pyeong Daeyeon carefully jotted down the points Im Chanyoung mentioned on a piece of paper. Then his gaze fell on Kim Iwol’s photo on the same page.


  “This… Mr. Kim Iwol is the eldest, right? Along with Mr. Choi Jeho.”


  “That’s right. I’ll also briefly tell you about the members’ descriptions and preferences. We still have some time before the kids finish their morning practice.”


  Im Chanyoung, after checking the time, took out a new printout of the PowerPoint for himself. The two of them opened to the same page and began the ‘Full-scale! Spark Exploration Time.’


  Chapter 262: Getting to Know Each Other (2)


  The individual explanations started with the younger members who needed to be picked up from their commute.


  For member Kang Kiyeon, it was noted that he needed to regularly attend orthopedic and psychological treatment appointments. For Lee Cheonghyeon, the notable detail was his consistently late hours leaving the studio.


  “Seongbin and Joowoo have their entrance exams in January, so once the winter break starts, they’ll just be going back and forth to the practice room and the dorm. In Seongbin’s case, since he’s the leader, he often comes to the office for communication with the company—but most of that happens online, so you won’t see him here too often.”


  The papers were turned over one by one. Im Chanyoung paused for a moment at the page of Choi Jeho, who had a blunt impression.


  “And this one is Jeho… our team’s center.”


  Compared to the other members, the precautions were densely packed.


  “You just need to remember one thing. Mentioning family matters is forbidden.”


  “Ah, yes.”


  “He swears a lot, so we’d like him to cut back… but one of the other members usually steps in to mediate. It’s not like he swears all the time, so just mention it only if you feel it’s happening a bit too often.”


  Pyeong Daeyeon nodded at Im Chanyoung’s earnest request.


  “Lastly, this is the member I’d like you to keep the closest eye on.”


  Im Chanyoung pointed to the profile photo of the fair and upright Kim Iwol.


  “Iwol is a producing member, so you’ll be picking him up often for work-related reasons. He’s mature and good at social life, but there’s an issue, so for the time being, I’ll be mainly looking after him. Still, he recently had some health problems—if he seems even a little off to you, contact me immediately.”


  “Understood.”


  Only after the member explanations were finished did Im Chanyoung finally take a sip of his coffee. After drinking a mouthful of the cold coffee, Im Chanyoung let out a shallow sigh.


  “Until recently, the company was in turmoil, so the kids are on edge overall. Once a rapport is formed, they’ll ease up quickly, so let’s take our time learning the work together.”


  This, too, was a similar story to what Min Jukyung had said. It was to the point where he couldn’t even guess what kind of accident the company had caused to the idols. Wasn’t the company usually the one in control?


  There was plenty more to hear besides the member profiles. After Pyeong Daeyeon had noted down all the schedules, Im Chanyoung stood up from his seat.


  “Then, shall we go see the kids?”


  

  “Hello.”


  “Hello!”


  As soon as he opened the practice room door and greeted them, six boys stood up in a flurry and greeted Pyeong Daeyeon in unison.


  His first impression of the idols up close was…


  They’re tall.


  …that was it.


  Spark were all at least a head taller than Pyeong Daeyeon, who was of average male height. Only Kang Kiyeon, who was said to be the maknae, was about the same height.


  And they’re really handsome.


  Even though he knew it was rude to judge someone’s appearance to their face, Pyeong Daeyeon couldn’t help but be impressed. He felt like he understood why the public called idols people from another world.


  “I’m Jeong Seongbin, Spark’s leader!”


  “I’ve been told. I look forward to working with you.”


  Pyeong Daeyeon shook hands with Jeong Seongbin, who extended his hand first. He’d heard the boy was only nineteen, but his manner was formal and polite.


  Pyeong Daeyeon also introduced himself to the other members.


  A moderate sense of tension and distance could be felt from all of them. It was a moment where he understood Min Jukyung and Im Chanyoung’s words about them being wary of others.


  The last person he greeted was Kim Iwol. Unlike the others, Kim Iwol’s attitude was consistently gentle.


  “Hello, I’m Kim Iwol. I look forward to working with you.”


  Clear pronunciation and a soft, calm voice.


  A composed gaze, and long, dark eyelashes that stood out.


  A gentle smile formed by the soft curve of his thin lips.


  He has an aura.


  For some reason, the member standing before him gave off a sense of maturity. It also felt like he was being observed, though only for a moment.


  But something else was more important.


  Is his condition good right now? Is this actually normal?


  Im Chanyoung had specifically told him to report if Kim Iwol ever seemed unwell.


  And Kim Iwol, standing right before him, looked extremely pale. Possibly the palest person Pyung Daeyeon had ever seen in real life.


  Seeing as the members next to him and Im Chanyoung said nothing, he wondered if this was the standard. So Pyeong Daeyeon made sure to carefully imprint Kim Iwol’s face in his mind. So that he wouldn’t confuse his current state with when his condition was worse.


  “Starting in January, we’ll be splitting you guys into two cars for transport. I know it’s a next-year thing, but start thinking about how you’d like to divide up.”


  At Im Chanyoung’s words, the members stirred. It seemed the story hadn’t been relayed to the members yet.


  “It’s more fun to ride in the car all together. Don’t you think?”


  “That’s right…”


  Lee Cheonghyeon and Park Joowoo said, sounding disappointed. Usually, people would want to ride in smaller groups for comfort.


  “Realistically, it’s gonna be Iwol-hyung’s car and Jeho-hyung’s car, right? Our team kind of recommends older members as default options.”


  “Seongbin-hyung might go as the representative instead of Jeho-hyung. Because we can’t trust Jeho-hyung.”


  Kang Kiyeon and Lee Cheonghyeon whispered. Park Joowoo squeezed his eyes shut and held back a laugh. The person in question, Choi Jeho, seemed completely unfazed.


  They really do get along well.


  It was not easy for kids this age to be so close while living together 24/7. What they were saying was childish, but he could tell just by watching them for a moment that their attitudes were mature.


  Perhaps all of them were more mature than Pyeong Daeyeon’s own peers. Didn’t a few guys at the recent alumni reunion just shout, ‘You, come out here for a bit’?


  He hoped they would adapt well. Both himself and the members. Just as he was thinking that, the first meeting concluded.


  Pyeong Daeyeon was deployed into the field three days later.


  

  “Pick up Mr. Iwol?”


  “Yes. I’ll sit in the passenger seat, so just think of it as practicing driving from the company to the dorm and take it easy.”


  Im Chanyoung said, having sent the other members home in one go.


  When they got to the editing room, Kim Iwol was packing his things. Im Chanyoung took Kim Iwol’s bag for him and asked.


  “You checked everything? You happy with it?”


  “Yes. I think Cheonghyeon really is a genius.”


  He had stayed behind for the final check of the comeback song apparently. It was past midnight, showing serious dedication.


  “You could’ve just done the checking at the dorm though. Aren’t you tired?”


  “It sounds different through speakers versus earphones. Now I need to listen with my personal setup.”


  “Listen just once and go to sleep. Your dark circles are coming back.”


  At Im Chanyoung’s stern warning, Kim Iwol smiled. As Im Chanyoung had said, faint shadows were cast under Kim Iwol’s eyes.


  As the three of them were going down to the parking lot together, a phone rang. It was Im Chanyoung’s.


  “I need to take this call.”


  He excused himself, and both Pyeong Daeyeon and Kim Iwol nodded.


  As the elevator descended, Im Chanyoung’s call grew more serious.


  “Yeah, I understand the situation… I’m in the middle of work right now, okay? I’ll call you back after I get off.”


  Im Chanyoung hurriedly ended the call. It seemed something had come up. However, Im Chanyoung didn’t add any more words.


  Should I tell him to leave first?


  Pyeong Daeyeon contemplated for a moment. But since it hadn’t come from the artist directly and he was still in the probation period, he decided not to overstep.


  It was then. Pyeong Daeyeon and Kim Iwol’s gazes met.


  “Manager.”


  Kim Iwol called out to Im Chanyoung.


  “If you have something urgent, you should head home first. If it’s okay with Manager Daeyeon, I’ll go with him.”


  “Huh? No, it’s nothing urgent.”


  Im Chanyoung waved his hand.


  “It’s not a schedule, we’re just going to the dorm. Would that be okay, Manager?”


  “Of course.”


  Pyeong Daeyeon answered. There was no reason it wouldn’t be—he was supposed to drive today anyway.


  After a bit of back and forth, Kim Iwol succeeded in sending Im Chanyoung off. Only the two of them were left in the parking lot.


  As the car door opened, Kim Iwol familiarly got into the passenger seat.


  “Wouldn’t the back seat be more comfortable?”


  “Ha ha, how could I do that with the driver sitting right there?”


  At Pyeong Daeyeon’s suggestion, Kim Iwol smiled affably and buckled his seatbelt. It was something you’d expect from middle-aged men, but Kim Iwol said it naturally. No wonder people said he was good at socializing.


  Pyeong Daeyeon started the car and asked.


  “I’m thinking of going past the post office to the main road, do you have a usual route you take?”


  “What?”


  Kim Iwol, who had been opening his planner, widened his eyes. It was at this moment that Pyeong Daeyeon first thought, ‘Right. Mr. Iwol is twenty-one.’


  After blinking a couple of times, Kim Iwol smiled and answered.


  “Whatever is convenient for you, Manager, please.”


  Pyeong Daeyeon first asked if he wanted to listen to music, but Kim Iwol declined. Instead, he said to play any music the manager wanted to listen to.


  If he’s been listening to music all day, his ears might actually be tired.


  So Pyeong Daeyeon didn’t play any music. The main road was quiet, with no honking cars.


  Thanks to its location not far from the agency, they arrived at the dorm quickly. After parking the car, Kim Iwol started gathering his belongings.


  Watching Kim Iwol, he remembered something he had momentarily forgotten.


  “Um, Mr. Iwol.”


  “Yes?”


  Pyeong Daeyeon took a thin notebook out of his jacket’s inner pocket.


  “I heard that, um, you can’t have caffeine.”


  “Ah, yes.”


  “So I did a little research…”


  Pyeong Daeyeon found the page where he had written something and carefully tore it out.


  “The foods people say to be careful of are slightly different for everyone. This is what I’ve found so far, but is there a good website to look up separately?”


  Kim Iwol took the paper, seemingly surprised, and slowly read through the notes. Then he flipped it over once, looked at the back, and handed it back with a gentle smile.


  “I only avoid about this much, too. If there’s anything suspicious, I check it separately before eating, so you don’t have to worry too much.”


  Maybe he was worried Pyeong Daeyeon would feel embarrassed. Kim Iwol smiled kindly and expressed his gratitude.


  He thanked Daeyeon for the ride, didn’t slam the car door, kept a proper posture, and even asked what time Pyeong Daeyeon would get home.


  It’s not just that he’s mature… he’s genuinely good-hearted.


  Caring for others was a difficult trait to develop. Especially at a young age.


  He had heard that he hadn’t been a trainee for long either, and yet Kim Iwol was truly good-natured. It made Pyeong Daeyeon, who had seen all sorts of people while working in society, feel a sense of fondness.


  I really hope these kids do well.


  Pyeong Daeyeon, who hadn’t realized how well Spark had done in the flood of idol groups, nevertheless cheered for Spark’s success.


  Chapter 263: Pre-release (1)


  “You’ve worked hard. See you tomorrow.”


  “Yes, Manager, you too, get home safely!”


  With that exchange, Manager Daeyeon closed the dorm’s front door.


  At the same time, I recalled it all—Manager Daeyeon’s attitude, which ranked in the top 10 of the most well-mannered people I had ever met in my life.


  His attitude of not speaking casually just because I was younger—I would have normally told him to speak comfortably first, but I was waiting for the right time, thinking Spark needed time to get used to the new manager—, the advance route guidance that a polite taxi driver would show, the considerate inquiry about playing music.


  And finally, his note—so detailed it revealed the kind of meticulousness every working adult needed.


  If that memo had been a job application, I wouldn’t even have held an interview…


  No, an interview was necessary. I would have decided to hire him right away after a five-minute interview.


  Moreover, behind the list of caffeinated foods was a list of non-irritating café drinks.


  That was probably for Park Joowoo. Which somehow made the gesture twice as touching.


  The intuition of a (former) HR manager rang throughout my body. This person is the real deal.


  “Why are you just standing at the entrance and not coming in?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon, who had come out to get water, asked.


  “Our Cheonghyeon, your sound source work is done, what are you doing up so late?”


  “I’m hydrating for vocal cord management.”


  “A valid reason. Go on in.”


  “Okay.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon really did just drink water and go back in. I quietly took off my shoes so as not to wake the other guys and made a resolution.


  I’m definitely holding onto Mr. Pyeong Daeyeon.


  And making him one of Spark’s people. At least until one of our contract extension intentions expired.


  

  I’m screwed.


  Baek Haewon thought to herself. No matter how she looked at it, the odds of acing her final exams were not in her favor.


  What is Spark doing! Not even making a comeback!


  Sure, MISSION had just aired not long ago! And sure, the Chuseok special self-content dump made her blissfully happy! And yes, Indenia gave out full sets of photocards and mini posters, which was amazing!


  But a Sparkler without Spark was just a lone soul in darkness!


  Sob… give me Spark…


  As soon as the thought came, Baek Haewon typed it out with lightning-fast fingers:


  ≫ Sob… give me Spark…


  └ Have you seen Iwol’s Bubble Pop? It was so cute


  └ My blood Spark concentration is not enough with just that


  └ I shouldn’t have said anything


  Life had no joy left. Haewon collapsed onto her bed with an empty heart.


  Now there’s nothing left to do but vote for the rookie award.


  Other fandoms were forming alliances and helping each other out, but Spark didn’t really have any group to team up with. Their fandom was on bad terms with Parthe, and though the Spark members were friendly with Berion, they were rivals for the rookie award.


  The joint support team had tried reaching out to girl group fandoms, but that didn’t work out either.


  ≫ I heard there’s talk of a boy group × girl group song swap at this year’s music festival. Does anyone know where this rumor came from?


  Because a gloomy rumor that was depressing just to hear had been circulating.


  Fuck, please stop putting boy and girl idols together as couple MCs! Don’t you know boys and girls shouldn’t sit together after the age of seven? If you’re going to make them do a song swap, do it by lottery or assignment, not by nomination!


  Thanks to that, with alliances and whatnot all frozen, Sparklers were now in a position where they had to win the rookie award for Spark through their own self-reliance.


  The kids had done their part. Five comebacks in one year, went on a ton of variety shows, went viral, and even won first place on a music show, albeit only once.


  All that was left was voting, and only voting.


  Under the threat of ‘If you want your friend to receive the rookie award that he can only get once in his idol career, you will do as I say,’ Baek Haein also joined the voting frenzy.


  Now, Baek Haewon’s days were filled with vote-pushing, rewatching self-content where the members appeared in the background, rewatching entire episodes, reading every fan video upload from the past week, cleaning her room, studying for her absolute trash finals, and…


  ≫ @spArk_official


  spArk 2nd Mini Album 『OUR』 Activity Schedule


  …enjoy the comeback.


  …Comeback?


  Comeback?!


  Baek Haewon shot up. Then, doubting her own eyes, she touched the pop-up notification to read the full text.


  ≫ @spArk_official


  spArk 2nd Mini Album 『OUR』 Activity Schedule


  Hello. This is UA.


  On December XX (Mon), Spark’s second mini album 『OUR』 will be released


  Please refer to the image below for the activity schedule and album pre-order/specifications


  Thank you for always cherishing and loving Spark


  .


  .


  Mom… my boys are having five comebacks in one year, not including the survival program…


  At the appearance of truly devoted idols, a first in her life, Baek Haewon couldn’t suppress her overflowing heart.


  But were their health okay? Was it okay for them to work like this? Should she go and plaster UA with post-it notes?


  As Baek Haewon’s hands were full of worldly cares, her phone vibrated. It was a Bubble Pop notification.


  ≫ Iwol


  Miheon-nim, did you see our comeback announcement? I’ve only said I’ve been busy lately, but we can finally tell you why…


  ≫ Jeho


  We’re coming back


  ≫ Jeho


  You already read the whole announcement?


  ≫ Jeho


  Why are you so fast?


  ≫ Seongbin


  The comeback announcement is finally out! It was hard to hold back from telling youㅎㅎ


  ≫ Joowoo


  We’re making a comeback~ Were you surprised? 😀


  ≫ Cutie Pretty Visual


  It’s finally outㅠㅠ The comeback announcementㅠㅠㅠ We’ve been so strict with the embargoㅠㅠ


  ≫ Cutie Pretty Visualry


  Everyone’s on Bubble Pop now? Miss Miheon, be honest. Which number was I when you read mine?


  The members in Bubble Pop seemed very happy. They talked about who to look forward to, seeing fans more often during year-end shows, and more.


  Right, as long as you guys are happy, that’s all that matters.


  Baek Haewon wiped her tears. At that moment, Kang Kiyeon’s most recent message caught her eye.


  ≫ Kiyeon


  Do you like the album? I hope you do.


  Did she?


  I’m sorry, Kiyeon. I haven’t even seen the album design yet. Because you guys talk too much…


  Baek Haewon finally came to her senses. Kiiyeon asked if she liked it, so she had to check it out quickly.


  The detail page was made with a very red image that gave off a strong year-end vibe. Though because of the group name, it did bring to mind a burning revolutionary torch.


  The album title was Our. It was divided into two types: ‘Note’ and ‘Story book.’


  At a glance, the Note version’s cover gave the impression that it was made of leather. Though upon checking the specifications, it was confirmed to be thick paper.


  The size of the Note version was like a small notebook. Below it, there was a description that it included a QR album.


  ‘Accordion book style


  rolling paper


  [1]


  Rolling paper means a sentimental message collection. It’s usually a sheet, notebook, or set of papers where multiple people write short, heartfelt messages to a specific person — often for a birthday, graduation, farewell, debut anniversary, etc.


  for each member…? The format is insane.’


  On the other hand, the Story book was a square size similar to a regular children’s book. The cover design also had a high-quality paper manuscript feel, unlike the leather notebook-like Note version.


  They’re editing the rolling paper in a handwritten manuscript style and putting it behind the photo album?


  So no matter which version you bought, you’d get the rolling paper. Baek Haewon breathed a sigh of relief.


  Until she saw the words ‘Photo Card (24 types)’ right below it.


  Two album versions? Fine. They were pretty. In this digital age, it might be better to buy a QR album than to contribute to environmental destruction by only releasing paper albums.


  But 24 types of photocards? With only six members?


  Baek Haewon recalled a time when her former idol group had released a total of 77 types of photocards. The atmosphere of the fandom at that time, to put it bluntly, was a mess.


  No matter how the agency had explained that they were capturing the seven jewel-like moments to commemorate the lucky seven, the outrage had not died down easily.


  Compared to 77 types, 24 was nothing. But still!


  As Baek Haewon was agonizing, a small text belatedly caught her eye.


  ≫ Photocard (24 types)


  Note ver. Photo Card 2 sets (12 types / 6 types each)


  Story book ver. Photo Card 2 sets (12 types / 6 types each)


  1 photo card set (6 types) per album


  In other words, if you buy one album, you get one set of photocards. One for each of the six members.


  This made the situation much better for people who had a favorite member than when there was one photocard per album and they had to trade. The number of types had increased, but the burden of collecting them all would decrease.


  Only then did the blurred images of Spark’s photocards become visible.


  The Note version had one set of them wrapped in a red cloth around their necks, as if wearing red scarves together, and one set of them in blurry brown outfits, striking various poses.


  The Story book contained one set of close-ups with dazzling colors, as if something tremendous was happening, and one set in common outfits presumed to be group uniforms.


  Moreover, one of the dazzling version cards was almost white. It was so white that you could suspect it to be a printing error.


  What on earth is the Storybook concept? Are they making a children’s book?


  The photocards were so blurry and flashy that even Baek Haewon, who had been trained by years of fangirling, couldn’t tell who was who.


  At that moment, Baek Haewon seriously contemplated. Not whether to buy the album or not, but how many she should buy.


  

  As the release time for the Winter Night music video approached, Lee Cheonghyeon grew anxious.


  “What if… the reaction is bad?”


  He even started biting his nails. Kang Kiyeon tried holding his hands down, but it was useless. Lee Cheonghyeon started shaking his leg.


  Lee Cheonghyeon had never put a slow-tempo song at the forefront before. The ones with the slowest BPM were The Third Letter and Starlight, but the former was a digital single in the style of a fan song, and the latter was a cover.


  An easy-listening song with an undeniably slow tempo. Perhaps because of that, Lee Cheonghyeon was greatly agitated for the first time since making thee debut song.


  “Iwol-hyung, even if this doesn’t chart, you’ll let me live, right?”


  “Stop saying things that sound suspicious.”


  I answered in a joking tone, but Lee Cheonghyeon’s two clasped hands were truly pitiful.


  “After this activity ends, I’m going to hibernate every winter.”


  Finally, Lee Cheonghyeon even declared a seasonal hiatus. It was a firm resolve to never listen to carols again.


  “Enough of that.”


  I sat next to Lee Cheonghyeon. Spark’s Metube channel shone brightly on the tablet.


  And the moment I refreshed with a few gestures.


  “Aack! I can’t watch!”


  “Everyone, gather around. Let’s watch the music video.”


  Spark’s year-end pre-release song, the music video for Winter Night, was uploaded.


  1.


  Rolling paper means a sentimental message collection. It’s usually a sheet, notebook, or set of papers where multiple people write short, heartfelt messages to a specific person — often for a birthday, graduation, farewell, debut anniversary, etc.


  Chapter 264: Pre-release (2)


  There was a fairy tale called ‘The Shoemaker and the Elves.’ It was a story about a shoemaker who ran a shoe shop, who prepared leather at night and found wonderfully crafted shoes in the morning.


  In truth, the shoes were made by elves who worked while the old man was away. When the old man and his wife made clothes to thank them, the elves happily disappeared.


  In this music video, Spark played these ‘elves.’


  To give a sense of unity, we all wore brown overalls reminiscent of leather craftsmen.


  We even had numbers embroidered on the pockets on our chests according to age—for reference, I was 01—and since we filmed before the hair dye for the title track, the shoot happened much earlier than that of the main promotions.


  The original elves were all naked, but if we did that, not only would age verification be required to watch the music video, but it would also cause a social scandal, so we wrapped ourselves up from head to toe in beige sweatshirts and overalls. Standard work attire for a workshop, right?


  Anyway, when the play button was pressed, the title ‘Winter Night’ descended onto the roof of a small, snowy cabin, one letter at a time, like snow. Both the letters and the snow melted into the elegant piano accompaniment.


  The camera soon entered the house through a window from outside the cabin.


  A warm and heart-warming brown-toned workshop. Neatly organized props. A drawer that seemed like it would make a pleasant clattering sound, and a background that made you feel at peace just by looking at it.


  And hidden among the tools were the components of the Goldberg machine used in ‘Flowering’.


  There was no better device to evoke the image of a song heard in front of a warm bonfire on a winter night. Although, since we became elves, the backgrounds had to be fully CG.


  The song began with Jeong Seongbin’s whispering voice.


  Dark night


  Snow falling


  Cold wind doesn’t reach


  My little blanket


  The day comes to an end


  Six elves, grunting and groaning, climbed up a giant chair to reach the top of a table.


  To film this scene, we had to undergo the ordeal of climbing a chroma-keyed temporary wall the height of a double-decker bus.


  Unlike the time we spent shedding beads of sweat, the song was warm and peaceful.


  The overall melody was bright and light, like twinkling light bulbs. But the bass and accompaniment that build beneath it were heavy and solid, like snow piled up overnight.


  It felt like listening to music while sitting in a camping chair in the middle of a snowy field, a lamp glowing above your head, wrapped in a cozy blanket and holding a hot drink in your hands. The more you listened, the more relaxed you felt.


  On the table where everyone was gathered, six pairs of well-cut leather materials were placed.


  The six of them put their heads together and moved around on the instructions written on an old piece of paper.


  Choi Jeho, struggling to read the small print with a magnifying glass, Jeong Seongbin, dragging a piece of leather as big as his body and comparing it to the drawing, and Park Joowoo, flipping the leather this way and that, were captured on screen in turn.


  Park Joowoo, lying on his stomach on the leather, rested his head on his arms and sang, kicking his legs alternately.


  It was a busy day


  But to write it all down


  I didn’t know where to start


  I just hesitated


  Me, boldly drawing a line on the leather with a piece of chalk as big as my body, Lee Cheonghyeon, threading a large needle, and Kang Kiyeon, who was inside a large wooden plate, engrossed in choosing his favorite buttons, also appeared.


  After that, Spark was absorbed in making their own leather crafts. They took out adorably sized scissors from the pockets on their chests to cut protruding threads, and Kang Kiyeon and Park Joowoo worked together to bring a long ruler.


  On a lonely night


  A long time


  Wondering what to write


  The hesitation, and


  The pen circling the page


  Leather was glued, stitched, and slowly took shape.


  There was even a scene where Choi Jeho and Jeong Seongbin accidentally glued their overalls together and everyone burst into laughter.


  But you know…


  There’s so much I want to say


  So tonight, I’ll try to write it all


  Even if it’s late


  Through the dark window, heavy snow could be seen falling intermittently. From Lee Cheonghyeon’s fingertips, leather dust from sanding fell like snowflakes.


  The camera filmed from somewhere on the ceiling of the old leather workshop, looking down on the six elves moving busily.


  On one side, a fireplace lit up the room, orange lamps glowed, and a sofa with dried flowers and a classic checkered blanket came into one frame.


  The snow was pretty, wasn’t it?


  The wind was cold, but


  The streets were shining, weren’t they?


  We were together, weren’t we?


  Before long, the work was reaching its final stages. At the same time, the identity of the object the elves were making was revealed.


  A small notebook with the same outer design as the QR album, but with a leather cover.


  The members gathered in the middle, dragging notebooks of slightly different colors. Then, they dipped their right foot in pre-mixed gold leaf ink and stamped their footprint on a corner of the notebook cover. A gold leaf certification mark was left on the brown cover.


  On screen, I headed towards a large inkwell. While pulling out a quill pen, half of my work clothes got messy, but I didn’t let go of the pen, dragging it, dripping with ink, to my notebook.


  I’ll leave it here


  The stories of the past


  My heart


  That was here today, in winter


  And I wrote largely on the notebook.


  Note


  The sun slowly began to rise. We hurriedly climbed down the table legs and escaped from the workshop.


  Waiting for us were a flower-patterned handkerchief draped over a small branch and six adorably sized ceramic cups. And six red scarves.


  Inside the mugs was steaming milk.


  The wind blows


  Powdery snow flutters


  Gray waves crash


  Remember, this winter


  The words we shared


  Spark wore the scarves and sat in a line on the branch. Then, holding a cup each, they watched the sunrise.


  The shadows of the elves, with their backs to the camera, flickered in the shape of ‘Winter Night’ before blurring in the light of the rising sun.


  Without missing a thing


  I’ll write it all down


  There was a beauty in rustic things. The sound of wood hitting wood, the traces of paste left along the grain of a brush, the surface of a metal piece glossy from varnish, the one-by-one stitches sewing leather.


  Such things evoke a certain nostalgia. Like a winter night in a certain year when you looked back on a day, and a year.


  The concept of this song was to stimulate a fleeting emotion that everyone had felt. Whether it worked… we’d have to wait and see.


  It would be difficult to expect a reaction right away.


  I didn’t expect the song to perform spectacularly right away. But I believed in the potential of Cheonghyeon’s song.


  “Is it too easy-listening? What if the fans forget about it tomorrow?”


  “No, Cheonghyeon. The song is so good. I like this song the most in this album.”


  “Seongbin-hyung, if you’re a real leader, shouldn’t you say the title track is the best?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon said with fire in his eyes. Jeong Seongbin must have a hard time too. Having to work with this kid.


  I actually think going with easy-listening was a good choice.


  Probably, when winter came around, this song would slowly creep into people’s minds. That was how well the song turned out—that was what I believed.


  In a good way, my prediction was way off.


  Released at the start of December, Lee Cheonghyeon’s ‘Winter Night’—with its cute, animated-like music video and emotional melody perfect for the deep winter nights—rode a wave of buzz from recent ads and debuted with Spark’s best chart ranking ever, despite being a pre-release.


  On the evening the results came out, Lee Cheonghyeon earnestly begged to be allowed to revise the sound source of the title track just one more time. We told him it wouldn’t be possible since the albums were probably already printed at the factory, but the guy was in agony.


  In the end, we had no choice but to resolve the incident by placating him, saying we should release a repackaged album next year.


  

  After the release of ‘Winter Night, Baek Haewon’s daily routine became lying in bed, tears streaming sideways down her face.


  The album… when is it coming? They must have printed all of them anyway… Can’t they just send it to me early…?


  In this state, she would listen to the line ‘We were together, weren’t we?’ on repeat.


  ‘Winter Night’ was a song that sounded beautiful even in the most classic sense. If you went out to a commercial district, you might be lucky enough to hear it playing once in a while.


  But when a person became too emotionally invested, their heart started to ache. Baek Haewon, knowing this fact, wiped her tears again.


  To think she had to wait a full week for the actual title track. To think it would take a whole week before album shipping even began!


  Give me the album Spark worked so hard to make with leather crafts! Is it taking a long time because it’s handmade?! If so, then really send it to me with your footprints stamped on it!


  It felt like the whole world was unfairly ganging up on Baek Haewon. Now, only the regular self-produced content that would be uploaded soon kept Baek Haewon going.


  Without that, she would’ve resorted to squinting at the mock-up images, trying to guess who was on the blurred-out photo cards, like one of those Magic Eye puzzles.


  Life is bitter.


  Baek Haewon got up from the bed listlessly. Then she trudged over to her desk and sat down. Now she really had to prepare for the final exams that were right around the corner… but.


  ≫ @spArk_official


  First Story. The Snow……


  It was just an official account notification, but Baek Haewon touched the pop-up notification faster than the speed of light.


  Damn it.


  Spark was always like this. The moment she finally decided to study, they’d make her life harder!


  And just like that, the concept photo that appeared on screen stole her voice away.


  ≫ @spArk_official


  First Story. The Snow Queen


  #Spark #spArk #Iwol #OUR #The_Words_I_Want_to_Say


  A snowfield, clean without any traces of being stepped on, with the spaces in between sparkling with an aurora light.


  A long, white neck wrapped in layers of ornate lace.


  Above it, a sharp jawline and delicate lips connecting softly. Eyes rimmed with crystals like scattered snowflakes.


  Passing through all these sections, Baek Haewon witnessed Kim Iwol’s two eyes shining with a deep blue color.


  White eyelashes over half-lidded blue eyes, and…


  Gleaming white hair rested upon them.


  The man with the personal color ‘Yeouido Securities Gray,’ who seemed to have been born with black hair and would return with black hair, whose only hair dye during his promotions had been a dark gray.


  He appeared, having removed all the color that must have existed in his hair.


  Under the title of ‘The Snow Queen.’


  Chapter 265: Metamorphosis (1)


  Fairy Tale concept?


  Yes. Considering the atmosphere of the songs, it would be great to set the overall album concept as a fairy tale, and for the music video to have a dreamy atmosphere as well. The detailed contents are written in the file.


  The pre-release song ‘Winter Night’ and the title track ‘The Words I Want to Say’, though different in genre, shared a similar sensibility. Both depict the narrator telling a story to the listener, particularly during a winter night.


  If Winter Night was a song about reminiscing over memories shared between two people, ‘The Words I Want to Say’ contained the story that Spark wanted to tell those who listened to their songs.


  I saw ‘fairy tale’ as a keyword that could simultaneously encompass both memories and stories.


  So, for the title track music video, I requested that each member be matched with a fairy tale that seemed to suit them.


  I also asked for the Winter Night music video to have the same keyword but a different atmosphere. I never expected them to go with an elf fairy tale, though.


  ‘Is this the key part?’.


  The planning team leader, who had opened the file, asked, pointing to the highlighted section.


  That’s right.


  I nodded. The section written in a structured format glowed yellow.


  ▷ Adopt a story with a warm ending


  ▷ A cold and glamorous image to cover for the reduced group choreography


  ▷ Concept photos on a level similar to a fantasy movie


  ▷ Subtle album design tie-ins within the MV


  ▷ Give the feeling of a year-end gift


  Since these were more vocal-heavy songs, the choreography wasn’t flashy like previous releases. But people no longer just listened to music, so for visual enjoyment, we decided to go all in on elegance and fantasy.


  Now that we had gained the ad boost and the camera massage function, it was the perfect time to make Spark otherworldly.


  Though I didn’t expect I would become the Snow Queen in the process.


  There cannot be two suns under the sky—so how could I usurp the team leader and sit on the throne? It felt like a betrayal of natural law.


  Leaving me in my grief, the planning team leader continued her explanation nonchalantly.


  “To bring out Mr, Iwol’s otherworldly feeling, we set him as the divine being, the ‘Snow Queen.’”


  I had a strong urge to ask them to give me 101 reasons why I had to be the one to play the otherworldly being. However, at the words that followed, I couldn’t say anything back.


  “No matter how we looked at it, we judged that it would be difficult to inject vitality in a short period of time… so as a reverse idea, we matched you with a being that shouldn’t have vitality. Let’s work hard to recover well until the music video shoot so that you can go on stage with a bit more color in your face.”


  “Yes, thank you.”


  This was all my original sin. I stared in dismay at the illustration of the Snow Queen glowing white and glamorous on the screen.


  Choi Jeho was assigned the role of Jacob Marley from A Christmas Carol. A ghost who lived as a miser in life—though it seemed the real reason was more the visual of the chains wrapped around his body than the story itself.


  “If it’s A Christmas Carol, isn’t Scrooge the most representative character?”


  “It’s a bit much for an idol to play a miserly old man in a music video, so…”


  At Kang Kiyeon’s question, Jeong Seongbin trailed off. Jacob might not have been a towering handsome man, but he would be better than Scrooge.


  Going by complexion alone, I’d be more fitting as a ghost, but I appreciated that UA was considerate enough to not go that route.


  Jeong Seongbin was put in charge of ‘The Happy Prince,’ which perfectly matched his personality. Reactions of it being a good fit poured in from those around him.


  “So is Seongbin-hyung going to be covered in gold? Dye his hair blonde? Bedazzled with jewels since he’s a prince?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked with an excited voice. Jeong Seongbin’s face turned red.


  “We have to match the overall color tone of the music video, and the point of ‘The Happy Prince’ story is the prince’s character of sharing what he has with others, so Seongbin’s tone will be matched with an ash gray series. To avoid looking plain, we’ll sprinkle in jewels in the photocards or music video background, but the hair and outfits will be calm and cool-looking.”


  At the Team Leader’s explanation, Jeong Seongbin swept his chest in relief. Well, if it were me, I’d also hesitate if they told me to wear gold boots over gold pants.


  The gold was taken by Park Joowoo’s hair instead. Inspired by the poet Emily Dickinson’s yellow house in the picture book Emily, his hair blended golden tones with brown from the illustrated Emily. With his rich velvet shirt, he looked like a proper aristocrat.


  Meanwhile, there was also a guy who didn’t seem to like his new hair very much. It was Lee Cheonghyeon, who was cast as Bluebird.


  “Wouldn’t I look better with blond hair? What if people say it clashes with my skin tone?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon, who was set to cover his hair in a serenity color, lamented, fidgeting with his bangs.


  “When everyone is torn between black-haired Cheonghyeon and blond-haired Cheonghyeon, isn’t serenity Cheonghyeon pouring cold water on it all? What do you think about this issue, hyung?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon grabbed my shoulders and shook them.


  “Cheonghyeon.”


  “Yean, come on, say it.”


  “There are so many colors in the world, and you want to limit your fans to just two options? Are you even an idol? Forget the battle between Black and Blonde Cheonghyeon—we’re going to show them Rose Quartz Cheonghyeon, Dirty Blonde Cheonghyeon, and more.”


  “Damn.”


  Having realized that ‘There’s no way Serenity Cheonghyeon clashes with his skin tone, but even if it does, it’s worth showing!’ Lee Cheonghyeon dramatically pressed his forehead.


  Lastly, Kang Kiyeon was in charge of the soldier doll from ‘The Nutcracker.’ Though called a ‘soldier’, the reference leaned more toward a storybook knight, which fit him perfectly.


  “Am I going to be fighting CGI mice…?”


  Kang Kiyeon, who had gotten a taste of CG in the ‘Winter Night’ music video, asked with a pale face. Only after the planning team staff waved their hands, saying no rats were coming, did life return to Kang Kiyeon’s face.


  And on the day of the title track music video shoot that arrived.


  “Hyung, you really don’t seem human.”


  “Yeah, thanks.”


  I, Kim Iwol, shed my humanity and was newly born with the appearance of a completely frozen statue.


  

  “Seongbin, can you open your eyes for a second?”


  At the stylist’s words, Jeong Seongbin opened his eyes. In the mirror, he saw his own face, with cold yet intense stage makeup to match his gray hair.


  They said the makeup would fade under stage lighting, but he still wasn’t used to seeing himself with such heavy makeup.


  “You didn’t put silver lipstick on Seongbin, right? My kid hasn’t turned into a bronze cyborg, right?!”


  “I didn’t! I didn’t put it on, so Iwol, you, stop talking already!”


  The sound of Kim Iwol shouting from a distant seat could be heard. Ever since Jeong Seongbin said he would dye his hair a grayish-gray and heard that the motif was a prince made only of bronze, Kim Iwol had been like that.


  Kang Kiyeon shook his head, looking at Kim Iwol, who had finally quieted down as it was his turn to have his lips done.


  “That hyung is really something else, isn’t he?”


  Kang Kiyeon, who said that, looked like a knight on a white horse. Like a little soldier received as a Christmas gift, Kang Kiyeon’s style had brighter and more splendid colors than the other members.


  The gold decorations interspersed in his outfit also matched well with Kang Kiyeon’s light pink hair. Perhaps because his T-zone was emphasized more than usual to give the feeling of a soldier. Kang Kiyeon’s sharpness stood out more than usual.


  “It’s not like this is the first time Iwol-hyung’s acted like this.”


  Lee Cheonghywon’s bluish hair swayed lightly as he shook his head back and forth. His hair, which he had been growing out since the ‘Winter Night’ music video shoot and had trimmed into a leaf cut, added to his noble feeling.


  An outdoor filming location near Seoul, a set specially prepared nearby, various types of heavy equipment, and splendidly adorned members.


  Back in his trainee days, Jeong Seongbin never imagined he’d experience something like this even if he debuted. After all, he had heard countless stories from close friends and seniors debuting at small agencies.


  Strictly speaking, not that much money had gone into the music videos up until ‘The Third Letter’.


  This was the result that Kim Iwol had fought tooth and nail. He’d practically carved pieces of himself out to persuade the company.


  From the concept, color scheme, to the image, there was nothing here that Kim Iwol hadn’t confirmed. What Kim Iwol hadn’t touched… was probably only the line distribution.


  Jeong Seongbin picked up the music video storyboard. A cut to be used in the night shooting scene was drawn.


  Members dancing in a group in the middle of illuminations on a pitch-black night.


  The lights, spread wide on the floor, looking like giant fireworks or a Ferris wheel, flickered over Jeong Seongbin’s pupils.


  Hyung, is this by any chance…


  The moment he saw this scene in the first storyboard, Jeong Seongbin had called out to Kim Iwol.


  Kim Iwol had looked at the paper Jeong Seongbin was holding and then said.


  Ah, that scene. Yeah, I added it because of Flowering and With List.


  As if he were a mind reader, Kim Iwol had answered without even hearing Jeong Seongbin’s question.


  Fireworks were the main thing in Flowering, and a Ferris wheel appeared in ‘With List’, so I requested it, wondering what it would be like if we could show a mix of the two. Year-end’s the perfect time to reflect on everything that happened that year, right?


  Iwol had poured himself into this—every detail served the album’s narrative. And all because he thought, ‘Maybe fans will have fun noticing this kind of detail in the MV.’


  It’s a concept album meant to feel like a gift. If people open it and there’s nothing inside, that’s no good. Plus, it fits the lyrics of ‘The Words I Want to Say’ too.


  Kim Iwol, saying that, looked pleased.


  Until then, Jeong Seongbin had thought that he had to completely separate Kim Iwol from work. No matter his talent, Kim Iwol needed rest.


  But there was a peculiarity in the way Kim Iwol approached work.


  Some tasks gave him stress—he’d think, ‘Why do I have to do this?’—but there were other areas where he willingly poured in more of his time and energy. Most of the former had been passed on to UA, while the latter was still firmly in Kim Iwol’s grasp.


  If this area sparked Kim Iwol’s interest, and if Kim Iwol felt a sense of accomplishment from what he had planned.


  If that helped in restoring Kim Iwol’s low self-esteem…


  As Joowoo said, hyung does look lively when he’s working.


  It would be impossible to separate work from Kim Iwol. Given his tendency to become anxious if he didn’t know the work process. And even more so because Kim Iwol’s standards were high.


  If so, wouldn’t showing the result Kim Iwol had drawn in its most perfect form be the best thing for him?


  Jeong Seongbin’s fist tightened.


  Until now, he had respected Kim Iwol, and at times, he had also felt a sense of responsibility to protect him as a fellow member.


  Showing him exactly what he has drawn in his head might be closer to what hyung wants.


  Now, Jeong Seongbin’s feelings were a little more simple.


  Like Lee Cheonghyeon, who wrote new songs every day and revised them repeatedly, matching his pace with Kim Iwol, or like Kang Kiyeon, who was always in a position to teach Kim Iwol something.


  He felt greedy and wanted to do well.


  When working, he wanted to pull his weight and fulfill his role flawlessly.


  Not just as someone who should treat hyung with formal respect, but as someone hyung packed lunch for, someone he came to greet…


  “We’ll start filming the A version group shot now! Everyone, please come out!”


  …as a colleague to Kim Iwol, who was like a family.


  He felt the desire to realize the blueprint that Kim Iwol had designed with all his might in the best possible way.


  Heading towards the camera, Jeong Seongbin looked back on the year.


  The endless cycle of self-loathing he’d thought would never break. The moment he confidently sang a song once tied to a bad memory. The day people said the company made a good call picking him as leader.


  Perhaps this song could be a gift to himself as well. Kim Iwol probably hadn’t intended that way, but wouldn’t that, on the contrary, be proof that this concept worked? Because even the singer himself had been convinced.


  You’re in the top 4% of vocals, so you’ll be fine.


  Seongbin is probably eating right now too, so even if we can’t be together, let’s at least share a meal in spirit.


  You did well.


  Silly but unforgettable words floated up gently. Then they shattered and disappeared the moment he faced Kim Iwol.


  Kim Iwol was smiling faintly.


  “Boss, please hurry up!”


  At Kim Iwol’s call, Jeong Seongbin ran as if flying.


  And after the music video, which featured beautiful men and dazzlingly shining lights for the full four minutes, was released, Spark grew from ‘Oh, them? I’ve heard of them’ to ‘Oh, them? I know them’ male idols.


  Chapter 266: Metamorphosis (2)


  The music video for The Words I Want to Say began with a sound effect like a cascade of stars. A small but rhythmic drum sound added to the beat.


  At a quiet and rustic village entrance, snowflakes fell onto Jeong Seongbin’s shoes as he sat on a cold stone step.


  When the sun sets


  The festival begins


  Opening the long night


  A time of fantasy


  A bustling crowd could be seen behind Jeong Seongbin.


  The streets were busy with people putting up ornaments on every house, and with colorful trees and lights.


  And in that scene, Kang Kiyeon was watching from inside a house.


  The stars, revealing themselves as twilight fell, shimmered in Kang Kiyeon’s eyes.


  When the surroundings are dyed


  When it gets dark


  A brilliant cluster of stars


  Lights up the sky


  At the point where the instruments became richer, the streetlights turned on.


  When stars


  Coldly settled over the street


  The town turns white


  And a song echoes


  The sound of metallic instruments clashing was reminiscent of a carol, yet it also created the illusion of a flash of light before one’s eyes.


  The not-so-slow beat expressed the excitement of a festival.


  The words of the lyrics added to this, and the cold imagery of the music video, made the listener and viewer recall something.


  A magnificent parade that seemed like it would unfold at an amusement park deep in the mountains on a very cold night.


  The members, dressed in white suits styled slightly differently for each, showcased a fluid and organic choreography.


  The movements, which at the beginning of the music seemed to bloom like flowers in time with the start of the festival, spun around in the screen like stars swimming in the night sky, before they all knelt down together as if the stars were descending, and swept the floor with their hands.


  Park Joowoo poked his head out from beyond the window of a two-story house with dry, black vines climbing the walls. Park Joowoo’s right hand rested on the window.


  When the fireworks explode


  Between the stars


  Flames burst


  Shining brightly


  Choi Jeho, who had been watching him quietly, leaning against an old bookshelf, also gazed out the window. Every time a firework exploded, the form of the chains wrapped around his black robe was revealed.


  With Choi Jeho at the center, the members spread out in a formation like a fully bloomed flower.


  When the cold wind blows


  When you close your two eyes


  Choi Jeho opened his palm and blew, as if blowing on petals.


  The worries you held


  Melt away and disappear


  Above the giant birdcage that had been confining Lee Cheonghyeon, rose vines made of ice began to climb.


  By the time the bars were covered in white frost.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, as if having discovered someone, grasped the bars with both hands.


  It’s perfect weather


  The wind-chilled cheeks


  Joined hands tinted pink


  My heart trembles again and again


  The door of the birdcage froze and shattered like snowflakes.


  Outside where Lee Cheonghyeon walked out, Kim Iwol was waiting for him.


  As if caressing a bird’s beak, Kim Iwol lifted Lee Cheonghyeon’s chin slightly with his index finger. The king, covered in white and sparkling things, smiled.


  The white streets


  Shine brighter than the stars


  The moon shines everywhere, dazzling


  And the footprints are full of laughter


  In the middle of the snowy field, Lee Cheonghyeon knelt on one knee.


  The screen reversed again, and everyone except Lee Cheonghyeon lay down as if leaning on the floor. Among the members dancing while sitting on the floor, Lee Cheonghyeon clasped his hands together.


  The day I counted down to


  When this day comes


  The one word


  I wanted to convey


  I repeat only that word


  The sky and the ground


  A sparkling boundary


  On these stairs


  I’m trying to tell you


  The moment the last syllable ended, brilliant lights turned on from the dark floor. The members rose up using the strength of their legs without using their hands and reached out to Lee Cheonghyeon.


  Starting with Lee Cheonghyeon’s rap, the song became more intense and clear.


  The bass line grew like the drumbeat announcing a parade, and the sound effects placed in just the right spots add a visual imagery to the music.


  Jeong Seongbin, who was in the middle of a cold city, and Kang Kiyeon, who was inside a warm home, locked eyes.


  An ice mark is left on Lee Cheonghyeon’s cheek where Kim Iwol’s hand had touched.


  Look at this, it’s beautiful


  Lights turned on all over the city in the music video. Like magic.


  The past year


  And the arrival of


  The 364th night


  Park Joowoo opened the window with a trembling hand. His deep golden hair fluttered in the winter wind. Colorful lights poured down onto his beige velvet shirt.


  The most brilliant night


  I wanted to give you


  The highlight of the song, the highest note, shot through the accompaniment like a nightscape, like setting off fireworks. The keyboard laid out a splendid path for it.


  The most honest


  Expression of love


  That I could offer


  The deepest feeling


  The part went to Jeong Seongbin.


  My confession to you


  Telling you to see only shining things


  And


  A heart growing warmer


  Next, it passed to Choi Jeho.


  The melody endlessly drew out the next phrase like a meteor shower.


  At the center of the lights spreading out in a circle, Kang Kiyeon sang.


  As I wait for an answer


  Above my head


  Stars begin to fall


  It must be a miracle


  And the one who decorated the finale was Kim Iwol.


  The bells are ringing


  Kim Iwol smiled—pure and untainted.


  

  After Spark’s title music video came out, Baek Haewon’s timeline refreshed endlessly.


  At first, the impressions were simply about the aesthetic aspects.


  ≫ Lost my mind from the concept photos, regained it with the MV. Then lost it again.


  ≫ Is Snow Queen Kim Iwol real?


  Is chains-bound Choi Jeho real?


  Is Softest-Leader-Alive Jeong Seongbin turning into The Happy Prince real?


  Is Solitary Poet Park Joowoo, living in his own world, real?


  Does baby blue bird Lee Cheonghyeon really exist?


  Is Kang Kiyeon, who played the little soldier because he’s the shortest, cute?


  └ Ma’am, no one ever said Kiyeon was a little soldier. Kiyeon is the Nutcracker


  ≫ I thought Seongbin was another brown-haired guy since he had brown hair during Winter Night, but the thrill I felt when he came out with gray hair—


  └ It’s partly because of The Happy Prince concept, but they also said they wanted to show a gray city covered in snow… I just fainted


  └ Omg where did you get this infoㅠㅠ


  └ It’s from the Spark hair designer’s Insta!


  ≫ This MV was an all-out non-human character party, and as a non-human lover, I’m just so happy


  But the one top among them is definitely Kim Iwol…


  Even an AI couldn’t draw it this well


  └ How is a person an anime character…


  └ If it had been just ‘bam! non-human!’, it might have felt cringy, but since the base is still human with symbolic elements of otherworldliness—it workedㅋㅋ They used their brains well


  └ I’ve seen lots of ‘Iwol looks so white/bright’ memes, but I think this music video screenshot will take the top spot. It’s already hit the popular posts a few times.


  ≫ A long time ago, Iwol said that the country prospers when a handsome man dyes his hair.


  I think he was right. I’m so happy right now


  Light pink on the cool-type man Kang Kiyeon???? That’s basically emotional blackmail to buy the album


  └ I was debating whether to buy the Note or the Story book, chose the Note, and then immediately ordered the Story book after watching the music video…ㅋㅋㅋㅋ I can’t resist the maknae-line’s photo album


  Then came comments focused on the song itself.


  ≫ When Winter Night dropped: Omg, it’s a perfect fit for winterㅠㅠ It’s a waste to release it as a pre-release, they should have released it as the title


  When The Words I Want to Say dropped: As expected, the producing-duo is never wrong. I was foolish for a moment


  ≫ No, how is an idol song the finale of the Everland Christmas season parade?


  └ There’s not even a basic bell effect, yet they made it feel exactly like it with just the keyboard… I can only explain it as insane


  └ That part where violins mimic fireworks before mixing into drums and orchestra—that was nuts. The drum beat in the latter half is so strong, I feel the liveness of a parade I haven’t even been to


  └ I think the chimes that come in right before the 3rd verse is the kick. Lee Cheonghyeon is a genius


  ≫ Winter Night: Feels like Spark and Sparklers are cozily sitting together and sharing warmth while watching a parade


  The Words I Want to Say: The parade princesses and princes shout at the end, “It’s a happy Christmas, you rascals!!!! You’ve worked hard this year, and happy new year!!!!!!”


  └ A perfect metaphorㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ


  ≫ Baby master singer chinchilla Park Joowoo pierces the ceiling with his high notes.


  This child hits a G5 without batting an eye


  └ Park Joowoo’s super high note power punch concludes today. Thank you to everyone who joined me (0 people)


  └ Seongbin shot up a flame, but it feels like Joowoo froze all the embers in the sky and they became snowflakes… My ears are melting and freezing right now


  Lastly, there were reactions from people who rewatched the MV multiple times or read behind-the-scenes posts.


  ≫ I thought the opening choreography that bloomed like a flower was beautiful—then I found out it was inspired by their debut track (cue sobbing)


  └ The whole music video from start to finish is about the stories Spark has told. Sparklers can only shed tears


  └ Honestly, the choreo was gorgeous throughout… It didn’t seem like a super intense dance, but the formation and flow were very artistic


  ≫ I saw a post about the illumination group dance scene at the end, and it was so moving I had to share:


  Orange illumination → Design reminiscent of both a Ferris wheel and fireworks


  Spark dancing on the lights → All members in white suits


  In their debut, Flowering and With List lit Spark’s path. In The Words I Want to Say, it’s Spark themselves who carry the symbolism of snow (since they’re all fairy tale characters now)


  I was so moved, not acting my age, thinking that this was the story they had wanted to tell all along, from the winter of their debut until this winter… Guys, noona really loves you


  ≫ Was I the only one who liked how they created new relationships by linking the fairy tales?


  The blue bird raised by the Snow Queen


  The ghost who couldn’t pass on, by the side of the poet who was cut off from the world


  The soldier doll who, seeing the prince who had become shabby after giving everything away, thinks about wanting to become a soldier who protects such a prince


  └ And right at that moment, I was looking ‘Produced by Iwol, Creative Directed by Iwol’


  └ Don’t tell me it’s only Iwol’s name again this time?


  └ Fortunately, other directors were listed. I was ready to launch a fax campaign


  └ We should skip the fax and go straight to the trucks… If you’re running an entertainment company, you should be prepared for that much, UA


  ≫ Isn’t it so cute that most of the fairy tales in ‘The Words I Want to Say’ have a moral lesson?


  It’s a really heartwarming music video


  └ Really… the best year-end song


  A spectacular comeback, an amazing concept, endless content, and her pitiful self, unable to go to the pre-recording.


  It was depressing. But no matter how much Baek Haewon flew and crawled, she couldn’t skip school to go to a pre-recording.


  So she settled into the couch to at least catch the broadcast live. In her hand was a cotton Iwol plushie (note: unofficial merch) that she had succeeded in getting from last month’s form-olympics.


  “What’s that?”


  Baek Haein asked as he passed by.


  “It’s a Iwol plushie. So cute, right?”


  “Wow…”


  He could watch his friend, who had become an idol, appeared on a sports day program with her.


  But he couldn’t accept his friend being turned into a plushie. Goosebumps rose on Baek Haein’s skin.


  “Spark is making a comeback?”


  “Yup. Wanna watch?”


  “No.”


  Baek Haein bolted to his room. If he stayed to watch on TV, he’d probably get his arms drummed by Baek Haewon out of sheer excitement. He knew well how powerful fans became during their idol’s comeback period.


  The moment the living room finally became quiet, another group’s performance ended.


  Simultaneously, Spark’s current concept photos passed by one by one, and the words ‘spArk COMEBACK’ appeared.


  Chapter 267: Metamorphosis (3)


  Cheers could be heard from beyond the screen. When did her idols grow up so much that the number of fans coming to the public broadcasts also increased? Baek Haewon, who could easily distinguish between synthetic cheers and real ones, was greatly moved.


  These days, just seeing the six of them sitting with their backs together was enough to make her heart swell. Ever since Spark came back with yet another masterpiece, Baek Haewon had long become a full-blown ‘my idol is the best’ type of fan—an ultimate Sparkler.


  How eagerly had Baek Haewon waited for the music show, watching the pre-released choreography video over and over again? If she couldn’t witness Kim Iwol stepping forward like a musical actor, one hand on his chest and the other reaching out dramatically—something the music video, which mostly showed only their faces, had failed to capture—she wouldn’t be able to rest in peace, even in death.


  Fuck, look at how much weight Iwol has lost.


  She hadn’t noticed because the music video outfits were so flashy, but it was noticeable on the music show. Kim Iwol’s body, which could do one-handed push-ups with ease, had become thinner overall.


  Kim Iwol didn’t have any body fat, and Spark wasn’t aiming for a skinny aesthetic, so it was unlikely that a diet was the cause.


  In such cases, the most likely cause would be stress. Fans liked to see their idols often, but idols also had their limits.


  If it turned out to be weight loss from fatigue due to an overloaded schedule, Baek Haewon swore she’d burn UA to the ground if that was what it took to get the boys a break.


  While Baek Haewon was making a firm resolution, the song began. Jeong Seongbin’s sweet voice filled the living room.


  It feels more… exciting than when I watched it in the music video?


  Belatedly, Baek Haewon recalled a masterfully written post from a Sparkler that had been on her timeline.


  ≫ Spark’s ‘The Words I Want to Say’


  I can’t believe they can create such a December feeling without using the words ‘winter’ or ‘snow’ at all


  I can’t believe it can be so much like a festival eve without using the word ‘Christmas’…


  └ Didn’t notice at all before seeing this post


  └ Just went to read the lyrics again… there are words like ‘cold’ or ‘frozen’ but no direct words like ‘snow’ and ‘winter’


  If you were to talk about a festival-like song for Spark, Flowering was undoubtedly the representative one.


  And so, Spark had quietly embedded traces of their past promotion cycle into ‘The Words I Want to Say’.


  To a casual listener, it might seem like just another typical year-end seasonal song—but if you dug deeper, you’d come to know Spark’s entire year.


  Just like in ‘The Third Letter’—which was overt in its message—or ‘MISSION’, where they openly said they wanted to stand beside you, the lyrics here, too, felt like a confession of the heart.


  Even the deeply idol-like mindset of ‘only show the shining sides’ was part of it.


  There wasn’t a single disappointing aspect. From ancient times, idols full of love for their fans were said to be the pride of the fandom.


  Moreover, now there were even people compiling and organizing ‘teasers’ without her having to do anything. It was a new feeling. Our kids, they’ve really made it. They’ve become stars…


  Baek Haewon was moved. And watching Kim Iwol’s white hair flutter, she quietly covered her mouth.


  It was a really good song. To listen to and to watch. She resolved not to change his messenger profile song until the year ended.


  She couldn’t be sure if the song was good or if the kids were good. But seeing as her mother, who had thrown her a dry towel, telling her to at least do the laundry while watching TV, said, ‘Is it a carol? The song is nice’, she figured it wasn’t just her biased fan-ears hearing things.


  

  On their first music show, Spark didn’t make a single mistake. Rather, as the fans’ reviews said, their live performance was truly amazing, and their live ad-libs were incredible.


  As the song went on, in the extremely difficult condition of a high-note party, Park Joowoo, who sang peacefully while dancing like a swan swimming on a lake, and Choi Jeho, who translated the moment a firework explodes into a dance, were particularly noticeable.


  And…


  Kim Iwol’s face is seriously a national treasure…


  …the scene where the shimmering face cubic under his swaying white hair shone along with Kim Iwol’s eyes was something Baek Haewon could never forget.


  When they gathered for the comeback interview, his beaming smile was so cute she thought he looked more like a snowball fairy than the Snow Queen. If he weren’t over 180 cm tall, she’d have just called him a snow fairy outright. But maybe it was because of that height that Kim Iwol felt so genuinely lovable.


  The sight of the members looking even closer was also nice to see. They’d always been a tight-knit group, but now Spark looked like they were desperate to look after each other.


  Watching them pass the mic around, each trying to give the others more speaking time, warmed Baek Haewon’s heart like the metaphorical fire under her feet as she waited fo her report card.


  Our kids need to go on a bigger stage… The world needs to recognize Spark’s amazing moments…


  Baek Haewon—though this was nothing new—wanted to gather the entire town and shout from the rooftops about how amazing Spark was. Sure, she’d bragged plenty on social media, but it wasn’t enough.


  She needed something big. An opportunity like ‘ISD,’ where fifty million idol fans watch, yet also like ‘IDC’ where they can show off an amazing stage performance.


  Baek Haewon glared at the innocent calendar. The year-end stage season was about to begin.


  They’ll perform this song at the year-end stages, right? Please do. Please do it in an amazing all-white suit. Don’t cut the song, sing the full version.


  She knew that whether they could sing the full version or not was up to the discretion of the broadcasting station, but still, Baek Haewon prayed earnestly.


  If you guys really want to hold a global music festival, you have to air this! Don’t you want to advance globally? Don’t you want to show the flame of K-Pop?!


  With her chest full of emotion, Baek Haewon turned off the TV after Spark’s appearance ended. Then she stayed on SNS for a long time, talking about how beautiful Spark was, how their voices were like nightingales, and how awesome their dancing was, and in the midst of it all, how someone seemed to have lost more weight and someone seemed to have gained more muscle.


  ≫ Iwol, you don’t have to lose weight. You look cool with muscles. If UA is making you diet, shake a carrot. Carrots aren’t that expensive these days


  └ Did Mr. Iwol lose weight??


  └ He doesn’t say so, but he looks a bit gaunt heheㅠㅠㅠ I didn’t notice in the music video because his clothes were so flashy, but watching the music show, it feels like he lost muscle


  └ No, the eldest hyungs should be tanking for their dongsaengs, what is this?


  Exactly. Het heart was about to be torn apart too.


  After talking about this for about an hour, a new topic emerged.


  ≫ Miheon-nim, are you going to watch today’s self-produced content?


  When she checked, there wasn’t much time left until the upload time. Baek Haewon left a reply saying, ‘Isn’t it obvious?’, and thought.


  I hope it’s a content where the kids talk a lot amongst themselves.


  Spark was known for their chemistry, so the highlight was when you gathered them together and let them talk.


  Baek Haewon meant it sincerely. It wasn’t just about ogling their faces. Wasn’t it a law that when there were a bunch of strange people, they did strange things even if you just gathered them together?


  They were only in their first year, but Spark had filmed a lot of self-produced content during that time. So much that they’d done almost every variety concept. Informal speech time, what’s in my bag, cooking for themselves, a training camp, a dorm reveal… and so on.


  Well, if they were out of ideas, they could always do something like ‘Spark’s 202X Highlights Compilation’. Or, since the informal speech time was short, they could do it one more time. One way or another, Baek Haewon trusted Spark’s ability to create self-produced content.


  Moreover, this time they had white-haired Kim Iwol and pink-haired maknae Kiyeon. Just sitting the two of them together would make anyone crave less sugar while watching.


  And when the clock struck the hour.


  ≫ @spArk_official


  Spark, ahead of moving out, begins their new roommate search for the new year!


  Who will your roommate be next year?


  Find out now!


  [Spark] 2X12XX Seeking My Roommate


  “They’re changing roommates?!”


  Baek Haewon, astonished, connected to Metube faster than anyone. Her blood sugar, which seemed to have risen enough with the kids’ dyed hair, felt like it was skyrocketing.


  Chapter 268: Roommate For Sale


  The news of the move was delivered out of the blue while everyone was eating.


  “Moving?”


  To my bewildered question, Manager Chanyoung nodded with a happy expression.


  “We’re moving to a building between the company and the broadcasting stations, so the commute time will be much shorter. It also has one more room than here!”


  When Jeong Seongbin asked whether there was a general hospital nearby, they quietly dodged the question. To sum it up, we were moving to a place with much better security and location than our current dorm.


  “So decide in advance which furniture to throw away. If you need anything, tell Daeyeon in advance.”


  As soon as Manager Chanyoung finished speaking, Manager Daeyeon took out a notebook. He was truly reliable.


  “I have a question! Can I change my bed?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon shot his arm up and stood up from his seat.


  “My feet keep sticking out of the bed!”


  “That’s right. It’s a bit scary when I wake up and see it.”


  At my words, the sound of laughter erupted from all over the practice room.


  As if he were living in a bean sprout steamer all by himself, Lee Cheonghyeon grew day by day. As a result, his feet kept poking out of the bed at night.


  “Ah, you can all consider your bunk beds as being thrown away.”


  “What?”


  “I told you the new place has an extra room. Wouldn’t it be better to use it as double rooms? I think it’d be best to get bigger beds too.”


  It was like rain in a drought. I had started to feel guilty about cramming Lee Cheonghyeon into the top bunk.


  Plus, everyone had grown so big, even single beds were starting to look cramped in those small rooms.


  “I checked, and if you’re over 180cm, it’s better to have beds custom-made. So I’m thinking of ordering six ground-level beds.”


  “Then Kang Kiyeon, can’t you just bring the one you’ve been using?”


  “Do you think I’m the only one who has to? Seongbin-hyung is the same.”


  Kang Kiyeon clung to Jeong Seongbin. Jeong Seongbin smiled bitterly. Still, since we were getting new beds anyway, the story concluded with all of us getting a big, wide bed each.


  That left the issue of roommates.


  “We’ll have to pick a new roommate too…”


  Park Joowoo muttered, sounding disappointed. Seemed like he had fond memories of the time when the three of them shared a room.


  Not me, though. I was getting out of the cell I shared with Choi Jeho and Lee Cheonghyeon, even if it was the last thing I did.


  “Actually, we’re going to film the next self-produced content with that theme, so the planning team asked us to write this in advance.”


  “We’re moving next year, but we’re filming the self-produced content already?”


  “Next year’s not far off. And since the beds are being custom-made, they’ll need to be delivered before we move in. That’s why we need to decide on rooms and roommates soon.”


  As soon as he finished speaking, Manager Chanyoung handed each of us two sheets of paper.


  On the paper, the title ‘Introducing My Old Roommate’ was written.


  

  I stared intently at the subtitle written under the title.


  [Introducing My Roommate ( )]


  I knew this one. This was a plan to firmly brand me as a respectable rascal.


  Thinking of the humiliation I received in the past, my arms still trembled. I couldn’t have imagined that Kang Kiyeon, that guy, would betray me like that.


  But now, I couldn’t even lay a finger on a single strand of Kang Kiyeon’s hair. The only ones left for me were Choi Jeho and Lee Cheonghyeon.


  Once again, I envied Kang Kiyeon, whose roommates were Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo. System, you bastard, how can you even arrange the rooms like this?


  For now, I wrote down the name of Lee Cheonghyeon, who lived on the upper bunk above me. I then proceeded to fill in the columns for strengths and weaknesses in large letters.


  [Introducing My Roommate ( Cheonghyeon )]


  Strengths


  Tolerant of roommate noise.


  Welcomes members cheerfully when they return home.


  Makes the room cheerful.


  Makes the room beautiful.


  Weaknesses


  Also makes a lot of noise himself. (About the level of a typical office)


  Comes home late at times.


  Sometimes, his feet stick out of the frame, and it’s scary. (This is expected to improve if everyone uses a single-story bed.)


  “Hmm.”


  A perfect roommate introduction. There wasn’t a single thing lacking.


  I picked up the next paper with a satisfied expression.


  [Introducing My Roommate ( Choi Jeho )]


  This one… made me sigh from the start.


  In truth, Choi Jeho was not a bad roommate to live with. He was quiet and just did his own thing.


  But considering that back when he roomed with Kang Kiyeon, his dongsaeng was supposedly called in from Gwangju to act as an interpreter, I felt like I had to fill this out carefully. We couldn’t have the dongsaeng come all the way from Gwangju again.


  As a result of agonizing over it, Choi Jeho’s introduction sheet became like this.


  Strengths


  Tolerant of roommate noise.


  Never nags the roommate.


  Sleeps when it’s time to sleep, wakes when it’s time to wake.


  Weaknesses


  Occasionally lets out a groan in the middle of the night. (Suspected to be from bumping into the corner of the bed. The decibel level isn’t too high.)


  Usually wears earphones, so he requires extra effort to get his attention. (Needs to be called twice or waved at directly in front of him.)


  The way he looks at his roommate isn’t exactly warm. (Though there’s no ill intent.)


  There was more I wanted to say, but I held back for the sake of Choi Jeho’s idol image. I had to protect the center’s dignity.


  While some people filled out the sheet without hesitation, others spent a long time writing, erasing, and rewriting over and over again.


  How many more minutes passed like that?


  After much trial and tribulation, we were able to enter the meeting room holding our roommate introduction sheets.


  

  There was a floor plan posted on the whiteboard. A flashy banner reading “Con★gratulations SPARK’s First Move☆” hung on the wall. If only they’d spent that money during the IDC era instead… No, no use bringing up old stories now.


  Still, it’s a relief that the floor plan isn’t the real dorm floor plan.


  If they’d brought a real one that gave away the building or room size, the fans would’ve been furious, accusing them of announcing Spark’s new location to sasaengs. I appreciated the delicate handling of the matter.


  Jeong Seongbin, who had received the roommate introduction sheet and the script together, familiarly opened the proceedings.


  “…So, as you can see, before we move into our new dorm, we’ll be deciding roommates!”


  “I have a question! Is the room size the same as in the drawing?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked. There was one largest room, and the other two were similar in size.


  “That’s what I heard. Are you eyeing the big room, Cheonghyeon?”


  “Of course. I’m a maximalist, you know.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon said confidently. It seemed the room-deciding content would not be an easy fight.


  It was decided that the roommate introductions would be read starting from the youngest. Kang Kiyeon cleared his throat with a cough and then read Jeong Seongbin’s introduction.


  “Introducing my roommate, Seongbin-hyung. Seongbin-hyung’s biggest strength is his consideration. Even if a problem arises, if Seongbin-hyung is your roommate, it will be resolved smoothly.”


  You called me a respectable rascal. Isn’t the gap too big?


  “Seongbin-hyung also has a very tidy lifestyle. I’ve learned a lot from him.”


  You told me I only eat jjolmyeon for a whole month and that I have an uncompromising personality. You said I was an incomprehensible guy who didn’t even know his own uniqueness.


  “As for the weakness, I really had to think hard about it… Since being allowed to use his phone, he often raises his voice during calls. Hyung quickly goes out to the veranda, but we can actually hear everything. Seongjun-hyung, please don’t stress out Seongbin-hyung too much!”


  Kang Kiyeon approached Jeong Seongbin’s side and quickly formed a heart with one arm. Jeong Seongbin, with a bewildered face, also completed the heart.


  Park Joowoo’s strength was listed as creating a clean environment, and his weakness was the pressure of feeling like you should also live cleanly. Since Kang Kiyeon was also quite a tidy person, it wasn’t really considered a weakness.


  “Next is my turn, right?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon spread out his paper with a triumphant air. Choi Jeho propped his chin on his hand and stared at him.


  “First, my first roommate! Introducing Jeho-hyung!”


  His voice was also confident. I could feel his excitement from here.


  “His impassiveness is an advantage. You all know, right, that Jeho-hyung is quiet when he’s alone?”


  If he were noisy when alone, that would be the real issue.


  “I listed his weakness as ‘not interested in his roommate,’ but this can be a strength, too. No matter who becomes his roommate! No matter what you do in the room! Jeho-hyung won’t even look!”


  “Still, if you do something like breakdancing in the room, wouldn’t he at least look…?”


  Park Joowoo asked with a concerned face. Not sure why he’d ask something like that. Did he do breakdance in his room or something?


  “Jeho-hyung has another advantage. You can borrow his clothes anytime.”


  “Can’t you just borrow clothes from the other members?”


  Kang Kiyeon asked. However, Lee Cheonghyeon shook his head firmly.


  “Jeho-hyung’s hoodie is the perfect! A nicely fitting oversized fit.”


  “Is that why you were always asking me to lend you a hoodie?”


  Choi Jeho asked with a dumbfounded expression. Lee Cheonghyeon retorted, ‘Wasn’t it obvious?’


  “And as for his weakness~ there’s the disinterest issue I mentioned earlier! Our Jeho-hyung wouldn’t even know if I didn’t come back to the dorm.”


  “You should come on time then.”


  “Cheonghyeon is busy, you know.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon, who had been busy until just the other day, said as if he were spitting blood. Choi Jeho, who was not unaware of this fact, kept his mouth shut this time.


  “But well, as the person who has shared a room with Jeho-hyung the longest among us, I guarantee that he is a good roommate! Trust me!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon patted his chest with his palm. We responded with mechanical applause.


  “Next, I’d like to introduce my second roommate, Iwol-hyung!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon rearranged the papers.


  “First strength! He is tolerant of his roommate’s mistakes! Even when I accidentally drop things on his bed, he just picks them up without saying anything—such a gentleman!”


  “Ooh.”


  “Second strength! He’s really attentive to his roommate! A complete opposite of Jeho-hyung, right?”


  Our gazes, Choi Jeho’s and mine, met in mid-air. I guess… our personalities really are the opposites.


  “That’s all for strengths.”


  “Why are the strengths so short?”


  Kang Kiyeon pointed it out. But Lee Cheonghyeon didn’t care.


  “If you guys wanted to hear more strengths, you hyungs should have treated Cheonghyeon well, right?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon said with a flash in his eyes. The words ‘let’s skip my weakness’ rose to the tip of my tongue.


  Chapter 269: Roommate Wanted


  Lee Cheonghyeon let out a deep sigh with a pained expression. He pushed his bangs back with his hand—Spark had a rule that members could only reveal their foreheads on camera when their hair was slicked back for styling purposes.


  “As you all know, Iwol-hyung nags a lot. And becoming his roommate? Might as well say goodbye to your free will.”


  “What kind of nagging did you mainly hear, Mr. Cheonghyeon?”


  At this, Jeong Seongbin even stepped up as the MC.


  “If I say this… I wonder if rumors of discord will arise in our team…”


  Give me a break.


  Lee Cheonghyeon wiped his dry eyes. Park Joowoo patted him on the shoulder. Honestly, it was shocking that Park Joowoo even knew how to do this kind of skit.


  “If I forget sunscreen again, he says it’s neglect of duty and threatens to report a series of offenses to Bubblepop. If my toner isn’t running out, he accuses me of not applying it after washing my face. If my sleep talking lacks clear diction, he questions whether I was dreaming of rapping and suggests my pronunciation needs work. And if it wasn’t a rap dream, he says my sleep quality is poor and makes me clean off everything on my bed by tomorrow to improve my sleep environment…”


  For a guy who was worried about discord rumors, the words poured out of Lee Cheonghyeon’s mouth smoothly.


  “Regarding this point, does Jeho-hyung, who is also a roommate, agree?”


  At Jeong Seongbin’s question, Choi Jeho looked at me.


  “Is there anyone who doesn’t know that Kim Iwol nags a lot?”


  “Hyung, you should expose him, too, while you’re at it. I will share my precious speaking time with you.”


  Without anyone knowing when he’d claimed it, Lee Cheonghyeon readily gave his ‘speaking time’ to Choi Jeho.


  “I don’t remember well… but he just generally makes this face.”


  Choi Jeho crossed his arms and made a very displeased-looking face. Seeing that, Lee Cheonghyeon burst into laughter. The guy even clapped like a seal, saying that Choi Jeho’s face was exactly like mine.


  It was ridiculous. I was, once again, made out to be the weirdo.


  I waited for my turn and counterattacked with a report that contained not a single lie. However, the guys’ condemnation of me did not cease. Forget roommates—by the halfway point, I seriously felt like saying I’d just sleep in the shoe closet.


  

  After the spectacular roommate introductions, it was time to decide on the new roommates. I wondered if anyone would even want to be my roommate, but I had no choice.


  “How do we decide on roommates…?”


  At the perfect timing, Park Joowoo threw out the question.


  Usually, it was either by nomination or drawing lots, but after making such a big deal of it, wouldn’t they do something new?


  Just as I was thinking I might be expecting too much from UA, Jeong Seongbin flipped his cue card and asked a question in return.


  “Everyone, you know the term ‘collective intelligence,’ right?”


  Everyone nodded. It was a topic that had also appeared on ‘Shining Star, K-Civil Service Exam Winner,’ so they’d definitely know it.


  “Today’s second corner is to find the optimal roommates by putting our six heads together!”


  “Awesome.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon covered his mouth with his hands.


  Awesome, indeed. I wondered if we’d even finish this corner today.


  

  There’s a saying that too many cooks spoil the broth.


  And Spark…


  “Kang Kiyeon has to be in the same room as me, I’m telling you!”


  “You’re just trying to lie about coming in late from the studio. Don’t use me for your petty lies.”


  …not a group where six rowers paddle in sync, but rather one where six guys each grab one oar with one arm and row in different directions.


  Not long after I thought they had matured, the side of them that seemed like they would all order different things at a Chinese restaurant was revived. I felt like shouting, ‘We’re busy, so please unify the menu.’


  “Cheonghyeon, do you want to be in the same room as me…?”


  “If I room with you, won’t I start hallucinating the sound of an electric guitar every night?”


  “…No way.”


  “What’s with the pause at the beginning?”


  Park Joowoo averted his gaze from Lee Cheonghyeon. Seemed like both Jeong Seongbin and Kang Kiyeon had experienced similar symptoms.


  “Let’s definitely put Iwol-hyung with Seongbin-hyung.”


  Even I, who had been quiet, got dragged into it. It was Kang Kiyeon who had pointed me out.


  “If I spend too long with a superior, I get dizzy.”


  “I’m not your superior, hyung.”


  “Seongbin, you’re our team’s team leader.”


  When I showed him my boss-exclusive smile, Jeong Seongbin flinched.


  “Hyung does need a brake.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon also lent his support to Kang Kiyeon’s opinion. What’s the use of you guys putting on the brakes? The system is flooring the accelerator.


  “Let’s go by process of elimination. First, Jeho-hyung’s out.”


  “We have to exclude Joowoo-hyung too. It’s either you, me, or Seongbin-hyung.”


  “You’re out too. If we put you and hyung together, you’ll both just happily stay up all night, won’t you?”


  “When did our Mr. Kiyeon get so smart? I thought you wouldn’t know if I tried to sell you as a package deal.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon whispered amongst themselves. It was preposterous.


  “I’m fine with sleeping in the living room.”


  I timidly expressed my opinion, but no one listened. They just had a heated debate over who would take the troublesome Kim Iwol.


  “First, Seongbin-hyung and Kang Kiyeon, are you two willing to share a room with Iwol-hyung?”


  “Of course.”


  “I’m fine with it.”


  Without even asking for my opinion, Lee Cheonghyeon, Jeong Seongbin, and Kang Kiyeon continued their discussion among themselves.


  “But if Iwol-hyung and Seongbin-hyung share a room, won’t Iwol-hyung get three marks and meet his end?”


  “We’re going to lose our eldest hyung…?”


  Park Joowoo trembled. Disposal by the organization leader. It was not unfamiliar.


  “I don’t think a particularly good interaction will come from putting him with Kang Kiyeon.”


  At this point, even Choi Jeho chimed in. I was getting nervous — at this rate, I really would end up with Jeong Seongbin.


  “Can’t you give me the right to speak too?”


  When I raised my hand and spoke, the guys’ heads turned towards me.


  “I… want to share a room with Cheonghyeon.”


  “Oh my.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon shyly brought his two hands to his mouth.


  But if I don’t do this, we’ll both die. We wouldn’t be able to meet the composition deadline, and I wouldn’t be able to check the system details in time. For us to survive, we had no choice but to join forces and cover Jeong Seongbin’s eyes.


  Fortunately, Lee Cheonghyeon seemed to have caught my intention.


  “I also welcome sharing a room with you, hyung. Can we be paired first?”


  However, my and Lee Cheonghyeon’s dream was thoroughly crushed.


  “The owl group will be split up, no matter what.”


  Jeong Seongbin said firmly, without a hint of hesitation. It was not our fault we were born night owls. Couldn’t they respect our free-range lives?


  “Then what options are there for the owl group?”


  At my question, Jeong Seongbin pondered. Then he presented two options.


  “First, taking Kiyeon. Second, taking Joowoo.”


  “Those are both awful, Seongbin.”


  If I became roommates with Kang Kiyeon, I wouldn’t even be able to breathe. Look at that sharp gaze. I wouldn’t even be able to use a laptop in bed out of fear.


  If I became roommates with Park Joowoo, I wouldn’t be able to breathe in a different way. Because Park Joowoo couldn’t sleep unless it was quiet. I wouldn’t be able to use a keyboard, let alone a diary.


  “I need a bit of breathing room. Please give me a third option.”


  “I’m the only one left, are you okay with that?”


  Jeong Seongbin asked, placing a hand on his chest.


  Honestly, you’re not ideal either, but… Still, Jeong Seongbin wouldn’t have a nervous breakdown because of me.


  “I will, if you promise to only give me a few marks.”


  I decided to compromise with reality appropriately. Jeong Seongbin smiled and agreed.


  “Then we’ll put Seongbin-hyung and Iwol-hyung in one room. Congratulations on the birth of the first combination!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon connected my and Jeong Seongbin’s name magnets in a line and induced applause.


  Life with the leader, huh. It seemed I’d need an adjustment period for a while after we moved out.


  

  ≫ A hoodie from Choi Jeho that’s oversized even on 180cm Lee Cheonghyeon? This just doesn’t make sense


  └ Our kid’s feet stick out past the bed frame, he’s seriously tallㅋㅋㅋ


  └ But it’s natural, Choi Jeho is 187cm… In front of his hyung, Lee Cheonghyeon is just a baby


  └ But it did seem like they shared a closetㅋㅋ


  └ It’s not sharing, Jeho’s just having his clothes stolen one-sidedly


  └ But Cheonghyeon gave him a dust bag in return


  └ Excuse me, but that was something Cheonghyeon was going to throw awayㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ Apparently Joowoo washes the members’ bedding in the washing machine whenever he has a breakㅠㅠㅠㅠ


  Our Joowoo was a baby angel cleaning fairy… we must supply 1 Joowoo per household


  └ The killing point is that only Cheonghyeon is horrified and declines because he has a lot of stuff on his bed


  └ The captions ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Mr. Lee who lives with things piled up on his bedㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ Is it just me who finds it funny that sometimes Seongbin makes animals out of towels and puts them on after Joowoo changes the bedding?


  └ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ That’s just like those towel animals you sometimes see in hotel room service photos


  └ Jeong Seongbin is really weird… He doesn’t seem weird because he’s surrounded by other weirdos, but he really is weird…


  └ Mr. Jeong Seongjun, who teaches how to make animals out of towels and and drives his hyung crazy… I miss you. Please consider making a formal guest appearance


  ≫ So, are Jeho and Joowoo roommates or what?


  Jeho, I won’t say much. I just highly recommend you buy an electronic drum set as soon as possible


  └ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ The maknae-line as roommates


  Thank you… thank you… I will never forget this grace for the rest of my life…


  └ I think this room will be the loudest, for real


  └ It’s also so goated of them to give the biggest room to the maknaes for Kiyeon to stretch and Cheonghyeon to put his equipment


  └ I’m going crazy, are we supposed to start calling them ‘goats’ now?


  The roommate self-produced content gave a huge stimulus to Baek Haewon’s boring daily life.


  The fact that her kids, who had debuted less than a year ago, had grown enough to move dorms, and the strong bond between the members, filled Baek Haewon’s heart.


  Moreover…


  ≫ Kim Iwol ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  Cheonghyeon’s strength: makes the room beautiful ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ It’s also funny how he wrote ‘Cheonghyeon’ for his dongsaeng but ‘Choi Jeho’ for his same-age friend ㅋㅋㅋ No mercy


  ≫ Isn’t it so heartwarming how Seongbin said the maknae has no weakness?


  └ Seongbin, if you do that, what does that make Iwol?


  └ Iwol is just exceptionally objective


  ≫ The really consistent thing about Iwol is


  Things unrelated to idols: quietly considerate


  Things related to idols: goes berserk like an angry shih tzu


  He doesn’t even look like a Shih Tzu but somehow he is one


  └ But if it were me, I’d also be a little scared if my roommate knew that my toner wasn’t going down


  └ It’s okay, we’re not Spark


  …the fact that her bias was consistently weird also made Baek Haewon proud.


  If they just slay the year-end stage now, I’ll have no more wishes left.


  Please, broadcasting station bastards, give our Spark some generous airtime. No, please. I beg you.


  Today, too, Baek Haewon prayed as she voted for a new awards ceremony. It seemed like it would be a busy year-end.


  

  Spark’s new promotion succeeded in achieving unprecedented results.


  All figures, such as album sales, buzz volume, and music video and fancam views, rose overwhelmingly. This was despite the fact that the previous album, MISSION, had already performed excellently.


  The cosmetics ad exposure brought in new people, and those newcomers naturally dug through Spark’s mountain of self-made content and albums to find what suited their taste.


  There was so much content hoarded by this rookie group that it completely blocked any exit for people who were just trying a taste before leaving. And when longtime fans started to drift during the busy end-of-year season, the official content and relationships in the album pulled them right back in.


  We also saw the effect of barely winning first place on the last broadcast of their previous promotion. After winning first place once, Spark was able to win first place again, at least on cable.


  As a result, my current KPI progress was…


  
    [SYSTEM] The progress of ‘Subordinate’s’ KPI ‘Capturing the Hearts of Potential Customers’ is notified to ‘Subordinate.’


    ▷ 4,819/10,000

  


  …extremely smooth.


  It seemed the impact of white-haired Kim Iwol was quite something. He had even trended in real-time for ‘Nnet white hair.’


  Excluding the time I collapsed on a live broadcast, this was the first time I had trended alone.


  Being busy with events and schedules was also a blessing. Working to the bone was a hundred, a thousand times better than a hiatus.


  But of course, nothing in life was without trials.


  “A girl group stage cover?”


  As the year-end approached, Spark received a task that’s notoriously difficult for boy groups.


  Chapter 270: Request for Help (1)


  “We’re not the only ones doing this cover stage, right? I don’t think we’re at the level to get two solo stages yet.”


  At my words, the manager nodded.


  “I heard Sticky and Berion are also appearing in the same segment.”


  Familiar groups. Then where did the rest go?


  “And Parthe, All Over, and Log are said to be doing a different stage.”


  “What kind of stage?”


  “A cover stage of previous Grand Prize-winning groups from the Music Festival.”


  Their scheme was so obvious it was laughable.


  It was plain to see. They had to create a new special feature to avoid being told they were self-plagiarizing every year, so they had to milk ‘IDC,’ which was a moderate hit, and since they had to take care of Parthe, they had to give them a golden item too.


  But if everyone covered a legendary stage, it wouldn’t be fun, so they were asking the groups they considered to be a bit less important to spice things up.


  Still, it was absurd. Did they not realize that while boy groups might dominate in fandom power, girl groups had the edge in public appeal? They probably didn’t, so they threw this ridiculous segment at us, calling it a plan, huh?


  Moreover, the fact that I could see what kind of picture they wanted with a girl group cover really pissed me off.


  I could see it with about 80% opacity. They must have thought that people would find it funny if men wore skirts, acted embarrassed, and sang with husky voices.


  It might suit Sticky or Berion. One was a group that appealed with a lovely sensibility, and the other was pushing a cute, boyish charm.


  Then what about us?


  Us, who were all telephone poles with right-angled shoulders and could exude a chill even without dry ice? Some of these guys could probably hold up a pen using just their muscles.


  “Manager-nim, would it be okay if we had a meeting amongst ourselves?”


  For the first time since Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon’s explosive battle of nerves, a full-on emergency had occurred.


  

  The atmosphere in the meeting room was truly strange.


  Choi Jeho and Park Joowoo looked like they weren’t thinking about anything. Kang Kiyeon was about the same.


  Lee Cheonghyeon looked a little excited. He probably felt that arranging a girl group song was a new challenge.


  And Jeong Seongbin and I… looked like we were about to die.


  Jeong Seongbin couldn’t possibly not know. The seriousness of this situation.


  That was why we couldn’t say anything. Despite it being a low-noise clock, the sound of the second hand on the wall clock was clearly audible.


  “There are a lot of songs with low keys among the sunbaenims’ songs. Can’t we just do one of those?”


  Choi Jeho said something carefree. Fortunately, Jeong Seongbin began to explain step by step.


  “Um, hyung. We have no interaction with the girl groups at all, right?”


  “That’s right.”


  “But if we suddenly cover a specific group’s song, it could raise suspicions. And if we do something too old, it’ll take too long to rearrange it to fit current trends.”


  There was nothing worse than getting into a dating rumor at the end of the year.


  Besides, it wasn’t like we could cover a song just by lowering the key. The accompaniment would have to be touched in some way, and we had to save Lee Cheonghyeon’s time for the year-end stage arrangement.


  “Why? I’m confident!”


  “We believe in you, too, but confidence and stamina are different issues.”


  At my words, Lee Cheonghyeon snorted. He was getting cockier as he was about to turn one year older. I wasn’t sure if that was a good sign.


  “And the costumes too. It can’t look like we’re joking around, but it also shouldn’t look awkward — finding that balance is hard. Obviously, we ourselves shouldn’t appear awkward with the new style either.”


  At Jeong Seongbin’s words, Park Joowoo stepped up and declared, ‘Members, if you’re awkward wearing a skirt, I’ll wear it.’ He said he had worn it a lot when he was young, playing princess with his cousin nuna. No wonder he stayed still when the kids tied his hair into thirteen braids.


  “To summarize, there shouldn’t be even the slightest room for dating rumors, the song has to be good so there isn’t much to arrange, and the outfit concept shouldn’t be out of touch with the current trends, right?”


  At Kang Kiyeon’s comprehensive words, the members belatedly grasped the situation. Jeong Seongbin smiled bitterly.


  “You might as well tell us to find a dragon.”


  Choi Jeho said. Don’t people usually use the word ‘unicorn’ in situations like this? Though a dragon is very you.


  “Seongbin-hyung, I can do an amazing arrangement. If you just grant me permission to stay out, I’ll work and live at the studio with the A&R team and strive to become the best girl group.”


  “I’ve only ever worn a full dress, but… I’ll look up what kind of skirts are in fashion these days.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon and Park Joowoo solemnly conveyed their wills. Jeong Seongbin seemed to be moved by the members’ wills.


  “But how come you’re so quiet, hyung?”


  Kang Kiyeon asked, looking at me. Everyone’s gaze turned to me.


  “Hmm.”


  I stroked my chin.


  “It’s not that I don’t have an idea… but I don’t know if it’ll work.”


  At my words, Jeong Seongbin’s eyes widened.


  “Is there a solution?”


  “I wouldn’t exactly call it a solution but we have her at UA. Someone who was a girl group member and has a much longer career than us.”


  And so, a short while later, I took Jeong Seongbin and went to see Teacher Oh Eun.


  

  “You have something you want to consult about?”


  The teacher asked with an indifferent expression.


  It was common for us to visit the trainers.


  Whether it was about singing techniques or fundamentals. Since the teachers only came on certain days, we had to resolve all our assignments and difficulties on those days at once.


  Perhaps because of that, the teacher also accepted our visit as nothing special.


  At her impassive gaze, which seemed to say, get to the point, I clenched my two fists. Then I knelt on the floor.


  “What are you doing?”


  “Teacher, please help us.”


  Jeong Seongbin, with whom I had agreed not to put a mark on beforehand for this matter, kept his mouth firmly shut.


  Then he quietly sat next to me and also knelt.


  We both remained kneeling on the carpet like stone statues until the teacher, telling us to talk first, gently tugged each of our arms.


  “You want to sing one of our group’s songs at the Music Grand Festival?”


  The teacher, who had succeeded in making us sit on the sofa, asked with a quizzical voice. Next to me, Jeong Seongbin was quietly brushing off his knees.


  It’s not just that we want to — it has to be your song, Teacher. If not, we’re doomed.


  But that would be rude to say when asking for a favor. So I just politely nodded.


  “I don’t think you guys can’t pull off the song, but aren’t there a lot of good songs these days?”


  “Your songs are good too, teacher.”


  At my words, the teacher’s expression changed subtly.


  A look that said she wouldn’t fall for flattery. It was a force befitting the teacher I had been most concerned about during the monthly evaluations.


  Still, it was true that the song was good. Among all the songs that never saw the light back then, there had to be hidden gems, right?


  There might be various reasons why the teacher’s group did not succeed, but it couldn’t be concluded that it was simply because ‘the songs weren’t good.’


  The teacher fell into deep thought. It was a good thing I brought Jeong Seongbin. If that guy was next to her, with his eyes sparkling, appealing that he really wanted to perform her song, no one would be able to easily refuse.


  “…As long as you’re not going to make a parody out of it.”


  “Of course!”


  We shouted joyfully at her conditional approval. We had never intended to mess around with someone else’s song anyway.


  “Do you have a song in mind? Is it IRREGULAR, as expected?”


  “Yes. It’s your group’s signature song, sunbaenim.”


  IRREGULAR was the song that had performed the best, relatively speaking, from ‘Pink Carrot,’ the group Teacher Oh Eun had belonged to. It was also the song with the best melody among the Pink Carrot songs I had heard.


  “Right, I’m sure you’ll handle the song part just fine.”


  The teacher gave a small smile. I could see the infinite trust she had in the Jeong Seongbin─Park Joowoo─Lee Cheonghyeon trio.


  “Is this all you wanted to talk about?”


  At the teacher’s question, I shook my head.


  “There’s one more thing I’d like to ask for your esteemed opinion on.”


  “What’s with the esteemed opinion… Anyway, tell me.”


  At my bold remark, the teacher’s eyes widened. Her hand automatically went to her mouth.


  The teacher thought for a long time, then she pulled her chair towards me and Jeong Seongbin and gave us a lot of serious advice.


  

  “And so, it’s been confirmed that we will be preparing the IRREGULAR cover!”


  “Alright!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon shouted with joy. Park Joowoo also looked strangely excited.


  The genre of IRREGULAR isn’t even rock, so why is he like that? I wondered, but it turned out he had a reason.


  “We’ve learned so much from our teacher all this time… The fact that we can sing our teacher’s song somehow feels… meaningful.”


  For someone claiming he learned a lot from her, Park Joowoo had already been a fully-formed idol since his trainee days. Still, it was a commendable attitude.


  “I’ve already relayed the matter in question to the planning team on my way here, so I think we can go straight into choreography practice.”


  “Actually, I was just working on the choreography with Jeho-hyung.”


  Then Kang Kiyeon approached me with a very serious expression.


  “Hyung.”


  “What?”


  “Do you think you can do a wave?”


  A wave.


  A wave, you say.


  I, Kim Iwol, had learned many basics since entering UA, but I could confidently say that the most difficult among them was the wave.


  It truly helped that my dance skills had improved by the time we did 『MISSION』, which included a hip-rolling move, so I narrowly avoided disaster, but before that, my wave was nothing short of disastrous.


  It was hard enough to roll my pelvis twice in MISSION. How hard did I try not to look like ‘Kim Iwol Child (5 years old) Hula Hoop Practice Video’ while everyone else was doing the ‘sophisticated and sexy pelvic choreography’!


  From the laptop in Kang Kiyeon’s hands, 『IRREGULAR』 played on a loop. The feast of fluid choreography was prominent.


  It was truly a grave problem. I couldn’t say anything.


  Chapter 271: Request for Help (2)


  It was a recent trend for the modifier ‘○○-like~’ to be omitted from choreography, but when Pink Carrot was active, that change hadn’t happened yet.


  Even if the choreography was equally powerful, the points where force was applied were different. Even when using the pelvis in the same way, there were differences in frequency and emphasis.


  Although IRREGULAR was built on a kitschy hip-hop base, its style was clearly different from the dances Spark had been doing.


  There was Choi Jeho, who danced even a new dance as if it were his own, Kang Kiyeon, who had danced every dance there is, Jeong Seongbin, the K-pop master, Park Joowoo, who could not only sing well but also danced flawlessly, and Lee Cheonghyeon, who competed with his memory.


  And me, stuck in between, who had just managed to adapt to Spark’s power dances.


  I recalled the harsh practice schedule right before our debut. Now was the time for the ‘back to basics’ project for this 10-month-old idol.


  What a pitiful idol with no vacation days.


  Once the year ended, I’d protest to UA and wring a vacation out of them. I would get Spark a break—mark my words.


  Never mind that I was the one who’d pushed for five comebacks in a year—well, anyway.


  I took out my frustration in the wrong place and activated the Labor Support Service.


  “Guys, let’s practice!”


  “You startled me. Why are you suddenly shouting?”


  “Let’s practice! I’m going to master the first verse today!”


  “No, it’s not that urgent!”


  “It’s urgent for me! If you guys aren’t going to practice, then let me go first!”


  Kang Kiyeon, throwing the laptop onto the sofa as if tossing it, stopped me. It was an evening stained with madness.


  

  The parts for IRREGULAR were swiftly divided by Jeong Seongbin and Lee Cheonghyeon. They had also gone to get feedback from Teacher Oh Eun, and she had apparently given them an OK in one go.


  In addition, we were going to speak to Ha Seomyeong sunbaenim in advance and ask for her permission, but…


  Me


  [Hello, sunbaenim. This is Kim Iwol.]


  Ha Seomyeong sunbaenim


  [I heard the news~]


  [What position did you decide to take, Mr. Iwol? ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]


  …the rumor had already spread. I was hit with a preemptive strike before I could even finish typing my message. It seemed the news had gotten out through Teacher Oh Eun.


  Me


  [Please check at the Music Festival~!]


  Ha Seomyeong sunbaenim


  [ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]


  [I’ll have to watch it live with Eun]


  [I’ll be looking forward to it]


  Whatever our senior was expecting, we were going to deliver more than that. The outfit sketches just sent by the planning team had just arrived.


  “Everyone, let’s look at the outfits together!”


  Jeong Seongbin gathered the members. I also finished the greeting with my sunbaenim and headed over to him.


  On the tablet, a sketch of six men, plastered in hot pink, was displayed.


  “Wow.”


  Kang Kiyeon let out a short exclamation.


  A style that I had never worn in my Spark career… no, in my entire life, filled the tablet.


  In covering IRREGULAR, Spark had thoroughly established principles.


  First, to approach it with full sincerity and effort, as always.


  Second, to strive to perfectly recreate our sunbaenims’ stage.


  Third, to appropriately blend in Spark’s color.


  Part of this plan was the earlier agreement to ‘recreate our sunbaenims’ outfits exactly.’


  From top to bottom, shoes, and props. We needed to distribute them according to the number of members, but the basis was, in the end, the original stage.


  As they say, fashion goes in circles. Pink Carrot’s stage costumes now had a vibe that people might call ‘retro concept’ today, full of the sensibilities of that era.


  As for adding Spark’s own unique touch, we decided to lean into subculture-inspired points, taking cues from the fact that our most recent album had a conceptual fantasy MV.


  For example, things like a chain choker, a beanie with pointed ends like cat ears, and arm warmers covered in fur. Teacher Oh Eun gave us a lot of help in selecting the items.


  “At least it will go well with our hair!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon exclaimed with a positive mindset.


  Well, of course it would. His hair was sky blue.


  I hurriedly searched for my name in the sketch.


  And I discovered that my share included a fluorescent pink cat ear headband, a pink turtleneck, slightly faded dark gray cargo pants, and black walkers. Plus, a pair of pink suspenders attached to the pants for no apparent reason, since I wouldn’t even have them on my shoulders.


  “Hey.”


  Next to me, Choi Jeho, quietly checking his own costume, called out.


  “Isn’t this the wrong name?”


  Choi Jeho pointed to an illustration of a flashy man. Instead of answering Choi Jeho’s question, I tagged the planning team in our group chat and commented: ‘Could you please double-check if the members’ outfit names were entered correctly?’


  Unfortunately, the reply came back that there was no mistake.


  

  For about two weeks, Spark was so busy their eyes could have rolled back in their heads. The overlap of regular promotions and year-end stage preparations was to blame.


  We’d head to the salon at dawn for hair and makeup, shoot a prerecording, squeeze in a fan meeting or autograph session during downtime, film an ending stage, move to the company to watch the fancam footage the broadcaster had uploaded, practice while reviewing it, then move straight into year-end stage rehearsals—and by the time we were done, it was dawn again.


  Even on ‘lighter; days, the schedule barely changed: hair and makeup at dawn, one event, a light variety shoot, the live music show stage, then two hours of evening livestreaming to chat with fans, and finally, back to the practice room.


  By this point, everyone except Choi Jeho and me was falling apart.


  The worst off was Lee Cheonghyeon, who had given up on his final exams to work on IRREGULAR’s rap-making and the rearrangement for the Music Festival.


  He was wandering around with unfocused eyes like a genius possessed by madness, so I once suggested he go in and sleep first, but…


  “This is a promotion for which I sacrificed my final exams. I’ll make it a success even if it kills me.”


  …he refused. Even Jeong Seongbin couldn’t talk him down.


  It was unfortunate to see the others worn down, but my condition was getting better by the day. It seemed that resting while the other guys were rolling around had played a part.


  Having fewer small worries also helped.


  Take the year-end stage, for example. I had only decided on the song, standards, and direction, but when I checked the progress, the outfits were being procured smoothly, and several graphic designs were ready. How amazing.


  My headaches decreased, and as I enjoyed my work, my complexion also improved from a corpse cool tone to a semi-corpse cool tone. Just during the The Words I Want to Say promotions, the staff members told me with relief that my complexion had gotten much better.


  Normally, I would have been busy with the year-end settlement right about now.


  It occurred to me again that many of the things that made up my life had changed. In a way I couldn’t have imagined before.


  In the dark window, my reflection stared back. It was definitely my face, but apart from my features, everything else felt foreign. My pure white hair color, the clothes I was wearing, and the accessories on my wrist.


  Suddenly, all of this felt unfamiliar. Even though just a moment ago, I had been checking the video of the white-haired me dancing on the monitor, and we had even taken a group photo together to show off the new outfits.


  Can I go back to being an office worker after living like this?


  Previously, I had thought that life after achieving the KPI would naturally be like that. That I would leave Spark and return to where I originally belonged, or live some equally stable life.


  Now, I wasn’t so sure. Whether this time would not come to me as an empty gap. Whether it had no meaning to me at all.


  I knew it was pathetic to covet a place I didn’t belong.


  And I’d never even tried to covet it before.


  I’m scared.


  Of becoming pathetic.


  It would be best if such a thing didn’t happen.


  “I think we need to reconsider Jeho-hyung and Iwol-hyung wearing shoes with heels.”


  “That’s true. Especially since Jeho-hyung is 190cm even with just a bit of heel.”


  Just as I was getting sentimental, Kang Kiyeon and Jeong Seongbin raised their voices.


  “Then what, you want us to go out barefoot?”


  Choi Jeho asked, dumbfounded.


  “We’re asking you to lower the heels a bit. The Pink Carrot sunbaenims matched their heights, but we’re all over the place.”


  “But that’s also Mr. Kiyeon’s fault for not growing while everyone else did.”


  “Does blaming me here change anything? We need to come up with a solution. Or give me platform shoes.”


  “As if Iwol-hyung would let you wear something like that.”


  The subject of the 100-minute debate moved to Kang Kiyeon and Lee Cheonghyeon. The manager laughed heartily, saying they were full of energy.


  “I’ll consider platform soles. Please tag me on Dotion and ask them to look into a different shoe design again.”


  “Want me to look first and then ask them to get something similar?”


  “It will be much faster if the stylists look for it. It’s not like we know much about platform shoes.”


  At my words, Kang Kiyeon nodded and took out his phone,.


  They really were full of energy. They didn’t give a person a moment to think about other things.


  It was as chaotic as any other year-end, but I found myself chuckling.


  

  Kang Kiyeon’s request to change the shoes was quickly accepted. Other minor requests were also quickly gathered, and it was safe to say that the styling side had entered the final stages.


  First, the procurement of the clothes was completed. I heard that thanks to the retro boom, it wasn’t too difficult to get the fabric or items.


  The shoes were also easily resolved. I thought we might have to buy combat boots online if there were no walkers that fit the strapping young men, but but apparently, the modern world had everything.


  They make these shoes in our sizes?


  Yeah, they had them at a cosplay shop…


  The staff member avoided my gaze, so I didn’t press for details. I just trusted they’d chosen something whose soles wouldn’t split and whose heels wouldn’t snap.


  And now that all the preparations were finished.


  This is the first time we’re dancing in shoes with this much of a heel.


  That’s right.


  Then don’t you think we need a rehearsal?


  To prevent any potential risks, Spark, under my leadership, ended up practicing in full attire (year-end special stage ver.).


  In an outfit that made me wonder… if this was really okay.


  Chapter 272: The Importance of Practice


  “Hyung, your headband is really something else.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon muttered, looking at the fluorescent pink cat ear headband fixed on my head with bobby pins. At the overflowing compliment, I also responded in kind.


  “Your hat’s not bad either.”


  The hot pink beanie with two perked-up ears was quite cute. The sky-blue hair peeking out from under the hat was eye-catching.


  “Weren’t you supposed to put a badge on your hat? Why is it still the same?”


  “They said they could embroider it. With a black X.”


  “That’s nice.”


  While Lee Cheonghyeon and I were showing off who was more pink in front of the mirror, a human embodiment of pink walked over from a distance. It was Kang Kiyeon, who was about to transform into an adorable pink boy for the year-end stage.


  “Are we really going on stage like this?”


  Kang Kiyeon asked with a face that seemed to say, ‘Isn’t something wrong?’


  His hair was a perfect light pink, around his neck was a choker with a silver chain and a pink ribbon layered, his clothes were pink capri pants, and his shoes were glossy pink platform shoes.


  There wasn’t a single thing different from what we had been told in advance. Even the white, rabbit-shaped socks and the transparent pink goggles were accurate.


  “Why? It’s exactly as the draft showed.”


  “Now that I’ve actually put it on, it’s too pink from head to toe…”


  Kang Kiyeon, standing in front of the mirror, adjusted his clothes with a displeased face. Even so, the color scheme didn’t change.


  “Mr. Kiyeon, you look like that, you know. Strawberry chocolate-flavored snack.”


  “Ah…!”


  At the incredibly fitting analogy, Park Joowoo couldn’t contain his admiration. From under the sleeves of Park Joowoo’s oversized hoodie, black nail tips peeked out. Because black nails were the essence of rock spirit, of course.


  “What about you, Joowoo? Are the clothes okay?”


  “Other than the pants flapping too much, it’s fine…”


  Park Joowoo grabbed one side of his pants with both hands and spread them out. It was wide enough for two of Park Joowoo’s legs to fit with room to spare.


  But that’s fashion, they say. Endure it well, whatever you do.


  Meanwhile, there was another person who couldn’t adapt to the new fashion, and that was Jeong Seongbin.


  He was personally experiencing the fashion revolution of wearing an oversized shirt untucked instead of tucked into his pants.


  “Is this the right way to button it?”


  Jeong Seongbin asked, fiddling with a button that was clearly buttoned wrong.


  That’s fashion… they call it an unbalanced look… Endure it…


  “Have some confidence, hyung! It looks good on you!”


  “I’m not lying, I’ve never seen anyone dress like this except Jeong Seongjun.”


  Despite wearing heart-shaped sunglasses that looked like they were melting, Jeong Seongbin spoke gloomily. Even though anyone could see that he was the biggest fashion revolutionary here.


  “Seongjun-hyung must be a fashionista. As expected of an artist.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon earnestly comforted Jeong Seongbin, who seemed to have no confidence at all. It didn’t seem very effective.


  Behind the completely disheartened leader, another star appeared.


  “Does a sleeveless shirt in the middle of winter make sense?”


  It was Choi Jeho, wearing a black sleeveless shirt, hot pink cargo pants, and a headband that matched his pants.


  “Why wouldn’t it make sense? Kiyeon has his whole knees out.”


  “And Lee Cheonghyeon is wearing arm warmers?”


  “Are you jealous? Want me to put them on you too?”


  “No thanks.”


  Choi Jeho retorted bluntly. Seriously, what kind of answer is that when I offer you something?


  “But you, where’s your inner shirt?”


  Just as I was thinking something looked empty, Choi Jeho’s bare neck caught my eye.


  “Inner shirt?”


  “The mesh one. The one you were supposed to wear under the sleeveless shirt. Wasn’t it on the hanger?”


  At my words, Choi Jeho stared at me blankly.


  “Ah.”


  “Ah?”


  “I thought it was a net.”


  And then he just walked back into the storage room. I was about to be burned to a crisp.


  That mesh is the point of that outfit! Without the inner shirt, what’s the difference between your sleeveless shirt and the IDC basketball uniform! Don’t you know my principle is to always show a new Spark to the Sparklers?


  “At this rate, Choi Jeho’s gonna be the death of me.”


  “Hyung, let’s not say things like that.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  At Jeong Seongbin’s words, I immediately threw in an apology. And I just waited for Choi Jeho to come out properly dressed.


  

  Spark didn’t usually wear shoes with heels.


  This was due to my strong request to protect their knees as much as possible until their growth plates closed, and also because the members’ heights were sufficient even without heels.


  But now, Spark had painstakingly matched every single prop to become one with the Pink Carrot sunbaenims’ stage outfits, and…


  “Wow, did you hear that just now!”


  “Isn’t the floor going to collapse…?”


  …they had the once-in-a-lifetime experience of the basement thudding with every step they matched. The shoes weren’t even heavy, but since the soles were hard, the sound of their footsteps was no joke.


  Would the beat of their steps get picked up by the microphones at the Music Festival? With it matching this well, someone could probably just crank up the footstep sounds and post them. Should I just make an account for that?


  While I was having all sorts of thoughts, the kids huddled together, having their own discussion about how to make the performance even better.


  “The choker keeps turning, what should I do about this? Is there no choice but to keep turning it back in the middle?”


  “Joowoo-hyung, your nails have to be very visible to be cute, you know? When you grab the mic during your part, let’s make sure your hand is facing forward.”


  “The side of my sleeveless shirt is short, so it keeps riding up, is this right?”


  “That’s probably the point of that sleeveless shirt.”


  “Why are there so many damn points?”


  While today’s scribe, Jeong Seongbin, was noting things down as everyone gave their input, the practice room door opened. Teacher Oh Eun was standing there, holding a convenience store bag.


  Seeing her six disciples in their gaudy attire, the teacher, for the first time since I had ever seen her, burst into a loud laugh.


  

  Won Chaehee failed to get tickets for the Music Festival.


  The reason was simple. Because a fan never got lucky with lotteries.


  It felt like just yesterday that she had succeeded in getting fan meeting tickets with beginner’s luck, but the current Spark had grown so much that she couldn’t go see them with her outdated laptop.


  Right, at my age, what’s the point of going in person anyway.


  In a way that belied her actions of having followed them all the way to ISD, Won Chaehee attempted to console herself.


  It’s the end of the year, so I’m tired from all the work anyway, why bother, it just costs money to go back and forth, it might be better to watch from home… and so on. There wasn’t a single bad reason to watch from home.


  It’s not like there’s only one or two events.


  Even though they were rookies, Spark had secured a spot at all three major year-end music festivals. They weren’t a guaranteed mainstay, yet they’d made it into the lineup with pride, and that made Won Chaehee proud.


  After confirming that she would be watching from home, all Won Chaehee had to do was choose the alcohol and snacks she would have that day. Won Chaehee wanted to be separated from the secular world and enjoy only Spark in the best possible condition.


  I’ll check what meal kits they have at the store on my way home from work.


  Just as she was roughly organizing her schedule and closing her laptop, her colleagues who had gone out for lunch started returning to the office one by one.


  “Ms. Chaehee, did you finish that thing you said you had to do?”


  “Yes. Did you enjoy your lunch?”


  Even though she had made an excuse that she had work and would eat separately today, her colleague, Assistant Manager Cheon, insisted on talking to her.


  To an outsider, it might seem like he was being nice and looking out for a coworker who skipped lunch, but Won Chaehee couldn’t bring herself to like this assistant manager.


  “Did you do that again today? Ticketing?”


  “No. I had some documents to submit online.”


  “Come on, I should check if Ms. Chaehee has applied for any days off.”


  An overbearing busybody. The type who offered no real help but had way too much interest in other people’s business. Won Chaehee hated this type.


  I shouldn’t have mentioned I liked idols in the first place.


  She’d casually used ‘following idols around’ as an excuse to dodge his half-hearted interest, and it had backfired. Since that day, the assistant manager had been making sarcastic remarks every time Won Chaehee did something.


  Then do you also chase after them in a taxi to take their pictures, Ms. Chaehee? Do you stay up all night in front of their dorm?


  They say if you like idols, you end up maxing out your credit cards to buy albums. Is that why you’re not eating lunch, Ms. Chaehee?


  You’re taking next Tuesday off? I’ll have to check if your idols have a schedule that day. Then I’ll know where you are, Ms. Chaehee.


  Every word was openly offensive, but she couldn’t show it. She just moderately ignored it on her own.


  Even with such efforts, there were days when she was annoyed. That was today.


  “Do those guys even know fans like you are throwing away their lives to support them?”


  That bastard is crossing the line.


  Won Chaehee was a person who firmly believed that ‘sasaengs are not fans,’ managed her finances responsibly, and thought that anyone, including herself, was free to use their personal vacation days as they wished.


  There’s a limit to how much you can provoke someone.


  Unable to listen any longer, Won Chaehee turned her chair towards the assistant manager.


  And at almost the same time…


  “Assistant Manager Cheon, wasn’t that an inappropriate thing to say to Assistant Manager Won just now?”


  …their senior intervened.


  Assistant Manager Yeo.


  Unlike Won Chaehee or Assistant Manager Cheon, who had just become assistant managers, Assistant Manager Yeo, who was on the verge of being promoted to manager, was a person with a lot to learn from in various aspects.


  Assistant Manager Yeo had many strengths. Among them, her personality was acknowledged by everyone.


  She handled roles requiring communication with many people, were well-connected socially, and yet, unless someone was a real piece of work, nobody had anything bad to say about Assistant Manager Yeo.


  Assistant Manager Cheon hurriedly made an excuse, but it didn’t work on Assistant Manager Yeo.


  “If you’re going to make an excuse, you should make it to Assistant Manager Won. Not to me.”


  “……”


  “I’m not talking about just this one incident. Assistant Manager Cheon, I think you need to reflect on your words and actions.”


  At Assistant Manager Yeo’s words, Assistant Manager Cheon muttered something under his breath and practically fled. He should be glad that there weren’t many people in the office since it was lunchtime. Won Chaehee clicked her tongue inwardly.


  …Or maybe not.


  Perhaps Assistant Manager Yeo spoke openly because there weren’t many people around.


  When Won Chaehee looked up, she met Assistant Manager Yeo’s gaze, and Assistant Manager Yeo smiled.


  “Did I butt in for no reason? Sorry if I made things awkward.”


  “Not at all. Thanks to you, I was able to get out of a difficult situation.”


  “Then I’m glad.”


  Assistant Manager Yeo pulled Assistant Manager Cheon’s chair and sat down.


  “Assistant Manager Cheon does that a lot, huh?”


  “Sometimes.”


  “If he starts talking like that again, let me know. You’re not saying much because it’s awkward to talk to the department manager about something like this, aren’t you, Ms. Chaehee?”


  That was true. Even though it was just a hobby, liking idols was still something that often carried a negative stigma.


  ‘Assistant Manager Cheon is picking a fight with Assistant Manager Won for liking idols? Does Assistant Manager Won still like idols at her age?’ It would be a relief if the story didn’t flow in such a way. By now, Won Chaehee had moved past resignation into near-complete detachment on the matter.


  “For those tricky situations, just tell me. Got it?”


  “Yes, thank you.”


  Won Chaehee answered with a smile. Not the fake, forced one you’d use in corporate life, but a genuine smile.


  “Oh, right. The idol you like, Ms. Chaehee, did they recently shoot a cosmetics ad?”


  “Yes. It’s Indenia… how did you know?”


  “There was a huge poster on my way home. I thought it looked familiar.”


  Assistant Manager Yeo clapped her hands as if pleasantly surprised.


  “If you have a favorite song by them, recommend me one. I’m curious about what kind of music you like.”


  “Yes, I’ll send you a message.”


  At Won Chaehee’s answer, Assistant Manager Yeo tidied up Assistant Manager Cheon’s chair with a satisfied expression and went back.


  What song would be the best to recommend to a muggle… Won Chaehee’s head, which had been on the verge of post-lunch drowsiness, started to spin briskly.


  Tl note: I am actually not sure about the assistant managers’ genders. It might change in the future.


  Chapter 273: Year-End (1)


  “Guys, you have to be on your toes today. Got it?”


  “Yes!”


  We got out of the car with a resounding answer. From the car that parked behind us, Manager Daeyeon and the stylists unloaded a pile of suitcases.


  Today, the day of the Music Festival, was also the day Spark would perform in front of the largest audience since their debut.


  Just in case, I had packed plenty of calming medicine and brought the entire first-aid kit from the dorm. I also didn’t forget to check my total fatigue level.


  The waiting room we arrived at after thorough preparation was very small.


  Still, satisfied with having a private waiting room, I was helping the staff push in the luggage when someone ran over, waving their hand from a distance.


  “Iwol-hyung!”


  It was Yeo Seongchan from Berion.


  “Long time no see. How’ve you been?”


  “Not good. Why’s the year-end schedule so brutal?”


  Perhaps thinking there was nothing to hide between us who shared a similar schedule, Yeo Seongchan gave a very honest answer.


  “CEO Moon looked like he was about to lose his mind soon. How did Spark manage to do promotions and year-end stages at the same time?”


  “We lost our minds early on.”


  “I see I’ve asked a useless question.”


  Yeo Seongchan also greeted the Spark members and returned to his own waiting room. After seeing him off and entering my waiting room, the members were gathered in a huddle.


  “What are you doing?”


  “We were looking at our setlist.”


  Jeong Seongbin turned the paper toward me. On the paper, the cast and the duration of their performances were written in detail. I don’t know who did it, but Spark’s turn was already highlighted.


  Of course, ours stood out to us because it was our stage, but aside from that, what really stood out was Parthe.


  “They really are on another level, huh, those seniors.”


  Even though I omitted the subject, the guys understood my words perfectly.


  From the opening stage, the ‘IDC’ cast special stage, to the group’s solo stage, their appearance time was nearly double that of other groups.


  They usually gave the opening to rookies. It seemed they had to split even that and gave it to Parthe. Since all the cast members would be on stage for the ending, it meant Parthe would appear at least four times.


  They must have been incredibly busy too.


  You could call it pitiful in its own way. It was annoying, sure, but even if Spark took time away from Parthe, we had already pushed ourselves to the limit—there wasn’t much more we could show anyway, so I decided not to add any more words.


  Switching from ‘commute look’ hair and makeup to ‘special stage’ hair and makeup took a long time, especially in such a cramped waiting room full of people and stuff. The place looked like a street market.


  “They say the setlist has already been leaked, do you think it’s true?”


  While killing time with Bubble Pop, Kang Kiyeon brought up a surprising rumor. Back in the day, I used to wait for setlist leaks on SNS and forums, but now it was my setlist being leaked. The broadcasting station’s security was as terrible as ever.


  If it leaked, then there’s probably spoilers already.


  Sure enough, the internet was on fire.


  ≫ The Music Festival setlist is out


  Spark has two stages!!!


  └ Omg that was fastㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ I was worried they’d get cut after one verse, but they’ve got a full 3-minute solo stageㅠㅠ What a relief


  ≫ Spark’s special stage is coming


  Something big is coming


  └ I thought the whole show would be boring, but there’s a big event like this in the middle


  └ Ordering chicken now


  ≫ They’re from the same IDC group, but look at the screen time difference, are you for real


  You bastards, don’t you know who carried the IDC viewership ratings?


  └ The view count says it all but they still pretend not to know… hope season 2 flops


  ≫ Who is PK CR? Seriously, never heard of them


  Are they a girl group?


  └ Seeing as STK and BRN are covering a girl group, they must be a girl group. The three of them grouped together


  └ They named the girl group cover ‘New Arrange Stage’…? So lame


  └ But how did SPK get a song from such an unknown group?


  The internet was terrifying. The speed of monitoring couldn’t keep up with the rate posts were popping up.


  And…


  “Do I really have to go on stage like this?”


  …My face was terrifying too. The makeup was so thick it looked like a Beijing opera mask.


  “If we don’t go this far, your face will really be washed out, Iwol.”


  “……”


  “And if your features get washed out again this time, a fax will be sent to the company.”


  “……”


  I had nothing to say.


  After making my hair white, my makeup had been consistently intense. The reason was that my features would be washed out under the lights.


  Once, in winter, I tried lighter makeup, trusting the soft natural daylight. SNS went wild that day.


  ≫ It’s not easy to live as Iwol homma


  If I save my boy, the members die


  If I save the members, my boy is nothing but a wandering soul


  └ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋis the 2nd picture also Iwol? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅠㅠㅠ


  └ He looks more like a certain… spiritual entity than a person


  ≫ I’m just raising and lowering the brightness like someone playing red light, green light


  └ It’s one of two things: either let Iwol pass on to the next life or make eye contact with Jeho in the dark


  So today, too, my face was plastered with pink. The heart sticker attached under my right eye was quite cute. You better not get washed out by the lights, I’m worried about you.


  Looking to the side, Jeong Seongbin was also getting a lot of blush.


  Up until ‘ISD’, he had looked like a young master drunk on rice wine. Now, the Yeouido Cherry Blossom Festival, four months early, was in full swing on Jeong Seongbin’s two cheeks.


  “Choi Jeho, are you wearing the inner shirt?”


  “I’m wearing it.”


  From afar, the troublemaker answered in a sullen tone.


  “What about Joowoo? Are all your nail tips on?”


  “Yeah, I put them on as soon as I got here…!”


  After checking all the people of interest, my makeup was also finished. I went and sat next to Lee Cheonghyeon, who was diligently taking selfies on the waiting room sofa.


  “Did you get anything worth uploading?”


  “‘Worth uploading?’. That’s a funny thing to say. Today’s Cheonghyeon never misses.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon held out the screen. The pink curtain cast under his hydrangea-like hair was splendid.


  “Pass.”


  “Okay!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon shouted with joy. After everyone’s grooming was finished, we gathered at Manager Chanyoung’s call and took a group photo.


  Three hours until we could repay our teacher’s grace. My heart was pounding.


  

  “Eun!”


  “You really came.”


  Oh Eun smiled, hugging her colleague who ran into her arms as soon as the front door opened. The appearance of her friend, who confidently said, ‘Didn’t I tell you I don’t make empty promises?’ was just like the old days.


  “You’ve been well?”


  “Of course.”


  Although they kept in touch often, it had been a while since they met in person. Perhaps because she was really happy to see her, Ha Seomyeong hugged Oh Eun again.


  “We barely see each other, don’t we?”


  “We had a video call after ‘In My Office’ ended.”


  “A video call and meeting in person are completely different.”


  As she said that, Ha Seomyeong shook the bag she was holding.


  “I’m going to have a drink, you’ll join me, right?”


  “If there’s one for me.”


  Ha Seomyeong exclaimed, ‘Of course I do!’ and took out a can of Oh Eun’s favorite drink. Oh Eun also smiled, looking at the very familiar brand name.


  After the group disbanded, they had almost stopped contacting each other, as if by some unspoken agreement.


  It wasn’t because they disliked each other. Everyone just felt awkward with the situation.


  I thought we would be together forever.


  Oh Eun still remembered the words Ha Seomyeong had said, crying, on the last night of their disbandment.


  A few months after that, the members started contacting each other again. The group chat with everyone had disappeared, but they would call each other in small groups, and occasionally meet up to catch up.


  Among them, Oh Eun and Ha Seomyeong were the ones who contacted each other the least.


  Because Oh Eun had left the entertainment industry and Ha Seomyeong had stayed. Because Oh Eun continued to sing and Ha Seomyeong had stepped down from the stage.


  Naturally, the two of them drifted apart, with no reason to meet up or to join a gathering organized by someone else.


  They still thought of each other as friends, but that friendship existed only in feeling—not in physical presence or regular contact. That kind of relationship existed, too.


  The two had maintained the same distance all along. Until Oh Eun contacted Ha Seomyeong first.


  Eun


  [Seomyeong]


  [How have you been?]


  The two met at a bar with private rooms for the first time in a very long time. They leisurely shared their recent news and drank their favorite alcohol and drinks.


  By the time the second appetizer they ordered arrived, Oh Eun had broached the subject with difficulty.


  I heard you’re starting a drama?


  Yeah, an office romance.


  An idol from my company got a role in that production too.


  I saw the article.


  Ha Seomyeong took a swig of her beer.


  He’s a polite and hardworking kid. If you meet him… and you like him, and if you think he’s having a hard time, could you look out for him a little?


  Oh Eun was honest. She didn’t know how to beat around the bush.


  Our Eun, the first thing you say after meeting for the first time in years is to ask a favor for your student?


  …Sorry.


  Ha Seomyeong liked Oh Eun who sang on stage. The Oh Eun of that time shone even if no one was watching.


  Although she herself had come down from the stage, Oh Eun had never put down the microphone.


  She couldn’t not help Oh Eun, who had endured for so long and was now sending the students she had taught well out into the world.


  You know I trust you a lot, right?


  Yeah.


  If he comes to the filming set and is being rude or something, I’m going to tell on him right away, okay? When that happens, you have to believe me, not your idol friend!


  We’ll see.


  What?


  At Oh Eun’s answer without a moment’s hesitation, Ha Seomyeong let out a sound of exasperation.


  Our Iwol is also very upright in his conduct.


  Hah…


  The smile Oh Eun had shown then was now also on her face now as she watched TV.


  On the TV, the student Oh Eun had entrusted to Ha Seomyeong was singing his teacher’s part.


  “Who wore that cat headband before? Was it Saehee?”


  “That’s right. They’re both vocals, so I guess Iwol decided to wear it.”


  Ha Seomyeong couldn’t take her eyes off the screen. The junior who, until recently, had been wearing a suit, bowing his head, and delivering blunt lines, was now on screen with sparkling glitter on his face and a fresh smile.


  “Our hubae is a genius idol. His talent is extraordinary.”


  “Right? Iwol prepared this stage too.”


  “Tell UA to pay a lot of money and hold onto Mr. Iwol tight. Got it?”


  “Got it.”


  Oh Eun smiled slightly. But Ha Seomyeong was serious.


  “What do you think as our main vocalist, Ms. Oh Eun? Is the main vocalist of the 2nd generation Pink Carrot excellent?”


  “Excellent, and then some.”


  As soon as Oh Eun finished speaking, a series of high notes that seemed to tear through the sound system came in. It seemed they had lowered the overall key slightly but kept the ad-libs in the original key, and had compensated for the resulting empty space by adding effects and a second guitar.


  “Seeing his gentle face, he’s definitely our Eun’s student.”


  “Joowoo isn’t prickly like me.”


  “Oh dear. Look at you taking his side.”


  Ha Seomyeong cackled with laughter. She even shed tears when the center, which had been her position, came forward.


  “How tall are all the Spark members? Or is it just that their proportions are insane?”


  “They’re tall. Including the heels, the center is probably over 190cm?”


  “How can he dance like that, then? Is that level of body control even possible?”


  Now that she had started acting, Ha Seomyeong could finally see Choi Jeho’s strengths. Even as a fellow center, she recognized how his complete immersion made emotions visible, and how he could dominate a stage with sheer presence.


  To take an unfamiliar style of choreography and make it so completely his own that it drew admiration—that was no small feat.


  “…A center really is a center.”


  Ha Seomyeong tried to recall if she had been a good center. Had she been able to change the mood with the melody, to overwhelm the audience with her expressions like that?


  I was very lacking.


  Ha Seomyeong once again mulled over the answer she had come to years ago. Oh Eun rested her head on Ha Seomyeong’s shoulder.


  “I liked having you as our center.”


  “……”


  “The group name was tacky, and the clothes… now we call it retro for the sake of it, but back then we were criticized for being two steps behind the times. Even if we didn’t succeed in the end.”


  Glittering pink cubic zirconia came into the eyes of the two people leaning back on the sofa.


  The necklace swaying between Kim Iwol’s two collarbones, above his turtleneck, and Choi Jeho’s bracelet with pink jewels on a silver base were occasionally captured on screen.


  And on the very center of Kang Kiyeon’s choker, on Lee Cheonghyeon’s eight-or-so rings, on Park Joowoo’s nail tips and hairpins, and on Jeong Seongbin’s tie pin.


  Sparkling, shining, pink cubic zirconia, which Ha Seomyeong and Oh Eun used to wear every day, were attached.


  “That’s a sign of gratitude, they said.”


  Oh Eun said. Ha Seomyeong turned her head towards her.


  “A gift to say that they were able to create this stage thanks to their sunbaenims.”


  Oh Eun’s gaze was on Ha Seomyeong.


  “Seomyeong.”


  “……”


  “We were always proud that you were our center.”


  So don’t feel sorry.


  Oh Eun said.


  The daggers, which she thought had all rusted and disappeared, the ones that said ‘If the center doesn’t succeed, the group has no future’, melted away.


  “I miss the members. Don’t you?”


  At Oh Eun’s words, Ha Seomyeong clinked her beer can, saying, “I know, right?”.


  On her phone, a text message glowed, ‘Unnie! Did you see that Eun unnie’s group covered our stage?!’


  Chapter 274: Year-End (2)


  Immediately after the cover stage ended, the waiting room became even more chaotic.


  “Guys! We’re going to completely wipe off our makeup and do it again, so get ready!”


  “Those with zippers on the back of their clothes, come this way!”


  I took off my clothes by myself, wiped my face well with a cleansing tissue, and then went to the bathroom to wash my face. And while the guys were changing into their next outfits, I quickly scanned the community forums.


  When I searched for ‘Spark,’ ‘SPK,’ or ‘SPRK,’ all sorts of posts came up.


  There was also a slight misunderstanding mixed with the confusion.


  ≫ Is KI dating HSM?


  Otherwise, there’s no reason to cover PKC’s group’s song


  └ I was a bit startled when I saw this, too


  └ Isn’t there a pretty big age gap between them??


  └ It’s probably more than a 12-year gap


  └ Did they hit it off during My Office?


  And this misunderstanding was resolved in 5 minutes thanks to the netizens’ fiery search.


  ≫ Firecrackers, I think you can put down your bamboo spears


  (Photo)


  UA’s vocal trainer is from PK CR


  └ I thought my kid was recklessly dating, but turns out it was a ‘gratitude to my teacher’ event


  └ Wasn’t HSM also from PK CR?


  └ It seems they covered it because both HSM and the trainer are from PK CR


  └ I am relieved


  ≫ Am I the only one laughing at Gu Jahan’s Insta?


  Mr. Jahan, that’s not how you post a proof shot from watching in person


  └ I went to see what was uploaded andㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ I saw ten ghost photosㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ If Ms. HS and Iwol were dating, I don’t think he would have posted something like thatㅋㅋ


  └ Mr. Jahan, you’re really bad at taking pictures, but I understand that you wanted to cheer for Iwol


  └ All ten are pictures of Iwol, but there isn’t a single picture where Iwol is clearly visible


  └ Schrödinger’s Iwol


  Except for the fake news that Kim Iwol had dared to perform a deceptive stage, the other reactions were overwhelmingly positive.


  ≫ Loved the giant boy group’s hip-hop pink punk look runway. As expected, pink is for men


  └ Outfit like a model, face like an actor, dances like an idol, sings like in the days before AR was a thing—what an old-school talent


  └ I can’t believe my idol achieved the Y2K pink coord aesthetic before I did


  ≫ Choi Jeho’s wave just swept my sanity away like the tide going out


  I can’t get the image of Choi Jeho doing the wave out of my head


  The idols on TV keep changing, but I keep seeing Choi Jeho as an afterimage. I think I’m going crazy


  It just… feels like I’ve been hit hard on the head with something


  └ Iwol gave Jeho the wrong nickname. He should have called him the sexy emperor, not the center emperor


  └ Our Emperor Jeho was at rock-bottom yesterday, but today he restored his status in an instant. Imperial power gloriously revived


  ≫ Spark’s main vocal carry is insane


  The future of K-pop is bright


  └ With this skill, why did he debut as a group instead of a solo… It seems like he made a choice that was rather disadvantageous to himself


  └ Stop with the condescending advice. What do you know about Joowoo?


  ≫ I understand why Indenia put so much effort into carving out that photoshoot


  They couldn’t possibly shoot an ordinary photoshoot with these faces


  They had to squeeze out every last drop. I get it now


  └ I understand too. It’s a natural choice in a capitalist society


  └ That’s right. Indenia made a little more investment and produced the best result


  ≫ The world is unfair


  He’s handsome, but he also dances and sings well


  └ ㅋㅋㅋㅋ actually, this is the most important point. If you can’t sing, you’re just relying on your face and acting upㅠㅠㅠㅠ


  └ I feel energized thanks to the kids heh I’m cheering for the best master singer Spark^^


  └ I knew they were going for a refreshing, bright-boy concept, but I didn’t know they’d be this fresh


  More detailed evaluations would probably come up after the Music Festival ended and the group stage videos were released, but the real-time reaction was hot enough. I turned off my phone with satisfaction.


  “After our next stage, we’ll be in the audience seats until the ending, right?”


  “Yeah. What did you guys decide to do?”


  “We’re going to be in the audience seats and then go to the dorm with Manager Daeyeon when it’s time!”


  While I was monitoring, the subsequent schedule was quickly discussed behind me.


  Usually, it was customary to stay in your seat until the ending… but. Spark, with a majority of its members being minors, couldn’t stay until the end even if they wanted to.


  So, the younger members, including Jeong Seongbin, would return to the dorm with Manager Daeyeon in the middle, and only Choi Jeho and I would stay until the ending stage.


  “I’m sorry, hyung. I’ll definitely stay in my seat until the end next year.”


  Jeong Seongbin approached and said with a troubled face.


  “What are you talking about? I’m the one who should apologize.”


  “Huh?”


  “Just thinking about how much those guys will chatter when they get back to the dorm…”


  I trailed off.


  In a situation where a performance extravaganza was taking place, would Kang Kiyeon stay still? When all sorts of arrangements were pouring out, would Lee Cheonghyeon just listen to them? It was not just idols, but there would also be special stages, so would Park Joowoo really not watch them and just go to sleep?


  Realizing what I meant, Jeong Seongbin’s face turned pale. The guy grabbed my collar.


  “Hyung.”


  “Yeah.”


  “You will to have to come back quickly…”


  “If there’s no traffic…”


  At my answer, Jeong Seongbin was overcome with sadness. He had realized it was impossible.


  

  The hip, pink-punk-styled Spark from earlier disappeared within ten minutes of returning to the waiting room. Instead, a pure white Spark filled the void.


  They had worn rather flashy attire in the music video, but today was the end of the year. The stage effects were booming, and the colorful light sticks shone, allowing all sorts of images to be displayed on the screen.


  So, Spark decided to mix the mindset of their early ‘IDC’ days with the newly provided capital of UA.


  From the simplest all-white color with a touch of luxury in silver accessories, to the six different outfits, all the same color but with different details tailored to each member’s characteristics.


  I felt like crying, remembering the self-PR stage where we had endured with white t-shirts, jeans, and baseball jumpers. Guys, we made it.


  Watching me change into a pure white frilly ruffled shirt, Lee Cheonghyeon spoke.


  “Your Highness, isn’t it a bit too worldly of an attire for someone who lived in an ice castle?”


  “You insolent fellow, even I have a style I want to wear at times.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon cackled with laughter. The bobby pins, put in to hold his bangs in place, dangled, so I had no choice but to re-pin them for him.


  “Why are you wearing so many necklaces and bracelets?”


  “I sealed them so I wouldn’t carelessly use the king’s power.”


  “Ah, so that’s the setting.”


  Choi Jeho, who was listening to my and Lee Cheonghyeon’s conversation, shook his head back and forth. It seemed he didn’t even feel the need to react to our discourse.


  “But won’t Jeho-hyung feel cold?”


  During the cover stage, Choi Jeho had embraced winter in a sleeveless top; this time, while he’d regained both sleeves, he had lost his entire chest area. It was only today that I realized a shirt could be cut that deeply and widely. The center’s harsh fate was to choose between the cloth to protect his chest and the cloth to protect his biceps.


  “Put on a hot pack. If you stick it to your back, it won’t be visible, right? But you have to put it on your clothes, not your bare skin.”


  “You know if it falls off mid-stage, my cool image will be completely ruined, right?”


  “Were you the type of person who lives and dies by his cool image?”


  “It’s less about image and more about the humiliation.”


  In the end, Choi Jeho rejected the suggestion to attach a hot pack. We considered taping it to his clothes, but since dancing might reveal the inside lining of his jacket, it was no use.


  “It’s not exactly for warmth, but do you want to wear a tie? It would be warmer with even one layer of cloth, wouldn’t it?”


  “Is that even cloth? And you’re telling me to wear a tie on my bare neck?”


  “It’s a fashion that many of our sunbaenims have done in the past, so what’s wrong with it?”


  Choi Jeho rejected the tie as well. He said it was fine because his pants were long. I could only hope that the thick, high-necked white walkers, or the several belts fastened around his thighs and biceps, would provide some warmth.


  On the other hand, Park Joowoo, who had been wearing a warm fleece sweatshirt until just a moment ago, began to shiver from the cold as soon as he changed. The sight of him, clutching a hot pack given to him by Jeong Seongbin and getting his makeup redone, was quite pitiful.


  “Joowoo, what are you going to do about the cold?”


  “It’ll get warmer when I dance, so it’s fine…!”


  Park Joowoo answered positively. It was a wonderful attitude.


  “I’ll prepare a blanket for you when you go up to the audience seats.”


  Manager Daeyeon said as he tore the plastic off a brand new blanket.


  Spark’s turn to go up came quickly. The schedule was merciless to rookies.


  “Since the stages are back-to-back, we have little preparation time.”


  “When you have more seniority later, you’ll be able to stand on the ending stage.”


  At my encouragement, Jeong Seongbin made a face that said, ‘What are you talking about?’


  “You haven’t thought that far ahead?”


  Jeong Seongbin’s mouth fell open.


  “Not at all.”


  “It’s good to be faithful to the present, but, well.”


  The day he stood on the ending stage would come someday. As it did in the past.


  So for now, just endure a little. With that thought in mind, I patted his shoulder and picked up my mic.


  

  Baek Haewon, whose heart had been dyed pink, lay sprawled on the sofa and took a deep breath. It was too stimulating a stage for a delicate girl.


  ≫ Happy Pink Christmas, everyone


  └ Happy Pink Punk Cute Christmas to you too, Miheon-nim


  └ Merry Happy Pink Punk Cute Christ-spark-mas


  ≫ Aaaack guys


  Who told you to come out wearing such a cute hat?


  Who told you to put a headband on a telephone pole?


  Who told you to put cat ears on a village guardian post?


  └ Seems like you’re enjoying it more than anyone


  ≫ The choreography is insane. Unnies, please make a comeback


  └ Unnies… I have a bank account, please make a comeback…


  └ And the song is good tooㅠㅠ Pink Carrot, definitely come back


  After that, she remained completely dazed. All she did was alternately glance between the set list and the clock.


  ≫ When are the kids coming on?


  └ Ma’am, the kids just went on stage


  Parthe came out earlier and they’re out now too!


  She was about to burst with anger, but she held it in. Baek Haewon was not immature enough to deliberately target another group on a day of celebration for everyone. If she was going to curse, she should curse at the broadcasting station; attacking the group itself would only cause a fandom war.


  Instead of getting angry, Baek Haewon collected the pictures that were being uploaded on social media. Her hands, saving images and pressing likes, were more precise than a machine. As befitting a skilled social media user.


  Look at how pretty the kids are.


  At this rate, her gallery was going to explode. She should have bought the one with the biggest storage capacity when she first bought her phone. Baek Haewon smacked her forehead like a regretful male lead.


  At that moment, the time in the corner of her phone caught her eye. It was the time Baek Haewon had been chanting under her breath for.


  When she turned her head to the TV screen, the order was proceeding roughly similar to the setlist.


  After this stage ended, Baek Haewon would be able to see Spark again.


  Spark, performing The Words I Want to Say, the best seasonal song of this winter as chosen by Sparklers.


  Chapter 275: Year-End (3)


  A graphic of falling snow was displayed on the screen of the dark stage, which was devoid of any lighting.


  As a pure white pin light fell on the center of the stage, Baek Haewon held her breath at the close-up of the face.


  When the sun sets


  The festival begins


  The silver-haired Jeong Seongbin, with a white lace ribbon tied around his neck, filled the screen.


  When the surroundings are colored


  When it gets dark


  Lighting up in the sky


  A brilliant cluster of stars


  Every time the members stepped and spread out, a faint orange light came on the stage. A thin layer of artificial smoke covered the stage.


  So white pants could look pretty when worn. When a person was dyed white from head to toe, they could look this noble. The shirt that suited a man in his 20s the best was a frilly shirt.


  Watching Kim Iwol walk on the smoke on the snowy stage, Baek Haewon fell into a deep and hazy thought.


  ≫ Kim Iwol’s legs are already eight feet long, but with high-waisted pants on, they’re reaching for the sky


  └ Please update the ‘Where exactly do these legs end?’ meme


  Contrary to her sentimental thoughts, her fingers were extremely worldly and intuitive. However, Baek Haewon, who had lived like this for over a decade, didn’t mind.


  Your existence is a comprehensive gift set.


  From the hyungs who sing the song the maknae made without a single note out of tune, the sincerity of changing the choreography they had made themselves once again, to the visual beauty of the silver accessories peeking out from under the snow-white outfits.


  There wasn’t a single thing that wasn’t satisfying. The image of rascals who had come out of a pink paint can was gone, and only the birch trees of a Finnish snowfield stood there.


  When the fireworks explode


  Between the stars


  Flames burst


  All the lights installed on the stage floor turned on, and when even the screen shone in five colors, the Finnish snowfield sparkled as if it had turned into a festival ground.


  Shining brightly


  Park Joowoo’s golden hair fluttered in the winter wind.


  Amidst the intense, rough music and dazzling group dances, Spark’s song stood out. A feeling as splendid as a festival, yet as distant as a night scene. The two contradictory elements were appropriately mixed on the stage.


  And Choi Jeho’s solo dance encompassed all of this.


  His slicked-back hair, his thick, straight eyebrows, and his sharp nose that cast a shadow every time he lifted his chin were beautiful, but.


  His gaze, which made even a trivial movement seem atmospheric, showed why Choi Jeho had to be the center of this group.


  Ah, and that included his fantastic muscles…


  Until now, the performance award had been given to teams that showcased a jaw-dropping stage with backup dancers and a large number of idols in perfect sync.


  But if performance, as the word itself suggested, encompassed all artistic acts…


  When everything disappears


  The world that bound us


  Freezes over


  And only we


  Can dance this night


  …then couldn’t a stage where six members spun together in a waltz pair dance, smiling radiantly, before kneeling one by one in line also be a contender for that award?


  Synchronized choreography wasn’t the only kind of dance. You didn’t have to do acrobatics to kill the stage. There were many ways to tell a story through movement.


  So the dance the members were learning from Jeho and Kiyeon was the waltz, huh.


  The fanmeeting was the spoiler all along. A little heads-up would’ve been nice. She almost had a heart attack. Baek Haewon let out a silent sob, watching the members clasp each other’s hands.


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s rap smoothly rode the melody. His voice, whispering yet clear, was delivered through the microphone.


  It was Baek Haewon’s favorite part.


  On these stairs


  I’m trying to tell you


  Right, Lee Cheonghyeon’s resolution…


  Look at this, it’s beautiful


  …the part where Kim Iwol made it a reality.


  A live broadcast from long ago came to Baek Haewon’s mind. It was the day Lee Cheonghyeon and Jeong Seongbin had turned on a live together.


  I guess you could say Iwol-hyung was the reason I started composing. When it comes to music, I’m very grateful to hyung.


  Have you ever told hyung that?


  Not yet. But I want to before the year is over. Because thanks to hyung, I was able to let the Sparklers hear the songs I made all year long.


  And not long after that, Kim Iwol appeared in a live with Kang Kiyeon.


  Cheonghyeon and Seongbin’s live? I didn’t watch it. Because Cheonghyeon told me not to.


  But hyung, you monitor everything.


  I figured there must be a reason he told me not to, so I didn’t. Since Seongbin was there, he wouldn’t have said anything foolish.


  And then a few days later, in the self-produced content…


  This part is mine?


  Yes, Seongbin-hyung distributed it himself.


  The lyrics are similar to Flowering, was that intentional?


  Yes. It’s not because I ran out of ideas, so don’t worry!


  At Kim Iwol’s words—promising to show a once-in-a-lifetime magic—Lee Cheonghyeon experienced a world like magic, and upon returning, expressed his gratitude before the most beautiful scenery.


  The image of the hyung telling his dongsaeng ‘See, isn’t it beautiful’, overlapped with the previous stage of repaying the teacher’s grace, making Baek Haewon’s feelings even more strange.


  Stars begin to fall


  It must be a miracle


  On top of Kang Kiyeon’s part, Park Joowoo’s high notes, which were not in the original song, were layered. It was a voice as solid and sharp as an awl, as if it would crack the frozen winter sky.


  The lingering sound of the ad-lib remained in Baek Haewon’s ears like an afterimage of powdery snow.


  The bells ring


  Kim Iwol smiled brightly. His blue eyes curved like a crescent moon in the daytime sky.


  The members flocked around Kim Iwol. The sight of them hugging each other’s shoulders, as if saying they had worked hard all year, was like a family, and her heart grew warm as if a bonfire had been lit inside.


  

  As soon as the stage ended, we received blankets from the managers and moved to the audience seats. We greeted the idols who had come before us and sat in a line in the back corner. Thanks to us, the last row was immediately full.


  “Anyone cold?”


  Perhaps because the stage had just ended, everyone’s face was red. After handing the blanket to Park Joowoo, who was at risk of catching a cold, the next stage began.


  Reacting enthusiastically to others’ stages was the right attitude for a working professional. Just like how you clapped along with a tambourine when a coworker was forced to sing at a company dinner, we had a duty to watch our colleagues’ stages with full attention and admiration.


  After watching the stages from the back row for a long time…


  “Hey, the year-end is really amazing.”


  “Lee Cheonghyeon, sit down a bit. I can’t see.”


  “No, Mr. Kiyeon, did you just see the sunbaenims do a somersault?!”


  …Spark ended up being the idols who actually enjoyed the show like real audience members.


  Would this be okay? Just a moment ago, we were strolling through a mysterious and beautiful fairy tale land, and now returning to the real world, we were becoming sincere fans shouting, “Sunbaenims, you’re so cool!”.


  “Let’s do a somersault next year too. Ah, that’s too much of an idea infringement. Right?”


  “Instead, how about doing a double somersault next year? Choi Jeho.”


  “Me?”


  Choi Jeho asked back. I didn’t bother to confirm.


  In the heated atmosphere, we fanned ourselves with our hands despite it being the middle of winter. The passion, the crowds, the noise—everyone cheering for their favorites made the place feel stuffy and loud.


  While the VCR for the live broadcast was being shown, the atmosphere in the venue gradually calmed down. All that was happening on-site was staff moving around the stage, prepping for the next act.


  As I was watching the pre-recorded VCR on the big screen, a powerful shout was heard from somewhere in the audience.


  “Choi Jeho, cover up!!”


  …Excuse me?


  Choi Jeho… cover up?


  His mouth is closed, though?


  The gazes of everyone who knew Choi Jeho turned towards him. The guy was just sitting still with a blank expression.


  At that moment, I instinctively grabbed at the wide-open chest of his shirt with one hand.


  “What are you doing?”


  “They’re telling you to cover up…!”


  Whether it was because Choi Jeho looked cold or because his exposure was borderline, if this sound had been caught on broadcast, it would have been a disaster. It was just a relief that it wasn’t being broadcasted live on site.


  I checked the cameras, breaking out in a cold sweat. A few lenses were pointing this way.


  Sure enough, not long after, the giant screen showed a close-up of me clutching Choi Jeho’s shirtfront. Laughter erupted from the audience.


  Damn it.


  In the midst of this, I could cruelly feel the hem of his shirt slipping out of my grasp. My grip strength was above average for a man, so the problem must be either Choi Jeho’s pecs or the design of the shirt, which was particularly revealing at the chest. Tight corset pants on the bottom, but why was the top like this?


  Looking down at the veins popping on my hand, Choi Jeho said.


  “Should I button it up?”


  “Are there buttons?”


  “…Nope.”


  Then don’t even say it. My blood pressure kept rising.


  Meanwhile, my hands were slippery. It was thanks to our stylist, who had slathered him with some rare, imported body highlighter that only top global stars supposedly use. In an instant, my hand was now shining just as much as his chest.


  “Hyung, the blanket…!”


  Park Joowoo hurriedly handed his blanket to Choi Jeho. He was full of determination not to see his hyung get kicked out of the year-end stage for violating decency standards.


  “Thanks.”


  I let go of my hand while he was putting on the blanket, and my goodness. I could see why they had told him to cover up. It was not a chest to be seen at the family dinner table.


  A headache came on, but I swallowed it down. Then I tied his blanket tightly with the decorative chain I had been wearing around my waist.


  At this point, I couldn’t tell what was harder: year-end tax settlements or year-end shows. I’d helped a drunk department head put on his jacket before, but this was my first time policing someone else’s wardrobe malfunction.


  As I was sweating bullets, the end of the first part was approaching. I felt like I was going to collapse from exhaustion. If Jeong Seongbin hadn’t passed me a bottle of water from under his chair, my mouth would have been so dry that a cactus could have grown in it.


  While I was moistening my throat, two sunbaenims in fancy outfits appeared on stage, arm in arm, for a special award ceremony.


  Normally, award ceremonies dumped all the prizes at the end. But since there were so many categories, and it got boring just watching award after award, they’d split things up between the end of Part 1 and Part 2 this year.


  “Is it the Rookie Award and the New Star Award that are coming up now?”


  “That’s right.”


  “What’s the difference between a rookie and a new star…?”


  Park Joowoo asked a question that hit the nail on the head. It was a good thing we were talking with a friendly smile, pretending to have a pleasant chat, otherwise we would have been rumored as a spunky idol group that openly criticized the broadcasting system at their first awards ceremony. All that strict training finally paid off.


  “The Rookie Award is given to a rookie group that debuted this year and had good results, and the New Star Award is given to one rising idol who was very active that year.”


  Jeong Seongbin answered. He must’ve gone through the setlist thoroughly, since he’d memorized even details like that.


  “Either way, let’s just get ready to congratulate whoever wins.”


  “Yes.”


  At my words, the guys, except for Choi Jeho, got into position to clap. Choi Jeho… seemed to be planning to send a moderate congratulatory applause. The angle of his palms was different from ours.


  “This year, countless idols made their debut and set the music scene on fire, didn’t they?”


  “That’s right. Especially since the Rookie Award is a once-in-a-lifetime honor, it must feel extra meaningful.”


  Fluent hosting comments flowed.


  Whoever received it, I should congratulate them sincerely. Because once you graduate high school and step into society, it’s rare to win awards anymore.


  Thinking that, I was leaning forward to get a better view of the stage, when–


  “The winner of the 20XX Music Festival Rookie of the Year Award is, Spark!”


  I heard a familiar name. All of Spark’s eyes widened, and we froze like statues.


  Chapter 276: Year-End (4)


  “What are you doing! Hurry up and go out!”


  Berion, who was sitting nearby, urged us.


  No, really…?


  That couldn’t be. These guys hadn’t received a rookie award in the past.


  I was bewildered, but my body reacted mechanically. Before I knew it, I was walking toward the stage with Jeong Seongbin, pulling the members along. Choi Jeho’s fluffy blanket had long since been taken off by someone from Berion.


  “It seems our Spark really didn’t expect to win Rookie of the Year?”


  The MC, seeing our dumbfounded expressions, said with a smile.


  Yes, we didn’t expect it. Sure, we had five comebacks in a year, and there had been that 14-month hiatus in the past, which was partly why Spark never won Rookie of the Year back then.


  It never even crossed my mind. Of course it didn’t. My head was full of thoughts on how to make Spark stand out the most on the year-end stage.


  “Then, starting with the leader, about three of you! Let’s hear your acceptance speeches.”


  The microphone was passed to Jeong Seongbin.


  Is he going to cry again? Do Choi Jeho and I have to give the acceptance speech again this time?


  Thinking that, I hurriedly looked back at Jeong Seongbin, but his face was, contrary to my imagination, composed.


  Although he was a little flushed, and his eyes were moist.


  The guy didn’t cry.


  “…It’s both bewildering and an honor to receive such a difficult award. Even more so because we didn’t expect to win the rookie award.”


  His refined and polite words flowed through the microphone.


  “I’m able to give the acceptance speech first as the leader, but I don’t think I’ve done a good job as a leader this past year. Rather, it was a year where I relied a lot on the members.”


  It was already impressive enough that he had managed this bombshell of a team by the scruff of the neck and dragged them along, but Jeong Seongbin was even humble on top of that.


  Normally, I’d have said something like, ‘If only you’d joined as my junior, I’d have carried you around and treated you so well’, but.


  My heart was complicated. I was proud, but it also felt like I was watching a child who had grown up too quickly, and I felt sorry for him, but I was also grateful that he had grown this much. Because there would be no nineteen-year-old who had done as good a job as a leader as Jeong Seongbin.


  “I won’t forget this gratitude and my original passion, and I will work hard. Thank you!”


  Receiving applause, Jeong Seongbin passed the microphone to Lee Cheonghyeon next to him.


  “To all the staff, our parents, and the main characters of today’s rookie award, Sparklers. Thank you. I think my expression was a little foolish because I was so surprised earlier… but now, I’m really overwhelmed. I don’t know if my feelings are being conveyed!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon said with sparkling eyes. His raised lips and wide eyes represented his feelings.


  “The mischievous maknaes could have been arrogant, but thanks to the hyungs who pushed us to do everything we wanted, we were able to enjoy our clueless rookie life so happily.”


  The guys keep surprising me since a while ago. I wonder if these guys were the kind of kids who could say such things.


  The strength in Lee Cheonghyeon’s hand, holding the microphone, increased.


  “Above all, I’m happy that we can be the singers who received the rookie award for Sparklers. We will repay you with better stages. Sparklers, we love you!”


  As Lee Cheonghyeon waved his arm, a cheer close to a scream was heard from one side of the audience.


  When Spark won first place for the first time, it was Park Joowoo and me who gave the speech.


  When Spark won first place on cable, it was me and Choi Jeho.


  When Choi Jeho won first on a dance survival show, and now—today—it was Jeong Seongbin and Lee Cheonghyeon giving the acceptance speech.


  And there was just one member who had never once given a speech on behalf of Spark.


  Lee Cheonghyeon tilted the microphone slightly and looked at Kang Kiyeon.


  Kang Kiyeon swallowed hard and then received the microphone with a trembling hand.


  He took a small, deep breath. The venue became quiet.


  “Thank… you.”


  His voice quivered.


  “I believe this is an award we wouldn’t have been able to receive if it weren’t for our fans. Even now, I believe that our fans are happier than we are.”


  Kang Kiyeon slowly continued his acceptance speech. A faint smile began to form on his lips.


  “We will work hard so that there will only be happy things in the future. We would be grateful if you could believe in us and support us.”


  Bow. As the guy bowed his head, we also followed suit.


  Applause poured down from above our heads.


  The guys looked composed. It seemed I was the only one who got choked up.


  

  The New Star Award went to Song Minil. It seemed they had grouped Parthe under the label of ‘low seniority’ to give them an award, as giving Spark the rookie award would have made Parthe seem ‘too senior’. No wonder an award I had never heard of in my life had appeared.


  As I was clapping for the award-winning Song Minil, the system popped up.


  
    [SYSTEM] A ‘Hidden Task’ has been completed.


    ▷ Task: Winning the Rookie of the Year Award


    ▷ Reward: Time Stop


    [SYSTEM] A work instruction from ‘Superior’ has arrived


    ▶ Assistant Manager Kim, you said you wished time would stop? If you have that much work, you should’ve just said so. From now on, work to your heart’s content!

  


  What the hell kind of reward is this?


  I had to keep my expression under control, but the system kept making me angry. Wasn’t it the same system that told me to smile like a rising star and win over 10,000 fans? Then shouldn’t it at least give me a reason to smile?


  While Song Minil was giving his acceptance speech, I did my best to smile brightly. You piece of garbage system. Give me back all my emotions.


  

  After the first part ended, the Spark children returned to the dorm energetically. Thanks to that, in the second part, only Choi Jeho and I remained, and we had to show ourselves immersed in the stage with tremendous concentration.


  Ah, we also had a little chat.


  Want more blankets? Joowoo’s still got his spare.


  No.


  That was it. I did exchange a few more words, worried that a discord rumor would immediately fly about the rookie award-winning idol group.


  Certainly, as it got closer to the ending, the stages became more splendid and abundant. The quality and freshness of the performances were also different from the rookies, who at best used pillars of fire as stage effects.


  Especially Mr. Polo’s stage was amazing. Even with just one idol member from a large group rapping alone, the stage still felt completely full.


  “Sunbaenim is really amazing.”


  My jaw wouldn’t close. Applause came out one after another.


  I hoped the cameras didn’t catch my face. Because I felt like I’d look like a fool on screen.


  For the finale, just as we’d been told, all performers gathered behind one of the great seniors of the music industry to sing together. Choi Jeho and I, standing in the very back row, waved the glow sticks we’d been handed and sang along.


  After finishing all our tasks and returning to the dorm…


  “Good work! Now, blow out the candles!”


  …as expected, not a single one of the Spark members was asleep, and they had taken out a ‘Congratulations on the Rookie Award’ cake from who knows where and started a party.


  “Where did the cake come from?”


  “Daeyeon-hyung gave it to us. Apparently, the company thought we might win, so they ordered it in advance.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon answered as he stuck six long candles into the cake. Perhaps to represent us, a candle was stuck on top of each round face.


  “Did you get the party hats with it?”


  Park Joowoo, who was putting a party hat on my head as I asked, said.


  “These are… also from Daeyeon-hyung.”


  “…You want us to wear this and blow out the candles?”


  “Yeah.”


  First, we took about 50 photos with the party hats on. Next, we took 50 photos with the cake lit, 50 of us blowing out the candles, and 50 of us eating the cake, for a total of about 27,800 photos, and then sat down.


  The photos taken were quickly checked, selected, and uploaded to the official account with a short thank-you message. Individually, we went on Bubble Pop, uploaded our favorite individual and group shots, and took some time to send messages.


  “Shall we eat now?”


  Jeong Seongbin, who had sent a thank-you message to the fans early on, brought over a plate.


  “Can we? It’s past midnight.”


  “Considering we have practice later, wouldn’t it be okay…?”


  As Lee Cheonghyeon gave a weary little smile, Kang Kiyeon silently picked up his fork. A proper sugar boost made a person more active.


  I was going to refuse too, but decided to have just half a slice. No point refusing when everyone else was eating. Not that it mattered, Choi Jeho ate enough for three people anyway.


  More importantly, when did that guy eat two slices already? He was so brazenly getting a new slice that I thought he hadn’t eaten yet.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, wearing play sunglasses with a large ‘PARTY’ on top, turned the rookie award trophy this way and that.


  “This is amazing. It’s a real award.”


  “You’ve gotten plenty of trophies before.”


  Kang Kiyeon retorted, pretending to be indifferent, but his gaze was fixed on the trophy in Lee Cheonghyeon’s hands.


  “You’ve won awards before, Cheonghyeon?”


  Jeong Seongbin asked. Lee Cheonghyeon, looking awkward, lowered his sunglasses.


  “Not really!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon pretended not to know and ate his cake, trying his best to ignore Kang Kiyeon’s gaze.


  Was it a piano-related award? Or the Olympiad?


  Whatever it was, if Lee Cheonghyeon himself didn’t want to talk about it, I had no intention of prying.


  Fortunately, the flow of the conversation changed quickly.


  Jeong Seongbin’s mother called to congratulate them on winning the Rookie Award, and Park Joowoo, who had been forcing down a buttercream cake that didn’t suit his taste under the excuse of it being a ‘celebration cake’, had his plate snatched away by Choi Jeho’s “If you’re not going to eat it, give it to me.”—I would say it was a win-win in the end—and Jeong Seongbin suddenly made the atmosphere heartwarming by saying thank you for working hard all year.


  The rookie award we received for becoming a notable rookie was shabby. Who could be more worn-out and battered than us?


  “Where should we put this? On top of the storage cabinet?”


  “Isn’t it better in front of the shoe rack mirror?”


  “What if it falls!”


  Watching Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon wander around the dorm, holding the shabby trophy as if it were the most precious thing in the world, reminded me of what happened last spring. A few months ago, when I had gone to the Children’s Grand Park with those two.


  The day Lee Cheonghyeon was struggling to write a song and Kang Kiyeon was running around as I told him to.


  Those guys had steadily released the songs they had made and had tried to stand up on their own to win that award. That fact made me…


  “Iwol-hyung, how about here? You can see it well!”


  Made me…


  …I don’t know. What word should I use to express this feeling?


  But is it necessary to put a person’s emotions into words? As long as it isn’t unpleasant, isn’t that enough?


  Chapter 277: Epilogue. Bubble Pop 1-Day Free Trial


  ≫ Jeho


  I wke up


  ≫ Jeho


  I wok up


  ≫ Jeho


  Ah this isn’t working


  ≫ Jeho


  Gotta wear my glasses


  ≫ Jeho


  I put them on


  ≫ Jeho


  I was trying to say that I woke up


  ≫ Jeho


  But I wasn’t wearing my glasses


  ≫ Jeho


  You’re telling me to get lasik?


  ≫ Jeho


  Is it convenient?


  ≫ Jeho


  There could be side effects?


  ≫ Jeho


  I’ll ask Kim Iwol later


  ≫ Jeho


  Wouldn’t he know?


  ≫ Jeho


  Not that he got lasik


  ≫ Jeho


  He just knows a lot of random stuff


  ≫ Jeho


  I sometimes hear him talking with Lee Cheonghyeon and there are times I can’t understand a single thing they’re saying


  ≫ Jeho


  You’re asking if I feel left out?


  ≫ Jeho


  As long as they’re having fun, it’s fine


  ≫ Jeho


  You’re asking if I’m not tired since I went to bed late yesterday?


  ≫ Jeho


  I didn’t go to bed that late. I ate cake, worked out, and went right to sleep


  ≫ Jeho


  Judging by how Lee Cheonghyeon’s still asleep, I guess he might be tired


  ≫ Jeho


  Seeing as Kim Iwol isn’t in his spot


  ≫ Jeho


  I think he went to make food


  ≫ Jeho


  None of us set an alarm today


  ≫ Jeho


  Because no one is going to school


  ≫ Jeho


  Since the Music Festival ran late, we decided to sleep in a bit and then go to practice


  ≫ Jeho


  Lately we’ve been sleeping like only three hours a day? something like that


  ≫ Jeho


  You’re asking why Kim Iwol woke up so early?


  ≫ Jeho


  He just wakes up when it’s time, even without an alarm


  ≫ Jeho


  A habit, maybe


  ≫ Jeho


  I guess I’m similar, but anyway


  ≫ Jeho


  Oh right, I


  ≫ Jeho


  have something to ask


  ≫ Jeho


  Who was the one who said ‘Choi Jeho, cover up’?


  ≫ Jeho


  I feel like you’re here


  ≫ Jeho


  Choi Jeho, cover up


  ≫ Jeho


  Were you satisfied with the covered-up look?


  ≫ Jeho


  Is it better to cover up?


  ≫ Jeho


  No?


  ≫ Jeho


  Then why did you tell me to cover up yesterday?


  ≫ Jeho


  Ah


  ≫ Jeho


  Because it was cold?


  ≫ Jeho


  Because it was too revealing?


  ≫ Jeho


  You’re telling me not to do that in front of other people?


  ≫ Jeho


  Wait, whose opinion am I supposed to go with?


  ≫ Jeho


  You’re telling me to do as I please?


  ≫ Jeho


  Then I’ll just do as Sparklers say


  ≫ Jeho


  The people I see the most are Sparklers


  ≫ Jeho


  Isn’t it right to do whatever Sparklers like?


  ≫ Jeho


  Kim Iwol just told me to come help set the table


  ≫ Jeho


  I’ll be back after I eat


  ≫ Jeho


  Make sure you eat breakfast


  

  ≫ Iwol


  I just came back from eating breakfast! Did you have breakfast? We ate with the side dishes Seongbin’s mother made for us


  ≫ Iwol


  Thank you for cheering for us to win the rookie award and congratulating us on winning.


  I said it yesterday, but I wanted to say it again. I’ll work harder next year!


  ≫ Iwol


  We’re enjoying it and taking it easy… Thank you. All the members and I are enjoying ourselves, so don’t worry!


  ≫ Iwol


  There were a lot of posts asking what kinds of things Cheonghyeon and I usually talk about. Jeho said he talked about it on Bubble Pop haha


  ≫ Iwol


  I talk about songs with Cheonghyeon the most. Or sometimes when he reads something that really moves him, he shares it with me—sometimes I get it right away, and sometimes I don’t. He reads books that could come out of nonfiction…


  ≫ Iwol


  He once told me that back in the day when he and Kiyeon went to manhwa cafés, Kiyeon would read comics and Cheonghyeon would read novels


  ≫ Iwol


  The book I read most recently…


  ≫ Iwol


  Kingdom Cafeteria Another


  ≫ Iwol


  It’s not that it took me a long time to reply because I was embarrassed, I just went to search again to see if the title was correct!


  ≫ Iwol


  I haven’t been able to read the next volume because I’ve been preparing for the comeback and year-end stages. Kiyeon said it gets fun from volume 5, is that true? It’s already fun enough now


  ≫ Iwol


  Were you surprised that the conversation suddenly cut off? I’m sorry


  ≫ Iwol


  I heard the sound of a dish breaking, so I went to the kitchen, but nothing had happened. It was just the sound of Jeho doing the dishes. I don’t know how on earth he does the dishes…


  ≫ Iwol


  I’m not just being harsh on Jeho, I swear! How should I even explain this?


  ≫ Iwol


  Voice Message 01:00


  ≫ Iwol


  I request your objective judgment


  ≫ Iwol


  Thank you. I knew it, I wasn’t in the wrong


  ≫ Iwol


  You’re curious about what the kids said behind me?


  Cheonghyeon: If it makes that much noise, the dish should normally break, right?


  Kiyeon: Did it not break? Look carefully. It might be cracked.


  Cheonghyeon: No, it’s fine.


  Seongbin: Guys, if you think a dish broke, you should ask if hyung’s hand is okay first.


  That was what they were saying!


  ≫ Iwol


  Is it too burdensome that I even type out the commas…?


  ≫ Iwol


  If not, that’s a relief!


  ≫ Iwol


  I think I have to go now because of practice. I’ll contact you again in the evening. Thank you for talking with me from early in the morning


  ≫ Iwol


  I hope you have a good day. It’s very cold, so please dress warmly


  

  ≫ Joowoo


  Hello~


  ≫ Joowoo


  I’m a bit late today, right?


  ≫ Joowoo


  I’m sorry


  ≫ Joowoo


  It’s because I left early for practice


  ≫ Joowoo


  You’re asking why I left early?


  ≫ Joowoo


  It’s a secret 🙂


  ≫ Joowoo


  I’m sending this message because it’s break time now


  ≫ Joowoo


  It’s a vocal practice only day, so no dancing


  ≫ Joowoo


  So I’m still fine hahaha


  ≫ Joowoo


  It’s strange… I never skip a workout and work hard, but I’m always the first to get tired every day


  ≫ Joowoo


  Am I not exercising enough?


  ≫ Joowoo


  You’re saying Spark’s average level is just high?


  ≫ Joowoo


  That’s right, the members’ stamina is really good


  ≫ Joowoo


  Jeho-hyung and Iwol-hyung once went to play basketball for two hours at night because they felt stiff


  ≫ Joowoo


  I could never do that


  ≫ Joowoo


  If I tried, I would just pass out


  ≫ Joowoo


  You’re asking who has the most muscle?


  ≫ Joowoo


  Jeho-hyung has the highest skeletal muscle mass, and Kiyeon has the lowest body fat percentage


  ≫ Joowoo


  As for Cheonghyeon


  ≫ Joowoo


  He got caught by Iwol-hyung eating a late-night snack a while ago


  ≫ Joowoo


  But he said hyung let him off


  ≫ Joowoo


  He said it was fine because he was repaying with results


  ≫ Joowoo


  What results, you ask?


  ≫ Joowoo


  His height haha


  ≫ Joowoo


  I wish I could grow a little taller too


  ≫ Joowoo


  You’re saying I’m good enough as I am?


  ≫ Joowoo


  Um… but still, if I can grow, I want to grow more


  ≫ Joowoo


  Because all the hyungs are tall


  ≫ Joowoo


  The younger ones look so tiny


  ≫ Joowoo


  And we are actually tiny…


  ≫ Joowoo


  You’re asking how tall I want to be?


  ≫ Joowoo


  185!


  ≫ Joowoo


  Then I’d be right in the middle of Jeho-hyung and Iwol-hyung, right?


  ≫ Joowoo


  But I don’t think it’ll happen…


  ≫ Joowoo


  For now, I’ll try to work out harder


  ≫ Joowoo


  And sleep a lot too!


  ≫ Joowoo


  Break time’s over~ See you again later~


  

  ≫ Cutie Pretty Visual


  What are you having for lunch?


  ≫ Cutie Pretty Visual


  I’m having cubed steak rice bowl!


  ≫ Cutie Pretty Visual


  The reason I was on a diet until yesterday was because of the Music Festival… hehe


  ≫ Cutie Pretty Visual


  I worked hard on my appearance to look cool, and I was so proud that you all liked it so much


  ≫ Cutie Pretty Visual


  As a celebration, we all ate what we wanted today!


  ≫ Cutie Pretty Visual


  Yesterday, our underage members only stayed for the first part of the Music Festival, you know


  ≫ Cutie Pretty Visual


  When I got back to the dorm and watched the live broadcast, the hyungs’ hair was seriously sticking straight up


  ≫ Cutie Pretty Visual


  I burst out laughingㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ Cutie Pretty Visual


  There won’t be a need for telephone poles near UA. You can just have the hyungs stand there


  ≫ Cutie Pretty Visual


  That’s right, I said a while ago that there was something I wanted to say but forgot


  ≫ Cutie Pretty Visual


  I remembered what it was


  ≫ Cutie Pretty Visual


  I thought my display name, Cutie Pretty Visual, was just a set nickname


  ≫ Cutie Pretty Visual


  But apparently it was originally ‘Visual + Jewelry + Lee Cheonghyeon’ all combined into ‘Cutie Pretty Visual Lee Cheonghyeon’


  ≫ Cutie Pretty Visual


  It’s really useless but detailed, right?


  ≫ Cutie Pretty Visual


  What on earth was hyung thinking when he came up with that nickname?


  ≫ Cutie Pretty Visual


  Come to think of it, only hyung doesn’t have a nickname


  ≫ Cutie Pretty Visual


  Let’s make one for him


  ≫ Cutie Pretty Visual


  The Trendy Confucian Scholar of Cheonghak-dong


  Walking Human Ice Maker


  Honorary North Pole Caretaker


  ≫ Cutie Pretty Visual


  You don’t like any of them?


  ≫ Cutie Pretty Visual


  This is a big problem. I, Lee Cheonghyeon, for the first time in my life, have found something I can’t do


  ≫ Cutie Pretty Visual


  At this point, we have no choice but to combine your 50 and my 50 brainpower for a total of 100 to come up with a nickname


  ≫ Cutie Pretty Visual


  No, wait, I’ll think of it on my own


  ≫ Cutie Pretty Visual


  I’m a little jealous that you’re so passionately making a nickname for hyung


  ≫ Cutie Pretty Visual


  Whenever you talk to me, all you ever say is that I lost to Iwol-hyung’s ridiculous flattery and then repeat whatever he said


  ≫ Cutie Pretty Visual


  Make a new one for me too


  ≫ Cutie Pretty Visual


  See, you’re saying Cutie Pretty Visual is a perfect fit again


  ≫ Cutie Pretty Visual


  Sparkler’s Exclusive Gold Exchange?


  ≫ Cutie Pretty Visual


  Alright, I’ll go change it to that!


  ≫ Sparkler’s Exclusive Gold Exchange


  I changed it


  ≫ Sparkler’s Exclusive Gold Exchange


  Has a fancy ring to it, doesn’t it?


  ≫ Sparkler’s Exclusive Gold Exchange


  Today’s market price is… free!


  ≫ Sparkler’s Exclusive Gold Exchange


  (Photo)


  ≫ Sparkler’s Exclusive Gold Exchange


  Come collect your gold in person~


  ≫ Sparkler’s Exclusive Gold Exchange


  Who was it?


  ≫ Sparkler’s Exclusive Gold Exchange


  Who told Iwol-hyung I changed my Bubble Pop nickname?


  ≫ Sparkler’s Exclusive Gold Exchange


  Hyung is asking if the nickname was that bad


  ≫ Sparkler’s Exclusive Gold Exchange


  What should I say? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ Sparkler’s Exclusive Gold Exchange


  You want me to change it back quickly?


  ≫ Sparkler’s Exclusive Gold Exchange


  Then when do I get to use this nicknameㅠㅠ


  ≫ Sparkler’s Exclusive Gold Exchange


  Alright, but in return, when you post my picture, you have to tag it with #Sparklers_Exclusive_Gold_Exchange


  ≫ Sparkler’s Exclusive Gold Exchange


  Promise!


  ≫ Cutie Pretty Visual


  The exchange is now closed, customer


  ≫ Cutie Pretty Visual


  Please try again next time


  ≫ Cutie Pretty Visual


  I’ll secure a special deal soon


  ≫ Cutie Pretty Visual


  ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ Cutie Pretty Visual


  I’m done with lunch too… right on time


  ≫ Cutie Pretty Visual


  Be careful on the icy roads! I think I’ll be working late today, so go to bed first! Thanks for eating with me♥


  

  ≫ Kiyeon


  (Photo)


  ≫ Kiyeon


  This is my practice outfit for today


  ≫ Kiyeon


  The pants are pretty, right?


  ≫ Kiyeon


  Since it’s a day without dance practice, I wore something with a nice fit for a change


  ≫ Kiyeon


  Today’s practice teacher was Seongbin-hyung.


  ≫ Kiyeon


  You’re asking how Teacher Seongbin’s class is?


  ≫ Kiyeon


  The teacher is kind and the lecture is easy. Five stars


  ≫ Kiyeon


  As for Joowoo-hyung’s class…


  ≫ Kiyeon


  The teacher is kind but I can’t understand about half the lecture


  ≫ Kiyeon


  Three stars


  ≫ Kiyeon


  Please keep it a secret from Joowoo-hyung…!


  ≫ Kiyeon


  Joowoo-hyung’s way of speaking is a bit similar to Jeho-hyung’s


  ≫ Kiyeon


  He has a tendency to rely on feeling when explaining something


  ≫ Kiyeon


  I mean, it’s not the explainer’s fault


  ≫ Kiyeon


  It’s my fault for not understanding……


  ≫ Kiyeon


  You know I’m joking, right?


  ≫ Kiyeon


  Iwol-hyung and Lee Cheonghyeon have a different vibe


  ≫ Kiyeon


  They explain things well, but they’re spartan


  ≫ Kiyeon


  You can’t do this? How can that be?’ Or, ‘You can’t do this? It’s over, it’s all wrong


  ≫ Kiyeon


  It’s extreme


  ≫ Kiyeon


  In the early days of our trainee period, I thought we were all ordinary, but I don’t think so anymore


  ≫ Kiyeon


  Everyone’s got so much personality


  ≫ Kiyeon


  Isn’t Seongbin-hyung also unique when you look closely?


  ≫ Kiyeon


  I should probably stop here


  ≫ Kiyeon


  A while ago, Lee Cheonghyeon got caught right after changing his Bubble Pop nickname


  ≫ Kiyeon


  I don’t know when I’ll get caught either, so I’ll stop


  ≫ Kiyeon


  You’ll keep it a secret?


  ≫ Kiyeon


  Really?


  ≫ Kiyeon


  No betraying, okay?


  ≫ Kiyeon


  Still, I think our member lineup is really good


  ≫ Kiyeon


  The part distribution is clear


  ≫ Kiyeon


  Seongbin-hyung and Joowoo-hyung handle the vocals


  ≫ Kiyeon


  Jeho-hyung and I are in charge of the choreography


  ≫ Kiyeon


  And when we’re recording, Iwol-hyung and Lee Cheonghyeon lead the process


  ≫ Kiyeon


  Just by how they usually talk, you’d think Iwol-hyung is the intuitive one and Lee Cheonghyeon pursues precision, right?


  ≫ Kiyeon


  But in reality, it’s the complete opposite.


  ≫ Kiyeon


  If Lee Cheonghyeon is the type to say, ‘Kiyeon, try to get over the high notes more smoothly~’


  ≫ Kiyeon


  Iwol-hyung is like, ‘Kiyeon, the note is dropping. Let’s raise the pitch by a half step at the end’


  ≫ Kiyeon


  Both Iwol-hyung and Lee Cheonghyeon have perfect pitch, so they’re extremely sensitive to pitch, you see?


  ≫ Kiyeon


  So when we record, we set the bar high enough that we barely need any correction


  ≫ Kiyeon


  Joowoo-hyung has never once been called out by Iwol-hyung for his pitch


  ≫ Kiyeon


  Even Iwol-hyung records multiple takes of his own parts


  ≫ Kiyeon


  So I find Joowoo-hyung amazing


  ≫ Kiyeon


  Next time I take Teacher Joowoo’s class, I’ll try to learn diligently


  ≫ Kiyeon


  It’s already gotten very dark outside. Get home safely!


  

  ≫ Seongbin


  What were you doing? It’s very late.


  ≫ Seongbin


  I didn’t interrupt anything, did I?


  ≫ Seongbin


  That’s a relief haha I just got back to the dorm


  ≫ Seongbin


  I’m not tired! I’m completely full of energy.


  ≫ Seongbin


  Right now I’m waiting for my turn to shower


  ≫ Seongbin


  Today’s shower order is Joowoo > Me > Iwol-hyung > Cheonghyeon > Kiyeon > Jeho-hyung!


  ≫ Seongbin


  Joowoo and I have to go to the company early tomorrow, so the members were considerate.


  ≫ Seongbin


  Iwol-hyung and Cheonghyeon also have work to do tonight, so


  ≫ Seongbin


  Jeho-hyung and Kiyeon yielded their turns


  ≫ Seongbin


  We don’t really set an order, but rather adjust to the situation at the time


  ≫ Seongbin


  The order we get our makeup done is also different every time haha


  ≫ Seongbin


  Yesterday, Joowoo showered first, then Cheonghyeon, Kiyeon, and then me!


  ≫ Seongbin


  Cheonghyeon wore really heavy makeup yesterday, haha. It took forever to remove ㅠㅠㅠㅠ


  ≫ Seongbin


  Thinking about how next year Cheonghyeon and Kiyeon will leave alone at the Music Festival makes me feel a little complicated


  ≫ Seongbin


  Although it’s nice to be able to stay until the ending with the hyungs


  ≫ Seongbin


  You’re asking what I want to do first when I become an adult?


  ≫ Seongbin


  Um…


  ≫ Seongbin


  I can’t think of what I want to do first right away, but we all went to see the sunrise together at the beginning of this year


  ≫ Seongbin


  When I become an adult, I want to go see the sunrise again and make a wish


  ≫ Seongbin


  The wish I made then has already come true, so I want to make a new wish to celebrate becoming an adult


  ≫ Seongbin


  What the wish was is a secret hehe


  ≫ Seongbin


  You’re sad that there’s a secret between us?


  ≫ Seongbin


  Fair enough


  ≫ Seongbin


  I wished that our members would all get along and have a good year together


  ≫ Seongbin


  We really did spend the year cherishing each other


  ≫ Seongbin


  Next time we go, I want to wish that we can continue to live happily


  ≫ Seongbin


  Although we won’t be able to go on January 1st like this year…!


  ≫ Seongbin


  You have to dress warmly when you go to see the sunrise


  ≫ Seongbin


  We almost froze too if it weren’t for Iwol-hyung


  ≫ Seongbin


  Oh, Joowoo is out


  ≫ Seongbin


  I’m going to go shower now!


  ≫ Seongbin


  If I go in late, the other members have to wait…!


  ≫ Seongbin


  It’ll probably be time to sleep when I come out of the shower.


  ≫ Seongbin


  I’ll contact you again tomorrow morning


  ≫ Seongbin


  Good night. Sweet dreams


  Chapter 278: Santa Boy Knows (1)


  Pyeong Daeyeon saw for the first time how busy idols got at the end of the year. Starting with the Music Festival, year-end stages and variety show schedules poured in.


  Thanks to that, Spark had to go back and forth between practice and schedules without a break. In between, there were many additional tasks, such as checking the activity plans for the next year.


  For safe driving, Pyeong Daeyeon often ended up driving instead of Im Chanyoung, who was getting less than three hours of sleep a day.


  Even though Spark was just as sleep-deprived as Im Chanyoung, they showed no signs of fatigue.


  They were also incredibly sociable—despite their hectic schedule, the members began calling Pyeong Daeyeon ‘manager hyung’ and encouraged him to call them casually in return.


  Amazing.


  Some might disparage it, saying it was only possible because they were still young.


  However, considering that most people started their social life in their mid-20s, one couldn’t deny the fact that idols, including Spark, were working hard from a young age.


  That was why Pyeong Daeyeon wanted Spark to rest as much as possible when they could. No matter how much there was an active period and an off-season, the year-end schedule was truly murderous.


  But Spark was truly passionate.


  Just how passionate were they?


  “You want to borrow a cam?”


  “Yes.”


  “Because you want to do a surprise event for the members?”


  …To the point where the two maknaes came to borrow a cam, saying they wanted to do a Christmas surprise event for their hyungs and release it as self-produced content.


  He had wondered why they were following him so secretly. Pyeong Daeyeon inwardly calmed his surprised heart.


  “We usually tell the planning team about things like this, but we figured they’d catch on if we both left the office. Can you pass on the message for us, hyung?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon said with a resolute expression. His flashy yet still fresh face was filled with a sense of gravity.


  “Okay. They probably won’t say no. How should I deliver the cam?”


  “Please put it inside our dorm’s shoe rack. We’ve emptied this spot.”


  Kang Kiyeon even showed him a photo he had taken of the shoe rack to confirm the exact location.


  Pyeong Daeyeon headed straight to the dedicated team. Since Im Chanyeong was the main manager, Pyeong Daeyeon still had a bit of freedom to move. This was also precisely why Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon had asked Pyeong Daeyeon for the favor.


  The planning team staff and Min Jukyung, who heard the message from Pyeong Daeyeon, looked surprised.


  “Why won’t our kids rest even when we tell them to? They’re going to do a live on Christmas evening, and they’re going to film another video that morning too?”


  “They want to do a surprise event, and they figured if they filmed it well, it could become self-produced content.”


  “We can certainly lend them the equipment. But I’m worried the kids will get burn out at this rate.”


  A planning team staff member clutched their head.


  Min Jukyung, who was also smiling awkwardly, suddenly looked at Pyeong Daeyeon and asked.


  “By the way, Mr. Daeyeon, did they tell you exactly what kind of event it is?”


  “I didn’t hear the details. Just that it’s a surprise event.”


  “It can’t be an event that startles people. Because Iwol has a heart condition.”


  This was the first time Pyeong Daeyeon had heard this. Noticing this, Min Jukyung awkwardly scratched her head.


  “I guess Mr. Chanyeong didn’t tell you since you’re still in your probation period, but Iwol has a bit of a heart issue. It’s not that he’s sick, but it’s something to be careful about. That’s also why he can’t have caffeine.”


  If it was a health issue, especially one that could affect their activities, it was understandable not to tell just anyone.


  “I doubt the kids forgot about that when planning, but just in case, could you please check one more time, Mr. Daeyeon?”


  So Pyeong Daeyeon had to go back down to the basement and pretend to be handing out drinks to hear about the surprise event.


  The event was smaller and more modest than Pyeong Daeyeon had thought. Above all, it was a cute event that wouldn’t startle anyone.


  Pyeong Daeyeon relayed the contents of the surprise event to the dedicated team as they were. Then, he safely received the cam, checked the batteries, and after placing it in the promised corner of the shoe rack, he carefully covered the cam with a long umbrella and a short umbrella.


  Me


  [Cheonghyeon, I put six cams and a stand behind the umbrellas.]


  [Let me know if you need anything else.]


  Spark Cheonghyeon


  [I love you, hyung!]


  [♡♡♡♡♡♡♡♡♡♡]


  This kid was really sociable.


  Carefully locking the dorm door, Pyeong Daeyeon wished for the success of the cute maknaes’ event.


  

  “Kang Kiyeon, how is it? Do you think it turned out well?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked, holding up a large sock made of red felt.


  “Try to decorate the sock a bit. It looks too plain right now.”


  “Even though the sock isn’t the main part?”


  “But you can’t just give the gift covered in plain felt, can you?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon was quickly convinced by Kang Kiyeon’s words. Then, he squeezed a generous amount of wood glue onto the sock.


  The mischiveous idea of becoming Santa and giving gifts to their hyungs came from Lee Cheonghyeon. Kang Kiyeon willingly decided to play along.


  So, the two secretly bought presents for their roommates. Since they used Pyeong Daeyeon’s house as the delivery address—after much debate about whether this could be considered as an idol’s abuse power, only to get caught by Pyeong Daeyeon and end up receiving help—it made preparing the gifts much easier.


  Tearing up cotton wool and sticking it on, Lee Cheonghyeon explained to the camera.


  “The reason we can be so relaxed right now is because none of the hyungs are at the dorm.”


  “We’re scheduled to be by ourselves until… 4 AM.”


  Kang Kiyeon, after checking the clock, added.


  “Iwol-hyung and Jeho-hyung went for a schedule, and Seongbin-hyung and Joowoo-hyung are… can I say it?”


  “Isn’t it better not to?”


  “Right? Please edit this part out.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon bowed his head to the camera. Kang Kiyeon, who was cutting felt, also bowed his head. They couldn’t spoil the university entrance plans of the hyungs who hadn’t even started yet.


  “When are we writing our rolling paper?”


  “Can we even call it a rolling paper when only two people are writing it?”


  “If it’s not a rolling paper, what is it?”


  “…A rolling card?”


  Even while having a silly conversation, the two of them didn’t stop their hands. Rather, their hand movements became busier as time went on.


  After making a total of four red socks, the gift explanations followed.


  “Jeho-hyung has poor night vision, so he sometimes bumps into the corner of the bed or furniture. So I prepared a set of small decorative lights that can be attached to the bed!”


  “Nice pick. Are you going to attach it to the headboard?”


  “Can’t we just attach it anywhere?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon put the well-packaged LED lights into the sock.


  “I have to write a card too. What good deeds did Jeho-hyung do this year?”


  “How can you not have thought of that when you bought the gift?”


  “Ah! I just remembered.”


  “What?”


  “He gave me an orange candy.”


  “That just came out of his bag.”


  Despite Kang Kiyeon’s nagging, Lee Cheonghyeon was undeterred. Kang Kiyeon picked up a camera and filmed Lee Cheonghyeon carefully writing, ‘I will give a gift to the good child Jeho who shares candy with his dongsaeng’.


  “Kang Kiyeon, what did you get for Seongbin-hyung’s gift?”


  “A notebook.”


  “Hyung has that notebook where you can avoid murder if you have three ‘patience’ characters.”


  “I think he’s almost used it all up.”


  “Already?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s eyes widened.


  “What on earth is happening to our hyung?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked, but Kang Kiyeon didn’t answer. He just silently wrote his card.


  “Won’t the sock look too empty with just a notebook?”


  “So I bought pens and stickers too.”


  “Oh, show me.”


  At Lee Cheonghyeon’s words, Kang Kiyeon rummaged through a plastic bag and took out the items.


  Ten bright red pens and a set of stickers with phrases like ‘Not my problem’ and ‘Yeah, didn’t ask’ came out.


  “…Has hyung been having a hard time lately?”


  “No. I just thought it would be nice to have stickers that represent his feelings.”


  A brief silence fell in the living room. It felt like a quiet moment of mourning.


  To break the heavy atmosphere, Lee Cheonghyeon said in a bright voice.


  “Let me show you the gift I bought for Iwol-hyung.”


  From a gray delivery envelope, something wrapped in bubble wrap was pulled out like it was being dragged by the hair.


  “Why is it so heavily packaged?”


  “Because it’s glass.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon carefully took a collection of small glass pieces out of the bubble wrap. A jellyfish-shaped mobile of dazzling colors was revealed.


  “Jellyfish have excellent regenerative abilities, so they recover quickly even if they get hurt. Turritopsis dohrnii is even theoretically immortal.”


  As Lee Cheonghyeon gently shook the mobile, the refracted colors of the glass spread around.


  “I bought it so our hyung will be healthy for a long, long time! Wouldn’t it be pretty if we hang it on the window?”


  “It would.”


  Lastly, Kang Kiyeon took out his gift for Park Joowoo. It was a cozy-looking white microfiber blanket.


  “Hey, you picked a great gift.”


  “Right?”


  Kang Kiyeon didn’t hide his proud expression.


  “But will this fit in the sock?”


  “I’m just going to put the sock over the end of the blanket.”


  “Right, what’s important is the content.”


  In the end, it was decided that one sock would be slipped onto one end of the packaged blanket. The two of them pushed the packaged gifts to a corner of the living room and continued writing their cards.


  An hour before the members returned, they didn’t forget to hide the gifts and clean up the living room perfectly.


  

  Five in the morning.


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s phone glowed faintly. A message from Kang Kiyeon had arrived.


  My Best Friend


  [The hyungs are asleep.]


  Me


  [Iwol-hyung is taking forever to sleep]


  [Do you want to sleep first? I’ll set up the camera]


  My Best Friend


  [Shouldn’t we just knock that hyung out?]


  Me


  [Wait a bit, I think he’s about to fall asleep]


  Lee Cheonghyeon held his breath as if he were dead and waited.


  Soon, the sound of even breathing came from under the bed.


  If he carelessly looked down now, he might make eye contact with a wide-awake Kim Iwol. So he had to wait patiently.


  And after three minutes of waiting, pretending to be asleep and making small breathing sounds.


  Me


  [These hyungs are asleep too]


  The time had come for the cute little Santa Clauses to be dispatched.


  Chapter 279: Santa Boy Knows (2)


  Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon secretly rendezvoused in front of the shoe rack. Their hands moved cautiously as they opened the shoe rack door.


  To prevent any unexpected noise, Kang Kiyeon held onto the umbrellas from above, while Lee Cheonghyeon fumbled in the corner of the shoe rack from below, taking out the cam and the stand.


  “We just have to install it at the points we checked earlier, right?”


  “Yeah. But are you confident you won’t get caught by Joowoo-hyung?”


  “He’s wearing an eye mask today, so it’s fine. He must have been tired.”


  Roommates were bound to know each other’s habits. At Kang Kiyeon’s words, Lee Cheonghyeon patted his friend’s shoulder as if to say he was reliable.


  After their conspiracy, the two parted ways, each holding three cams. A firm resolve to succeed with the hidden camera was palpable.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, who had returned to his room, carefully closed the door. Then he hid his body in a corner of the room and waited until his eyes adjusted to the dark.


  The location for the first cam installation was on top of a storage cabinet where the hyungs’ beds could be seen at once. If he placed the camcorder here, he would be able to capture the hyungs waking up at the same time.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, who had become accustomed to camera installation through frequent self-produced content filming, set up the camcorder with ease. He didn’t forget to check if it was recording properly.


  After pressing the record button to capture the entire room, Lee Cheonghyeon took out the gifts he had hidden in his blanket. Lee Cheonghyeon, with a large felt sock on each of his arms in the dark, looked more like a thief than Santa.


  Lee Cheonghyeon hung one sock on the head of Choi Jeho’s bed. Kim Iwol’s share was placed on the suitcase right next to his bed.


  “Since Iwol-hyung might wake up at any moment… I can’t get too close to the bed.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon, who whispered to the camera, then focused on installing the personal cam. He had already checked the angles that would best capture the two hyungs discovering their socks. Thanks to that, Lee Cheonghyeon was able to move with minimal movement.


  It’s a good thing Iwol-hyung doesn’t wake up easily these days.


  In the past, Lee Cheonghyeon would have been caught by Kim Iwol long ago. And he would have been nagged, saying that if he was going to do an event like this, he should have recruited him from the start.


  Thankful for the improvement in his hyung’s sleep quality, Lee Cheonghyeon diligently installed the camcorders.


  Me


  [Installation complete on this side]


  [What about you?]


  Lee Cheonghyeon reported his work progress. The reply came back a long time later.


  My Best Friend


  [I’m not even halfway done yet.]


  [It’s not easy to do this without Joowoo-hyung noticing.]


  Oh dear.


  Lee Cheonghyeon earnestly cheered for his friend who must be sweating bullets. If he went over to help, the probability of waking up Park Joowoo would only double.


  Fortunately, a few more minutes later, a reply came from Kang Kiyeon saying the installation was also complete.


  As if nothing had happened, the two Santas secretly got into their blankets and fell into a deep sleep, unbeknownst to their hyungs.


  

  An alarm went off, and my eyes opened. In a daze, I checked my Dotion notifications first. Was it because the last time I checked was three hours ago? There weren’t any new posts at that time.


  Are the others planning to sleep in?


  The upstairs and the room next door were all quiet. It was different from usual, when just one person’s alarm going off would wake everyone up. There was no sign of anyone in the living room either.


  As I was contemplating whether it would be better to wake the members up to eat or to let them sleep more, something strange caught my eye.


  It was a lump of red felt with something clumsily stuck to it. For a moment, I thought I was dreaming.


  When I sluggishly got out of bed, I saw something similar on Choi Jeho’s bed.


  I got up and picked up the felt. It was large, heavy, and made a rattling sound.


  …A sock?


  I wasn’t sure if something large enough to fit my head could be called a sock, but. In any case, its shape itself was a sock.


  When I took out what was inside the sock, a glass mobile came out.


  What is this?


  I stared at the mobile for a long time. The jellyfish-shaped mobile sparkled in the morning sunlight. It was an item that truly didn’t suit me.


  I was sure it wasn’t mine, so I was about to put the mobile back, but a card inside the sock caught my eye.


  On the back of the card, which had a tree drawn on a red background, were two short memos.


  【To the good child Iwol who takes good care of his dongsaengs


  Here’s a cute mobile for you


  Hang it by your head and look at it every day!


  It’s a gift for the brave child who didn’t cry all year


  May you become an even cuter, more beautiful, and jewel-like Iwol next year~】


  【Iwol-hyung


  Merry Christmas


  Here’s a gift for the good adult who’s worked so hard


  As Santa, I will watch over you next year too


  Have a merry Christmas


  -From Santa Kiyeon-】


  …Are they out of their minds?


  I rubbed my eyes and read the card again. But the content didn’t change.


  This jellyfish mobile is a gift? A Christmas gift?


  I hadn’t really received a Christmas gift before. How was I supposed to react to this?


  First, as Lee Cheonghyeon instructed, I tried hanging the mobile on the post of the bunk bed. But thinking it might cause a forehead injury upon waking, I moved the mobile’s location to the windowsill.


  The sunlight reflected off the glass, and unable to bear the shimmer hitting his eyelids, Choi Jeho furrowed his brow and opened his eyes.


  “What is that?”


  “Sorry. I’ll adjust the position again.”


  “Do we have to get up now?”


  “No. Sleep more.”


  At my words, Choi Jeho pulled the blanket over his head and turned his body. Then, at a bad timing, he was hit by a sock falling from above his head and pulled the blanket down.


  “What’s this now?”


  “It’s a gift from Santa. Since you’re up anyway, open it.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  With a face that said, ‘What nonsense are you spouting at this hour’, Choi Jeho pulled at the felt. Since he grabbed it by the bottom, all the contents spilled out onto the blanket. They were small light bulbs.


  “What is this?”


  “Aren’t they lights?”


  When I lifted the wire, I could see a line of quite long light bulbs.


  “There’s a card inside too. Check it.”


  At my words, Choi Jeho stuck his arm into the sock. A card with a different design from mine, with a reindeer drawn on it, came out.


  “Haa…”


  “What does it say?”


  Wearing the glasses I handed him, Choi Jeho read the message with a look of disbelief.


  “It says to treasure my shins.”


  It was a message that I couldn’t help but laugh at. While I covered my mouth and laughed, Choi Jeho, still with a furrowed brow, gathered the pile of lights.


  “What time did they even go to bed?”


  “Didn’t they go to bed after five?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon was fast asleep on the top bunk. He looked truly peaceful, sleeping without a care in the world.


  “Geez…”


  I sighed and pulled his blanket up for him.


  It was a few minutes after that, that my eyes met the camcorder attached to one side of the bunk bed like a side mirror.


  

  Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon’s surprise Christmas event ended successfully. The two of them were grinning from ear to ear as they checked the recorded footage. Just like that, the hyungs became the scum who didn’t even think to prepare gifts for their dongsaengs and just cluelessly received them.


  “Is there anything you want? Even now, I could…”


  “Seongbin-hyung, that’s an act that would tarnish our event.”


  Because Lee Cheonghyeon acted that way, we were deprived of the chance to atone for our sins, even if it was late. It was utterly frustrating.


  Perhaps because of that, Park Joowoo seemed to have decided on the route of happily using the gift. He came out of his room wrapped in the blanket.


  “Look at Joowoo-hyung. If he uses the gift like that, how proud would the person who gave it be!”


  At Lee Cheonghyeon’s passionate speech, I held the jellyfish in one hand, and Choi Jeho wrapped the string lights around his head, and then we put on a fantastic runway show. The guy was delighted, laughing until he was out of breath.


  “What did Seongbin get?”


  “A branding iron set.”


  Then Jeong Seongbin came out with a fistful of pens, a notebook, and dangerous-looking stickers.


  Why on earth did Kang Kiyeon give Jeong Seongbin something like that? I didn’t even want to know.


  “What about the notebook you were using?”


  “I’m almost done with it. That’s why Kiyeon bought me a new notebook.”


  At Jeong Seongbin’s ominous remark, we all froze like stone statues. Kang Kiyeon stealthily looked away from Jeong Seongbin.


  “How… did that happen?”


  As the most easily guilt-ridden among us, Park Joowoo bravely asked. We swallowed hard and waited for Jeong Seongbin’s answer.


  “It’s nothing much.”


  Jeong Seongbin said as he unwrapped the notebook.


  “I heard from the company about the progress of the lawsuit against Hong Unseop.”


  A chill ran down our spines.


  Lee Cheonghyeon tightly grasped Jeong Seongbin’s two hands.


  “Hyung.”


  “Yeah.”


  “Sometimes, one murder can prevent three ‘patience’ characters…”


  At the joke that could ruin his career as an idol, I nagged Lee Cheonghyeon for over 30 minutes and cheered for Jeong Seongbin to relieve his stress with the notebook.


  The Christmas miracle continued even after the morning’s gifts.


  We received another rookie award from a different broadcasting station, received fan letters sent by our fans, and even had a luxurious dinner with our managers using the corporate card.


  On Kang Kiyeon’s birthday, Kang Kiyeon’s parents bought us a meal. They earnestly requested that we scold and teach him a lot, saying that since their child was an only child, he only knew how to care for himself, and his life skills were lacking because all he did was dance. Jeong Seongbin and I repeatedly exclaimed, ‘Kiyeon is doing so well, Kiyeon’s mother!’


  On the New Year countdown stage, I was once again standing with Choi Jeho, waiting for midnight atop the stage.


  “10, 9, 8, 7…”


  While we all shouted the numbers together, I looked at his side profile.


  The guy who, in the past, had never even pretended to shout the numbers on a stage like this, was now moving his lips with a semblance of a smile.


  You’ve worked hard too.


  I thought to myself and shouted along with the remaining numbers.


  “3, 2, 1!”


  “Happy New Year!”


  Paper confetti burst out from both sides of the stage. Fireworks exploded above our heads.


  Choi Jeho looked at me and said.


  “Happy New Year.”


  The image of Choi Jeho from long ago on the screen, wearing a hanbok and wishing a happy new year with an impassive expression, came to mind and disappeared.


  “You too.”


  The new year dawned.


  It was the second January 1st with Spark.


  Chapter 280: Moving Day


  As the new year began, Spark received their very first annual activity schedule. Compared to the chaotic way we used to operate—like releasing an album just because I said so—this was a huge leap forward.


  As Manager Daeyeon’s probationary period ended, we also started using two vehicles.


  Me and the maknaes would ride in Manager Chanyoung’s car, while Choi Jeho, Jeong Seongbin, and Park Joowoo would ride in Manager Daeyeon’s car.


  At first, everyone found it a bit unfamiliar, but now they seemed pretty used to it. Riding in a car for more than four hours a day, it would be hard not to adjust.


  Until early January, we were insanely busy, but things started to slow down in mid-January. During this time, we uploaded personal content we hadn’t been able to share often before.


  I heard they also set things like an annual sales target… but I wasn’t very curious, so I didn’t ask.


  After all, with my luck, the system would pop up and say, ‘Assistant Manager Kim, have we finished organizing this year’s target sales revenue?’. It wouldn’t be too late to look at it then.


  And one of the big schedules in mid-January.


  “Guys, just pack your personal stuff and get in the car!”


  “Yes!”


  Spark’s moving day had arrived.


  

  The kind of moving I knew was a really tedious and exhausting process.


  You’d spend days packing, carefully wrapping anything fragile, coordinating the move-out and move-in dates, making sure you got your deposit back before rushing to the new place to pay the remaining balance—it was such a hassle.


  A one-person move was that busy, so I was worried just the other day about how arduous a six-person move would be, but it was truly a surprise.


  “Just pack your personal valuables yourselves. The moving company will move the rest all at once.”


  “What about electronic devices like laptops?”


  “Daeyeon and I will pack those separately and load them.”


  Everyone else was handling everything. I was so overwhelmed by this VIP treatment that I just hovered around the managers for about ten minutes, unsure what to do.


  “Then do we go to the new dorm after practice?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked. His voice was full of excitement.


  “That’s right.”


  “How’s the dorm? Is it better than where we used to live?”


  “Cheonghyeon, you’re distracting the manager while he’s driving.”


  “It’s way better.”


  “Wow!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon couldn’t contain his excitement and bounced around. The dorm we used to live in was nice too, but to think it was getting even better. Seeing the increased scale of investment, it seemed UA had set a high expected profit rate for Spark.


  Even in the practice room, whenever it was break time, Spark kept talking about the move.


  “I already picked out what drawer I’m getting.”


  “Isn’t that something you should discuss with your roommate beforehand?”


  “You’ll definitely like it too. I found something amazing.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon was showing off his shopping cart to Kang Kiyeon, holding it right up to his face, while…


  “I wish we could clean the washing machine while we’re at it…”


  “Should we run a drum clean cycle? We could also call a cleaning service.”


  …Park Joowoo and Jeong Seongbin were scheming ways to upgrade their new home in celebration of the move.


  “Aren’t we supposed to do a deep clean when we move in?”


  “Our family just did that ourselves.”


  The only ones worried about the impending post-move chaos were Choi Jeho and me.


  I’d done move-in cleaning myself too. To save money.


  “Ah, they said they’re calling a cleaning service today too.”


  Jeong Seongbin, who had heard my and Choi Jeho’s gloomy conversation, delivered the good news.


  Matching practice uniforms, regular meals from the company, a better dorm.


  Since regressing, all aspects of my food, clothing, and shelter were improving. It was a completely different path from the life of the 22-year-old Kim Iwol of the past. Different from the me who would just sling a bass over my shoulder and trudge to the club room on days without lectures.


  You really never know where life’s going to take you.


  I followed Jeong Seongbin’s instruction to resume practice and walked to my designated spot.


  “Let’s focus during practice. So we don’t get hurt from being too excited.”


  “Yes.”


  At my words, the guys answered in one voice. One way or another, they were as diligent as ever.


  

  “Hyung, did all your stuff arrive safely?”


  “Yeah.”


  I hadn’t actually checked everything, but I answered roughly. My belongings were just a suitcase, after all.


  Jeong Seongbin was amazed that the things that were originally in his bed had arrived exactly as they were. It seemed UA spent a lot on the moving expenses.


  “But Seongbin, are you really okay with sharing a room with me?”


  I asked, looking at Jeong Seongbin who was checking his closet. Jeong Seongbin turned around with wide eyes.


  “Why do you ask?”


  “I just thought it might be more comfortable for you to share with Joowoo or the younger ones.”


  This kid was already super polite to his hyungs, shouldn’t he have some space to breathe? Besides, my belongings were just a few clothes, a suitcase, and a drawer with a call button attached—these guys insisted on putting it right next to my bed—so changing rooms was no big deal. I could just tell the fans later that we changed rooms due to circumstances.


  However, Jeong Seongbin just smiled softly.


  “I’m fine. Are you uncomfortable, hyung?”


  “Of course not.”


  I’ve been roommates with Choi Jeho. You’re nowhere near as hard to live with as he was. Though he’s gotten a lot better these days.


  “Is there anything else you’d like me to take care of?”


  This was the side of Jeong Seongbin that made me uneasy. The kid couldn’t relax.


  “Seongbin.”


  “Yes, hyung.”


  “I’m twenty-two this year, right? And you’re twenty.”


  “That’s right…?”


  “I’m a full-fledged adult, and if I need anything or have a request, I can always actively speak up. Whether it’s to you or to someone older. So stop walking on eggshells, okay?”


  At my words, Jeong Seongbin smiled and said he understood. I couldn’t tell whether he was being sincere or not. Haha.


  After checking our respective belongings, we took some time to look at each other’s rooms. It was Lee Cheonghyeon’s idea, and we all ended up joining in.


  Choi Jeho and Park Joowoo’s room was as simple as could be. Besides the basic furniture, all they had were their bedding and music CDs. Meanwhile, only the area around Choi Jeho’s bed was lit up with small lights.


  “You put those up?”


  “Cheonghyeon came by earlier to check if I was putting them up.”


  Choi Jeho grumbled. When he pressed the button, a soft orange light enveloped Choi Jeho’s bed.


  “Nice mood.”


  At my comment, Lee Cheonghyeon wiped imaginary tears and laughed.


  On the other hand, Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon’s room had a lot of things. As if they had deliberately decided to match it to their tastes, the room was full of stuff.


  “Where are you guys going to put all this?”


  I asked out of concern, and they said they had ordered a set of storage cabinets. Should I be worried about these guys’ financial sense? Should I make them play market with fake money? I felt like they needed to realize how important a month’s salary worth of emergency funds was.


  “So, speaking of which, is there anyone who wants to use the alpha room?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked us. When everyone shook their heads, he asked if they could use it, so I told him to go ahead and use it.


  “To make it into a small studio… is it a bit too small?”


  “If you do that, only the equipment might fit, and Cheonghyeon might not be able to get in.”


  “Can you even call that a studio?”


  Park Joowoo, me, and Choi Jeho had a serious meeting as we watched Lee Cheonghyeon excitedly take something to the alpha room. In the end, the alpha room simply became the maknaes’ treasure trove.


  The move officially ended when we propped the whiteboard with the house rules on top of the drawer under the TV.


  “They say you’re supposed to eat jjajangmyeon on moving day.”


  “Cheonghyeon, you do know how many calories are in that, right?”


  At my words, Lee Cheonghyeon confidently walked to the refrigerator.


  “That’s why I secretly ordered it! Konjac jajangmyeon!”


  I was utterly dumbfounded by the six servings of konjac jajangmyeon in plain sight. We didn’t eat it since it was night, but the next morning, we were able to start the day by eating the konjac jajangmyeon Lee Cheonghyeon had prepared.


  

  Publicly listed companies submitted disclosure reports every quarter. These reports included revenue, net profit, operating profit, and explanations of the reasons behind fluctuations in sales and where operating profits were generated.


  The reports of the entertainment business showed a slightly different aspect. In addition to the regular disclosure reports, they announced through earnings presentations which artists would make a comeback and when, how much revenue was generated through a certain singer’s concert, and what the future expected profits were. Instead of a company’s business, it was the artist, and instead of a project, it was the activity details that were listed.


  UA wasn’t a company large enough to be listed, so they had only planned to the extent of adjusting the schedules that could be managed internally.


  However, starting this year, the method completely changed. The comeback and activity schedules of all their artists, including Spark, were fixed at the end of last year.


  There could always be changes, but just having a guideline would prevent a situation where schedules get tangled up within the company like during Ms. Newri’s time. In that sense, this change was very satisfactory.


  Ms. Min Jukyung’s explanation continued.


  “So this year, Spark will…”


  Annual schedule review. That was the reason I was currently in the dedicated team meeting with Jeong Seongbin.


  Thanks to the successive year-end stages, the KPI achievement was right before my eyes. So I wasn’t in a hurry, but I came anyway because I got anxious if I didn’t how things were going. The other guys had entrusted their right to speak to me and Jeong Seongbin.


  Two comebacks in a year.


  Compared to last year, the album release cycle had become much longer, but external events had increased. There were also quite a few variety shows where appearances were confirmed.


  It was good that our popularity had increased, leading to more opportunities for external activities. But it was troublesome if the company itself was trying to shelve Spark. The trauma of that one-year and two-month blank period still lingered for me.


  Lee Cheonghyeon would need time to make songs too, so should I settle for this much this year? My thoughts grew complicated.


  It would be nice if someone got a fixed spot on a variety show. Or is there a way to bring in more fans somehow…


  As I was seriously looking at the screen, I saw a schedule marked in red in the first week of December.


  [Concert]


  It was a concert that Spark had only managed to do when they were in their 5th year.


  Chapter 281: Sleeping Out (1)


  “A concert…”


  Jeong Seongbin muttered under his breath. It seemed the words had slipped out unconsciously.


  A concert already? Even if we release a full album in the first half of the year, do we even have enough songs?


  Though if we included unit stages and cover performances, we could probably put together a decent setlist.


  But in this age of high inflation, where concert tickets cost over 100,000 won, I didn’t want to put on a show that only looked good. If you’re selling something for money, it should be worth the price, shouldn’t it?


  In other words, it meant I had to consider myself dead this year and just work. People said if you suffered through one year, the next would be easier, but when exactly was my easier year going to come?


  It’s a relief that UA has a lot of experience holding solo concerts.


  This might be their first idol concert, but UA had held numerous concerts before. Among them were some very large-scale performances. That was because their affiliated artists tended to do a lot of performances and tours.


  What if UA had mentioned a concert this year without ever having held one before?


  If that were the case, I wouldn’t have stayed quiet. Even if it meant getting a double nosebleed, I would have shown myself pulling an all-nighter at the office, making all the employees and executives uncomfortable.


  Anyway, it was a relief that I didn’t have to meddle with the sound and concert planning. The technical skills that were there just fine wouldn’t suddenly evaporate when it was Spark’s turn.


  But something felt off. Didn’t the system usually give something this big as a KPI?


  I bet it was one of two things. Either I’d be assigned a task even more demanding than a concert, or a major incident would occur that made it impossible to hold a concert. If it was not going to be easy either way, the former would be better.


  It’s going to be a tough year.


  The future looked dark. It felt as bleak as when I had just become an assistant manager.


  I looked at Jeong Seongbin in the seat next to me. Jeong Seongbin was listening intently to Ms. Jukyung’s words and nodding his head.


  Still, having five colleagues surely counted for something. That thought came to me.


  

  Until mid-January, Spark’s dorm was filled with tension.


  Due to Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo’s college entrance exam issues, which started from the beginning of January, a campaign to protect the two main vocalists’ vocal cords was held until the day of their practical exams.


  There’s really no need for that.


  Hey, it’s an important time, we have to help!


  Although Lee Cheonghyeon, who had sternly reminded them to rest their voices except when singing, came back from the studio at the crack of dawn the next day and ignited Jung Seongbin’s fury, the rest of the members still tried hard not to upset the test-takers.


  As a result…


  “You look happy?”


  …Spark was able to see the two return to the dorm with proud faces.


  In addition to that, after filming self-produced content to be uploaded for the Lunar New Year in advance and attending an Indenia event, the holidays were just around the corner. Just before the break, Spark was finally granted a much-needed vacation.


  I was going to protest in front of the UA office building if they didn’t give us a vacation. Thankfully, it never came to that.


  “We’re resting for two weeks? Straight?”


  “You guys haven’t had many long breaks, have you? Even during inactive periods, you were mostly still working.”


  At Manager Chanyoung’s words, Lee Cheonghyeon was moved.


  The guy had already come to understand the precious mindset of an office worker on vacation. When you’re a student, even a month-long break feels short—but as a working adult, stringing together a four-day weekend feels like a miracle.


  After the official vacation announcement, we took some time to discuss how we would spend our vacation. Choi Jeho, Jeong Seongbin, and Kang Kiyeon decided to go to their family homes as always.


  “What about you, Joowoo-hyung? Are you going to Daejeon?”


  “Probably…?”


  “Then what about you, Iwol-hyung?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked me. When I said I was thinking of staying at the dorm, a commotion broke out from all sides. Even the manager joined in, and my ears were ringing.


  “Iwol, would you like to come to my place?”


  Finally, Manager Chanyoung suggested I accompany him. Though he withdrew the offer, saying he’d be too anxious about me while commuting.


  I’m not a child.


  It was a little absurd, but I stayed quiet, thinking it might be a natural reaction for these guys who installed a nurse call in the dorm.


  “Should I just stay behind, too?”


  “How about you go this time? It’s been almost a year since Cheonghyeon has been home.”


  “They have been contacting me, asking when I’m coming home…”


  At Jeong Seongbin’s words, Lee Cheonghyeon clicked his tongue.


  “If you really don’t want to go, you don’t have to force yourself. But don’t deliberately not go just because of me.”


  “Hyung, you be quiet for a bit.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon fiercely pushed back at me. He looked pretty irritated, so I decided to hold my tongue for now.


  As ideas flew around—me going to Jeong Seongbin’s house, Jeong Seongbin staying behind instead, or me heading to Kang Kiyeon’s place—someone raised their hand.


  “Um…”


  Park Joowoo hesitated and then opened his mouth.


  “Hyung, do you want to come to my aunt’s place with me?”


  And before I knew it, we were in Daejeon. Where Park Joowoo’s aunt’s family lived.


  

  Driving was handled by Manager Daeyeon.


  I said I would look into trains, but he said he had to work anyway since it was a weekday and came back with the company’s permission. Wanting to express my gratitude somehow, I offered him every snack I could find at the rest stop.


  I got to hear the specifics about Park Joowoo’s aunt’s house after the car had just left the rest stop. Park Joowoo, who had moved to the back seat to eat baby potatoes, told me various stories.


  “I… lived at my aunt’s place for a long time. So if I’m not at the dorm, I usually go to my aunt’s during vacations. My aunt and uncle are there… I don’t know if my hyung and noona will be there. They like to go out and have fun. …They’re both older than you, hyung.”


  The standard for ‘specifics’ was a bit biased towards Park Joowoo’s experence, but I couldn’t pry any further. Things like why he lived at his aunt’s house, and since when. Family matters were usually like that.


  I also heard that Park Joowoo’s aunt had ordered him to bring me along the next time he got a vacation.


  Why, though? Was I finally going to experience the ‘I can’t bear to see my Joowoo in the same team as a guy like you, not even if dirt goes into my eyes!’ that I hadn’t gotten from Jeong Seongbin’s mother? If I begged his aunt nicely to go easy on me, would she? From what I heard over the phone last time, she seemed like a nice person.


  All sorts of thoughts ran through my head. But I figured it wouldn’t change anything, so I stopped thinking by the time we passed the tollgate.


  My superior, the most venerable Jeong Seongbin under the heavens, had said that I had a personality that would be loved wherever I went, so I had no choice but to believe him.


  “Have the other members been to your aunt’s place too?”


  “Only Seongbin. A long time ago, when I decided to become an idol…”


  “…Don’t tell me he went to say, ‘Please give Joowoo to our team!’?”


  A chuckle was heard from the driver’s seat. Why are you laughing? I’m being serious.


  “It… wasn’t exactly like that, I think.”


  Great. Now I look like a crazy soap opera addict all by myself.


  “How did they react when you told them you were going to be an idol?”


  “They were happy… but they were also very worried. They asked if a shy kid like me could be an idol.”


  Park Joowoo smiled awkwardly.


  They weren’t wrong. If he hadn’t trained desperately during his trainee period, Park Joowoo would have had to go through a lot of difficulties. Just as he had in the past.


  “They must have been surprised to see you doing so well. Right?”


  “Yeah. Every time I call, they ask how a person could change so much…”


  Park Joowoo smiled. It was a smile of a different kind than before. A smile that was clearly embarrassed but happy.


  He said his whole family had watched the quiz program that Park Joowoo had recently been on with Lee Cheonghyeon. He showed me a photo he had received at the time, of his aunt’s family gathered in front of the living room TV.


  Park Joowoo had been quite impressive on that program. He guessed the saltwater concentrations in order, located cables just by the sound of current flow (probably due to some shoddy grounding on the set).


  Especially when he was contemplating which route to take to catch the monster NPC with little time remaining…


  Cheonghyeon, …how many points did they say we get for catching one monster?


  Purple is the highest at 100 points.


  Then… let’s run that way.


  …he showed off the ability to find a monster that had run away by the smell of fabric softener soaked into the monster’s costume.


  The sight of him winning by catching the most difficult monster that no one else could find was truly moving. His family must’ve been proud too.


  Wait a minute. In that case, wouldn’t it have been better for him to bring Lee Cheonghyeon?


  I briefly tried to recall the most recent broadcast I had done with Park Joowoo. Unfortunately, it was the roommate-swap self-produced content.


  Now I had to meet his relatives while the nation remembered me as a bossy, nagging control freak. The seat of the new car felt like a bed of thorns.


  

  Manager Daeyeon dropped us off at the apartment entrance and left like a breeze. We forced a set of native honey we had prepared in advance into his hands and saw the manager off. I had overheard that UA’s holiday gift was a ham set, so we prepared something different for the manager.


  With a set of native honey for his aunt in one hand, and holding Park Joowoo’s hand with the other, I said with a solemn expression.


  “If I get water thrown at me, you have to bring me a towel. Got it?”


  “Huh…?”


  Park Joowoo had a face that said, what are you talking about?


  You innocent fool. You, too, have to read the first volume of ‘Kingdom Another’ when you get back to the dorm.


  “Oh my, oh my! Iwol, it’s nice to meet you! I’m Joowoo’s aunt!”


  “Yes, auntie! Hello…”


  “My goodness, you’re much more handsome than on TV.”


  The unfortunate incident of being slapped with water did not occur. Instead, I received a warm welcome from his aunt.


  “Why didn’t you come with him last time?”


  “Haha, I went to Busan with Cheonghyeon.”


  “Busan is nice. Did you see a lot of the sea? You know, the three of you could’ve come together next time. Right, Joowoo?”


  His aunt told us to put our bags down first and headed to the room, carrying my bag and Park Joowoo’s bag one by one.


  At that moment, someone ran past me, creating a gust of wind.


  When I turned my head, Park Joowoo was being hugged by a young woman.


  “Aigoo, isn’t this our maknae, who’s so hard to see!”


  “Hello…”


  “Joowoo, your arms are getting so firm? Have you been working out?”


  “Yeah…”


  “To think a baby has grown up so much and is working out… time really flies.”


  My eyes met with the woman who was genuinely lamenting. She seemed to be the cousin-noona he had told me about.


  I heard his noona worked in society too? The moment our eyes met, we immediately put on our social masks.


  “Hello, I’m Kim Iwol from the same group as Joowoo!”


  “Oh my, that’s right. I heard you were coming together, but I completely forgot and showed you an unsigthly sight!”


  And then we shook hands. It wasn’t the kind of greeting that a noona in her pajamas and someone in semi-casual clothes would normally exchange, but in any case, I probably didn’t leave a rude first impression.


  Now only two more relatives to meet. And I only had one life.


  Even if their kindness was as diluted as 3 liters of water, I just hoped they wouldn’t see me as the bad hyung dragging Joowoo into trouble.


  Chapter 282: Sleeping Out (2)


  As the sibling introduction ended, Park Joowoo looked around the living room.


  “Where is Sihoo-hyung…? Did he go out?”


  “He’s in his room. Just a moment.”


  The noona strode over and threw open a closed door. Then she let out a lion’s roar.


  “Heo Sihoo! Joowoo is here!”


  At the thunderous voice, a presence emerged from the room. A man in a tracksuit came out with a hunched posture, and upon seeing Park Joowoo, he smiled warmly and opened his arms.


  “You’re here. It’s been a while.”


  “You’ve been well, hyung…?”


  Park Joowoo ducked and leaned into the chest of the man who was much shorter than him.


  After a moment of hugging Park Joowoo, Mr. Heo Sihoo also greeted me.


  “Hello, I’m Heo Sihoo. I believe you’re two years younger than me, is that right?”


  “Yes, hyungnim, please speak comfortably!”


  “Only if you do too, Mr. Iwol.”


  Mr. Heo Sihoo smiled slyly. After pleading that I couldn’t possibly speak casually, I managed to escape the crisis with only Mr. Sihoo speaking comfortably.


  The aunt’s grand meal started with tteokguk. The dumplings and tteokguk in a large bowl were very plentiful.


  “Aunt, my diet…”


  “Go eat and then work out. There’s a riverside trail nearby. It’d be nice if you took that Sihoo with you on your way out.”


  “Why me?”


  “What do you mean, why! Because you don’t move an inch from the house. Mushrooms are going to grow on your clothes.”


  At his aunt’s verbal onslaught, I couldn’t even open my mouth and just diligently ate my share of tteokguk.


  After finishing the tteokguk, we went to a nearby gym to burn off the carbs, bought a day pass, and did some strength training. Mr. Sihoo stayed home to ‘work on finger strength’. Park Joowoo, ho had solid strength even if his endurance was lacking, had a productive session too.


  When we returned to his aunt’s house, his aunt and noona were talking in the kitchen.


  “Mom, why are you cutting up so many cucumbers?”


  “Joowoo doesn’t really eat fruit and stuff. I should give him a lot of what he does eat.”


  “The kid’s going to turn into a rabbit at this rate.”


  The thoughtful conversation between the mother and daughter ended with our arrival.


  Instead, a 5-person conversation was formed, including us, with a table that looked like it would burst with cucumbers, strawberries, and sweet potatoes.


  “Joowoo used to be the tallest in this house, but today it’s Iwol, huh?”


  “There’s not much of a difference. Joowoo might become taller than me soon.”


  In these situations, you’re supposed to deflect compliments and instead praise the son. I’d done my research after the whole ordeal at Jeong Seongbin’s parents’ house.


  “Joowoo, when you get taller, give me some of your height.”


  “It’s pathetic to beg your dongsaeng when you didn’t grow because you overslept.”


  “Your noona is right. If you had played that game half as much, you would have grown to Joowoo’s shoulder height by now. Right?”


  At Mr. Heo Sihoo’s single remark, noona and mother scolded him as if they would tear him to shreds. Park Joowoo and I kept our mouths shut and only ate cucumbers.


  Then someone’s phone rang. When auntie answered the phone, a familiar male voice was heard.


  ─ Are the kids there?


  “Yeah, they’re here, eating snacks.”


  ─ Should I buy something to eat?


  “Are you buying dinner? I made galbi-jjim.”


  ─ We can eat galbi-jjim and something else too. We’ve got mouths to feed.


  Auntie looked at us and asked if there was anything we wanted to eat. I shook my head vigorously and exclaimed that this was more than enough. If it came to it, I was willing to snuck out to a 24-hour soup joint nearby.


  “Is there anything Iwol can’t eat?”


  “As long as it’s not chocolate or coffee…”


  At his aunt’s words, Park Joowoo answered quietly. Thank you, Joowoo. Thanks to you, I won’t be carted off in a foreign land.


  “The kids eat everything well. But we still have to feed them, so maybe tteokbokki or something…”


  “Tteokbokki is super high in calories, so that won’t work, right? No?”


  Cutting off aunt’s words, noona looked at us and asked. Assistant Manager Song had said that tteokbokki was the enemy of diets.


  But come on—are guests in any position to be picky? You eat what you’re given.


  “I’m really fine with anything!”


  “Me too. …As long as it’s mild.”


  Park Joowoo also said, blushing. A short while later, Park Joowoo’s uncle returned home with a large container of tteokbokki.


  After eating a delicious dinner and tteokbokki with lots of toppings, I ran along the stream with Park Joowoo. When we returned, the living room was piled high with blankets.


  “Iwol, Joowoo’s room is too small for two to sleep in. You sleep in Sihoo’s room. We can just tell Sihoo to sleep in the living room.”


  “No, I’ll sleep in the living room!”


  “We don’t make a guest sleep on the floor. Heo Sihoo, did you change all the bed covers I told you to change?”


  At the aunt’s scolding, Mr. Heo Sihoo hurriedly came out with a bed cover.


  Because of my visit, Mr. Heo Sihoo was kicked out of his room, and auntie had to wash a new bed cover. How could I ever repay this debt?


  “Auntie, I’m really fine sleeping in the living room.”


  “Are you worried Sihoo will get a cold? There’s an electric blanket in the living room too, so it’s fine. Don’t worry about it.”


  Auntie waved her hands. A heavy lump sat in my chest.


  Park Joowoo, who was watching me crying inwardly, said cautiously.


  “Aunt… can’t Iwol-hyung and I sleep in the living room?”


  “The two of you?”


  “Yeah. I don’t mind sleeping in the living room, so…”


  It was a good solution that could send Mr. Heo Sihoo back to his room and persuade his aunt. Indeed, the aunt, perhaps thinking it was because we were really close, readily agreed.


  A short while later, Park Joowoo’s white bedding and my share of bedding with an abstract pattern were laid out in the living room. His uncle checked several times to see if the power button of the electric mat was on, saying we would get a stiff neck if we slept without turning on the mat.


  The kindness felt excessive. I had looked after Lee Cheonghyeon because he was composing, and Jeong Seongbin because he was the leader and had a lot on his plate—but I hadn’t really taken care of Park Joowoo much before, which made it feel all the more burdensome.


  I told him I would wash up first and escaped to the bathroom. Hot water poured fiercely from the shower.


  Don’t you hate it when there’s no warm water in the bathroom in winter?


  You’ll get frostbite trying to stay clean, and you’ll become unclean trying to avoid frostbite…


  That’s why I shove my hands under my armpits as soon as I wash them.


  How much hot water can the staff possibly use… Is the company that broke?


  You think they are? The execs were grinning ear to ear after that new app took off.


  Old memories bloomed, mixed with the steam.


  When I turned off the valve, water droplets dripped from the shower head. Even the last drop was warm.


  I was about to get dressed and go out, but I heard the sound of a dispute outside.


  “Who just sends over that much money out of the blue? If you worked hard and earned it, you should spend a little on yourself too.”


  “But still…”


  It seemed Park Joowoo had given a portion of his settlement money to his aunt. Park Joowoo hesitated.


  “Aunt, you spent a lot of money because of me…”


  Hmm, this felt too personal to be eavesdropping on.


  I was about to fill a washbasin with water and wash my face until it peeled, but his aunt’s words struck my ears.


  “What kind of parent expects their kid to pay them back for raising them?”


  Suddenly, I remembered the words that had been stabbed into my back on the day I left my family home with my noona, dragging a single suitcase.


  You should at least be grateful for being raised this much.


  And those words, my noona, walking ahead with my backpack on her shoulders, had said in response:


  As if they ever really did anything for us.


  The entire time we were going to the bus stop, my noona had urged me.


  To never feel sorry for those people, no matter what happened to them. That it was something she would handle by herself, and not a problem for me to worry about.


  To live as if I had no family.


  Who did my noona mean by ‘handling it herself’?


  Mom and Dad? Or was it, by any chance, noona herself?


  Splashing cold water on my face cleared some of the miscellaneous thoughts. Instead, my face was tingling. My face in the mirror had turned red from the cold.


  I still remembered noona’s words as she looked back at me, who was dragging a suitcase.


  “You’re going through a lot on such a cold day.”


  Maybe my noona saw my face exactly like this back then. My face, heading to a new house, completely frozen and red, because I didn’t have a proper winter coat.


  

  Park Joowoo and I lay side by side in the living room. When all the lights in the house were turned off, the surroundings became quiet, as if it had never been noisy at all.


  I turned on my phone, which I hadn’t checked for a while because I’d been talking with the aunt and uncle. Messages had piled up in the group chat.


  Mental Pillar Jeong Seongbin


  [What’s everyone up to?]


  King of Cuteness Kang Kiyeon


  [I’m talking with my mom and dad.]


  20-Year-Old Metal Marble Park Joowoo


  [I’m about to go wash up]


  [Iwol-hyung is chatting away]


  Cutie Pretty Visual Lee Cheonghyeon


  [Lying in bed hehe]


  Center Emperor Choi Jeho


  [Sleep]


  For goodness’ sake. I didn’t chat that much.


  But something was strange. For some reason, Lee Cheonghyeon’s message stuck with me.


  Lee Cheonghyeon wasn’t the type to see a message late. Especially not at a time with no schedule.


  There were no tildes, emoticons, or flashy exclamation marks. This was the guy who would have popped up early and pestered the hyungs to send pictures of what they were doing.


  “Joowoo.”


  “Yeah.”


  “Can you take a look? Am I the only one who thinks Cheonghyeon’s message seems odd?”


  I lowered the screen brightness of my phone and showed it to Park Joowoo. He quietly stared at the screen.


  “You’re right. Did something happen…?”


  A shadow was cast over Park Joowoo’s face.


  Just in case, I sent a short private message to Lee Cheonghyeon.


  Me


  [Everything’s okay?]


  [Call me if anything happens.]


  The read receipt didn’t disappear for quite a while.


  Cutie Pretty Visual Lee Cheonghyeon


  [Don’t worry~]


  The reply that came back was concise.


  Perhaps because of the phone light, Park Joowoo tossed and turned next to me in silence. I hurriedly turned off my phone and pulled the blanket over me.


  I should contact him tomorrow.


  Was it because it was my first long-distance outing since the trip to Busan, or was it because it had been a long time since I had been surrounded by strangers?


  Sleepiness quickly came over my relaxed body.


  And the next day, before lunchtime.


  ─ Hyung, can I go back to the dorm a little early?


  A call came from Lee Cheonghyeon.


  His voice was drenched in tears.


  Chapter 283: Stranger (1)


  Im Chanyoung stopped the car at the entrance of a large apartment complex with an unnecessarily long name. Lee Cheonghyeon smiled brightly, said his thanks, and closed the car door.


  Lee Cheonghyeon looked up at the forest of apartment buildings, which were easily over 30 stories tall. From the moment he entered the gate, his heart felt stifled.


  Even after taking a deep breath, the tightness in his chest didn’t go away. Each step was heavy. The soles of his shoes felt sticky, as if they had touched a giant mousetrap.


  However, Lee Cheonghyeon’s apartment was too close to the entrance for him to stall the time, and as you would expect from an expensive apartment, the elevator was fast.


  “I’m home.”


  His memory was far too good to have forgotten the password.


  As far as he could remember, nothing in the apartment had changed since they first moved in—not the layout, not the items.


  Every choice had been made carefully from the start. Once something was decided, it stayed that way. Money was spent generously to save time, and that time was to be used for more ‘valuable’ things.


  ‘Valuable thing’ meant something that could prove one’s competence among people—in other words, achieving something through competition.


  This unspoken rule had not changed from the past until now. Rather, it had become even more solid.


  Lee Cheonghyeon fiddled with a frame hanging on the wall. Awards in all sorts of languages were fitted in, perfectly aligned.


  In a small glass cabinet next to it, Lee Cheonghyeon’s concours trophies were displayed.


  His achievements at home ended with those.


  Not that I expected anything.


  Lee Cheonghyeon imagined inserting the small trophy he had received from a music show among the trophies in the glass display case. The thought alone was so funny that he let out a dry laugh.


  “What’s this?”


  Before he could even set his bag down, a provocation was thrown at him.


  “…Hey.”


  “Why are you here?”


  “It’s vacation.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon put his bag down with his back to his dongsaeng.


  “You still crawl back just because it’s your home.”


  Just like the furniture and certificates, the mockery hadn’t changed.


  Why was this brat even at home at this hour? Shouldn’t he be off studying at one of those fancy academies he loved so much?


  “Still running around, pretending to be an idol?”


  The mocking voice loitered in front of the door.


  Lee Cheonghyeon didn’t answer. It was easier that way.


  “Pathetic piece of sh*t.”


  After throwing the harsh words, the footsteps headed towards the kitchen. Lee Cheonghyeon swept his hair up.


  Ah.


  His vision was filled with books packed tightly on a bookshelf that reached the ceiling. There was nothing in here that Lee Cheonghyeon liked.


  I want to go home.


  At least for Lee Cheonghyeon, this place was not home.


  

  They say that everyone gets three chances in life.


  When Lee Cheonghyeon was very young, someone who was an older relative patted Lee Cheonghyeon’s head and said this.


  Cheonghyeon, you’ve already had your first chance. You were born to good parents.


  Indeed, Lee Cheonghyeon grew up without knowing hardship. Before he could even feel the need for something, Lee Cheonghyeon already had everything. If there was anything Lee Cheonghyeon lacked, it would have been the experience of ‘lacking’ itself.


  Furthermore, Lee Cheonghyeon was sharp. When he was given something and solved it, he was praised. The praise felt good, so he kept solving more. The more he solved, the more problems he was given.


  Lee Cheonghyeon didn’t mind. Because solving problems was fun. Because studying was enjoyable.


  However, the academic fields that Lee Cheonghyeon could reach were limited. That became clear the moment Lee Cheonghyeon realized that there were various ‘types of academia.’


  Applied mathematics, numerology, physics, chemistry, economics—these were studies that were good for Lee Cheonghyeon to learn.


  Astronomy, literature, aquatic biology, library and information science—these were not permitted for Lee Cheonghyeon.


  He still remembered the answer he got when he asked, ‘What’s the difference between the two?’.


  Do you think you can win a Nobel Prize by doing things like that? Literature field is a perfect way to starve.


  When an acquaintance asked if he was by any chance interested in that sort of thing, his mother had answered nonchalantly.


  Cheonghyeon is not the kind of child to be interested in such things. He’s a born science student.


  The conversation ended there.


  The next morning, Lee Cheonghyeon woke up to find that a few books from his bookshelf were missing.


  People who lived well also needed hobbies that created a quality life, so Lee Cheonghyeon’s family went to a concert together for the first time in a long while.


  His mother had laughed, saying that he had come when he was very young, so he wouldn’t remember.


  Mom, I remember everything.


  His older brother said that, and their mother praised him, impressed that he remembered. At that time, Lee Cheonghyeon’s siblings were thirsty for praise.


  I remember too.


  Including Lee Cheonghyeon.


  His mother and father dismissed Lee Cheonghyeon’s words as a child’s lie to get atttention. They only gave a perfunctory response, saying that their Cheonghyeon was amazing too.


  And when the concert ended.


  Dad.


  What is it?


  Does the performance change when the conductor changes?


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked what he had been curious about throughout the hours-long concert.


  There’s a framework called a musical score, so why does the tone change when the conductor changes? Does the conductor not just keep the beat, but also interpret?


  Our Cheonghyeon, why are you curious about that?


  His father asked as he set him down from his arms.


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s answer was simple.


  The performers hardly changed, but the way they used dynamics was different.


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s parents checked to see if they had indeed seen a performance by the same orchestra a few years ago.


  The two of them, then and now, wanted to enjoy the best cultural life. Therefore, the orchestra that held the concert then and now had to be the same.


  And the two of them came to see the articles that came up while searching for the orchestra.


  [20XX Vienna Hillharmonic Korean Performance… Conducted by Stein Lebert]


  [Stein Lebert, Retires After Final Performance in the UK]


  [20XX Vienna Hillharmonic Finally in Korea with New Conductor…]


  They were uncharacteristically flustered.


  Their child was certainly sharp—but so was his older brother.


  Still, Lee Cheonghyeon was only nine years old, too young to dismiss as merely a bit smart.


  So when Cheonghyeon turned eleven and boldly declared he wanted to pursue music, their reluctant permission was likely influenced in large part by this moment.


  

  Lee Soohoon, the eldest son of the Lee family, was smart. He followed the standard path of an elite, and in middle school, he was evaluated as being able to enter a gifted high school without any difficulty.


  In fact, he did get accepted into a gifted high school with confidence, and he continued to perform well there.


  The second son, Lee Cheonghyeon, had shown talent from a young age. Though he faced strong opposition, he was eventually allowed to pursue the detour of piano, thanks to Soohoon’s lack of interest in anything besides academics.


  But perhaps it was because the intelligence of the third son, Lee Kangmyeong, fell slightly short of their parents’ expectations?


  Though Kangmyeong was also talented and diligent, it was only Cheonghyeon who was forced to not give up either music or studies.


  Despite being brothers, the feelings they held toward one another weren’t exactly warm, and yet, like strangers, they were all subjected to the same expectations


  And so, the three of them grew up without knowing how to care for each other.


  Around that time, a new wind blew for Lee Cheonghyepn, out of his parents’ sight.


  I’m Kang Kiyeon, majoring in Korean dance.


  An unknown classmate had knocked on the door of Lee Cheonghyeon’s classroom, holding an unimaginable option.


  Are you interested in being an idol?


  This became the catalyst that shook Lee Cheonghyeon’s foundation.


  So much so that Lee Cheonghyeon even asked the boy in front of him if he had really come to see him.


  You’re asking me?


  Aren’t you Lee Cheonghyeon? I am sure of it.


  How did you know me?


  I saw the recital.


  Kang Kiyeon, who said he had seen the recital held at the school every year, just handed over his phone number due to the short break time and returned to his classroom.


  Me


  [I’m not a composition major though]


  Kang Kiyeon (Korean Dance)


  [I know.]


  Me


  [Then why did you ask if I was interested in being an idol?]


  [Are you a trainee or something?]


  Kang Kiyeon (Korean Dance)


  [I am a trainee]


  [Is it rude to suggest a different path to someone who has a major?]


  [Sorry. I guess I thought others might be open since I’m not pursuing a conventional path either.]


  Me


  [It’s not really like that]


  [It’s just that people don’t usually ask, so I was curious]


  No one had ever asked Lee Cheonghyeon what he wanted to do.


  In Lee Cheonghyeon’s world, there were only ‘do’ and ‘don’t.’


  Kang Kiyeon (Korean Dance)


  [Because you received the most bouquets at the recital.]


  Me


  [What]


  Not even ‘the performance was good.’ Just because he received the most bouquets?


  Just as the budding interest was about to cool down, Kang Kiyeon’s reply arrived.


  Kang Kiyeon (Korean Dance)


  [It means you have a lot of friends.]


  [Being loved by others is a talent.]


  Lee Cheonghyeon stared blankly at the screen.


  Kang Kiyeon (Korean Dance)


  [I don’t have a good ear, so I don’t know exactly how well you play the piano]


  [But if you were the representative at the recital, it means you’re the best in our grade.]


  [I thought that if you’re a kid who can work that hard, you could do anything.]


  [I heard from the other kids that you’ll be successful enough in that field too.]


  [I just wanted to suggest it, so I hope you don’t take it too badly.]


  Kang Kiyeon said he asked even though he thought he would be rejected. Because he believed Lee Cheonghyeon would do well.


  Him, whom no one in his family believed in.


  Many thoughts came to mind.


  It wasn’t difficult to find Kang Kiyeon in the Korean dance department.


  In fact, it was easy. Because there were almost no boys in the Korean dance class.


  What do you want?


  Kang Kiyeon looked at Lee Cheonghyeon, who had called him, with a displeased expression.


  What do you do after school?


  I go to the company and practice.


  I mean, for fun.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, who had changed his career path once, needed certainty. Certainty about whether it was okay to walk a different path again. Because he had only ever changed his mind without achieving anything.


  So for a few days, Lee Cheonghyeon followed Kang Kiyeon around. He went to a place called a comic cafe, and he even entered a small agency, smaller than one of the research complexes of the institute where Lee Cheonghyeon’s mother was the vice director, for the sake of a tour.


  During lunchtime, he watched videos of people dancing on the streets.


  So you joined UA after watching this person?


  Yeah.


  Then are you going to debut with this person?


  I’m just thinking it would be nice if that happened.


  Kang Kiyeon turned off his phone and stood up from his seat. His skinny wrist dangled as he picked up a can of soda.


  What kind of reason could there be for not being able to eat what you want, dancing all day and night, and having to wait for an uncertain debut instead of a concours where you could win an award with just your own ability?


  Why do you want to be an idol?


  Lee Cheonghyeon looked up at Kang Kiyeon.


  Kang Kiyeon answered.


  Does there have to be a reason? I do it because I want to.


  Lee Cheonghyeon thought about it. Whether the piano was really the final destination of the music he wanted to do.


  And he belatedly remembered. That the piano was a compromise between him and his family.


  Kang Kiyeon had essentially re-lit Lee Cheonghyeon’s broken fuse.


  Lee Cheonghyeon believed this was the second chance in his life. So for the first time, he tried to rebel. He used every means he could to persuade them.


  As the old saying goes, there were no parents who could win against a child who went on a hunger strike, refused to go to school, and cried and screamed every day.


  Instead, Lee Cheonghyeon was no longer a member of this household.


  To a family for whom the gazes of others were as important as their own lives, Lee Cheonghyeon’s deviation was an unforgivable act.


  Conversely, appearing as a normal family to others was also important.


  So Lee Cheonghyeon couldn’t completely distance himself from his home either. It was a cruel thing.


  Chapter 284: Stranger (2)


  Thud. The bedroom door opened.


  “Hey, come out.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon, who was lying in bed, checked the time at his younger sibling’s words. It was 6:30 p.m.


  Staggering to the dining room, he saw his father and older brother sitting there. The table was set for dinner, likely prepared by the housekeeper before she left.


  Seeing that his mother was absent, he could only guess that she was on a business trip or working late.


  “…I’m home.”


  “Why are you greeting me only now?”


  His father’s low voice reprimanded Lee Cheonghyeon. Lee Cheonghyeon sat down with an apology.


  The meal was quiet. Only the sounds of clinking dishes could be heard.


  Lee Cheonghyeon wished he could just pass out. The food wouldn’t go down his throat. The rule that he couldn’t leave the table freely was the only thing keeping him in place, and it was agonizing.


  Just as he was forcing himself to at least pretend to use his chopsticks, someone put down their spoon with a clatter.


  His father was looking at him.


  “Lee Cheonghyeon.”


  “…Yes.”


  “How long are you going to do this idol thing?”


  His voice was indifferent yet sharp.


  Then he threw something onto the table—it clattered violently, dishes clinking and breaking. The table was a mess in seconds.


  The screen of the thrown phone was shattered. On the cracked screen, a fancam of Spark’s IRREGULAR stage was visible.


  Lee Cheonghyeon glared at his younger brother. His father wasn’t the type to look something like that up on his own.


  “Did you make a big fuss about becoming an idol just to go around doing this? Aren’t you ashamed to be parading your face around like this?”


  Of course, he wasn’t ashamed. For that one stage, Lee Cheonghyeon had arranged the music to death and practiced, squeezing out time he didn’t have.


  And yet his family called this embarrassing. Because Lee Cheonghyeon danced with fluid lines, wore a pink outfit with a cute hat, and winked at the camera.


  He didn’t even think, ‘of all things, they had to see IRREGULAR’. His father would have been angry no matter what he saw, and Lee Cheonghyeon would have become one of three things: embarrassing, pathetic, or empty-headed.


  Lee Cheonghyeon said nothing. He knew best that talking to a wall was meaningless.


  “You skipped your finals to do this? Did you not feel any guilt sending that kind of report card home? Don’t you feel sorry for your parents?”


  His brothers left the table first. Only Lee Cheonghyeon couldn’t leave the table, where the side dish soup was dripping.


  “You’re a senior now. You have less than ten months until the college entrance exam.”


  The warning pressed down on Lee Cheonghyeon like a heavyweight.


  “This is your last chance to undo a wrong choice. With your brain, it’s not too late if you come to your senses now.”


  With those words, Lee Cheonghyeon was truly left alone.


  No one cared about things like broken dishes—everyone just assumed the housekeeper would naturally clean it up when she came tomorrow.


  Lee Cheonghyeon cleaned the table by himself. And he wiped the table clean, as if wiping a stain from his heart.


  The bed he lay down in after getting ready for sleep was uncomfortable. The bleak air was cold. He missed his room at the dorm, which was full of his things.


  Wondering what the members were up to, he looked at the group chat, and messages had already piled up. Lee Cheonghyeon also sent a message late.


  Then, Kim Iwol immediately sent a private message. A preview appeared on his lock screen.


  Our Eldest Hyung


  [Everything’s okay?]


  [Call me if anything happens.]


  Unable to take his eyes off the pop-up message, Lee Cheonghyeon couldn’t even think to reply and just stared at the preview.


  

  His eyes opened at the crack of dawn. Lee Cheonghyeon washed up early. Then he sat on his bed and waited for all his family members to leave.


  He sighed in the pre-sunrise darkness.


  I woke up too early.


  It couldn’t be helped as he had tossed and turned all night. He wanted his daily life to begin at hours where he wouldn’t have to clash with his family.


  It was then. He heard the sound of the door lock opening.


  Did Mom just get here?


  Lee Cheonghyeon quickly pulled the blanket over his head and lay down. He was already distraught, and he didn’t know what he would hear if he ran into his mother.


  He could hear his mother and father’s conversation beyond the door.


  “You’re just getting here?”


  “Yeah. I’ll get some sleep and then head out again.”


  “Didn’t you say you were going somewhere in the afternoon?”


  “A seminar. But I’ll be back in the evening.”


  It was a normal conversation. Lee Cheonghyeon liked this kind of peace.


  “Did you have a good talk with Cheonghyeon?”


  “He just kept his mouth shut. Hard to talk when the other person won’t say anything.”


  “He’s nineteen and still can’t get a grip.”


  But the fact that he was always the one who ruined that peace—that was what hurt Lee Cheonghyeon the most. He failed to sneak out while his family was out.


  He even had to have breakfast with his entire family. The table, with all five chairs filled, was more uncomfortable than yesterday.


  It was his mother’s voice that broke the long silence.


  “Lee Cheonghyeon, I heard you had a little talk with your father yesterday?”


  Could you even call that a talk?


  Maybe once, it might have been considered normal, but not anymore. To be precise, he knew after seeing Kim Iwol. Because Kim Iwol always tried to prevent his dongsaengs from being in such situations.


  “…Yes.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon forced himself to answer.


  “Have you thought about it?”


  “About what?”


  “Your father must have told you. That it’s time to seriously start studying.”


  His head was blank. Lee Cheonghyeon stammered.


  “Are you telling me to quit being an idol?”


  “How long were you planning to keep doing something only little kids dream of?”


  His ears rang as if vibrating. His mother’s gaze was sharp enough to pierce through Lee Cheonghyeon. A wave of emptiness spilled from the gash in his heart.


  He had worked so hard since debut. He’d been exhausted, overwhelmed, but happy when the results came in. Not once had writing music ever felt anything but joyful.


  Every moment with the others had been precious. Even when a friend battled mental illness, or his hyung struggled, he gave everything he had to help them through.


  Even when he was happy throughout all their activities, he’d still felt the pressure—he feared being told he was useless if they didn’t earn money. So on the day they finally received payment, he’d barely managed to exhale in relief.


  Back then, he’d felt not joy—but relief.


  He knew he’d be criticized for flunking tests. But he wanted to show them that at least in his field, he was doing just fine.


  But now, everything he had built with such sincerity was being dismissed as a childish phase to be tolerated.


  Lee Cheonghyeon shot up from his seat. Leaving behind a voice asking what he thought he was doing, he went into his room and shoved the charger he had brought from the dorm into his bag.


  “Who do you think you are, getting up in the middle of a meal…”


  “I knew you wouldn’t understand. So I wasn’t expecting anything.”


  “What makes you think you have the right to talk back?”


  “Besides studying, is there anything you’ve ever said I was good at?”


  His family members came running. Everyone stood behind his mother.


  There was no one by Lee Cheonghyeon’s side.


  “We got first place on a music show. We even won an award. You guys always said awards were a good thing—are these ones embarrassing to you?”


  His sorrow overflowed, not knowing how to stop.


  “I stayed quiet because I figured it came from concern. You must be worried about your child throwing his life away on an uncertain future, you must want him to walk only on a solid path, so I just listened and moved on.”


  “And you’re still acting like this? You think we’re worrying just to watch you suffer?”


  “I don’t want to live like that!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon shouted.


  “You were the ones who chose piano for me. From the start, I never had a say in what instrument I played. Even when I won competitions, you called me a stubborn brat. You said if I didn’t win an international prize by 25, I had to quit everything!”


  “So we let you become an idol. Among Soohoon and Kangmyeong, has anyone else lived chasing what they want like you?”


  “So now that the grace period is over, you’re telling me to quit? When I think of this as my profession?”


  “Are idols even recognized as a proper profession in society?”


  He was at a loss for words. A passage from a book he had read on a sleepless night and in a car where his thoughts had grown heavy came to mind.


  **“What had taken the rabbit from him? Why had they forbidden him to fish and to take walks?”


  After reading the end of that book, Lee Cheonghyeon had felt endlessly empty. Lee Cheonghyeon didn’t want to become like that.


  “Mom, I…”


  Tears flowed. Lee Cheonghyeon squeezed out the last of his energy to speak, wiping his tears.


  “I don’t want to be recognized by society, I want to do what I love.”


  “……”


  “I’m not doing something that harms others…”


  Tears fell to the floor in drops.


  Cold words fell on Lee Cheonghyeon’s bowed head.


  “Then leave.”


  “Honey.”


  “If you’re going to live however you want, then leave. But, leave behind everything you bought with the money your mom and dad earned.”


  It hurt as if his chest was being gouged out.


  “If you can’t appreciate the blessed life you’ve had, then I’m done caring.”


  At those words, Lee Cheonghyeon opened the bottom drawer of his dresser.


  A cheap, tangerine-colored pouch, unbefitting of the luxurious house, revealed itself.


  “Didn’t I tell you? Leave everything behind.”


  “I will leave everything behind.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon opened his bag and shoved the charger he had packed into his pants pocket. He threw the bag straight into the trash can. He also took off the cardigan he was wearing and threw it on the bed.


  “But I bought this.”


  “……”


  “I bought it with the prize money I won from a water rocket competition. There was no lesson on how to make a water rocket in the online lectures you signed me up for, and Dad didn’t drive me to the competition venue. I did it all myself.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s hand, clutching the pouch, tightened.


  “I don’t need anything else.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon stormed out of the room. The entire time he was heading down the hallway to the front door, no one stopped him.


  A familiar outer coat fell on Lee Cheonghyeon’s shoulder as he was putting on his shoes.


  Lee Kangmyeong was looking down at him.


  “You’ve become a beggar, so at least take a piece of clothing with you.”


  “Get lost.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon flung the coat away. The coat fell to the floor limply.


  Lee Kangmyeong sneered.


  “If it were me, no way in hell I’d live like that. Getting cursed out online every day, having to manage your image—what’s fun about that?”


  “Then are you happy living like that?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked with bloodshot eyes. Lee Kangmyeong smiled brightly.


  “Of course.”


  Normally, Lee Cheonghyeon would have gotten up and left at this point.


  Instead, Lee Cheonghyeon chose to look his younger brother straight in the eye.


  “Yeah, I bet.”


  “What?”


  “You failed the entrance exam for the gifted high school.”


  At Lee Cheonghyeon’s provocation, Lee Kangmyeong’s eyes flashed.


  “It would have been a sight to see if I had gone to the gifted high school, too. Then, among us, you would have been the only one treated like a dunce who couldn’t get into the gifted high school.”


  “Are you done talking?”


  “No? I should probably also say that acting all smug just because you found a half-decent backup school is pretty childish.”


  “You couldn’t even get in.”


  “Thinking that I couldn’t get in is a bit too self-serving of a judgment, isn’t it?”


  A silence fell between the two. As Lee Cheonghyeon was about to finish putting on his shoes and stand up, Lee Kangmyeong spat out a curse. Lee Cheonghyeon just stared at his younger brother.


  Lee Kangmyeong shot at Lee Cheonghyeon.


  “You really think your future’s gonna be that bright?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon didn’t answer.


  Perhaps interpreting the meaning of the silence as ‘lack of confidence,’ Lee Kangmyeong said.


  “I’m not gonna live like you—reckless and without a damn fucking plan.”


  Those words touched something in Lee Cheonghyeon.


  The source that had whipped Lee Cheonghyeon forward as the year-end approached.


  “The future?”


  Tears still streamed down Lee Cheonghyeon’s face.


  But his eyes gleamed with a sharp, cold light.


  “How can you talk about the future so confidently—when you don’t even know if you’ll be alive tomorrow?”


  The day Kang Kiyeon announced his hiatus, Lee Cheonghyeon feared he might never return to the stage.


  When Kim Iwol was hospitalized twice due to unexpected accidents, he wondered if he’d ever see his hyung again.


  The reason Lee Cheonghyeon had pushed himself to the brink.


  The reason he had written songs like a machine in a small studio, recalling the sea Kim Iwol had taken him to, even though creation wasn’t something that just happened by sitting there.


  “I don’t think about things like the future.”


  Because he didn’t know if the six of them would still be together in the future.


  Because he couldn’t guarantee that this moment would last forever.


  “My goal is to leave evidence that the six of us exist right now. As much as possible.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s voice trembled. It was a voice filled with resentment.


  “So that even if I get into an unexpected accident on my way back today, people will say that I left all the records I could leave in a year.”


  “……”


  “You just go ahead and live your whole life just planning for the future.”


  With those words, Lee Cheonghyeon stepped out the front door.


  And he called Kim Iwol, crying.


  “Hyung.”


  His face was wet, but he had no time to wipe it. Lee Cheonghyeon clutched the pouch and asked.


  “Can I go back to the dorm a little early?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon needed a place to rest.


  —


  **Hermann Hesse, ‘Beneath the Wheel’, translated by Lee Soon-hak, Seoul: Mir Book Company, 2023, p. 133.


  Chapter 285: Stranger (3)


  Park Joowoo and I returned to Seoul in no time, riding in a car driven by his uncle.


  On the way, a system notification popped up saying that the KPI had been achieved, but I didn’t even get a chance to check it. It seemed to be thanks to the year-end performance and other such factors, but there was simply no time to confirm.


  At the dorm we arrived at, Lee Cheonghyeon, his eyes swollen like steamed manju buns, was lying on the living room sofa.


  “What? I thought you were coming the day after tomorrow?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon jumped up in surprise.


  “Does it look like I could wait until tomorrow?”


  “Cheonghyeon, are you okay…?”


  Seeing Lee Cheonghyeon’s eyes, Park Joowoo hurriedly wrapped two spoons in plastic wrap and put them in the freezer.


  “What happened? How did you get to the dorm?”


  As I held onto Lee Cheonghyeon and asked, the guy burst into tears. Park Joowoo and I were at a loss, doing our best to comfort him.


  “Did you fight with your family?”


  At my words, Lee Cheonghyeon nodded.


  “What was it about…?”


  Park Joowoo asked cautiously. Lee Cheonghyeon avoided answering directly.


  “Sorry. It’s a bit embarrassing to say specifically why I cried so much.”


  Coming from a kid with spoons on his eyelids, it was an odd thing to say, but if he had cried that much, he must be feeling awful inside.


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked us not to tell Kang Kiyeon that he had returned early. He was worried Kang Kiyeon might decide to come back early, too, if he heard. So I reported Lee Cheonghyeon’s whereabouts only to Jeong Seongbin and returned to my room.


  Didn’t he say his family was against his idol career?


  That must have been what caused the friction. My head became complicated.


  It was not like Lee Cheonghyeon would find it easy going against his family just to be an idol. Even when your family supports you, it’s nerve-wracking if results don’t show—especially when you’re in an unstable job like this.


  
    [SYSTEM] A ‘New Task’ has been assigned.


    ▷ Family Consultation

  


  And now this thing was messing with my head too. It was even more annoying because I could guess why it had appeared at this timing. The family probably referred to one of Lee Cheonghyeon’s parents.


  Moreover, there was no reward.


  If stepping in would improve Lee Cheonghyeon’s situation, I’d be willing to do as many interviews as needed, but wouldn’t the company be a better fit for something like this than me? How persuasive could a twenty-two-year-old be?


  While Park Joowoo was staying with Lee Cheonghyeon, I also checked the system, which I had pushed to the back of my mind while flying from Daejeon to Seoul. It was a KPI completion notification.


  
    [SYSTEM] The achievement of ‘Subordinate’s’ KPI ‘Capturing the Hearts of Potential Customers’ has been confirmed.


    ▷ Reward: Past Data (1 set)

  


  It was similar to the ‘Memory Data’ I had received before, but the name was different. The fact that the data, which I had only ever received one at a time, was now a set also definitely meant something.


  
    [SYSTEM] ‘Holding a Concert’ has been designated as ‘Subordinate’s’ KPI.

  


  The next KPI was decided to be the concert that I had suspected a while ago.


  Seeing the roadmap laid out so perfectly, it seemed a huge ordeal was coming my way. I had a feeling that holding the concert would be a thorny path.


  I guess I should open the data.


  Didn’t I almost cross the River Styx last time because I postponed opening the memory data? There was a relatable proverb for a situation like this: ‘If you’re going to get hit anyway, better to get it over with’.


  Anyway, for now, lifting up Lee Cheonghyeon’s spirit was the priority. So I went out to the living room and joined in on Park Joowoo and Lee Cheonghyeon’s light-hearted chatter.


  That evening, we ordered something tasty, and in the end, I even dragged out all my bedding to the living room and lay next to Cheonghyeon, who kept insisting it was lonely sleeping alone.


  “I think I’ll be able to sleep well tonight.”


  “Why…?”


  “Because I’m happy.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon answered. I took off the face mask I had placed on his face and lay down.


  “Thanks for coming.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon said with his eyes closed.


  “Sleep well.”


  I gave the two of them a goodnight and lay down to sleep.


  Then, closing my eyes, I activated the system.


  With the message that the past data was being played, I felt my body float up.


  

  An exceptionally striking middle-aged man sat by the window seat of a cafe.


  There were hardly any people around. The only background sound was soft classical music.


  I… judging by the circumstances, seemed to be looking down at the cafe from the perspective of a wallpaper, a wall clock, or one of those small rubber trees you commonly find in cafes.


  At that moment, a familiar head popped up at my feet.


  The back of the head and hairstyle clearly looked like Jeong Seongbin, but something felt different.


  His shoulders were slightly hunched inward, and he kept turning his head anxiously, as if checking his surroundings.


  The person presumed to be Jeong Seongbin hesitated before approaching the middle-aged man.


  “Jeong Seongbin?”


  “Yes… hello.”


  Jeong Seongbin greeted him with his head slightly lowered.


  The man exchanged a few words with Jeong Seongbin and then raised his hand to call an employee. It must have been a high-end cafe, as a waiter came to take their order.


  The opening was concise.


  “I’ve heard a lot about you from Cheonghyeon.”


  The man’s gaze was on Jeong Seongbin. However, Jeong Seongbin couldn’t seem to lift his head.


  Judging by his face and tone, he seemed to be Lee Cheonghyeon’s father. Was it hard for Jeong Seongbin because he was a member’s parent? But then again, Jeong Seongbin hadn’t found it difficult with Kang Kiyeon’s parents or Park Joowoo’s aunt.


  But why is he so…


  Intimidated.


  No one tried to break the awkward atmosphere. The distance between the two remained until Jeong Seongbin’s coffee arrived.


  When Jeong Seongbin barely took a sip of the coffee that had taken a long time to arrive, the father spoke.


  “Cheonghyeon talks about you a lot. He says you’re a good hyung and that he trusts and follows you a lot.”


  It was a compliment, but the father’s expression was stiff. He didn’t look like he was about to say anything nice.


  “Seongbin, I won’t beat around the bush.”


  The father clasped his hands together.


  “I’d like you to persuade Cheonghyeon for me.”


  Persuade? Persuade him of what?


  Don’t tell me he’s asking him to convince Lee Cheonghyeon to quit Spark? Hasn’t he been watching too many weekend dramas?


  I, too, had imagined being doused with water by Jeong Seongbin’s mother. But that was only an imagination. Such things rarely happened in reality.


  On the other hand, what I was seeing was past data.


  It was a scene that didn’t exist in my memory, but one that had actually happened in the past.


  So this man, well past his youth, had resorted to childish intimidation in front of a teenager?


  Lee Cheonghyeon didn’t leave Spark until before the disbandment. Seeing that, Jeong Seongbin must have managed to get through this situation appropriately…


  “……”


  …is what I thought.


  Jeong Seongbin’s shoulders trembled.


  His head was about to be buried in the floor, and his two hands were clasped together.


  It was only then that I understood. The reason why Jeong Seongbin couldn’t smile in this atmosphere, which was so artificial it was laughable.


  “In my opinion, I don’t think you guys can succeed in this industry.”


  “……”


  “If you’ve only been looking at this path since you were young, you might want to try more. I understand all of that. But Cheonghyeon is different. If he’s taken the wrong path, it needs to be corrected as soon as possible.”


  The Jeong Seongbin in front of me was not the Jeong Seongbin I knew, the one who had completely washed away the scars received from Jang Junhoo.


  To Jeong Seongbin, who had been gaslighted by Jang Junhoo for years, a tall man who was older, hostile, and overbearing was nothing but a threat.


  Because to Jeong Seongbin, all the words he was hearing would feel like the truth.


  Jeong Seongbin just listened to the father’s words without a word.


  It was impossible to even guess how much Jeong Seongbin’s self-esteem had been chipped away during that time. Perhaps it had already been weathered away by Jang Junhoo.


  “You’ve had no schedule for over half a year. Don’t you also think it looks tough, Seongbin?”


  The fact that the company was not reliable enough for Jeong Seongbin to lean on must have also played a part. In the early days, didn’t UA just barely debut Spark and then neglect them?


  It was rare for someone to give up on their debut or leave after debuting due to a lack of communication or disagreement with their parents. But it wasn’t unheard of. Such things happened more frequently the younger the person in question was.


  Around this time in Spark, Lee Cheonghyeon would have just escaped his minor status. Which meant he was out of his parents’ direct sphere of influence.


  That was why, instead of speaking directly to Lee Cheonghyeon, he was trying to change his mind through Jeong Seongbin. Simply because he didn’t want to be a bad parent.


  “I heard you take very good care of your members.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s father stared intently at Jeong Seongbin. His two eyes were all black.


  “Consider it helping a close dongsaeng become a proper person and help him change his mind. I’m asking you.”


  “……”


  “He doesn’t listen to what his family says, but wouldn’t Cheonghyeon listen to you?”


  The strength in Jeong Seongbin’s clenched fist increased. But it soon went limp and was released.


  “…Yes.”


  That hollow reply marked the end of the meeting.


  What was that Jeong Seongbin thinking? I didn’t want to know.


  

  Perhaps because the data was a set. Even though my darkened vision had brightened, instead of waking up, I found myself in the dorm before we moved, looking down at the guys from the perspective of a wall clock once again.


  Jeong Seongbin and Lee Cheonghyeon were standing facing each other in the living room. Next to Lee Cheonghyeon was Kang Kiyeon.


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked with a dumbfounded expression.


  “What did you just say?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon never spoke informally to the older members. I’d seen him use formal speech far more often than casual, and yet hearing him now in informal speech felt strange.


  “Did I hear you correctly?”


  “……”


  “You’re telling me to leave? To go and do something else?”


  “Cheonghyeon, that’s not what I said.”


  “But it is. You told me that this path doesn’t seem right for me, so I should just go back to what I was doing, that’s what you said.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s face flushed red. He asked in an agitated voice.


  “What’s the reason?”


  “……”


  The Jeong Seongbin who became the leader had a lot of self-doubt. How much had he worried about whether he was fit to be the leader, whether he would harm the group? So much so that he had called me and Choi Jeho, whom he had found so difficult, at the same time for a consultation.


  The Jeong Seongbin of this time must have still lacked confidence in himself. So much so that he couldn’t even answer Lee Cheonghyeon’s question.


  Is it okay for me to keep watching this?


  It felt like I was secretly peeking at a side of someone that they had hidden and didn’t want to show. I felt a sense of guilt. But the data didn’t stop.


  “Why would you say that when you can’t even give a reason? Do you also think I’m just doing this idol thing for fun?”


  The father had clearly said, ‘he doesn’t listen to what his family says.’ Even just today, Lee Cheonghyeon had come out of his house crying.


  Even putting that aside, just by listening to the way he normally spoke, it was easy enough to tell. That Lee Cheonghyeon was treated poorly at home.


  And now, all that frustration that had been building up inside him finally burst out.


  Because the person he trusted and looked up to—Jeong Seongbin, the one his father described as a ‘good hyung’ he relied on—had said the very same thing to him.


  Chapter 286: Stranger (4)


  In the early days of their debut, Lee Cheonghyeon had attracted a flurry of interest. It was no exaggeration to say that at the time, half of the posts mentioning Spark were about Choi Jeho, and the other half were about Lee Cheonghyeon.


  If there was a difference, it was that the posts mentioning Choi Jeho were mainly about his presence, while the posts mentioning Lee Cheonghyeon were mainly about his appearance.


  ≫ Honestly, if it were Lee Cheonghyeon’s level, even if he were just a filler member


  He’d still be the visual in any group, snatch up an ambassador deal, and live easy


  └ In the first place, with Lee Cheonghyeon’s face, there’s no way he’d just be a filler


  └ Agreed, even if he did mumble-rap, he could totally be the main rapper


  ≫ If you’re born with a face like that, you can make a living without doing anything


  └ Of course. Just look at Cheonggwang shooting solo ads


  └ Cheonggwang is so lucky, life is easy for him


  Sometimes, people who were excessively good-looking had their skills overshadowed.


  That was the case with Lee Cheonghyeon. Due to the nature of the idol profession, his appearance made him stand out, but at the same time, it also obscured his abilities.


  Lee Cheonghyeon didn’t blame such things. Even when the agency, which he joined by following a friend, left them unattended for months — to the point he wondered if they’d forgotten they existed — he tried not to dwell on it negatively.


  Instead, Lee Cheonghyeon decided to increase the number of things he was good at. Thinking back on what he had mentioned in live broadcasts and such, it must have been around this time that Lee Cheonghyeon started learning composition.


  I just want to be good at more things. That way, I can contribute more to the group. I have to try harder.


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s stance wasn’t much different before and after I regressed. The timing was just moved up a bit.


  To that kind of Lee Cheonghyeon, Jeong Seongbin openly declared. That his efforts were no longer needed, and that it would be better for him to leave the team.


  This remark was enough to become a turning point for Lee Cheonghyeon to have extreme thoughts.


  “If it was because I was lacking something, I could at least understand. No, I still wouldn’t understand. If there’s something lacking, you should tell me to fill it. Not just tell me to leave.”


  “Lee Cheonghyeon, you need to cool your head for a bit.”


  Kang Kiyeon grabbed Lee Cheonghyeon’s arm. Lee Cheonghyeon fiercely pushed him away.


  “What is this, all of a sudden? Is it because it’s hard for the company to manage five people, so they told you to kick one out? Since I was the last one to join, you’re telling me to leave, is that it?”


  “It’s not like that. I really, for you…”


  “For me, what?”


  Jeong Seongbin couldn’t open his mouth rashly.


  His heart would want to hold onto Lee Cheonghyeon. It was just that his conscience and the pressure were dominating his mind. That was why, while taking on all the misunderstandings, he couldn’t say that it was Lee Cheonghyeon’s father’s fault.


  And Lee Cheonghyeon was probably hurt by this attitude of his hyung.


  He must have wanted him to resolve the situation by saying things like, it’s a joke, it was a hidden camera. Even if he knew it wasn’t, if there had just been a beat of hesitation, Lee Cheonghyeon would have been able to have a calmer conversation.


  But Jeong Seongbin missed the timing to soothe Lee Cheonghyeon.


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s sorrow, which had been building up for years, exploded.


  “If there’s someone who has to leave, it should be the one with the least skill!”


  In a very wrong way.


  Because they didn’t know how to fight while staying true to the real issue.


  Because they had no experience of honestly expressing their hurt feelings as hurt.


  “Have I ever done worse than you in the monthly evaluations, except for the very beginning of my time at the company? When we had a schedule, who went on the most variety shows? When your throat was in bad condition, who was the one who covered for you!”


  “Lee Cheonghyeon!”


  Kang Kiyeon shouted at the screaming Lee Cheonghyeon.


  “Are you picking a fight with me now too?”


  Kang Kiyeon asked.


  He, who had received a lower score than Lee Cheonghyeon in the monthly evaluation, who had camera fright and couldn’t go on many broadcasts and was criticized whenever he did.


  Kang Kiyeon, who had injured his ankle not long after debuting and couldn’t even dance properly during that short promotion period.


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s expression crumpled.


  “…You know I’m not talking about you.”


  “What are you going to do if it sounds like you are?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon wiped his face with both hands.


  “Kang Kiyeon.”


  “……”


  “Shouldn’t you be on my side?”


  The guy looked miserable.


  “You’re the one who brought me here.”


  “……”


  “Then you could have at least said something to hyung, like ‘why would you say that to him’.”


  “……”


  “You could have asked on my behalf, ‘isn’t Lee Cheonghyeon doing well, what’s the problem’.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon sank to the floor.


  “We’re friends, aren’t we…”


  Kang Kiyeon couldn’t say anything.


  Park Joowoo, who had been watching everything, knocked on a door with difficulty and went in. Choi Jeho was sitting on the edge of the bed.


  Looking at Park Joowoo, who was hoping for someone to mediate, Choi Jeho said.


  “What do you want me to do?”


  “Hyung…”


  “Anyone would be pissed off if they were suddenly told to get lost. Isn’t it natural for the atmosphere to fall apart?”


  With those words, Choi Jeho turned his gaze away from Park Joowoo. Choi Jeho’s voice was clearly heard by the three in the living room as well.


  The current Spark could draw out a conversation no matter who you put together. Because they shared topics and talked together every day.


  On the other hand, the past Spark was not like that. It was true that Lee Cheonghyeon tended to liven things up, but he had his ups and downs, and there were also pairings that made the viewers more uncomfortable. Even Jeong Seongbin and Lee Cheonghyeon, who knew the flow of broadcasts, couldn’t create synergy when they were together.


  I had wondered why.


  If something like this had happened, it would have been difficult for the two of them to show a good side of themselves on broadcasts.


  The fact that it didn’t show openly was probably thanks to the long hiatus that followed. Should I call this a relief?


  My thoughts grew complicated. In contrast, my consciousness was gradually fading. The past data seemed to be ending.


  

  A ticklish feeling on the tip of my nose woke me up. Someone’s crouching body was right in front of my eyes.


  “…You’re awake?”


  Park Joowoo’s voice came from above my head. He withdrew his finger.


  “You were sleeping for so long, hyung, so just in case…”


  Park Joowoo quickly made an excuse. He must have been checking to see if I was breathing.


  “What time is it?”


  “11 o’clock.”


  “Huh?”


  I checked in surprise and the wall clock really was pointing to 11.


  “Did you have breakfast? What about Cheonghyeon?”


  “We ate, and Cheonghyeon is in his room writing a song…”


  “Good.”


  “Iwol-hyung, you’re awake?!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon was full of energy since the morning. Even though Park Joowoo and I had been talking in voices as small as ants, he had somehow managed to overhear us and burst out of his room.


  “I was wondering when you’d get up. Are you upset I didn’t wake you up for breakfast?”


  “Not at all.”


  I quietly looked up at Lee Cheonghyeon. He stared at me with wide eyes.


  “Cheonghyeon.”


  “Yeah.”


  “Were you making a song?”


  Actually, I wanted to ask what he thought of Jeong Seongbin. Even though I knew the answer would be that ‘he’s a kind and good hyung’.


  But I couldn’t ask. In case a different answer came out.


  “Yeah. Why?”


  Because I didn’t know everything about Lee Cheonghyeon. Just as I hadn’t known about their past.


  “Can you let me hear it?”


  As if it were no big deal, Lee Cheonghyeon headed to his room. Then he returned with his laptop.


  “What do you want to hear first? They’re not masterpieces, but I have two fresh tracks…”


  Lee Cheonghyeon played a song.


  You could have asked on my behalf, ‘isn’t Lee Cheong-hyun doing well, what’s the problem’.


  I closed my eyes. A light, low-quality melody played quietly.


  “It’s good.”


  “What is? Number 1, or number 2?”


  “Both.”


  The current Lee Cheonghyeon, and the songs Lee Cheonghyeon had started to make in this life.


  They were all good, but…


  “Still, take some breaks while you work.”


  “Huh?”


  So you don’t get tired. So you can always enjoy it.


  As much as you’ve lived giving up on fun things, have a few times more fun.


  “Nag.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon clicked his tongue and turned off his laptop.


  The sunlight shone brightly into the living room.


  Unlike the chilly dream, reality was warm. They said this dorm faced south. It must have been true.


  

  Kang Kiyeon returned home two days later as scheduled. And as soon as he arrived, he had to comfort a sobbing Lee Cheonghyeon.


  “Why on earth are you crying?!”


  “Because I can now proudly use my pouch!”


  Then Lee Cheonghyeon hugged Kang Kiyeon and started wailing again. According to him, they were tears of joy, but I wasn’t so sure. Kang Kiyeon could only sigh and pat his friend.


  While they were having their one-sided tearful reunion, I slipped into my room.


  And I reviewed the new task that had popped up a while ago.


  
    [SYSTEM] A ‘New Task’ has been assigned.


    ▷ Family Consultation

  


  This was no longer a simple consultation. It had become a crucial task where I had to go in place of Jeong Seongbin and persuade Lee Cheonghyeon’s father.


  The past Lee Cheonghyeon was an adult, so his legal guardian couldn’t force a contract termination.


  However, because I had moved up the debut, Lee Cheonghyeon was still a minor.


  If I sent the company to meet him instead, it would become a business-like conversation between two adults—definitely not good. I’d be at a disadvantage in a negotiation like that.


  First goal, to prevent Jeong Seongbin from being called to that meeting.


  Second, to persuade Lee Cheonghyeon’s father so that he could remain in the group with a peaceful mind.


  If I couldn’t achieve these two things, the group could face a crisis again, regardless of the task.


  I seriously contemplated hiding Jeong Seongbin’s phone. Thanks to being roommates, I had plenty of opportunities. But I refrained, as there were things you shouldn’t do as a human being.


  Then, a thought occurred to me. ‘How did Lee Cheonghyeon’s father contact Jeong Seongbin?’


  Lee Cheonghyeon could have given out the members’ contact information, but the old Spark couldn’t use personal phones for a year after their debut. It meant that even if Lee Cheonghyeon had given out the number, it would have been difficult for his father to contact only Jeong Seongbin without his son knowing. Because everyone would have used the dorm’s shared phone.


  The next logical method would’ve been through the company… UA seemed like the type to have handed over a member’s phone number to someone else’s father at least three times.


  Should I give the managers a heads-up? Or Ms. Jukyung?


  I pondered how to say, ‘If a certain father calls, please keep it a secret from that friend and tell me!’ in the least suspicious way possible.


  But there was no need for that.


  “From Cheonghyeon’s father?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s father had sought me out, not Jeong Seongbin. Directly.


  Chapter 287: Freeman: Qualifications


  Spark’s existing emergency contact network was all connected to Ms. Min Jukyung.


  However, after Manager Daeyeon joined, the channel for communicating with the members’ legal guardians was changed to Manager Daeyeon.


  Not long after Manager Daeyeon introduced himself and provided his new contact information, Lee Cheonghyeon’s father asked for my number.


  “For the sake of privacy, I did tell him that I couldn’t provide personal contact information, even to a member’s family. Still, I thought you, as the person involved, should know.”


  Manager Daeyeon kindly explained the company’s response method as well. It was a perfect response. Because if he had said, ‘I’ll ask Mr. Iwol and get back to you!’, the person who had to decide whether to refuse or not would have been shifted to me, regardless of my will.


  “Thank you. I know it’s a bit of a hassle, but would you mind asking if I could have the father’s contact instead? I think it’d be more appropriate for me to reach out first, since he’s an elder.”


  “It’s not difficult to ask, but you’re not obligated to contact the members’ families, Mr. Iwol. Just in case you think you have to.”


  The manager said, sounding worried. To prevent the manager from giving up on exchanging contact information for the consultation out of excessive consideration for me, I did my best to put on an act, saying that it wasn’t burdensome at all and that I had been feeling regretful for not having been able to greet Lee Cheonghyeon’s parents.


  After sending Manager Daeyeon off.


  I returned to my room and began to think seriously.


  Why did the subject of the consultation change from Jeong Seongbin to me?


  In the past, Lee Cheonghyeon had introduced Jeong Seongbin to his family as a good hyung he trusted and followed. That was why Lee Cheonghyeon’s father had called Jeong Seongbin out and asked him to persuade Lee Cheonghyeon. Because he knew how much Lee Cheonghyeon relied on Jeong Seongbin.


  But the target of this persuasion had changed to me?


  There was no doubt. That Lee Cheonghyeon punk, he was not showing it, but he must have some dissatisfaction with Jeong Seongbin and talked less about him to his family. Just look at the resentment the Lee Cheonghyeon in the past data had.


  It was my fault for not even noticing this while living under the same roof. I wouldn’t even be able to hand out my business card as an HR employee anywhere now. How could I handle people when I was so clumsy at grasping interpersonal relationships?


  Swallowing a sigh, I activated a system feature I hadn’t used in ages.


  What was the name again? The Stick of Friendship?


  
    [SYSTEM] Would you like to use the ‘Stick Function’?


    ▶ Yes / No

  


  So it was just called the ‘Stick Function.’ Why did they put all sorts of titles on the other functions but make this one so simple?


  Until now, I had tried not to use the stick function if I could help it. I had used it early on when I hadn’t know better, just trying to keep the group from falling apart, but I figured it was rude to read someone’s mind without permission.


  I decided to make an exception this time. Lee Cheonghyeon acted so perfectly normal around Lee Seongbin.


  Without knowing Lee Cheonghyeon’s inner thoughts, if I carelessly asked him, ‘Cheonghyeon, what do you think of Seongbin?’, who knew what kind of disaster it might trigger.


  
    [SYSTEM] Please write the combination name.


    ▶ [ ]

  


  And without fail, the time for naming had returned.


  This is why I hate using this. I suck at coming up with names. Do you know how many times I was rejected last time?


  I lightly wrote ‘Spear and Shield,’ and as expected, it was immediately rejected. The reason was that it was too generic.


  As I was racking my brain, Lee Cheonghyeon asked from outside the room.


  “Hyung, what are you doing in your room?”


  “I’m in the middle of a creative activity. Please let me be alone for a moment.”


  “Okay~.”


  Beyond the closed door, I could hear the sound of his footsteps leaving to find another member to play with.


  You don’t even know what’s on my mind. Well, I’m doing this because I don’t know what’s on your mind either…


  After being rejected about 79,000 times this time as well, I was finally able to get a new combination name approved.


  
    [SYSTEM] The combination name is confirmed as ‘Arctic Dandelion.’

  


  Honestly, at this point, the system must be fed up and had given up on me. If it was going to give up anyway, it should have let me go sooner. Would’ve saved us both the pain.


  After all that worry, the inner thoughts of the guys I looked into were unexpectedly peaceful.


  
    [Jeong Seongbin ─ A cute, all-around talented person → Lee Cheonghyeon]


    [Lee Cheonghyeon ─ I wish he would rely on me sometimes, but even so, he’s always so reliable and such a great, cool leader hyung → Jeong Seongbin]

  


  I thought they had fought or something when I wasn’t around, but that wasn’t the case. It was a relief that they were on good terms, but this was shocking in its own right. And Lee Cheonghyeon’s thought was too long.


  Then what on earth could be the reason why Lee Cheonghyeon’s father chose me?


  I got chewed out by Manager Nam even when I had intel—I couldn’t face a crisis with so little information.


  First of all, the possibility that Lee Cheonghyeon had talked about one of us was very low. Unlike the past when he had long rest periods and many opportunities to visit home, the current Spark was very busy.


  In a situation where it was difficult to find out about the relationship between Lee Cheonghyeon and the members, the easiest way to figure it out was by searching online.


  His father probably looked up the Spark members to some extent. Including things like platform profiles, public opinion, and reputation.


  And if he made it to the wiki…


  Education


  ― Accepted to S University, Department of Business Administration (Admission canceled due to declining the offer)


  …this information came up.


  Inferring from what I’d heard from the guy so far, it was clear that Lee Cheonghyeon’s father contacted me because of this.


  It was not difficult to guess the atmosphere of Lee Cheonghyeon’s household. Because of what Lee Cheonghyeon usually said.


  They valued social standing, and because the couple succeeded and established themselves through academia, they believed that it was the only valuable path. Therefore, they forced this path on their children.


  The attitude of looking down on Jeong Seongbin, which I saw in the past data, probably came from that as well. Because that stance didn’t come just from age.


  He’ll come at me with the expectation that he can communicate with me to some extent.


  Once I understood the situation, the attitude I had to take was also sorted out. And the role I had to play in the consultation.


  I’d taken plenty of beatings from my manager before, but I’d never had to shatter a parent’s expectations.


  Swallowing a sigh inwardly, I checked the manager’s message.


  Manager Daeyeon


  [Mr. Iwol, the father said if you tell him your free times and the office location, he’ll come to meet you nearby. I’ll give you his contact information, so you can reply with a convenient time.]


  Me


  [Thank you! As I mentioned earlier, please keep it a secret from Cheonghyeon for now…!]


  A confirmation emoji was added to my message. Thinking that I might really get splashed with water this time, I stole a towel from the dorm and put it in my bag.


  

  The day of the appointment dawned. Warm sunlight streamed in through the window.


  But the moment I opened the front door and stepped outside, a fierce winter wind would surely whip me. Society was cold and merciless…


  “Hyung, are you going out?”


  Perhaps awakened by the bustling noise, Jeong Seongbin rubbed his eyes and asked.


  “I’m going to PT.”


  “What?”


  Jeong Seongbin blinked.


  “In those clothes?”


  Today’s outfit was chosen from Gu Jahan collection. That was because in the past data, Lee Cheonghyeon’s father had appeared in a very formal look.


  He already had a negative image of idols. If I showed up in my usual semi-casual streetwear, I’d lose points from the very first impression.


  So I put on everything, from the shirt Mr. Gu Jahan bought me to the pants and coat Mr. Gu Jahan bought me. Shout-out to Mr. Gu Jahan. I wish you success in your next work.


  I even slicked my hair back with Choi Jeho’s wax. I couldn’t ask to borrow it since the guy was in Gwangju, but since the wax was about to expire, I decided to just buy him a new one when I got back.


  “Do I look weird?”


  “No, it’s just the first time I’ve seen you go to a workout dressed like that, hyung…”


  Haha, look at this innocent lamb. He thinks PT just means working out.


  I had no intention of clarifying. If I did, he’d make a fuss, asking if I was going to work.


  “I’ll be back.”


  I hurriedly rushed out of the dorm before Jeong Seongbin could ask anything more. The winter wind, as sharp as Lee Cheonghyeon’s father’s eyes, brushed against my face.


  Manager Daeyeon took me to the appointment location. I carefully set foot in a cafe with a solemn impression, one I had never been to before, yet was familiar.


  It wasn’t unusual for events to shift when the subject changed. If the people or timeline changed, something was bound to be different.


  Nevertheless, Lee Cheonghyeon’s father had chosen the same time and the same place as in the past. To a person like this, meeting his son’s friend was just one of his daily tasks, which meant it was an event that had no room for change.


  If it were up to me, I would want his father to acknowledge and support his son, but.


  A goal must be set clearly, within the realm of possibility, and without losing sight of what was most important.


  So I braced myself as I climbed the stairs, determined to gain his approval for Lee Cheonghyeon’s career.


  In a quiet seat on the second floor, that person was waiting, just as the old Jeong Seongbin had faced him.


  

  An impeccable outfit, a sophisticated luxury watch without a single scratch, and an upright posture. Lee Cheonghyeon’s father was the textbook image of a socially successful middle-aged man.


  “Hello, I’m Kim Iwol, who works with Cheonghyeon.”


  “Yes, have a seat.”


  As I bowed, his father gestured for me to sit. The act of calling a waiter to have me order a drink was also the same as back then.


  If there was a difference, it was that unlike with Jeong Seongbin, he used polite language with me.


  An unnoticeable gaze scanned me from my head to my upper body. I pretended not to notice, smiled, and looked around the cafe.


  “The atmosphere is really nice. It’s my first time in a place like this.”


  “It’s not a place for young people to come.”


  “Thanks to you, sir, I get to experience something new. I appreciate you inviting me here.”


  If Manager Nam was a person who valued formalities, the person in front of me valued ingrained habits and decorum.


  A type like Manager Nam started with a rock-bottom first impression of others and raised their score based on their attitude towards him.


  On the other hand, this person gave a moderate score at first and watched, and if something came up, he deducted points. It was the so-called demerit system.


  Every attitude, every remark became a subject of scoring. I was used to this kind of scrutiny, but how harsh must it have been for Jeong Seongbin, and furthermore, for his son, Lee Cheonghyeon? I swallowed a sigh inwardly.


  Chapter 288: Freeman: Persuasion and Defense


  “Mr. Iwol.”


  Perhaps having finished his first impression assessment, the father opened his mouth.


  “I heard you were accepted to S University?”


  As expected.


  “Yes, that’s correct.”


  “Then why didn’t you enroll?”


  “I agonized over it until the very end, but I made my decision after considering various factors.”


  “That’s a shame. If you had enrolled, we would have been alumni.”


  There was no trace of regret in the father’s eyes as he said that. It was merely a polite remark.


  “Did you graduate from S University?”


  “I got my bachelor’s there, and my master’s and doctorate in the States.”


  “That’s amazing.”


  He also naturally started speaking casually, perhaps to show a sense of familiarity.


  “Which department did you apply to?”


  “I applied to the Department of Business Administration.”


  “I guess you weren’t originally planning to go into the arts and physical education field?”


  “I was just keeping my options open.”


  “Wise. But the result of your actions is disappointing.”


  Then came the unsolicited evaluation.


  “There were a lot of artists at our school, too. There are tons of people doing art in this country.”


  “That’s right.”


  “But people with prestigious academic backgrounds start from a different line. Sure, as you grow older, your actual accomplishments matter more, but when you’re just starting out, nothing represents you better than your academic credentials.”


  Just then, the tea I had ordered arrived. When I waited quietly at the employee’s words that they would pour the first cup, a light-colored herbal tea, steaming hot, was filled perfectly into my cup.


  “What do you think of what I just said, Mr. Iwol?”


  “I think they are not wrong.”


  “‘Not’ wrong?”


  “Yes.”


  I sipped the tea after giving a reply that didn’t outright affirm his logic. His gaze turned sharp.


  I acknowledge the fact that S University was an excellent credential. After all, wasn’t I, myself, a hot topic for being an idol who had just barely gotten into S University?


  But what you had to show in the market was, in the end, the result. If I had just fooled around for a year as an idol, S University would have been a poison. A poison that would make people say, ‘He should just study. It’s a waste of his grades.’


  It was probably the same in any field. My academic degree might determine the first impression of me, but the evaluation I received after that was determined by my actions.


  The father’s words, trying to persuade me, continued for a few more. I was not moved. Compared to what I had heard from Manager Nam, his words had less destructive power.


  Still, I pretended to listen attentively. A seasoned professional could fake attentiveness far better than a high school rookie. Thanks to that, I was able to endure for another 10-odd minutes without getting caught not listening to an elder.


  At the point where he realized that I would not be influenced by his words at all, Lee Cheonghyeon father’s attitude changed slightly.


  “Right. Since you’ve already made that choice, it’s meaningless for a third party to say this or that.”


  “Not at all. Your advice has been very helpful.”


  “It would have been nice if Cheonghyeon had also thought of his family’s words as advice.”


  “……”


  “That child just says no to everything his parents say.”


  Well, sir, when you’ve been talking at someone for thirty minutes without letting them say a word, that tends to happen. A conversation isn’t supposed to be a one-way lecture.


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s father picked up his coffee cup. I could see the luxury wedding ring that was popular at that time, one that every executive at the Hanpyeong Industry seemed to wear.


  How others perceive him, a wedding ring others would admire, a son he could proudly show off to others.


  The fact that, within all that, there was no will of Lee Cheonghyeon, who was closest to them, made my heart complicated.


  “Mr. Iwol, I won’t beat around the bush.”


  His father said.


  “I’d like you to persuade Cheonghyeon for me.”


  Hearing those words, I thought.


  Lee Cheonghyeon must have been very lonely for a very long time, beyond this unchanging wall.


  

  “What exactly do you mean by persuasion?”


  I asked as calmly as possible.


  “I heard you won a rookie award.”


  “Yes, it was possible because our results were good.”


  Saying we were lucky would be a bad move here. Lowering myself would only be self-destructive. I had to speak with confidence.


  “From where I’m standing, I think that’s more than enough to say Cheonghyeon has fulfilled his obligations to the team.”


  “Are you telling me to pressure him into quitting idol work?”


  “You’re quick on the uptake. That’s right.”


  So, he was telling me to be satisfied with Cheonghyeon bringing a rookie award to Spark.


  “Cheonghyeon is fundamentally different from ordinary people. It’s not because he’s my son, but because he’s a child whose talent is too precious to be left to rot like this.”


  “Is it because Cheonghyeon is a genius?”


  “A genius.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s father was lost in thought for a moment.


  “Have you ever seen a real genius, Mr. Iwol?”


  It didn’t seem like a question that required an answer, so I stayed quiet. His father continued.


  “People with a certain IQ, who enter school early at a certain age, they’re just talented. A real genius is recognized by others just by existing. Because they can’t help but stand out.”


  “……”


  “Cheonghyeon is a ‘real genius.’ One that cannot be made, and can do anything.”


  There were three of those so-called ‘real geniuses’ in Spark. Though it couldn’t be denied that among them, only Lee Cheonghyeon was a genius who excelled in various fields.


  “There are cases where great research isn’t recognized until decades later. But genius isn’t bound by time. A moment when they are inevitably made known to the world will come.”


  “……”


  “When my child has such a talent, what parent wouldn’t want to see him shine early?”


  Every word he said was as if he were talking about some kind of object, not a person.


  For example, it sounded like he was talking about a trophy that would be placed in the center of the largest glass display case in the living room.


  “And this will be helpful to you guys as well.”


  His father asserted.


  “Because when you’re next to a talent that is too great, the people around are easily overshadowed.”


  In my opinion, you, sir, are the real genius. A genius at making people speechless.


  I understood what he was getting at. Because the third son in that house must be in this exact situation. He had a sufficiently brilliant mind and worked hard, yet he must be constantly being compared to the remnants of Lee Cheonghyeon, who had already left the path of academics.


  But he shouldn’t try to discourage other kids like this. Without even knowing the caliber of the Spark members.


  And Lee Cheonghyeon…


  “As you said, I believe Cheonghyeon’s talent is truly outstanding. So much so that just by looking at him, I can feel that I can’t carelessly gauge the extent of his potential.”


  “Right?”


  “But that doesn’t mean we are incompetent enough to be overshadowed by Cheonghyeon. And Cheonghyeon isn’t the kind of person who would make others feel inferior, either.”


  …The kid was sociable and kind. If Lee Cheonghyeon’s father truly cherished him, he shouldn’t be concerned about the people around him who were overwhelmed by Lee Cheonghyeon’s brilliant talent, but rather worry about the heart of his son who would be conscious of those people. If he truly cared for Lee Cheonghyeon, he should have known that much.


  “Cheonghyeon’s genius is more than enough to uplift those around him. And none of us in Spark feel inferior because of him.”


  The sound of a teacup being set down was unusually loud. His gaze had changed. He no longer saw me as someone to coax, but someone to defeat.


  “Doesn’t that mean you guys are going to use Cheonghyeon to climb up?”


  “That’s a misunderstanding. It means that all of us can create a synergy with Cheonghyeon.”


  Spark had proven their potential—not just in the past, but now. With a first-place win on a music show and a rookie award that placed them first among their peers.


  “How can you guarantee that the result of you and your friends working hard together is better than Cheonghyeon’s name value alone?”


  “Are you asking about the group’s future value?”


  “I’m curious. Just how great of a role does Cheonghyeon play in your head, Mr. Iwol, for you to come out like this?”


  “There are many things I want to do with Cheonghyeon, but do they have to be great?”


  “If it’s not something that helps your career, it will be a waste of life.”


  “Spark surpassed its break-even point in less than a year since its debut. The number of songs Cheonghyeon has registered with the copyright association will soon be in the double digits. Cheonghyeon also won first place in the position battle of the competition program. In the entertainment industry, these are not results that can be dismissed as meaningless.”


  “That kind of stuff only impresses kids.”


  “Compared to research that targets only middle-aged specialists, isn’t the fanbase for idols much larger?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s father glared at me.


  But you were the one who disregarded this line of work first. Listening to you is so frustrating, really.


  “…Why an idol, of all things?”


  He let out a sigh as he muttered the words onto the table.


  Why an idol?


  A question that had made me think, too.


  Because it was the first thought I had when I was faced with the system telling me to debut as a boy group.


  I still didn’t know why the system handed me an idol debut out of all the many tasks.


  But, if I were to state a reason that came to mind right now, a reason that Lee Cheonghyeon would also agree with…


  “We were on a year-end stage recently.”


  “……”


  “When we sing there, over 10,000 people sing along with us. Waving their light sticks. Even though not everyone in that place was our fan, they did.”


  …Perhaps it was because the cheers and shouts, which were not a visible concept, were still clearly imprinted in my eyes, even while I was busily changing clothes and standing on stage.


  “The experience of receiving that much love is not something you can easily have.”


  Moreover, it’s hard to get out of. So much so that once you’ve been loved, you don’t want to be hated again.


  Lee Cheonghyeon just wanted to constantly give and receive love. By making songs, having us sing them, and confirming that others listen to them.


  “Don’t you know how starved Cheonghyeon is for love?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s father, who was about to lift his coffee cup, flinched.


  

  When he heard that his son was starved for love, he was forced to dig back through his memory.


  It took a long time to trace the past—his second son had always pierced some part of him like a rusty nail lodged in his body.


  However, with his excellent mind, he managed to recall a moment when his child had been particularly memorable. The childhood of the bright Cheonghyeon.


  The grandparents had said he must be smart like his parents, but he and his wife knew.


  This child was not smart because he resembled them. He was born as a different being.


  A child who knew a hundred things without being taught one. A child who was faster in everything than his older brother since childhood, when the developmental speed was said to be on a different level.


  A child whose memory was so frighteningly good that he could tell if it was daily necessities or their own things just by looking at the courier company’s logo, and who had his own opinions since he went to kindergarten.


  A child who was happy when praised for being smart, but who cried when scolded for being stubborn, asking, ‘Why do adults only call it clever when I say what they want to hear?’


  A child who never bent his opinion and spoke his mind to his mom and dad, but who didn’t show off to his friends and naturally got along with them.


  And…


  Math test? I got a 100!


  …he had let it slide, focusing on these words.


  I did well, right!


  A child who wanted to be praised.


  The image of his wife, stroking that child’s head and making a call to inquire about the entrance test for a gifted academy, and his own image, checking the eligible age for the Math Olympiad, came to mind.


  Kim Iwol had said that the experience of receiving that much love was not easy.


  But before that, Lee Cheonghyeon might have never felt that he had received even the smallest amount of love.


  Chapter 289: Freeman: What One Truly Wants


  “You want Cheonghyeon to focus on his studies, right? To quit being an idol.”


  “I just want to resolve this amicably before resorting to drastic measures.”


  If the past Lee Cheonghyeon had tried to terminate his contract, the penalty would not have been that large.


  However, now the amount would be substantial. Because Spark was generating profit.


  The determination to take Cheonghyeon away even at that cost was undeniably fierce.


  “There is no amicable solution. If the directions we’re facing are different, how can there be no wounds?”


  “In time, he’ll come to understand.”


  “Do scars fade just because time passes?”


  “Well, a person can’t grow up sheltered in a greenhouse forever.”


  His father was adamant.


  I quietly listened and then asked,


  “While Cheonghyeon is failing, getting hurt, and getting back on his feet on a path he doesn’t want, what can his family do for him?”


  At my words, his father answered without hesitation.


  “We can support him so that he becomes someone respected by society.”


  “……”


  “People may cheer for idols, but no one respects them.”


  His confident tone left me at a loss for words.


  This was why conversations with arrogant people were tiring. I composed myself and opened my mouth again.


  “Cheonghyeon’s driving force is not being respected. It is creation and support.”


  “Introducing a new theory to academia can also be considered a kind of creation. It would suit his aptitude too.”


  “But is that what Cheonghyeon wants? Or is it what you want him to become? Being respected is surely a great experience. But I believe the experience of being loved is no less valuable.”


  If you cannot give him that love, then you should step back. You cannot demand, ‘Since you’ve experienced love, now try earning respect’—because you never gave him that love in the first place.


  Cheonghyeon’s father avoided answering. I pursued the retreating father one step further.


  “In the future that you and your family envision for Cheonghyeon, how much of his own will is included?”


  “…He is still young. He is not at an age where he can make proper judgments.”


  “He is brighter and smarter than anyone, but it seems he is like a child only in that aspect.”


  “Mr. Iwol.”


  “And what if Cheonghyeon never develops an interest in academics? By then, it’ll be too late to return to being an idol, will that be all right?”


  “He’ll throw himself into it soon enough. Just help him build a habit.”


  “He won’t. Cheonghyeon is already old enough to go out and explore just how many fascinating things the world holds.”


  Our gazes met in mid-air. It was a hard and cold, yet angry gaze.


  To Lee Cheonghyeon’s father, there was just one thing I wanted to say.


  “Can’t you trust Cheonghyeon just half as much as you believe in his abilities?”


  Because it was pitiful.


  Because it was a pity that everyone in that house only saw his potential for growth but never truly looked at him.


  Because it pained me that they didn’t know Cheonghyeon loved the sea, that he enjoyed making music, that praise from close ones meant more to him than any report card.


  Because it angered me that they didn’t realize what drove him was not ambition for honor, but the urge to create—and that all his inspiration, no matter its source, ultimately returned to music.


  “I believe Cheonghyeon will become the best at whatever path he chooses, even without anyone pushing him. As you’ve said yourself, he’s an extraordinary child.”


  His father said nothing. Whether because he thought it obvious or because he felt no need to respond, I couldn’t tell. So I kept talking on my own.


  “I once went to the sea with Cheonghyeon. He’d said he’d never been to the beach, so we went together. The weather was wonderful. It was nice to just spread a mat and lie down.”


  “……”


  “He said it was his bucket list.”


  I recalled the sea of that day. And Lee Cheonghyeon, who, even while writing a song under pressure, was smiling foolishly, happy, and said he was content just to be quietly looking at the sea.


  “For someone not even twenty, to compose and arrange music is never easy. And yet, Cheonghyeon enjoys the work. He even knows how to relieve stress. It proves he’s not just stubbornly insisting on being an idol.”


  “Once he succeeds, he’ll be able to get whatever he wants…”


  “But it seems he can’t relieve the stress that comes from conversations with his family.”


  When he ran out in tears, no one walked him back to the dorm.


  If you’d only cared enough to check before he came to me, you’d have known there had been an assault incident at Spark.


  And yet, you let him come alone in a taxi.


  That’s…


  Like bandoning a child who won’t obey.


  The scars on my back ached faintly beneath my shirt.


  “If the family refuses to accept him, how can Cheonghyeon accept the family’s opinion?”


  “……”


  “Is what you want really for Cheonghyeon to gain the world’s recognition? Or is it not rather the family’s recognition he craves?”


  Perhaps because it had cooled, the tea was cold. I fidgeted with the teacup and asked.


  “Sir, how do you want Cheonghyeon to live?”


  Not ‘what kind of treatment’ he should receive, but ‘how’ he should live.


  A long silence followed the short question.


  His father was silent for a long time.


  Then he spoke in a small, trembling voice.


  “I.”


  The large-jeweled watch he was stroking shone coldly.


  “…I don’t want him to be ridiculed.”


  “……”


  “I don’t want him to waste his life singing silly songs, dancing past thirty, pandering to others’ whims.”


  His voice cracked and rasped.


  “And later…”


  His father’s voice cracked dryly.


  “Later on…”


  The end of the cracked voice trembled slightly. I could see the sincerity that the middle-aged man had difficulty bringing out.


  “It would be nice… if he could show us that our thoughts were wrong, that his choice was right.”


  “Oh, he can certainly do that.”


  I smiled brightly and reassured Cheonghyeon’s father. However, he did not let his guard down easily.


  “The lifespan of glory can be short. Even if he fills his contract period, Cheonghyeon will be in his mid-20s.”


  “If his lifespan as an idol ends then, please suggest academics again. He’ll only be in his mid-20s. As you said, it might be difficult for an idol once they’re over thirty, but life is long. And academia knows no age.”


  “By then, his brain won’t be as sharp…”


  “It might be difficult for it to spin as fast. But if he can reach glory in his twenties, why couldn’t he do it again in his eighties?”


  I grinned.


  The father across from me let out a sound of exasperation.


  “And about pandering to others’ whims.”


  “……”


  “Cheonghyeon is really good at social life. He is loved wherever he goes, and is told that he works hard.”


  The harshest critic of Cheonghyeon was Cheonghyeon himself. Whatever others say didn’t shake him much. Because he quickly recovered with the praise of the members.


  “It is absolutely not that he bows down because he has no pride. Cheonghyeon is confident in the songs and stages he creates.”


  His father’s pupils wavered. Likely he had said something belittling the stage. No wonder the boy had come home sobbing.


  The finger-pointing of others and the finger-pointing of family were different. The latter hurt a little more. If you want your son to be loved, you have to love him even more at home.


  “With more years and a solid career, once Cheonghyeon gains influence, there won’t be a need to pander to anyone.”


  “……”


  “I promise you this. Our team can make Cheonghyeon everyone’s muse. Instead, please give Cheonghyeon a little time to see the world. I’m asking you.”


  While I was refilling my teacup, Lee Cheonghyeon’s father muttered to himself.


  “That’s a sophism.”


  “The fact that this conversation is happening in a place where the person in question is absent is the biggest sophism, haha!”


  Who told you to come alone without your son?


  Just as I was about to sip the last of my tea, Lee Cheonghyeon’s father said to me.


  “…Okay.”


  In a subdued voice, shortly.


  “I’ll leave it to you.”


  And very politely.


  Outside the window, the bare branches of a tree swayed. The wind must still be strong.


  

  “So you really dressed up and went to a PT session today?”


  As soon as I returned to the dorm, Lee Cheonghyeon popped out like a ghost. I didn’t forget to put the wax container I had bought in the bathroom and washed my hands.


  “Of course. You don’t know how hard it was.”


  “What did you do? How many sets?”


  “It was a competitive PT.”


  “You went to work, hyung?!”


  Maybe because he’d once been dragged into that emergency meeting when I was working on the OST, Cheonghyeon instantly understood what I meant.


  “What happened? There was no meeting today.”


  Even Jeong Seongbin came running out of his room with his phone in hand. The calendar app was already open on his phone.


  There weren’t many things worth hiding in this world. Except for things like my embarrassing past or bug corpses.


  “I went to see your father.”


  “……Huh?”


  “He said he wanted to meet me.”


  I was about to take off my coat and put it in my room, but Lee Cheonghyeon grabbed me.


  “What did you two talk about? No, why did Dad see you…”


  The look on his face was pure fear.


  “He said he hoped you would quit Spark and focus on your studies.”


  There was a clattering sound from the kitchen. Stainless steel dishes were scattered at the feet of a pale-faced Park Joowoo.


  “Sorry, I wasn’t trying to eavesdrop… You guys can keep talking.”


  Park Joowoo squatted down and hurriedly picked up the dishes. Then he practically threw the dishes onto the table and approached us.


  “I’m really sorry, but… I can’t pretend I didn’t hear.”


  “……”


  You innocent fool. You could have just pretended to go to your room and secretly left the door open to listen. Not that I was planning to hide it—I was saying it right in the living room after all.


  “What did you say to him, hyung?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s voice trembled with anxiety.


  “I said, ‘Please give Lee Cheonghyeon to Spark!’”


  “What?”


  “They all say that in dramas. No?”


  At my words, Lee Cheonghyeon was horrified.


  “Don’t give me that drama nonsense! You’re not the kind of person to say something like that! You’re the one who lives by the words, ‘Life is always a battlefield’ and ‘Society is nothing but a ruthless jungle’!”


  “Actually, it was my first time meeting your father, and he made a great impression. I think you take after your father.”


  “I take after my mom!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon shouted in a burst of anger.


  “…What did Dad say? Did he say anything to you?”


  “He said to take good care of Cheonghyeon.”


  “Huh?”


  The guy stared at me with a blank face.


  Is there a need to be specific? That was what I thought, so I just gave a rough answer. I didn’t want to plant any more resentment in the guy who was still connected to his family.


  “…What?”


  “He said to take good care of you. So you don’t go through too much hardship.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon fumbled for words. Then he muttered with a deathly pale face.


  “Is Dad sick somewhere?”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “There’s no way Dad would say something like that unless he was sick. I’m gonna go make a call.”


  And with that, he bolted for his room. Just a while ago, he’d come in sobbing his heart out, but the second he thought his father might be ill, he reacted like this. It was touching.


  “Dad, it’s me. Um… you’re not sick anywhere, are you? No, it’s just…”


  Through the not-quite-closed door, Lee Cheonghyeon’s rambling voice could be heard. He was probably the most devoted son in the world.


  Park Joowoo gave me a look, asking silently if things had turned out okay. I answered with a smile instead of words.


  Chapter 290: Graduation (1)


  With Choi Jeho’s return a week before the vacation ended, Spark was once again firmly united. Tough bastards, how could they not use the vacation even when given one?


  Ah, Choi Jeho did bring something interesting this time.


  “Jeong Seongbin, this is for you.”


  “For me? What is it?”


  He handed Jeong Seongbin something thick wrapped in OPP film, and when he opened it, it turned out to be full of stickers.


  “Stickers…?”


  “You said you use a notebook.”


  “Well, I do.”


  “Choi Miho bought a whole box of them, saying they’re for decorating diaries. When I said you use a notebook, she packed some for you. Said it’s a gift.”


  Our center emperor, Mr. Choi Jeho, must have thought the leader was into sticker decoration or something. I saw Park Joowoo and Lee Cheonghyeon biting their lips, holding back laughter.


  Jeong Seongbin, holding a handful of antique-style stickers, said.


  “But you all came back early. Even though you had a long vacation for once.”


  Everyone except me and Choi Jeho flinched as if a button had been pressed. These guys really had no talent for surprises.


  Jeong Seongbin had a reason for coming back early. His graduation ceremony was coming up soon.


  Following my opinion that it was not right to be absent from a superior’s happy occasion, we decided to joyfully celebrate Jeong Seongbin’s graduation.


  I was worried he might not have friends, or that he’d feel embarrassed showing that side of himself, but…


  Seongbin-hyung’s social relationships? They’re no joke. He used to hang out with ten people every time he went to the cafeteria.


  …A report from Mr. Kang Kiyeon, who attended the same school, eased my worries.


  Me


  [We’ll congratulate him, but if Seongbin seems burdened or busy taking pictures with his friends, we’ll leave immediately. Got it?]


  King of Cuteness Kang Kiyeon


  [If we’re going to go that far, isn’t it better to just get his permission in advance?]


  Me


  [Superiors are always busy, they’ll say we don’t have to come. But it’s a big problem if you really don’t go in situations like this.]


  20-year-old Metal Marble Park Joowoo


  [Seongbin’s not really the type for that…]


  Me


  [You can know the depths of water, but not the depths of a person’s heart.]


  Center Emperor Choi Jeho


  [Can’t we just congratulate him when he comes to the dorm?]


  Cutie Pretty Visual Lee Cheonghyeon


  [This hyung isn’t replying, I bet a long lecture is coming soon]


  Me


  [Do you think a superior’s retirement ceremony is such a light affair? It’s a situation where we should be making a scene big enough to be a special feature in the entertainment news, and now… view more]


  After this long debate, we planned to all return to the dorm before his graduation day. And right now, everyone was probably stuck in their rooms agonizing over what to wear tomorrow.


  The problem is me. What should I wear?


  Oblivious to my burning insides, Jeong Seongbin cheerfully hung his school uniform on a hanger.


  “This’ll be the last time for this outfit.”


  “Yeah. Can’t believe three years passed so fast.”


  Jeong Seongbin smiled unaffectedly.


  “You’re an adult now, is there anything you want to do? Not stuff like rebellion, idols-forbidden acts, impulsive tattoos, or following others into investments without thinking.”


  “Ahaha.”


  You’re laughing? When I’m being this serious?


  “There is one thing I’d like to try.”


  “What is it?”


  “Drinking on behalf of the team at a company dinner.”


  “What’s so great about that that you’d want to do it?”


  “Until now, if there was drinking involved, you were always the only one who drank, hyung.”


  That’s because you were all minors, and Choi Jeho doesn’t drink.


  “You can just split it between two people, why drink alone on the behalf of everyone?”


  “For the health of your liver, hyung.”


  “Do you even know your own tolerance?”


  “I had a little drinking match with my dad recently.”


  This kid…


  I’m worried. I smell a future drinker.


  “Seongbin.”


  “Yes.”


  “At our dorm, alcohol’s banned unless it’s a really happy day or a really sad day.”


  When I said this out of an old man’s concern, Jeong Seongbin burst out laughing. Tears even welled up in his eyes.


  “That doesn’t mean you should go drink outside, either, I mean… Anyway, let’s talk after you say goodbye to your uniform.”


  “Okay, okay!”


  Jeong Seongbin then pushed me towards the bed, telling me to just go to sleep. Without even having decided on a graduation ceremony look, I was laid on the bed and fell asleep.


  

  The long-awaited graduation day dawned. From early in the morning, Jeong Seongbin was busy getting ready.


  “Isn’t it a little too early to leave?”


  Checking the time, Choi Jeho tilted his head as he asked. Since Jeong Seongbin was rushing around, I answered in his stead.


  “He has to leave now if he’s going to the salon.”


  “What kind of person goes to a salon for graduation?”


  “Tsk.”


  Had this bastard lost all his idol sense after coming back from his hometown? Should I invade his room today to play some manual ASMR?


  Looking embarrassed, Jeong Seongbin smiled awkwardly.


  “Iwol-hyung insisted that I stop by…”


  “Of course. Do you think graduation ceremonies happen three times a year?”


  After giving him a good scolding that he wouldn’t be allowed back into the dorm if he didn’t bring home a proper solo shot, we sent Seongbin on his way. Then I went around to each room to check if the members had started preparing to go out.


  Kang Kiyeon’s fashion, pass. Lee Cheonghyeon’s face, pass. Park Joowoo’s sincere congratulations, pass… but.


  “By the way, what have you been doing all this time?”


  “I just need to throw on some clothes and I’m good.”


  “I respect your fashion freedom, but you know today is Seongbin’s day, right? Whatever the reason, if you end up drawing more attention than him, I will not forgive you. I’m busy enough as it is without you, so get your clothes checked by Kiyeon and Cheonghyeon and then we’ll talk.”


  Choi Jeho, scowling with all his might, headed to the maknaes’ room with a pile of clothes.


  While I was secretly contacting Manager Daeyeon for the surprise visit as previously arranged, the sound of laughter from Lee Cheonghyeon’s room didn’t stop.


  

  Even after picking up the bouquet we had ordered, we weren’t late. In fact, we were early. Our firm belief of never being tardy for a schedule had, once again, kicked in.


  “Looks like a lot of other seniors are here too.”


  Due to the nature of an arts high school, quite a few of the graduates had already debuted. Or were on the verge of debuting.


  Perhaps because of that, besides us, there were many other idol groups who had come to congratulate their members.


  I knew in advance from my research that the scene would be like this, but it was a relief that we weren’t the only group that came. Wouldn’t it lessen the chances of Jeong Seongbin seeing us as overbearing or embarrassing?


  “Choi Jeho, hold the flowers properly.”


  I repeatedly reminded Choi Jeho. He listlessly hugged the bouquet.


  The one who prepared the bouquet was Jeong Seongbin’s best friend, Park Joowoo. After much thought, he’d ordered a bouquet with blue mini delphiniums and white gerberas in harmony.


  I asked if it wouldn’t look a bit cold, but unfortunately, there were no orange flowers he liked that bloomed this season.


  “So, all we have to do is give the bouquet and leave?”


  “Yeah. And if his parents haven’t gotten a family photo taken, we’ll take the pic for them too.”


  Checking the time, it was about when the students would be coming out with their diplomas.


  Most of the people who had driven here had already headed into the auditorium, so there were hardly any folks stepping out of their cars now.


  “Should we wait another 5 minutes and then get out?”


  As I was trying to avoid the most crowded time, Choi Jeho pointed out the window.


  “Isn’t that Jeong Seongbin?”


  A boy with gray hair, dressed in a light purple school uniform, was passing by the parking lot behind the school.


  Choi Jeho rolled down the window. Then he shouted at the passing person.


  “Jeong Seongbin!”


  “Ah, hyung! Why are you calling Seongbin-hyung now!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon nagged him profusely. I managed to calm the kid down and said.


  “It’s okay.”


  “What do you mean! Our surprise is completely ruined!”


  The passerby who was called by Choi Jeho turned his head towards us.


  “That’s Mr. Jeong Seongjun.”


  “What?”


  As soon as I finished speaking, Mr. Jeong Seongjun, wearing Jeong Seongbin’s face, waved one arm and ran towards our car.


  Afraid someone might see, we first pulled Mr. Jeong Seongjun into the car as if stuffing him in. Even in the midst of it all, Mr. Jeong Seongjun greeted everyone jovially.


  “Did you come to throw a surprise party for Seongbin?”


  “Yes, though it was almost ruined because of Choi Jeho.”


  Choi Jeho, seeing my smile, turned his head away. He should be grateful that the person passing by at this time was Mr. Jeong Seongjun.


  “How did you know it was me? I made the most of my identical twin advantage today.”


  “Seongbin has bleached his hair a lot, so his strands are a lot more frizzy than yours, Mr. Seongjun.”


  At my words, Mr. Jeong Seongjun clapped both hands over his head with a snap.


  “But Seongjun, you’re here now, does that mean for the graduation ceremony…”


  Park Joowoo, in the passenger seat, turned around with a puzzled expression.


  Come to think of it, Mr. Jeong Seongjun was wearing this school’s uniform. It even had his own name tag, which seemed a bit much for it to be just a surprise prop.


  “I was hiding to make a grand surprise reveal to Jeong Seongbin.”


  “This is your graduation ceremony too…!”


  Park Joowoo was horrified. Just how much does Mr. Jeong Seongjun love… Jeong Seongbin? Is this… brotherly love?


  “But back in middle school, I missed his graduation because of a contest, so I never got to pull this off. This year, the time has finally come.”


  “So it was an event you waited three years for…”


  The light faded from Kang Kiyeon’s eyes.


  “So Mr. Seongjun went to the same school, too. If I had known earlier, I would have prepared another bouquet, I didn’t think of that.”


  “I knew, but I forgot. It’s my fault.”


  Kang Kiyeon said gloomily. Mr. Jeong Seongjun waved his hands, saying it wasn’t so.


  “No, it’s not. All of Jeong Seongbin’s bouquets will end up at our house anyway! I’m already looking forward to the scent of nature filling the place.”


  Mr. Jeong Seongjun was genuinely happy.


  “Mom and Dad are going to the field to take pictures with Jeong Seongbin now! Shall we move too?”


  With the help of Mr. Jeong Seongjun, who had become an excellent spy, we all piled out of the car. From a distance, we could occasionally hear voices saying, ‘Isn’t that Spark?’


  Chapter 291: Graduation (2)


  When we arrived at the school field, we witnessed an incredible scene.


  Jeong Seongbin was taking a group photo with about 20 students.


  ‘Do people usually take class photos on graduation day?


  I didn’t think our class did. Maybe his class was just especially close.


  As I was admiring the friendly atmosphere, Jeong Seongbin spotted us from a distance.


  “Huh?”


  At the same time, the heads of the people taking the picture also turned this way. Among them was Jeong Seongbin’s mother.


  “Jeong Seongjun!”


  “Oh dear, we’ve been caught.”


  His mother quickly asked another parent to take over the camera, then rushed toward us at the speed of light.


  “How is it that you can’t behave yourself even on graduation day!”


  “They say it’s bad if a person suddenly changes, Mom.”


  Mr. Jeong Seongjun got smacked on the back as if someone were dusting off powder snow on a day when not even a flake was falling. Meanwhile, his mother showed us a benevolent smile, asking if we had come to see Seongbin.


  I wondered where Jeong Seongbin’s benevolent smile and irresistible power came from. It must have been maternal inheritance.


  While Mr. Jeong Seongjun was curled up like an armadillo and getting hit, Jeong Seongbin said something to his friends. Then, after saying his goodbyes, he left the group alone and ran towards us.


  “How did you all get here?”


  “We came to congratulate you on your graduation.”


  As soon as I finished speaking, Choi Jeho handed Jeong Seongbin the bouquet of flowers.


  “Park Joowoo chose the flowers.”


  “Congratulations on your graduation…!”


  “Congratulations on your graduation, hyung.”


  Park Joowoo and Kang Kiyeon offered their congratulations to Jeong Seongbin. Lee Cheonghyeon looked at Jeong Seongbin’s group of friends and asked.


  “But hyung, weren’t you taking a class photo? Is it okay for you to just walk away like that?”


  “Oh, that was just with my close friends. We’ve taken plenty, so it’s fine.”


  Those were all his friends? That wasn’t the whole class?


  It was shocking. But as if to prove his point, the group began exchanging goodbyes and quickly dispersed.


  “Our Seongbin has amazing social life. It’s not for nothing that he became the leader.”


  “Not at all. More than that, Jeong Seongjun is… why is he like this…”


  Jeong Seongbin, holding the bouquet, looked at his younger brother who had appeared with gray hair.


  “I was worried when I didn’t see you in the auditorium, but when did you dye your hair… Never mind, forget I asked.”


  “I dyed it right after the entrance exams ended. You have no idea how anxious I was that Spark might have another comeback. How’s the color? Looks the same, right? I have a good eye for things.”


  “There must be a reason why you’re doing this.”


  “Of course. It’s so we can take photos for the quiz: ‘Which one is Seongbin?’ How often do we get to wear the same clothes?”


  “Why do you need to take a picture like that?”


  “Because it’s fun.”


  Then Mr. Jeong Seongjun started asking their mother to take a picture.


  “Cover the name tag with the flower! I’ll cover mine with my arm!”


  “Please stop already…”


  Jeong Seongbin muttered with a distressed expression. Even so, their mother fussed over them, determined to capture good graduation photos of her sons.


  By the time their mother’s gallery was full of pictures of the two of them, I approached her and said.


  “Ma’am, I’ll take the picture for you. Take one with your kids.”


  “Oh my, would you?”


  You have to have a family photo on graduation day.


  That was what my sister had told me. She’d even come to my graduation—which sometimes people’s families didn’t even bother attending—and taken pictures with me.


  “Here we go!”


  With the sound of the shutter, the happy smiles of the mother and her two twin sons with gray hair were captured on the screen. It was a wonderful picture.


  Even after that, Jeong Seongbin couldn’t leave the school field. Because I had threatened that no one could leave until I got a perfect picture.


  “If the uniform had been a little more ash purple, it would have been a perfect match with Seongbin’s hair tone… I should have washed that jacket in lye water yesterday…”


  “I’m really starting to get scared of you, hyung.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon muttered. Even so, for the crime of having an excellent aesthetic sense, he faithfully carried out his duties as an assistant photographer next to me.


  I heard a clicking sound from above my head, and when I looked up, Choi Jeho was taking a picture of me from above my head.


  “What are you doing?”


  “It’s funny.”


  Is it funny? Am I, who has thrown my body onto the school field for the sake of the leader’s monumental event photos, funny?


  “Look at this.”


  Even though I was glaring at him with fire in my eyes, Choi Jeho didn’t care. Instead, he busied himself showing the photo to Kang Kiyeon and Park Joowoo. The two guys who saw the picture desperately held back their laughter.


  

  Because a bit of a crowd had gathered, we snapped a few group photos and then immediately returned to the car.


  Once it was confirmed that everyone except Jeong Seongbin, who had decided to have a meal with his family and return to the dorm, was in the car, the car departed.


  “Hyung, you’ve become a star…”


  “Why?”


  It wasn’t me, but Choi Jeho who had become a star. That guy had turned into the ‘hot guy’ of the moment, heating up social media with the recent leak of the ‘cover up festival’.


  ≫ Choi Jeho cov’upㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  Looks like a general bellowing orders


  └ damn Yejeho Choi Myeo went viral


  └ Oh �Eㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ I don’t know if I should be glad or sad that this didn’t get aired on TV


  └ Definitely glad, if it had aired, he would’ve been flamed as an attention seeker


  ≫ Am I done for if I see Choi Jeho taking off his blanket as an emperor taking off his cape?


  └ No, if it’s just that, you’re still safe


  └ If Choi Jeho taking off a blanket looks like a farmhand rolling up his bedding to go chop firewood, then you’re done for


  └ Thank goodness, I haven’t gone that far yet. But hey, which stages had outfits similar to Spark’s year-end stage?


  └ It seems your heart has gone that far, though


  It hadn’t been that long since the incident; who dared to have taken the star’s spot already?


  Park Joowoo held out his phone instead of answering.


  ≫ Today’s Mirae Arts High School Graduation’s Biggest Star


  Spark’s Iwolㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  He’s not even a graduate, but he got the most attention


  └ It’s hilarious that the reporters took pictures of Kim Iwolㅋㅋㅋ


  └ ‘Iwol, who passionately takes pictures of his graduating member’


  └ Isn’t the title too much? ㅠㅠㅠㅠ


  ≫ Starting today, Mirae Arts High School’s famous figure is Kim Iwol


  It has been decided


  └ Even though the person in question didn’t even attend Mirae Arts High School


  └ But he got the most articles, right? He brought honor to the school’s name, right?


  ≫ Kim Iwol’s thigh: I’m trying hard for your perfect shot, but I… I don’t know how long I can hold on.


  └ Just by looking at the tight fit of his pants, it seems he can hold on until next year’s graduation ceremony


  ≫ They say no matter how big a child’s love is, it can’t compare to a parent’s love


  It’s really true, Iwol’s love is too big


  └ Seongbin, what is your dream?


  How do you plan to take pictures from now on?


  Do you even have such a thing as composition and professional spirit?


  Do you even want to keep stanning your member?


  Then why is there still space in your gallery?


  Why isn’t your phone battery dying?


  Shouldn’t it buffer at least once if you’re working that hard?


  Do you memorize the profile? Do you do it to death?


  └ Mr. Iwol, please, you can’t do this here


  My spectacular performance had received too much attention. Already, memes of me photoshopped had started circulating on all sorts of social media and communities. Me speed skating, me doing the backstroke… At this rate, they might even host a full-on photoshop contest.


  They say the world doesn’t understand artists. But once Spark’s official account posted Jeong Seongbin’s photos today, everyone would finally understand my artistic vision.


  

  As soon as the long entrance exams and graduation were over, Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo received a text. It was a notification of their admission results.


  The two of them took the shared laptop each and went into Park Joowoo’s room.


  Choi Jeho, who had been kicked out, lay on the sofa playing a game, while Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon sat at the table with their hands clasped in prayer.


  “What are you doing?”


  “Hyung, you come and pray too. Opportunity comes to those who are earnest!”


  “Are Seongbin and Joowoo really at the point where they need to pray over this?”


  I could say with certainty that there was no one who sang as good as Park Joowoo among his peers. Before and after Park Joowoo, there had been no one who surpassed his skills at this age.


  Jeong Seongbin might fall just a little short of that, but he too wasn’t someone to be underestimated. He had countless experiences singing in recording studios and on stage, even competing against professional singers.


  So there was really nothing to worry about.


  After all, not a single one of them had come out of the performance exam in tears, so…


  “Hyung!”


  “We both passed…!”


  …the result was already decided. Wasn’t it?


  “Joowoo is at the top of his class.”


  “Really?”


  At my words, Lee Cheonghyeon asked, chewing on a celebratory energy bar that had been hastily piled up in place of a celebratory cake.


  “Seongbin is the second top too…”


  “You’re both amazing.”


  When Kang Kiyeon praised them, Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo’s faces turned a little red.


  After the congratulations, a realistic conversation took place. It was time to decide whether to register and take a leave of absence right away, or to attend for a semester or a year and then take a leave.


  “What are the members’ opinions?”


  Jeong Seongbin asked.


  If it were me… assuming the school system allowed it, I’d suggest registering first and then taking a year off.


  As a freshman, a lot of bothersome things crop up. You get called here and there, and have to handle your work while listening to complaints. And if you’re an entertainer, all the more so.


  But that was just my take, as someone whose school relationships had gone to pieces—Jeong Seongbin, who liked to make friends, might have a different opinion. He might have dreamed of a fun orientation and a hopeful freshman life!


  “What do you two want to do?”


  “I… I’ll leave it to Seongbin’s opinion.”


  Park Joowoo backed out. Thanks to that, Jeong Seongbin was faced with the crisis of having to decide how to take the first step of two people’s college lives.


  I thought for a moment and then answered.


  “First of all, it would be good to attend for one semester.”


  “What’s the reason?”


  “The schedule for the first half of the year isn’t that tight.”


  At my words, Lee Cheonghyeon brought his laptop and opened the calendar shared by the dedicated team.


  “Our regular comeback is scheduled for June. Around the time you finish your semester. In the second half of the year, we won’t have as much leeway as in the first half because of the concert preparations. And we don’t know what next year’s plan will be like.”


  “So it’s better to at least try attending for a semester?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon summarized my words. It was an excellent summary.


  “In the first semester of the first year, the major subjects probably won’t be that tough. Just in case, take a few classes, mainly the required ones. Since you won’t have to pay tuition this semester, you can take summer or winter session classes later, even if it costs money…”


  I flipped through my planner and fell into a serious contemplation of whether it would be better for them to take summer session or winter session classes.


  Taking a seasonal session while promoting seemed like overkill. Would one or two classes be okay? Or should they do the seasonal session in the winter after the concert was over? It was not like they had to graduate on the dot, so maybe it was better to just tell them to attend for 5-6 years depending on the situation?


  Seeing me deep in thought, Jeong Seongbin quickly cut off the conversation.


  “We’ll discuss it well with the company staff…!”


  Well, they’re not kids, so they’ll figure it out, I thought, and told them to do that.


  “Ah.”


  When I made a sound as something came to mind, the guys looked back at me.


  “It would be fun to join a club or something.”


  “Wouldn’t it be difficult with our schedule?”


  “That’s true.”


  At Kang Kiyeon’s words, I nodded my head with a smile.


  Still, it felt like a shame. Those things were fun, after all.


  I thought back to the cozy club room. A wave of nostalgia washed over me.


  Chapter 292: Young Masters' Party Preparation


  For a whole week, Spark spent the rest of their holidays in the dorm, each doing their own thing.


  Choi Jeho went to the gym or the action school, and Jeong Seongbin and Kang Kiyeon spent the whole day watching stage videos of other idols who had recently made a comeback. Park Joowoo, for the first time in ages, went shopping for school supplies, including a backpack and other stuff.


  Lee Cheonghyeon spent his days more quietly than usual. Sometimes he would be cooped up in his room all day reading, and other times he would say he was going to the studio and come back at 11:59 PM. At one point, with Park Joowoo at his side, he declared: “Introduce me to the world of rock!”—a statement he regretted within three minutes.


  As for me… I just refreshed Dotion in real time for fun. Whichever page I went to, my profile sparkled in the most up-to-date state. Then I found something interesting.


  Joint self-produced content?


  In the area with the name of a planning team staff member, new words were being typed.


  “Hyung, what are you doing?”


  “I think we might be shooting a new self-produced content.”


  At my words, Jeong Seongbin approached the bed and sat down. I scooted further in and cleared some more space for him to sit.


  Jeong Seongbin sighed and said.


  “Do the company staff know that you’re spying on Dotion in real time like this, hyung?”


  “Of course, they know. The access status appears in real time. And if possible, please call it a hobby rather than spying.”


  “That’s scarier.”


  Even while saying that, Jeong Seongbin didn’t leave my side. He seemed quite curious about the identity of the first-time joint self-produced content.


  Just then, the staff member placed the cursor in one spot and pasted in a block of text, like it had been prepared in advance:


  Berion proposed shooting a joint self-produced content with Spark as guests


  Due to the large number of people, a separate filming team will be hired (Green Line)


  Wants the video to be uploaded to Berion’s Metube channel


  I slowly read the contents and then asked.


  “Seongbin, is this kind of joint self-produced content common?”


  “In the past, rookie groups used to do it a lot to build recognition. But back then, promotion through Metube channels wasn’t as developed as it is now, so I remember they had a regular broadcast with about 6 episodes on a decent cable channel.”


  “So this format isn’t recent. What about inviting other groups as guests?”


  “It’s common, too. Usually it’s seniors or juniors from the same company, or when both groups are a bit more established. Rookies tend to avoid it because fandoms can be a little competitive.”


  I see. I get the gist.


  So basically, Spark would appear as guests on Berion’s in-house variety show, but we’d have to be careful not to act so submissive that we upset the Sparklers, and at the same time not provoke Berion’s fandom either. And in a large-cast program, we’d have to make sure to stand out somehow.


  Since Spark wasn’t on bad terms with Berion, and they’d be handling the sets and content, it wasn’t really a bad deal. We just had to conduct ourselves well.


  “Does Green Line have a lot of money? Enough to fund this kind of content?”


  “They probably have more than UA, don’t you think?”


  My heart almost stopped at Jeong Seongbin’s sudden black joke. It seemed the kid had shed something after becoming an adult.


  I tapped the laptop pad a few times and then added a row at the bottom of the proposal’s table. In the leftmost column, I wrote ‘Other Opinions (Kim Iwol)’ and then quickly wrote down the contents.


  Other Opinions (Kim Iwol)


  Proposal: If possible, secure a filming crew + also use our existing crew to film separately for Spark/Berion (keep one camera for full shots)


  Key Suggestion: Film the content simultaneously, but the base should focus on each group’s appearance, and the videos should be uploaded to each group’s Metube channel with a 1-week interval (to allow both the Berion fandom and Sparklers to flow into both channels)


  Then, a new row was created at the bottom. The staff member quickly left a comment.


  [Mr. Iwol, why are you logged in?]


  [I’m always watching.]


  [;;;;;;;;;]


  Jeong Seongbin sighed from above my head. Your scalp is going to sink in at this rate, Seongbin.


  [We’re all just doing house chores at the dorm, so please feel free to pass it along once the discussion’s done!]


  A joint show with Berion, huh.


  I was looking forward to it. I wondered what kind of vibe a mid-tier company’s budget would bring to a reality show.


  

  The joint self-produced content began with a staged scene of a mail being delivered to Spark, who were gathered in the practice room.


  “An invitation? For us?”


  Jeong Seongbin showcased his amazing acting skills as he received the mail. The old-fashioned outer envelope had a sealing wax stamped with Berion’s group logo.


  “Do you think Berion sunbaenims are having a concert?”


  “Huh, is it really a concert ticket?”


  Since we hadn’t been informed of the content of the self-produced content either, Kang Kiyeon and Lee Cheonghyeon were also able to act naturally.


  Jeong Seongbin tore open the envelope and took out the invitation. He slowly read the contents of the invitation.


  “Hello, Spark. We invite you to a potluck party held at Berion House to celebrate the new year!”


  “What’s a potluck party?”


  Choi Jeho asked. For the record, it was also my first time hearing of such a party.


  Kang Kiyeon, who was well-versed in various foreign cultures, took charge of the explanation.


  “It’s a party where everyone brings food or drinks they’ve made and shares them together. I believe you can either make a dish you’re confident in or prepare a dish that the party host has designated.”


  “Then what should we prepare…?”


  “Hold on, I’ll keep reading.”


  Jeong Seongbin focused on the invitation again.


  “Please show off your cooking skills to your heart’s content, Spark! Berion House welcomes you, no matter what you bring. We hope you will attend and grace the party with your presence! P.S., the dress code is ‘medieval nobility.’”


  “The dress code isn’t easy.”


  “For real.”


  Kang Kiyeon and Lee Cheonghyeon couldn’t hide their bewilderment.


  More importantly, our cooking skills were also a problem. It was like a Michelin inspector was suddenly coming to Spark’s cooking class, which had been developing at a snail’s pace.


  “Guys.”


  “Yes.”


  “Let’s book a meeting room.”


  We stormed out of the practice room to get a large whiteboard. There was a mountain of work to do.


  

  Understanding what you can do is the most basic of basics. If you don’t understand your own capabilities and try to do something beyond your means, you’re bound to get into trouble.


  So, we carefully listed out the dishes we could actually make ourselves.


  Fried tofu rice balls, egg drop soup, butter cookies, white porridge, chicken breast salad, French toast, kimchi pancake, seasoned vegetables, skewered jeon, pollock jeon, meatballs, sanjeok, pan-fried tofu…


  Choi Jeho, staring at the board, said.


  “Isn’t the latter half just ancestral rites food?”


  I know. If you don’t like it, you should’ve gotten a cooking license yourself.


  “Looks like we’re going to a potluck party with a LocknLock container…”


  Lee Cheonghyeon also muttered with a regretful expression.


  This wouldn’t do. I asked Kang Kiyeon, who was in the middle of researching party food.


  “Kiyeon, what kind of food do people usually bring to parties?”


  “Finger foods like canapés, or sandwiches, muffins. There’s also pasta or fried food, but I think the noodles will get soggy on the way.”


  Kang Kiyeon quickly captured a photo of a cracker canapé—one of the easier-looking options—and put it up on the screen.


  Park Joowoo tried phoning his noona, who was said to be the queen of parties. She graciously offered her precious advice.


  ─ Don’t go trying something new and difficult, just stick to what’s familiar. Things like kimbap or sweet and spicy fried chicken. Since you’re idols, you can make keto kimbap. Low-carb, high-fat. If you know how to cook a bit, something like gambas would be good too. Oh, and fruit is a must! For cleansing the palate.


  Still, the prevailing opinion was that since there were six invited guests, we should bring at least six dishes, so we ended up preparing the following foods.


  Muffins, apple crumble pie, keto kimbap, cracker canapés, deviled eggs, shine muscat.


  “Wow, it’s really like a party.”


  “It would be a problem if it wasn’t. The sunbaenims will be watching.”


  While Kang Kiyeon was pasting the food recipe links into the web-cell, Jeong Seongbin divided the whiteboard into three large sections. And at the top of the table, he wrote down the roles. ‘Baking,’ ‘Cooking,’ and ‘Grocery Shopping & Other Party Prep’ were written neatly in block letters.


  “Before we assign roles, I’ll take volunteers first. Anyone have a desired field?”


  “I’ll go for party prep.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon said with a solemn expression. No one objected.


  “I’ll do cooking…”


  Park Joowoo also quickly found a role he wanted to do. From what I could see, that guy was slowly getting a taste for cooking.


  “What about you hyungs?”


  Kang Kiyeon, who had finished organizing the web-cell, asked me, Choi Jeho, and Jeong Seongbin.


  I didn’t really care what I ended up doing…


  “How about we put Choi Jeho on grocery shopping?”


  “Why?”


  “You almost burst the piping bag when you were making cookies last time.”


  Even Park Joowoo had ended up covered in powder, so if Choi Jeho joined the mushy-dough disaster squad too, it would’ve been catastrophic. Choi Jeho accepted his fate without protest. Go carry bags for Cheonghyeon.


  “What do you want to do, Seongbin and Kiyeon?”


  “Since I looked up the recipes, should I go for cooking?”


  At Kang Kiyeon’s suggestion, the baking duty was naturally assigned to me and Jeong Seongbin.


  Baking teacher, have you been well? Your students are coming. We will be visiting you soon.


  

  On the day before the potluck party, the filming team split into two. One side with us going to the baking class, and the other side for grocery shopping. Since cooking could only start when you had the ingredients, that side decided to move together as a group of four until they got their hands on the goods.


  Jeong Seongbin and I had a happy reunion with our baking teacher. And immediately fell into the hell of kneading.


  “A lot of sugar really goes into this.”


  “We can just go to the gym right after the party.”


  “Is our concept Cinderella…?”


  Jeong Seongbin mashed the butter with a displeased expression.


  “Are you two also planning to add toppings or make muffins in different flavors?”


  “Nope!”


  Through prior research, we had learned that there were no members in Berion who had specific allergies, but just in case, we made the most basic muffins. Because party food should be enjoyable for everyone together.


  Unlike the muffins, where everything was done with one batch of dough, the apple crumble pie required much more effort. It was a mistake to pick it just because my noona always ordered it whenever she went to a café.


  Cutting up all the apples for 50 servings of apple crumble pie and making the streusel topping was no easy task. It ended up like this because we were also preparing servings for the staff. From the middle of it, I couldn’t tell if I was simmering the apples or if I was being simmered along with the apples.


  “Are you going to do the packaging today, too?”


  The teacher asked. When I said yes, the teacher brought out a pile of packaging containers from a remote warehouse. The memories of preparing for ‘ISD’ came flooding back.


  Chapter 293: K-Potluck Party (1)


  While Jeong Seongbin and I were at the bread factory, the dorm’s kitchen was filled with groceries.


  Looking around, I noticed one person was missing. I grabbed Lee Cheonghyeon and asked.


  “Where’s Choi Jeho?”


  “He’s downstairs carrying up a bag of rice.”


  “Were we out of rice at the dorm?”


  “It seemed like we wouldn’t have enough to make kimbap.”


  The guy was faithfully carrying out his role. It seemed he was carrying it with Manager Daeyeon, who was in charge of driving.


  Since it was for the self-filmed content, I figured Lee Cheonghyeon just skipped mentioning the manager… but.


  “Open the door a little more.”


  “Did you carry this all by yourself?”


  Beyond the slightly ajar front door, I saw Choi Jeho with a bag of rice on his shoulder. Flustered, I quickly opened the door for him, and the guy delivered the rice to the veranda like a courier.


  “You should have carried it together…!”


  As soon as Jeong Seongbin scolded him, Kang Kiyeon pointed to the kitchen.


  “Hyung, we had a hard time too.”


  “…Sorry.”


  The fruits, eggs, and kimbap ingredients bought in boxes were overwhelming. Moreover, the number of ingredients was more than expected.


  “We’re not cooking until tomorrow, right?”


  “No, we’re going to do a practice run tonight…”


  Park Joowoo said as he wiped the packaging of the ingredients one by one with a kitchen towel.


  “To pull off the perfect potluck party, we have to give it our all…”


  I could even feel a sense of solemnity from Park Joowoo. His excellent assistant, Kang Kiyeon, also helped his hyung and busily put the eggs in the refrigerator.


  While Park Joowoo and Kang Kiyeon were ruling the kitchen, Lee Cheonghyeon dragged Choi Jeho to the living room.


  “Our role starts now, Jeho-hyung.”


  “What are we going to do?”


  “Making a bouquet of strawberries of love to offer to the Berion sunbaenims.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon took out a bundle of colored origami paper.


  “The goal is to fold strawberries in the representative colors of each of the Berion sunbaenims. We’re going to give three to each of the nine members, so we have to fold twenty-seven. Got it?”


  “Um… first, show me how.”


  Then the two of them sat at the living room table and started folding colored paper. Seeing them fuss with sheets of origami the size of their palms was pretty funny.


  “No, hyung! You already folded three blue ones!”


  “Did I?”


  “Now you have to fold the orange one… Never mind, hyung, you fold five of each.”


  “Why?”


  “…Just because.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon trailed off.


  But all of us except Choi Jeho knew why. Because Choi Jeho’s strawberry shapes were far too unique. We couldn’t possibly give our seniors strawberries that looked like they had exploded.


  As the two guys folded the strawberries, Jeong Seongbin and I, who were skilled in small packaging, stuck the strawberries on wires and then wrapped them like a bouquet. We decided to attach a message card cheering for the sunbaenims inside.


  That day, we shared three rolls of keto kimbap, six deviled eggs, and six crepe canapés for dinner. And then we spent a night where the excited hearts of young boys waiting for a party and the tired bodies of servants preparing for the party coexisted.


  

  The day of the party was unusually nice. The warm sunlight of winter and the calm wind seemed to be urging us to go out.


  “It’s a perfect day for a party.”


  Playboy crown prince-in-training Lee Cheonghyeon, with his hair heavily curled by a flat iron, fiddled with the brooch pinned to his silk necktie.


  I wondered if it was okay for an idol to have a playboy concept, but Kang Kiyeon said it was fine because in romance fantasies, the playboy was just a facade and in the end, they fall in love with one person, so I decided to let it be.


  “I know, right!”


  Next to him, Jeong Seongbin, with a young naval officer as his motif, wore an old-fashioned white suit setup with epaulets decorated with fancy tassels.


  His silvery hair, like a winter sea on a cloudy day, fluttered in the wind. He looked so dashing that the bouquet of paper strawberries he held in his arms looked like tulips.


  “Do we have enough trunk space?”


  Kang Kiyeon asked, coming out with his hands full of large reusable shopping bags from a supermarket. His concept was the third son pushed out of the line of succession, so he had the top of his inner shirt slightly unbuttoned and his hair in tighter waves than Lee Cheonghyeon’s.


  I also asked if it was okay for an idol to have a debauched heir concept, but he said that this type of prodigal son usually just had a slight dissatisfaction with their family; the moment they discovered a dream, they reformed overnight and worked so hard people would say, ‘That rascal ○○ turned into that?’, so I said okay.


  “If it’s not enough, since we have two cars… let’s split the load.”


  Park Joowoo, holding two kimchi containers full of shine muscat, smiled brightly. The large frills, befitting a mysterious successor who never left his family’s mansion, made the guy look even more refined.


  Though for someone who didn’t leave his mansion, the prominent veins on his forearms showed how trained his body was, but whatever.


  And…


  “Why are there so many lunch boxes?”


  …Allow me to present. His Majesty, Emperor Choi Jeho of our Spark Kingdom.


  His velvet jacket, which looked luxurious at a glance, was full of golden embroidery. The white high-waisted pants were a perfect fit for His Majesty’s lower body. I wondered where he had gotten such a luxurious outfit, but turned out he had rented a musical costume.


  He also diligently brought out a principled, cool, and noble atmosphere by revealing his strong features with an all-back pomade.


  Now, if he would just keep his mouth shut, it would be great. Am I asking too much of you?


  It was worth the effort of finding white outfits of all materials and styles for the ‘Snowy Outing of the Spark Kingdom’s Nobility.’ Everyone shone, white and soft.


  “We were invited, so it is not polite to go empty-handed, Your Majesty.”


  “What’s with that tone?”


  “My role is to be a retainer who makes an early exit after getting on Your Majesty’s nerves with my frank advice…”


  “You’re making me out to be a tyrant.”


  Choi Jeho grumbled. If you have a complaint, you should learn the speech of a friendly service worker. I’ll give you a 3-hour crash course.


  “If all our luggage is loaded, let’s go!”


  “Yes!”


  At Jeong Seongbin’s word, the nobles swiftly boarded the 21st-century-style carriage. The horseless carriage began to run towards the Green Line office building.


  

  At any dress-code event, you inevitably worry about how formal to go.


  On Yeouido’s finance street, you could end up the lone star actor walking a red carpet—or the one true casual newbie defying the older generation at a semi-casual company dinner.


  The styling team and I had the same concern. In the end, we agreed: even if we end up looking like clowns, let’s leave behind the best picture possible.


  In the end, our choice was the right one.


  “Aigoo, it is an honor that you have come!”


  …Berion greeted us, wearing a tweed setup with eight gold buttons each.


  Though we called it a ‘noble gathering’ the early moments felt more like a holiday family reunion out of a drama.


  Why did you bring so much, it’s been a while, I saw you on TV, why haven’t you been in touch, and so on. My heart ached for the video subtitle staff member’s workload.


  “Come in, come in.”


  Yeo Seongchan led us inside as if welcoming guests to the head family’s house. A rose petal path was spread out from the office building lobby. Green Line, you really give everything you have for your idols.


  The surprise didn’t end at the lobby.


  The large practice room, which we arrived at after treading on fake rose petals, had been transformed into a scene from ‘Kingdom Cafeteria ~Another~.’


  Decorating the space alone probably gave them a full episode’s worth of content. Good thing Spark had also filmed our preparations thoroughly.


  It wasn’t just the place that was fancy. On the long table, which was even covered with a tablecloth, everything from pasta to all sorts of other things was set out. If we had brought skewered jeon, we would have been kicked out for not matching the TPO.


  “Why did you prepare so much?”


  “We can’t have the food run out when we’ve invited guests.”


  I had put on my polite speech again since it was going to be broadcast, and Moon Yeongyu responded kindly. It was… what Park Joowoo’s aunt used to say. This brat had gotten more mature on the inside after turning a year older.


  “For the record, Heerang made the pasta. He’s our team’s official chef.”


  Moon Yeongyu grabbed the shoulders of Heerang, who was hiding behind him, and proudly pulled him forward.


  “Really?”


  When I asked in surprise, Mr. Heerang nodded.


  I couldn’t help but be surprised. Look at how many pastas there were. It would already be a miracle for the six of us to put together one pot of banquet noodles.


  “…Do you like pasta?”


  “Of course!”


  At my answer, Mr. Heerang’s expression brightened.


  Even after that, the banquet hall was noisy for a long time. Setting up the food brought from the Spark country, giving the strawberry bouquets to the sunbaenims… it was chaotic. Thankfully, Berion recognized the details in our strawberry bouquets.


  By the time all the preparations were finished, 40 servings of food were on the table.


  “…Hyungs, how many servings did you bring?”


  Cha Sehan asked.


  “Probably 20 servings. What about you?”


  “Us too…”


  Ah, the generosity of Korean society. No guest or host would go hungry today.


  The fifteen rogues gathered under Green Line sat down before the dishes got cold.


  While the camera was taking insert shots of the food, we caught up on recent news.


  “Didn’t Mr. Cheonghyeon do a birthday live recently?”


  “Oh? Did you watch it, sunbaenim?”


  “Of course. I wanted to call, but I was on the move.”


  “Oh dear, I should have timed my live better… ended up streaming when you were busy moving around…”


  “Wait a minute! Why is the story going that way?”


  Park Joowoo smiled with satisfaction, watching Lee Cheonghyeon buzzing around on set. He must have been very worried about what happened during the vacation.


  “Isn’t Iwol-hyung’s birthday coming up soon too? Spark’s birthdays are all close together, right?”


  Yeo Seongchan asked. You guys sure know a lot about Spark.


  “That’s right. February 14th!”


  “This time, I’ll definitely congratulate you on the live…”


  I was the birthday boy, but the other guys were the ones making a fuss. I chuckled and slightly cooled the mood.


  “I’ll keep it casual. I ask for your cooperation so that I can have a quiet birthday.”


  “Why?”


  “Spark’s debut anniversary is not far from my birthday. I have to prepare for the 1st anniversary self-produced content.”


  “Aah…”


  Cha Seehan made a regretful expression. Both a member’s birthday and the group’s nth anniversary were important, but the scale of the nth anniversary event was much larger. The schedule was also packed on that day, from the 1st anniversary fan meeting to the evening live.


  Since we need time to prepare all this, we decided my birthday live would just have call-ins from the members instead of them attending. To prevent any accusations of favoritism, the planning team promised to set up a lavish birthday table for the broadcast. I’d just have to trust them.


  “When was Spark’s debut anniversary again? The 18th?”


  “You almost got it right. It’s the 19th.”


  “So it’s exactly 5 days apart from your birthday, hyung.”


  Berion, who had recently had their 1st anniversary event, nodded in understanding. Apart from being grateful, it was inevitable that the preparation time was limited.


  “Oh? So this birthday will be your first one since debut?”


  Moon Yeongyu asked, in the middle of eating a canapé.


  “Yes. I’m the last among the members!”


  “Ooh~.”


  Everyone suddenly applauded. It felt like I was receiving an early birthday celebration.


  My birthday broadcast.


  I had been preparing for it, but as the topic came up, I suddenly felt nervous.


  I resolved not to do anything strange and diligently ate the pasta Mr. Heerang had made. The food was really delicious.


  Chapter 294: K-Potluck Party (2)


  The early concept for Berion’s potluck party was said to be a happy New Year standing party, like something out of an American drama.


  Then someone said, ‘If it’s just us gathering, can you really call that a party? It’s more like a fancy lunch’, (I’m 98% sure that was Yeo Seongchan’s opinion).


  And as a result of laying out chairs in front of the table, saying they couldn’t ask a guest to eat standing up, and then striving to ensure the food wasn’t meager for the invited people…


  “I saw that Iwol-hyung was speaking casually with the Berion-hyungs. I was so dumbfounded, really.”


  “That’s why you immediately started speaking casually with us, too, Mr. Cheonghyeon!”


  …it became less of a party and more of a family dinner for relatives who hadn’t seen each other in a long time. Even without alcohol, the atmosphere only kept heating up and showed no signs of cooling down.


  For example, a topic like this came up.


  “By the way, what are Spark’s


  bon-gwan


  [1]


  Bon-gwan (본관, 本貫) is a traditional Korean concept that refers to a family’s ancestral origin or clan seat. It’s not about where someone was born or currently lives, but about the geographic region historically tied to their surname lineage.


  s?”


  Bon-gwan in an idol’s self-produced content? The fans might be curious, but it wasn’t a topic that usually came up in everyday conversation.


  “What is a bon-gwan?”


  “It’s not exactly the same thing, but it means your clan’s ancestral seat. Like in Heerang’s case, it’s Ōgami.”


  “Aah.”


  While one side of the table explained surnames and clans to the foreign member, the others were introducing their own.


  “I’m probably a Gyeongju Choi.”


  Choi Jeho answered appropriately. There were posts speculating among fans that, based on his hometown as a hint, he might be a Gyeongju Choi from the Gwan-ga-jeong-gong branch.


  I also remembered Choi Jeho once said in the past that his name didn’t follow the family generational naming system. His mother had named him herself.


  Maybe because of his father, his expression had soured, and that live-capture meme had ended up haunting Choi Jeho for a long time. It was a bitter memory.


  “I’m a Gimhae Kim. But do you guys all know your bon-gwan?”


  Thinking Choi Jeho might think of his father again, I hurriedly jumped into the conversation.


  “I’m Jeonju Yi from the Prince Ik-an branch! I think I’m the 24th generation descendant.”


  “I’m Miryang Park…”


  “I’m Jinju Kang.”


  When everyone stated their family clan, Jeong Seongbin panicked.


  “Uh… am I the only one who doesn’t know…?”


  “Hey, it’s okay! Not knowing your bon-gwan doesn’t hinder your life!”


  Cha Sehan comforted Jeong Seongbin.


  Still, the fans would be disappointed if Jeong Seongbin’s information were missing.


  Just as I was contemplating how to subtly drop this information, Yeo Seongchan spoke up again.


  “How about Mr. Iwol tries to guess? I just looked it up, and apparently, there are five major family clans for the Jeong surname. He’s probably from one of them, right?”


  Yeo Seongchan exclaimed, holding up his phone. Using a phone during a self-produced content filming, Berion really are free souls…!


  “Me?”


  “You’re a fortune-telling octopus, hyung. I want to see the miracle of the Asian Games once again!”


  At this rate, my symbolic animal was going to change to an octopus.


  Still, from the perspective of a subordinate and moreover, as an HR employee, it wouldn’t make sense if I didn’t know my superior’s basic personal information.


  “I’m very much human, but I believe Mr. Seongbin is a Dongnae Jeong.”


  “Is that guess based simply on the large population of the Dongnae Jeong clan?”


  “Borrowing my psychic powers, I venture to guess that he might be a 37th generation descendant of the Jib-ui-gong branch.”


  Since it was an existing fact, there was no penalty in saying it, and with the desire for the fans to have accurate information, I just went for it.


  For the record, unlike Choi Jeho’s branch, this was accurate information. Because the generational name for the 37th generation descendant of the Jib-ui-gong branch was ‘Seong.’ Not only did Jeong Seongbin and Mr. Jeong Seongjun both use the same Chinese character, but it was a golden TMI that I found out after persistently tracing the hometowns of Jeong Seongbin’s father and grandfather. I was the first person in the past Spark fandom to figure this out. Damn it.


  While I was wallowing in painful memories, the guys had already moved on to the next step, telling Jeong Seongbin to try calling his father. Jeong Seongbin made a call with an expression that said, ‘Is this really okay?’.


  “Dad? Is it a good time to talk?”


  ─ It is. Why do you ask?


  “What’s… our bongwan?”


  ─ You? Dongnae Jeong, Jib-ui-gong branch.


  Everyone’s jaw dropped. Yeo Seongchan mouthed silently, ‘Ask what generation descendant he is too!’


  “Um, do you also know what generation descendant I am?”


  ─ I’m the 36th generation descendant, and you and Jun are the 37th. But why the sudden interest in bon-gwan?


  “Ah, I just needed it for something to write down!”


  — Kids these days need that kind of thing? Even I forget about it most of the time.


  Jeong Seongbin somehow managed to get through the call and hung up. At the same time, gasps of astonishment erupted from all around.


  “Seriously? How did you guess?”


  “Never doubt my abilities again.”


  I only threw it out there because it was information I had found in the past. If it was information that someone else would have found anyway, I wouldn’t have gone this far.


  Dear fans who love Seongbin, I did it. Please love Seongbin a lot. Though honestly, I have no idea which part of his surname you’re finding as the ‘stan-worthy’ point.


  “You know, all of Spark’s surnames are in the top 6 most common in Korea. Isn’t that amazing?”


  Yeo Seongchan said, unable to take his eyes off the list of surnames. I personally thought it was only natural, but it seemed he saw it as a quirky coincidence.


  “Aren’t the hyungs’ surnames really amazing? The Moon surname, and the Cha surname too. Even Seongchan-hyung is a Yeo.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon chimed in to Yeo Seongchan’s words.


  “That’s true. What’s your bon-gwan, CEO Moon?”


  “Me? Nampyeong. You?”


  “Hamyang Yeo. But I don’t know what generation descendant I am.”


  As I listened to this festival of unconscious oversharing about surnames, I was suddenly reminded of someone. It was Assistant Manager Song.


  Assistant Manager Song, who liked idols quite a lot but also knew the true backside of idols all too well. Her ‘Oppa, don’t just do everything you want to do’ was an extension of that.


  Manager Song, how do you know so much about idols? You’re well-versed in the idol industry as a whole.


  I had even asked once while vicariously fangirling. Because I was so curious.


  The answer that came back was…


  ‘If you follow a few groups long enough, it just happens.


  …that. Manager Song’s sad expression was still vivid in my mind.


  And if I remember correctly, afterward she added…


  I also have a distant relative who is an idol. We’re about the same age, and he’s gotten pretty big, so I hear a lot about him through relatives.


  …she had said.


  A boy group member who was quite successful, around the same age as Manager Song, and promoted in the same era as Spark.


  Is it… Song Minil?


  At that time, I didn’t know about any other idols besides Spark, so I ever thought about it, but thinking back now, there was only one candidate. It was a truth I really didn’t want to know.


  I prayed that among the current generation of male idols in the Republic of Korea, there would be ar least 230 idols with the surname Song.


  

  Spark and Berion, forgetting their duty as idols, finished all 40 servings of the party food. Yeo Seongchan said that everyone must have eaten about 2.5 servings each, but I doubted that. First of all, didn’t Choi Jeho alone eat 5 servings? All the egg chicks Kang Kiyeon made went into his mouth.


  After the meal, everyone got so carried away chatting that, since those at the far ends couldn’t see each other well when seated in a row, we abandoned the perfectly good tables and chairs and moved down to the floor.


  The concept of using polite language for the broadcast also disappeared from the middle, and only a baseless mix of polite and casual speech remained. I’d have to ask them to cut and upload it to the Spark Metube channel as a dignified Part 1 and a friendly Part 2.


  Sitting in a circle, we played all sorts of games. The biggest highlight was undoubtedly the scene where Mafia Park Joowoo killed all the innocent citizens and claimed victory.


  I, who had died first for the reason that my face looked like a mafia, had the luxury of watching in real time as the murdered citizen was shocked to learn the mafia’s identity.


  “You’re all so naive…”


  The sight of Park Joowoo smiling pityingly was such a shock. It could even be a thumbnail material for one of his promo videos.


  “Who was the doctor?”


  “Me.”


  Kang Kiyeon raised his hand.


  “You should have saved Iwol-hyung in the beginning! Then-hyung would have pointed out the culprit!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon fumed. Sorry, but even a fortune-telling octopus wouldn’t have guessed the mafia right.


  “Who did you save first, Kiyeon?”


  Moon Yeongyu asked. The person Kang Kiyeon had tried to save was, surprisingly, Choi Jeho.


  “Jeho-hyung? Why?”


  “Because he didn’t seem to understand the rules… I wanted him to last at least one round…”


  So basically, he was basically treating Choi Jeho as an idiot. It was a wise choice. Although I died. The good citizens would remember this.


  We also played a game where we had to speak without using any foreign words while dressed like aritrocrats. The foreign members were given three chances to be revived.


  In this game, Jeong Seongbin and Moon Yeongyu were particularly outstanding. Perhaps because they had developed proper language habits while being leaders, they easily continued the conversation without memes or slang mixed with English.


  Choi Jeho, who only had a handful of words in his mental dictionary to begin with, also put up a good fight.


  Kang Kiyeon survived by using a peculiar way of speaking. It was the so-called ‘young lady speech’ that I had seen while browsing social media. Thanks to that, we got a big laugh and it was good.


  On the other hand, Lee Cheonghyeon and I had to do endless push-ups for our frequent use of foreign words.


  “I don’t think they’ve decided who will follow up on that yet?”


  “Really? What MIDI controller does your team use, hyung?”


  The price for our westernized tongues was brutal. Twenty push-ups every time we slipped up, to the point where the shoulders of my bishop-style jacket from the Cathedral nearly tore apart.


  His Highness, the Cutie Pretty Crown Prince of the Visual Royal Family, enhanced the authority of the royal family by loosely undoing his silk tie.


  Lastly, we all sat on the floor, ate dessert, and had a good time. I started to get confused about whether this was a party or a picnic, but I decided to think that there were all sorts of parties.


  The filming ended only after we had recorded a warm ending comment. We handed out the apple crumble pie we had prepared in advance to the staff, said our goodbyes to Berion, and then left Green Line.


  On the way, we didn’t forget to buy a box of fatigue recovery drinks and leave it at the dedicated team’s spot. With a memo asking them to edit the video well.


  Back at the dorm, everyone scattered to their own tasks. My roommate, Jeong Seongbin, headed to the living room with his journal planner, saying he had to review today’s filming.


  Left alone in the room, I poked my head out the door and checked on the Spark members. The maknaes were chattering in their room, Park Joowoo was washing up, and Choi Jeho was working out in the living room.


  Once I was sure no one would suddenly come looking for me, I sat on the bed, pulled out my journal. Then I opened to a memo page and uncapped my pen.


  The concert would be held in December. To achieve the KPI, I had to unconditionally prevent any discord and issues that could arise before then.


  It’s time to use my head.


  Swallowing my tears inwardly, I wrote ‘20XX Expected Issues’ at the top of the paper.


  The countless controversies that the past Spark had experienced flashed through my mind.


  1.


  Bon-gwan (본관, 本貫) is a traditional Korean concept that refers to a family’s ancestral origin or clan seat. It’s not about where someone was born or currently lives, but about the geographic region historically tied to their surname lineage.


  Chapter 295: Case Files


  I looked at the blank paper and tried to recall what had happened to Spark in the past.


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s drug issue… since I’m still in the middle of preventing it, should I write it down as ongoing?


  Based on the circumstances so far, the reason Lee Cheonghyeon had been overly reliant on painkillers seemed to be pressure.


  His family’s attitude of ‘let’s see if he actually succeeds’, the creaky group life, and the approach of senior teams like All Over that he couldn’t rashly push away must have stressed out a kid who was already burdened with the need to succeed.


  However, the current Spark was quite stable internally. Lee Cheonghyeon, though didn’t look completely free, seemed to have felt lighter, as if he had gotten something off his chest after the phone call with his father.


  As long as I kept an eye on him keeping a proper distance from the sunbaenims who did drugs, and as long as I made sure his other family members didn’t bother him, Lee Cheonghyeon wouldn’t be chugging down painkillers.


  Jeong Seongbin’s vocal cords were also strong. I didn’t know how much the existence of the sub-vocalist Kim Iwol helped, but perhaps because the burden had lessened compared to before, when he had to talk for 50 minutes of a one-hour broadcast by himself, Jeong Seongbin’s vocal cords were fine even after going through year-end stages and entrance exams at the same time.


  Jeong Seongbin’s vocal cords must maintain this current condition in the future. When Jeong Seongbin developed vocal nodules, he felt a crushing sense of helplessness and suddenly enlisted in the military.


  Perhaps because it was a shock that he, a vocalist, couldn’t contribute with his singing, the Jeong Seongbin of that time enlisted as soon as the promotions ended. It must have been a difficult situation to endure with low self-esteem. Now that I knew the full story, I understood why the Jeong Seongbin of that time had made that choice.


  But, Seongbin—do you know? For the 1 year and 6 months you were gone, Spark was living in hell. It’s such a relief that your throat healed well, but in exchange, the Sparkler fandom’s mental health was torn to shreds. I will prevent that from happening, no matter what.


  Park Joowoo, who once got chewed out so badly for his halfhearted attitude that people joked he could live off criticism alone, now left no room for such accusations. Though he had a laid-back personality, he had established himself as a character who could land a sharp, witty remark. His image of silently doing everything in the background also received a big plus from the fans.


  Kang Kiyeon’s knees and ankles were closely watched by me, Jeong Seongbin, and furthermore, even the managers. Fortunately, the guy had grown up well for a year without any minor injuries. Now, all he needed to do was grow taller. Please, you’re not far from 180cm…


  As I wrote down what I remembered, Choi Jeho’s name was written last.


  His speech was still brash, but after scrubbing his mouth clean through training, Choi Jeho was now seen as ‘the Mouth of Truth’—a guy who might sound pissed but never said anything wrong.


  I had done my fair share of fangirling, but I still didn’t fully understand the way fans analyzed idols.


  I tapped the half-filled diary page with the tip of my pen and slowly reviewed Spark’s history.


  Ah.


  Then, suddenly, something came to mind.


  Why didn’t I think of this right away?


  One of the incidents that had shaken Spark, so much so that it was strange I hadn’t thought of it sooner.


  The Choi Jeho injury issue.


  Unlike the others, who was slow in gaining recognition, Choi Jeho had people’s eyes on him from the very start.


  Even in the sh*tty concept, Choi Jeho’s presence was solid. People said the company was their biggest anti, but no one ever said they picked the wrong center. When Spark finally started breaking out of obscurity, people were shocked to realize, ‘Wait, Jeho was in this group?’. That was Choi Jeho.


  Watching his fancams frame by frame, slowed down to catch a 0.3-second move, even I, who knew nothing about dance, was amazed. Thinking, ‘a human body can move like that,’ and ‘he does stand out.’


  Perhaps because of that, Choi Jeho had entered a dance survival program as a participant in the early days of his debut, and later, in the absence of the leader, he performed the feat of being a judge on the same program.


  Even the expression ‘remarkable growth’ didn’t suit Choi Jeho. Because Choi Jeho was outstanding from the start.


  Because he didn’t know how to sugarcoat compliments, he was criticized as arrogant, but the Choi Jeho on the screen was consistently calm. If needed, he’d even jump on stage mid-judging, perfectly reenact a contestant’s routine, and show them why it was lacking.


  Nothing shut people up faster than that, and since a smug genius was bound to heat up the discussion wherever they went to, Choi Jeho was called to be a mentor here and there.


  In the meantime, Jeong Seongbin was discharged from the military. Spark resumed their activities. Choi Jeho, whose recognition had risen to its peak, was literally flying. It was the period when my workload was the heaviest.


  Then one day, an incident occurred that brought Spark and my proxy fangirling activities to a halt at the same time.


  [Breaking News] Spark’s Jeho, injured due to falling stage equipment


  A poorly installed light at an external event stage had fallen on Choi Jeho. To be precise, it was the metal frame with a line of lights.


  Spark, to continue promotions as a 4-member group… Jeho’s return date uncertain


  [Current Affairs] Are Idols Safe? Analyzing the frequent on-site incidents


  [On-site Photo] A staff member is looking around the event venue to determine the cause of the accident (Photo provided by: @lqwkvldn9461358)


  Because it was an outdoor performance, the accident video spread in real time. Everyone who saw the pictures of the accident scene said it was a miracle he had survived. That it was a miracle that it ended with only one person getting hurt.


  However, the person in question, Choi Jeho, clearly didn’t think of it as a miracle.


  And understandably so.


  ≫ Fuck, our kid is a dancer, and he has to have back surgery?


  Jeho, who is only in his 20s?


  He has to live with a herniated disc? The main dancer and the center?


  Just one injury and a back surgery had changed so much for Choi Jeho.


  It was natural that he couldn’t dance as well as before. Because his movements wouldn’t follow.


  The problem was the pain. Since getting a herniated disc, Choi Jeho had become noticeably more irritable. His frustration at not being able to do things that he could just a few days ago was exposed on screen. And those things came right back to him.


  ≫ It seems Jeho doesn’t even think about managing his expression anymore


  Not like he ever did before, but was I expecting too much?


  └ It’s really unsettling for the viewer… He must know he’s getting a lot of flak right now, so why isn’t he improving? #Jeho_remember_you’re_an_idol


  ≫ Is he the only idol with a herniated disc?


  He looks like he has zero professional spirit… If you’re that sick and tired, just rest. Don’t show your face


  └ You’ve never had a herniated disc, have you? It’s not a matter of being able to manage your expression with willpower… You can praise other idols, but it’s not right to curse at a sick person


  └ ㅎㅎIdols have it so easy. Working fans have to work without showing they’re sick, but if an idol is sick, their fans come out and shield them


  Choi Jeho couldn’t even escape to the military like Jeong Seongbin. Because the guy was exempt from military service.


  On the last Spark stage I had seen, Choi Jeho was drenched in sweat, dancing with a stiff but slightly softened expression. At those times, the fans were happy, saying, ‘It seems Jeho is in less pain today.’ And I captured every frame of his face.


  To think that was the stage where Choi Jeho’s condition was the best after the accident, and that it was Spark’s last stage.


  And…


  Even though I remember everything so vividly, I couldn’t, for the life of me, remember what that event of the accident was.


  The fact that my memory was blocked this blatantly—it was basically a hint. It meant that before reaching the final KPI, I had to save Choi Jeho at least once.


  Knowing my assignment was a relief, but it also made my head pound.


  The best thing would be to use the time stop or whatever the system gave as a reward last time and get Choi Jeho and the members away from the equipment right before the accident.


  But it was unsettling to rely on just the system. Even more so since the system, while not actively wishing my death, hadn’t completely prevented me from getting injured.


  Avoiding the event altogether wasn’t possible. I had no grounds to persuade anyone. It would have been better if Yoo Hansoo had cracked my head open after an event happened. Then at least I could claim trauma as an excuse.


  For now, I have no choice but to be vigilant at events.


  I’d ask for thorough safety checks and pay extra attention during the performance.


  If it really didn’t work, I’d ask Jeong Seongbin for a favor, even if I had to get a nosebleed once. If I told him there was a divine revelation from our ancestors and that Choi Jeho had to be careful this year because of misfortune, Jeong Seongbin would also look after him in his own way.


  After that, I jotted down a few more issues. I realized again that the old Spark really hadn’t had it easy.


  Anyway, they’re truly a handful.


  I was about to sigh, but I held it back. Instead, I checked again to see if there were any accidents I had missed, or if there was a side of the guys I didn’t know.


  As I was racking my brain, trying to squeeze out memories, Lee Cheonghyeon ran in.


  “Hyung! Hyung! Big news! The complete edition of the Slippery-Slidy Sea Creatures Guide is coming out!”


  “That’s some important news. Is it on pre-order?”


  “Books have pre-orders…?”


  “Go ask Kiyeon. He’ll explain.”


  As soon as I finished speaking, Lee Cheonghyeon disappeared out of the room. The dorm became boisterously loud.


  Chapter 296: Birthday Party For One (1)


  Ahead of the 1st anniversary self-produced content filming, Spark began preparing for the content. There was a dancing content, so practice was necessary, and after being cooped up in my room just thinking, moving my body was the perfect way to clear my head.


  However, I didn’t just mindlessly focus on the practice in front of me. During breaks, I also prepared to respond to accidents that could happen at any time.


  For example, like now.


  “Choi Jeho, stand still here for a moment.”


  “Why?”


  Choi Jeho asked, but I didn’t answer. Instead, I stood him in the middle of the practice room and rushed at him with all my might from a corner, ramming into him.


  It was part of the so-called ‘Push Choi Jeho away to save him no matter where the lights fall’ grand operation.


  “What are you doing?”


  “Haa…”


  Sadly, this operation went straight into the trash can. Because Choi Jeho didn’t budge an inch.


  Is this b*tch really human? Is he a dump truck that has transformed into a human through some mechanical welfare?


  “I’m sorry for suddenly bumping into you. I won’t do it again.”


  “So what exactly were you doing?”


  I apologized since I had hit a person without warning. Unfortunately, Choi Jeho’s displeased mood didn’t ease up. I bowed my head once more.


  “I will find a better way.”


  “Do you have a grudge against me or something?”


  “No. But I want you to get knocked over when you collide with me.”


  “Hey, we decided to call that having a grudge!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon chimed in. It’s a misunderstanding, Cheonghyeon. I’m just doing my best for Choi Jeho.


  The ‘push Choi Jeho to save him’ method was discarded. I needed to think of another plan.


  Fortunately, Choi Jeho didn’t question my rude behavior any further. His indifferent personality was helpful in times like this.


  Feeling grateful for Choi Jeho’s personality for the first time in my life, I was lost in deep thought when Jeong Seongbin approached.


  “Hyung, are the birthday stream preparations going well?”


  “Huh? Ah, yeah.”


  It was an unexpected question, so my answer came out jumbled.


  “Is there really nothing we can help you with?”


  “No. Just call in at the scheduled time. We don’t want fans looking for you guys for too long.”


  Jeong Seongbin’s face was full of apology. I was the one who told them not to come, so why did he look troubled?


  My birthday became known when I was filling out my debut profile around this time last year. The guys had looked shocked to find out my birthday had already passed.


  Why didn’t you tell us? It’s already passed twice without us knowing!


  It was right after I joined as a trainee, so it was a bit awkward to mention. I’m also the type who doesn’t care much about birthdays, and we were busy preparing for our debut, anyway.


  At that time, the guys vowed to celebrate my next birthday grandly.


  I thanked them for their sentiment, but I already knew it was an unrealistic story. A member’s birthday was important. But it was not more important than Spark’s nth anniversary.


  Rumors about favoritism among members would be bad, but rumors that the company and the members didn’t have any affection for the group would be even worse. So I decided to settle it by finding a reasonable compromise. Though it seemed these guys couldn’t compromise.


  “If you’re really concerned, just say happy birthday to me in the morning. So I can talk about it on the broadcast.”


  “Of course we’ll do that.”


  “Okay, I’ll be waiting.”


  I smiled and patted Jeong Seongbin’s shoulder. Beyond the mirror, my eyes met with Kang Kiyeon, who was getting up from his seat. Kang Kiyeon shook his head back and forth.


  

  I dreamed of my noona for the first time in a long time. Not something like memory data, but a real dream. A dream where the noona in my memories appeared.


  That winter was not cold at all. Because noona’s hand, which I held for the last time, and the morgue were much colder.


  She had said ‘let’s have a meal for your birthday’, but our schedules didn’t match, so we barely managed to set a date on a weekend close to my birthday.


  Even then, my noona had told me to sleep in and come out late, and had come all the way to my neighborhood.


  When I said I’d see her off, she scolded me, telling me to just go home—I didn’t know that would be the last time. If I had known, I would have taken her all the way to her front door. No, I wouldn’t even have made the appointment in the first place, saying that at our age, there was no need to bother with birthdays.


  I still didn’t remember the intersection where my noona had her accident, but I clearly remembered the business card for a psychiatrist that was in her belongings that were handed over to me. The single, blackened business card that my noona had been holding in her hand.


  At that time, I was just heartbroken. I thought that life must have been so hard for her to look for a hospital. I only thought that I, who didn’t know that, was pathetic.


  Why didn’t I notice sooner? That the map drawn on the business card was strangely close to my house.


  The reason why, in this day and age where you could make memos and reservations with just a phone, my noona had deliberately brought that hospital’s business card on the day she met me.


  Noona had always been like that. She tried to take care of the things I never paid attention to.


  I was really grateful for that. That was why I had never been envious of people who were loved by their parents. Because I had my noona.


  But noona. If you just keep giving like this until the end.


  If the reason we met, the time we met, the place we met, and the words you were about to say to me were all really just for me.


  And then you just go off on your own.


  How am I supposed to live, crushed by guilt toward you?


  Did I look that cornered to you? Enough that you went as far as to look into a hospital for me?


  Weren’t you tired, coming all the way near to my house?


  At the intersection where you were going back alone, what were you thinking, holding that business card?


  I don’t know. I can’t even guess.


  So tell me.


  Tell me to pay you back now that you’ve taken care of me this much.


  On the next appointment, tell me to come to your neighborhood on my birthday.


  Tell me to repay your kindness, to let you receive some filial piety from your younger brother.


  The alarm went off. As I reached out and turned off the alarm, the lock screen of my phone lit up brightly.


  February 14th had dawned.


  I wasn’t feeling too great. Thinking of my noona made me gloomy, then I tried to pull myself together, then sank back into gloom, rolling around under the blankets.


  What pulled me out, who was curled up and hiding, was Jeong Seongbin’s voice.


  “Hyung, are you still asleep?”


  He must have come after hearing the alarm. More importantly, he woke up early today.


  I must have slept quite deeply. To think I didn’t even hear my roommate getting up.


  “I’m up. I’ll be out now.”


  Yes, I have to go out even if I don’t have the energy.


  There’s a mountain of work to do, and I have to work to be able to see my noona again.


  I slapped my cheeks a couple of times to wake myself up and got up, and a familiar smell wafted in.


  It was the smell of food, but this…


  “Do we have seaweed soup in the dorm?”


  “We made it. Please have breakfast.”


  “Huh?”


  All the members were already sitting at the table. To think I was the last one. I couldn’t believe it.


  “Happy birthday! For the next 9 months, you’re really the eldest hyung!”


  “Happy birthday, hyung.”


  “Happy birthday… really.”


  A flurry of congratulations followed. Looking to the side, Jeong Seongbin was smiling.


  “We said we would congratulate you, didn’t we?”


  I felt a surge of emotion. It was the first time I’d ever felt so vividly what it meant to have mixed emotions. What I mean is—I am touched.


  

  The five-eyed-bird-mark seaweed soup was delicious. As expected, a person improves at whatever they do, be it cooking or anything else. The guys who couldn’t even season spinach had grown up a lot.


  After arriving at the company, we split into two groups. It was called two groups, but I was the only one separated.


  The birthday table was as lavish as I had been told. It was to the point where you could believe it was Kim Iwol’s first birthday party. If talk about ‘special treatment’ cropped up again, it’d be a problem. The evidence this time was too blatant to explain away.


  Even the staff who weren’t participating in the live came to the meeting room to wish me a happy birthday. I felt embarassed, but I accepted it gratefully.


  And as soon as I turned on the live stream…


  ≫ Iwol, happy birthday


  ≫ Celebrating Kim Iwol’s birth


  ≫ happy birthday~


  ≫ I’ve been waiting for this day, happy birthday Kim Iwol to death


  …the biggest congratulations in the world poured in.


  “You’re all really giving me so many congratulations. Thank you. Actually, the members made me a birthday breakfast this morning. And the company also prepared such a grand birthday table… I guess I’m blessed with good people.”


  Usually, I breezed through broadcasts like a presentation, but today was different. It was because the atmosphere was focused solely on celebrating me and my birthday.


  I must’ve been bumbling more than I realized, because the chat quickly filled with laughter


  ≫ The awkwardness is piercing through the screen


  ≫ Embarrassed Kim Iwol… a rare sight


  ≫ I’m sorry, Iwol, I can’t stop grinning


  “…Is it that obvious?”


  ≫ What to say


  ≫ I actually like it


  ≫ A great release of the 22-year-old baby content


  Me, a baby. An unbearable sense of shame washed over me.


  At that moment, the manager in front of me sent a hand signal. It was a signal of salvation!


  “Everyone, just a moment. They said a call just came in…”


  ≫ Huh


  ≫ Who???


  ≫ It would have been nice if all the kids came… a shame


  ≫ They couldn’t come because of the schedule, please refrain from mentioning it


  Facing the raging chat, I was handed a phone. The caller was Lee Cheonghyeon.


  “Cheonghyeon?”


  ─ Yeah. I’m the first, right?!


  “Yeah. Did you want to be the first?”


  ─ Yeah. So I stole all the members’ phones.


  The chat window was filled with ‘ㅋ.’ As expected of Spark’s official phantom thief. He stole Sparklers’ money whenever merchandise came out, and now he was actually stealing things.


  ─ Happy birthday! I even prepared a word of blessing for you, hyung.


  “A word of blessing?”


  ─ May you be the happiest twenty-two-year-old in the world! Got it?


  Because of his tone, I thought Santa Claus had come. It seemed the youngest Santa hadn’t clocked out yet.


  “Okay, thank you.”


  ─ Lee Cheonghyeon, hurry up and pass the phone.


  Kang Kiyeon’s harsh voice was heard from behind.


  “Is Kiyeon there?”


  ─ Yeah. He chased me.


  “Where are you now?”


  ─ The emergency exit.


  He ran that far. My temples throbbed.


  Kang Kiyeon, who eventually succeeded in catching Lee Cheonghyeon, sent a simple yet polite and sincere congratulation. Everyone was moved by Kang Kiyeon’s heartfelt congratulations.


  ─ You won’t gain much weight just by eating a little on your birthday, so might as well eat up. You said you were going to bulk up anyway since all your muscles are gone. You need protein for muscles to grow…


  “Yeah, Kiyeon, thanks for the congratulations. I’m going to hang up now!”


  Towards the end, the nagging went on and on, so I hung up. If he had more to say, he’d probably call separately.


  I had only received calls from two people, but I was already a little tired. Was this really a birthday party for one? At least, it was certain that I wasn’t lonely at all.


  Chapter 297: A Birthday Party for One (2)


  Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo sent a simple congratulatory message together.


  —Happy birthday, hyung!


  —Sparklers, please celebrate hyung’s birthday together too…!


  In addition, they apologized about 3,000 times for calling late. I said it was fine since I had heard the full story from Lee Cheonghyeon, but the guys just wouldn’t stop apologizing.


  Now, if only Choi Jeho would call, Spark would be at full attendance


  Why isn’t this brat calling?


  I was smiling and saying my lines, but inside I was boiling. I could almost see the suspicion of a feud between the eldest hyungs spreading from some locked account. You’re really giving me a big birthday present.


  Just as I was resolving to deal with this guy after the broadcast ended, the signal I had been waiting for greeted me.


  However, my expectations were splendidly off. The name on the screen was ‘Gu Jahan sunbaenim.’


  “Mr. Gu Jahan… is calling? What could it be?”


  I hurriedly answered the phone.


  “Sunbaenim, hello. I’m in the middle of a live broadcast right now, would it be okay if I called you back later?”


  While I was whispering and asking for his understanding, the chat window was heating up with the appearance of an unexpected person.


  — Ah, you can’t talk right now?


  “I can, but it seems you have something to say, sunbaenim.”


  — I just called to say happy birthday.


  “What?”


  You, sir? The congratulations that even Choi Jeho hasn’t given me? Choi Jeho, you a**hole, aren’t you going to call? I’m telling you to at least leave a missed call, you son of a b*tch!


  Unaware of my inner turmoil, the innocent Mr. Gu Jahan wished me a happy birthday.


  — Happy birthday. Is there anything you want?


  “Oh no, the congratulations are enough.”


  — Don’t talk like an old man…


  Oops, my inner office worker just slipped out.


  — But I knew you would say that, Mr. Iwol.


  If you knew, then why did you even ask?


  I wanted to retort, but I held it in. I couldn’t make a scene when the fans were watching.


  — So I just sent it to the company.


  “What?”


  As soon as Mr. Gu Jahan’s words ended, a white shopping bag was passed over from offscreen.


  Seriously, why are you doing this to me! I don’t know your birthday, Mr. Gu Jahan! If I receive it publicly like this, I have to return the favor in the same way! Don’t you know I already have five birthdays to take care of?!


  I swallowed my tears and received the shopping bag. The shopping bag was so big, it almost blocked the whole screen.


  ≫ What is it, what is it


  ≫ In My Office friendship is so nice to seeㅠㅠ


  ≫ Open it, clap, open it, clap


  “Is it okay to open it on the broadcast?”


  I asked, secretly hoping Mr. Gu Jahan would tell me to open it at the dorm, but as always, he didn’t give me the answer I wanted.


  — I sent it so you would.


  See. My predictions never fail.


  “Then… I’ll open it. I’ll try to make it sound like ASMR…”


  Having resigned myself to everything, I rustled open the shopping bag, and out came… another coat! Is there a rumor going around in some random community that Kim Iwol has no clothes?


  “Sunbaenim, you bought me a coat last time too!”


  — That was a long one. Short coats are in style these days, right?


  There was no getting through to him. I felt like I was going to explode.


  ≫ Iwol is so loved


  ≫ When did he get another coat? ㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ Sunbaenim has such a huge soft spot for him


  ≫ My bias’ junior moment? This is precious.


  The viewers seemed to be just enjoying this whole situation. I was the only one who felt like I was on a deserted island.


  Mr. Gu Jahan ended the call after saying we should have a meal next time. I was completely drained and tattered.


  “I keep in touch with the ‘In My Office’ sunbaenims from time to time. Ha Seomyeong sunbaenim also contacted me earlier to say happy birthday. Sunbaenims, thank you.”


  There probably weren’t any sunbaenims watching the live, but I bowed my head to the lens.


  On a special anniversary like a birthday, people often expect related anecdotes. Memorable birthday gifts, the item grabbed at a doljabi, or even a conception dream.


  (TL note: Doljabi is a Korean tradition at a first birthday party (Doljanchi) where a one-year-old baby chooses from several objects, each symbolizing a different future or career.)


  A similar story had come up in Spark’s birthday broadcasts so far.


  What did I grab? I grabbed a pencil!


  A pencil means…


  That’s right, it’s an item that holds the meaning of becoming a composer!


  Isn’t that what it means?


  But I, Kim Iwol, couldn’t have had a doljanchi, and the only birthday gifts I ever received were from my noona, but now I couldn’t talk about it.


  I had no choice but to launch The Kim Iwol TMI Extravaganza~ Featuring Spark’s Random Chatter~. Fortunately, the fans liked it.


  ≫ Why did the hyungs have a runway without showing us? Let us see too


  ≫ So you read the social section of the newspaper first… Yeah, that tracks


  ≫ The babies sleeping together in the living room… so precious


  ≫ Hahaha so you wrapped it, but in the end, you were about to get branded three times, right? hahaha


  ≫ The Under Bar challenge was taught by Joowoo…? Huge shock


  They liked it a lot. Thanks to that, I was saved.


  However, there was still no contact from Choi Jeho. That fucker must have forgotten. I should have written ‘call me’ on his arm. I trusted that guy too much.


  ≫ When is Jeho going to call?


  ≫ What are you doing, Jehoㅠㅠㅠ


  Comments looking for Choi Jeho also started to appear one by one. Actually, they had been coming up since a while ago, but I pretended not to see them.


  “Jeho is busy right now, everyone. The reason is a spoiler, so I can’t say!”


  To thoroughly protect confidentiality, I had never even uttered the word ‘spoiler’ before. tonight, I swore I’d roast that Choi Jeho and end my birthday with a bang.


  “How’s Seongbin as a roommate? He’s the best. But I think I get scolded about three times a day. Yesterday, too, Seongbin was quiet, so I looked to the side, and he was sitting there with a notebook…”


  As I was spouting lines while managing my frustration, a knock was heard from outside.


  It was unprecedented for someone to interrupt from outside during a broadcast, so I tried my best not to be conscious of it and was about to fix my gaze on the camera lens, when.


  “Hey.”


  Choi Jeho appeared. The chat window went wild.


  ≫ Omg


  ≫ Jeho is here


  ≫ Jeho♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥


  “What is it?”


  “What do you mean what. Hello, everyone.”


  He ignored my question and was busy greeting everyone. Manager Daeyeon hurriedly brought another chair.


  As soon as he sat down, I adjusted my expression into something friendly and pressed him.


  “How did you get here?”


  “By the stairs.”


  “That’s not what I’m asking.”


  ≫ Iwol’s heart is bursting again today


  ≫ Guys, the screen is too cramped


  ≫ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ our Jeho’s answers are always on point


  Only the fans recognized my hardship. Regardless, Choi Jeho took something out of the pocket of his hoodie and handed it to me.


  “What’s this?”


  “Noona told me to give it to you.”


  “From your noona?”


  Did he meet his noona during the vacation too? The bundle Choi Jeho gave me was small but beautifully wrapped.


  There was also a short memo written on it. It said, ‘Happy birthday! Please take good care of our Jeho!’


  Carefully tearing the paper, I found a jar of vitamin gummies and another item separately wrapped.


  “Why vitamin gummies?”


  “She said you look frail, so you should eat them.”


  “I’m not frail.”


  “I told her that too.”


  “And what did she say?”


  “She told me not to talk back.”


  All noona’s are the same, I guess. Choi Jeho and I were silent for a moment.


  Just as I was about to open the other item, Choi Jeho said.


  “Ah, open that later.”


  “Why?”


  “Just because.”


  This little sh*t, really. I knew for sure that he had an extraordinary talent for getting on people’s nerves.


  But since he told me to open it later, what else could I do? I sent my thanks to Choi Jeho’s noona through the screen, saying I would eat them well.


  I thought he would leave since his business was done, but Choi Jeho didn’t seem to have any intention of moving.


  “Come to think of it, you didn’t wish me a happy birthday this morning, did you?”


  “Did I?”


  “You didn’t. Only the others did.”


  I was busy, but I remembered it clearly. That Choi Jeho brat, when all the other guys were congratulating me, he was just looking at the seaweed soup by himself.


  “But I came here instead to congratulate you.”


  “So, did you actually say happy birthday to me or not? Even the gift was from your noona.”


  Our conversation, filled with a deep sense of friendship, sparked a heated reaction.


  ≫ Guys, the hyungs are fighting again


  ≫ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ Is this really a conversation between twenty-two-year-olds?


  ≫ Seongbin, the hyungs are fighting


  ≫ At this point, just say happy birthday already ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ The most reliable hyungs when they’re apart


  ≫ Why are you fighting on a good day ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ Our kids are actually 22 months old


  ≫ Mr. Kim, whose combat power rises whenever he sees Mr. Choi


  The fans happily watched our quarrel. They seemed to think that the sight of me and Choi Jeho barking at each other was a different form of friendship.


  “If you’re not going to say it, then leave now.”


  “Who said I wouldn’t?”


  “You’re not saying it right now.”


  “I can just say it.”


  A childish squabble that even kindergarteners wouldn’t have continued dragged on. I couldn’t understand why he was acting like this. Since we were on a broadcast, I couldn’t pull him behind the whiteboard and ask, ‘What the hell is your problem?’


  Just as I was feeling dizzy, Choi Jeho threw a glance over the manager’s shoulder.


  An intrusion during a live broadcast, nitpicking my words, and now not even looking at the camera?


  Just as I was about to lose my mind at Choi Jeho’s triple combo…


  “Hyung, happy birthday! Even though it’s the third time already!”


  “Hurry up and blow out the candles.”


  …all of Spark appeared. Holding a cake with lit candles.


  Chapter 298: 6-Member Birthday Party (1)


  I was taken aback by Spark’s sudden appearance. Very much so.


  “What on earth?”


  There were five of them, but not a single one answered my question. They just kept cramming into the filming set. Then they started belting out the happy birthday song.


  “Make a wish, make a wish!”


  “The candle wax is dripping…!”


  As soon as the song ended, Lee Cheonghyeon and Park Joowoo made a fuss on either side of me. I hurriedly clasped my hands, pretended to make a wish, and then blew out the candles.


  Applause erupted from all around. Everything felt surreal.


  “What is this, really?”


  “What do you mean? It’s a surprise party.”


  “Did you really think we wouldn’t come?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon cheerfully chided me.


  “What did you wish for?”


  Jeong Seongbin asked as he pulled the candles from the cake. If I said I was so flustered I couldn’t wish for anything… that wouldn’t be right. I answered with the spirit of a professional.


  “I wished for Spark to not lose its original passion and to keep running until the end.”


  “Wow.”


  Kang Kiyeon exclaimed briefly. Why? Isn’t that the most proper idol wish?


  The chaotic atmosphere was settled only after everyone was seated.


  “When did you plan this?”


  “From the evening of the day you said you would do a solo live because the schedule was tight.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon answered without missing a beat. His sincerity was palpable.


  I looked at Jeong Seongbin and asked.


  “Then what was that when you asked me if the broadcast prep was going okay?”


  He had asked me with such a guilty look. I nearly broke a sweat insisting I was fine.


  “It was a setup. I’m sorry, hyung.”


  How could you do this to me?


  Jeong Seongbin had betrayed my heart. The naive one wasn’t Mr. Gu Jahan, but me. Should I be impressed that these guys had the guts to deceive me, or should I charge them with high treason?


  “We wrote you letters too…”


  Park Joowoo shyly held out something he had been holding. It was a small, bass-shaped box made of foam board.


  When I took off the rubber band and opened the lid, I saw five neatly folded pieces of colored paper. I saw this colored paper when we were preparing for the potluck party. It was definitely that.


  “Can I read it?”


  “It’s a bit embarrassing, but I’ll allow it.”


  With Lee Cheonghyeon’s permission, the unscheduled letter-reading corner began.


  The one on top was Kang Kiyeon’s letter.


  “To Iwol-hyung. Hello-hyung, happy birthday…”


  A handwriting as sharp as his features greeted me.


  To Iwol-hyung


  Hello, hyung. Happy birthday


  You’ve often written me letters or memos, but this is the first time I’m writing one for you


  My handwriting isn’t strange, right? I’ll try to write as neatly as possible


  I remember the day I first met you


  I thought, a scary hyung has come, with your expressionless face and tall height, but after seeing you treat us warmly in just one day, I thought, ah this is what it means to be the elder one


  Even though I started as a trainee first, I feel like I barely helped you at all. I’m sorry for that


  .


  .


  .


  But you have to admit that it was too much of you not to tell us your birthday in advance, right?


  I’ll make sure to celebrate it from now on. Happy birthday once again


  From Kang Kiyeon


  Next came Lee Cheonghyeon’s letter. This guy was talkative even in his letter.


  To our Undead Gorgeous Black Cool Water Iwol-hyung! (That name came from Bubblepop with Sparklers—no objections allowed.)


  Happy birthday~! I really waited for this day!


  Thinking that our hyung has become even more of an adult brings tears to my eyesㅠㅠ


  Even though you’re already adult enough. It feels like only your time is going twice as fast~~


  Are you having a fun and good broadcast?


  You don’t have to answer. We’re going to come in while watching you anywayㅋㅋㅋ


  .


  .


  .


  What kind of birthday party should we have for your thirtieth?


  Since you like jjolmyeon, how about the six of us eat 30 servings of jjolmyeon? Would it be a bit much to eat only jjolmyeon on your birthday?


  But they say noodles are a symbol of longevity. I think it’s a good idea for a birthday. I’ll keep it in mind for now!


  Anyway the bottom line is, I love you! HBD our eldest hyung!


  — From Cutie Pretty Visual—


  On the other hand, there was also an extremely concise letter.


  Kim Iwol


  Happy birthday


  I suggested we give you protein as a birthday gift, but the other kids were against it, so here we are


  You really didn’t notice. I thought you’d figure it out right away


  I think you wouldn’t notice even if I wrote the letter right in front of you, but Lee Cheonghyeon said he wouldn’t let it slide if I got caught, so I’m writing this in my room


  Looks like Park Joowoo has a lot to say to you, he just kept writing


  But protein’s not a bad idea, right? You have to build muscle anyway


  If you need it, tell me, I’ll share


  Have a happy birthday


  But if the sender was Choi Jeho, even a blunt letter transformed into one filled with painstaking effort.


  I’m sure of it, this guy must have agonized for 30 minutes after writing ‘Happy birthday.’ You could see the flow of his gaze in the letter. It was so obvious that he struggled to write something.


  Who would have thought that Center Emperor Choi Jeho was a guy who could write a letter like this. This drill instructor was moved.


  On the other hand, Jeong Seongbin’s letter was long and packed, even at a glance. He must have thought writing directly on colored paper would be hard to read, he had even added a white paper inside. Around it were stickers that were presumed to have been shared by Ms. Choi Miho.


  The content was closer to a petition than a letter.


  To Iwol-hyung


  Hello, hyung! It’s Seongbin


  First of all, happy birthday!


  It was the year before last that you made me seaweed soup when I was a trainee, and I’m only now repaying the favor


  I’m sorry it’s so late, and thank you for eating it deliciously nonetheless


  .


  .


  .


  And there are a few things I’d like to ask of you


  First, please take good care of your health


  Second, I hope you eat well


  Third, I hope you go to bed before 3 AM!


  As this is your first birthday being congratulated by the Sparklers as well, I hope it’s an even happier birthday than last year


  I’ll look forward to the broadcast! See you on your birthday hehe


  Sincerely, Jeong Seongbin


  After reading the letter, which I couldn’t tell if it was a birthday congratulatory letter or a health checkup result, I was afraid to open Park Joowoo’s letter.


  The last remaining letter was as thick as Choi Jeho had predicted. It was a whopping two pages long.


  Hyung hehe it’s Joowoo


  Skipping your birthday twice in a row… that’s too much X(


  But since it’s your day, doing whatever you want is what matters most, right?


  That’s why I’m so happy I can finally celebrate your birthday properly.


  Since you’re twenty-two, I thought about writing ‘happy birthday’ twenty-two times, but since you told me to delete repetitive words when writing, I won’t


  .


  .


  .


  I thought he would ask when we were going to start a band, but that wasn’t it. Park Joowoo purely just congratulated me on my birthday.


  .


  .


  .


  Let’s celebrate our birthdays together next year and the year after too


  Let’s live every day like a movie. Promise!


  P.S. Even if you forget my birthday twice, I’ll forgive you


  It was a heartwarming letter. I even got a get-out-of-jail-free card, what better gift could there be?


  “Thanks, everyone. I’ll cherish it.”


  “…This case too?”


  Park Joowoo asked, holding up the clumsy letter case. The rubber band dangled loosely around the fake neck. I answered that I’d cherish that too.


  “You don’t have to keep that one.”


  As he said that, Lee Cheonghyeon, who had been sitting at the edge of the table, shot up and waved his arms.


  At the signal, Manager Chanyoung brought a giant black object and handed it to Lee Cheonghyeon, who had moved out of the frame.


  “The real thing is here!”


  “What?”


  I couldn’t make sense of what he meant. I must’ve been too shocked for my brain to work.


  It was then. As the object, which had been hidden by Lee Cheonghyeon and the manager’s bodies, was revealed, my mind went blank.


  The identity of the large, black object was an instrument case.


  “Here! The real gift!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon smiled brightly and held out the case.


  My heart pounded.


  “Open it.”


  Kang Kiyeon said as he cleared the table. A heavy instrument case was placed in the middle of the empty table.


  If you can’t take your eyes off it, at least don’t lie about it..


  Why was my noona’s words coming to mind now?


  Was it because I had a dream about my noona this morning by chance? Or was it because I had thought about the club while talking about college with Jeong Seongbin’s family?


  The familiar texture and the sound of the zipper opening messed with my head. My fingers trembled.


  When the lid of the case opened, a pure white bass guitar appeared before my eyes.


  Ah.


  I thought my heart was going to stop. For a second, I thought it was the same bass my noona had bought me.


  But it wasn’t. A quick glance was enough to tell that it was a completely different type. It was a good instrument that only an intermediate player would use, and the price was much higher.


  “This is…”


  “It’s your gift.”


  Jeong Seongbin said. I couldn’t seem to organize my thoughts.


  Do you still play the bass?


  “You always use the shared bass, hyung. So we all chipped in and bought you one!”


  What instruments do you know how to play?


  “I’ll put in a request next time…”


  Should I get a more expensive one if you’re going to play for a long time?


  “We asked the A&R team for advice before buying, but I’m not sure if it fits your hands well.”


  Anyway, as long as you’re having fun with it, that’s enough.


  “Enjoy your hobbies too. Don’t just work.”


  My head was a mess. As I was forcibly put on an emotional roller coaster, Choi Jeho nudged me with his elbow. He pointed with his chin at the small package he’d given me earlier.


  What is it, now? Don’t make me more distraught. My mind is already complicated enough.


  Grumbling inwardly, I opened the black envelope I hadn’t been able to open earlier.


  Two picks came out from inside.


  “Noona chose the gray one. I chose the black one.”


  Choi Jeho said.


  “I said I’d congratulate you, didn’t I?”


  Damn it.


  I fiddled with the two picks in one hand and the bass in the other.


  Noona. I miss you.


  “Thank you.”


  I miss you a lot.


  “Thank you… so much.”


  But isn’t it strange?


  When I’m with these guys, somehow I feel comforted. Like I can hold on until I see you again. Maybe because they remind me of you. Maybe because they’re just as kind as you are.


  It was the first time I had stammered this badly in front of a camera. And it was all their fault.


  You hopelessly kind fools. If I end up with an attitude controversy, you guys better take responsibility.


  Chapter 299: Six-Person Birthday Party (2)


  Baek Haewon shoved her fist into her mouth and cried.


  The reason was simple. Because Spark was a harmonious family.


  When all the members showed up on the livestream, Baek Haewon had simply been happy, going, ‘Wowww, all the boys are here!’ But once the letter-reading segment started, that was when she broke down in sobs.


  How much the members cherished Kim Iwol was revealed in the letters. It was a deeply moving moment for Baek Haewon, who had no doubt that Spark was a family.


  ≫ Spark is a family, that’s right


  If you pull out their family register, it will say they’re brothers. I saw it.


  ≫ Cheonghyeon, I’m crying too


  Please hold onto Iwol’s time


  I’ll age in his place


  ≫ Guys, your faces are already cinema


  The best cut and the highlight


  Your narrative deserves a screenplay award, and your letters deserve a director’s award


  Jeong Seongbin was happily busy celebrating, and Kim Iwol was busy being surprised with wide eyes, so the live was twice as noisy as usual. Still, Baek Haewon was just delighted. Because it wasn’t easy to see a disorganized Spark.


  And then came the moment that made Baek Haewon’s heart explode.


  『Here! The real gift!』


  The precious baby anaconda-jindo-dog-chinchilla-harpy-eagle-black-panther came with a huge gift.


  The gift turned out to be a bass guitar. Kim Iwol’s eyes rolled around in panic, not knowing what to do.


  ≫ Bass! Bass!


  ≫ Iwol, play the bass


  ≫ Let’s go, gift unboxing


  ≫ Of all colors, how did they end up picking something that whiteㅋㅋ


  The comment section was instantly flooded with ‘bass.’ Baek Haewon’s comment must’ve been lost in the mix somewhere too.


  『Hyung, they’re asking you to play the bass.』


  『Huh?』


  Kim Iwol’s eyes widened. Kiyeon, you’re truly the best monitoring agent.


  『Uh, uh……』


  While Kim Iwol fumbled clumsily, Park Joowoo suddenly appeared with an amp from who-knows-where. It was a birthday broadcast that you couldn’t take your eyes off of.


  

  Won Chaehee hadn’t known Kim Iwol for long.


  Even so, she knew well enough that it was rare for him to be this flustered.


  Watching Park Joowoo plop the amp on the floor, Kim Iwol said he would do it himself and crouched down with his back to the camera.


  Let it be repeated: Kim Iwol crouched down on the floor ‘with his back to the camera.’


  This was an unprecedented event in Spark’s history. It was the kind of moment that made it clear to everyone that Kim Iwol was out of his right mind.


  ≫ A 183cm giant baby excited about getting a gift really exists


  ≫ Our Iwol has changed (POSITIVE)


  ≫ The day I see Iwol’s back instead of his fancam has come


  ≫ His sincerity conveyed through his back


  Kim Iwol on bass was like a treasured intangible cultural heritage—he’d only shown it briefly a couple of times, and the rest was passed down by word of mouth.


  Listening to just one instrument session for a long time was not Won Chaehee’s taste, but since the birthday boy was that happy, she could easily spare three minutes of a two-hour live.


  『What… should I play?』


  Kim Iwol said in a troubled tone, grabbing the neck. Then he plucked the strings with his bare hands.


  Huh?


  Onscreen, his fingers moved with dazzling speed. It didn’t sound anything like those Insta clips Assistant Manager Cheon had once shown off, bragging about playing bass.


  『You even tuned it? There’s almost nothing to fix.』


  『Of course.』


  On the phone screen, Lee Cheonghyeon gave a thumbs-up.


  Kim Iwol looked at the camera and sat down on the chair again.


  When he took off his cardigan to play, the white-haired Kim Iwol became one with the white bass.


  When requests to move the table poured in, the members sent Kim Iwol over the table altogether. In an instant, the mood shifted into that of five friends attending Kim Iwol’s private recital.


  『Joowoo, do you have a song request?』


  Kim Iwol asked, glancing back. Park Joowoo, who had been sitting with his chin in his hand, said.


  『…Any RoseD song is fine.』


  『Hmm.』


  Kim Iwol thought for a moment. Then he reached back and grabbed a black pick with his index and middle fingers as if to drag it over.


  He tapped it against his thigh and then spoke a number, presumably the song title. Park Joowoo’s eyes lit up. It must have been one of his favorites.


  『Want me to lay in the instrumental?』


  『Yeah.』


  A few more words were exchanged, and then Kim Iwol readjusted his grip on the pick.


  A rhythmic drum and an electric guitar came in one after another…


  Holy sh*t.


  …a heavy and clean, low-mid range bass sound overwhelmed the session and raced through the earphones.


  Anyone long steeped in fandom culture developed an ear for these things. They became able to pick out like a ghost whether their kid had built a harmony, put in a backing vocal, or made a vocal mistake.


  The only bass solos Won Chaehee had seen before were short highlights that surfaced in her algorithm feed.


  They hadn’t given Won Chaehee much of an impression. The sharpness of sound always came stronger from guitar, and the reverberating thrum hit harder from drums.


  Yet even to her ears, Kim Iwol’s playing was seamless and precise, without a single rough edge. At the same time, it was dazzling. It was a contradictory concept, but there was no other word that could properly express her current impression.


  Which program was it again? She recalled a judge’s comment: that when a performance filled with technique still came across as simple and unforced, it meant the player was truly skilled.


  Won Chaehee now understood the meaning of those words perfectly. It was comfortable to the ears, but you could tell just by watching Kim Iwol’s hands fly over the strings.


  You call this a hobby?


  Not that he looked like the type to ever do a hobby half-heartedly.


  The image of his long lashes lowered with the beat, overlapping with the taut bass strings, made Won Chaehee’s head ache. She was reminded again that human beings could suffer from being too happy.


  She had been watching with rapt attention, so Won Chaehee had momentarily forgotten.


  That Park Joowoo was a huge metal addict, and that the song Park Joowoo had chosen would by no means be simple.


  Taking advantage of a brief pause, Kim Iwol put the pick in his mouth.


  Then he started playing the bass with his bare hands. Blue veins bulged on his white forearm. Slapping and tapping raged on.


  ≫ UA close the shutters


  ≫ Wow


  ≫ Shredding???? Shredding??????


  ≫ Wow


  ≫ fml


  ≫ Woa


  ≫ Boves’ choice for the best birthday gift of 20XX


  Long, white fingers like a perfectly sculpted statue, a gleaming new bass without a scratch.


  Even the gray shadows that appeared and disappeared along the lines of his arm muscles and the veins that, once they had revealed their presence, made it difficult to tear one’s eyes away.


  That’s awesome.


  Won Chaehee pressed a hand to her forehead. Her skin felt hot. It was like her system had short-circuited.


  

  I liked the new bass. It had been a long time since I had played seriously, so I was a bit worried, but I was glad I didn’t make a mistake. If the synchronization had been 100%, my hands would’ve been as stiff as back in my office-worker days.


  As I was wiping the pick and about to put the bass down, my eyes met Park Joowoo’s. The guy’s eyes were sparkling.


  “God of rock, are you satisfied?”


  “Totally…!”


  “Hyung, you’re awesome!”


  Being praised by you, Lee Cheonghyeon, who plays the piano like a virtuoso… that praise feels about as meaningful as being applauded for playing a recorder at a school talent show.


  “There’s no other choice. Now that I know your skills, I have no choice but to cast you for a session.”


  “There’s MIDI, you know.”


  “And you know better than anyone why people still bother hiring live session players.”


  I kept my mouth firmly shut. Lee Cheonghyeon cackled with laughter.


  “When did you start playing the bass?”


  Kang Kiyeon asked, unable to hide his surprised expression.


  I felt the same way. What was I supposed to say here? If I said since I was twenty, they’d all know it was a lie.


  “Since I was a student.”


  I tried to be as nonchalant as possible and pretended to focus on putting the bass away. Never thought I’d be grateful for the long years of compulsory education in this country.


  The birthday live ended in great success. I also gave a stern warning to everyone that going off-script without prior notice was the sort of thing that called for a written report.


  All sorts of things were said about my birthday live. I had expected to some extent that the fans would be happy to see the members’ surprise appearance and the gifts, but…


  ≫ A current idol’s bass skills


  ≫ RoseD – 46610 Bass Live (Spark Iwol ver./1 hour)


  ≫ A current bandman’s reaction to Spark Iwol’s 46610


  …something strange had exploded. I’d made videos like this before but I’d never been the one in them.


  I felt like the whole world was lying to me. The 30-second video made by cutting the highlights had racked up massive views.


  “Hyung, did you see this?!”


  Lee Cheonghyeon came running, shouting from a distance. On the screen of the phone he was holding, a thumbnail of me with all the pixels broken, and a man in glasses watching it with interest, shone brightly.


  The title was also flashy. ‘A professional bassist’s analysis of Spark Iwol’s bass performance.’ Why are you analyzing a total stranger like that, it’s scary.


  “I haven’t seen it, and I don’t want to see it.”


  “Why? It’s full of praise for you.”


  “That’s why I don’t want to see it.”


  “A pitiful soul who cannot accept a compliment as a compliment…”


  Lee Cheonghyeon genuinely pitied me. He was misunderstanding. I was just embarrassed.


  “Since you don’t want to see it, this Cheonghyeon will summarize it for you. ‘Is this person originally a bassist? The sound he’s making isn’t something that can come from playing for just a year or two, you can tell just by listening’…”


  “That’s a summary? Sounds like a closed-caption reading service to me.”


  It was preposterous. Only sighs came out of my mouth.


  “But hyung.”


  “What now.”


  “How many years have you really played the bass?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked a question that pierced my heart.


  Chapter 300: 1st Anniversary (1)


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s innocent gaze was fixed on me. If I were to fall for that innocence and answer honestly, I would be walking a tightrope where one wrong step could give me a nosebleed.


  Lying wasn’t my style. I never knew when I might slip up, and at the core, I just didn’t like deceiving people.


  But the situation was a bit tricky. If I were to speak my conscience, I would have to say I’d been playing for 10 years, but then wouldn’t that mean I’d been playing the bass since I was an elementary school student?


  With even my real name changed, I couldn’t be sure how my past had changed, so I wanted to avoid talking about it as much as possible. I’d already made enough slip-ups, like the time my back scars got exposed.


  The video was still playing on Lee Cheonghyeon’s phone. The subtitle read, ‘If he reached this level in just a few years? This person is a genius.’


  Should I become a mad prodigy who had been holding a bass since elementary school, or a genius who saw the light through self-study? All the choices were overwhelming.


  After a long deliberation, I answered with the feeling of squeezing my eyes shut.


  “Only seriously for one year. If you count when I just dabbled after joining UA, three years.”


  “Three years?”


  “Yeah.”


  Hearing that, Lee Cheonghyeon rewound the video. He turned up the volume, and the voice of the bespectacled man, whose words I’d only seen in subtitles earlier, rang out.


  『“If he reached this level in a few years? This person is a genius.』


  Lee Cheonghyeon’s pupils turned to me. It was a gaze that looked like it would pounce on me at any moment and say, ‘Hyung, you must be a genius! A genius of the bass! I have to report that you’ll be participating in the next album session right away!’


  “Cheonghyeon, if it’s three years ago from last year, how old was I then?”


  “Nineteen.”


  “Right. And what grade would that be?”


  “Senior in high school.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon answered. I placed a hand on each of his shoulders and said.


  “That’s right.”


  “……?”


  “There is nothing impossible for a high school senior.”


  A high school senior was someone who, if they broke their ankle playing soccer, would kick the ball with a crutch. A high school senior was someone who, even if they fall while running to the cafeteria today and scrape their knees, would run again when tomorrow came, and who, even after watching an overseas soccer broadcast until 4 AM the previous night, would go to school at 8 AM. Senior-year Korean high school students had terrifying stamina and potential.


  “Because they want to turn a blind eye to a very big life task.”


  “Aha.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon nodded his head as if he had understood. If you understand, then go now.


  “Then, you know, hyung.”


  What now!


  I sharply turned my head and looked at the guy. Lee Cheonghyeon was looking at me with dark eyes.


  “So you played the bass like that when you were a high school senior and still got a percentile of 97.81 on the college entrance exam?”


  Ah.


  Twisted. I really shouldn’t have lied in the first place.


  I tried my best to explain things to him. Lee Cheonghyeon didn’t seem to be convinced, but because his and his brothers’ grades were so good, in the end, he made a shocking remark, ‘Well, I guess it’s not impossible,’ and left.


  

  Until just a while ago, Spark had been holding meeting after meeting.


  Now commencing the XXth meeting to brainstorm ideas for the 1st Anniversary self-produced content.


  After Jeong Seongbin rattled off the opening line like a vending machine, Park Joowoo clicked the mouse and spoke.


  Here are the ideas the members submitted in the group chat… The estimated preparation time has been filled out by the relevant departments, and we’ve marked the top twenty ideas in yellow…


  Lee Cheonghyeon, who was carefully looking at the data, raised his hand.


  There seems to be a slight difference between the yellow-highlighted data and the preference scores we gave. Are we prioritizing feasibility over preference?


  The table sorted by preference score is on the next sheet. Joowoo-hyung, please copy and paste the table from the third sheet.


  The table Kang Kiyeon had prepared in advance was immediately pasted next to the raw data.


  The items at the top are not bad. Since the number of contents we can show is limited, let’s discuss this after excluding the ideas that have been used within the last two weeks.


  At my words, Park Joowoo applied a filter and hid all the data that had received a low score in the ‘rarity’ category.


  After submitting the items, only Choi Jeho, who had completely entrusted the decision-making to the members, watched the series of events with an interested (?) expression, his arms crossed.


  These were the same guys who once agonized over being told to come up with twenty self-content ideas each. Now, once the theme was set, they could brainstorm freely and pull out materials they’d kept on hand.


  And so, after countless meetings, all the content for “Congratu☆lations! Spark 1st Anniversary Self-Content ☆Celebration” was finalized.


  The time spent preparing for the self-produced content was enormous. With Lee Cheonghyeon’s birthday and mine falling in the middle, and regular schedules on top of that, things only got busier.


  We were like hamsters obsessed with fitness, endlessly spinning in a wheel.


  In the morning, Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo, whose reins were loosened as soon as the entrance exams were over, devoted themselves wholeheartedly to upgrading the members’ vocal skills.


  In the afternoons, Lee Cheonghyeon and I pushed the guys hard on cover song practice. Then by evening, Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon, pent-up from stress all day, put us through the wringer.


  Meetings during breaks, meetings during lunch, and more meetings during travel time. Here’s a riddle: what animal has meetings with staff in the morning, with coworkers at lunch, and with the system at night? Answer, Kim Iwol. ← My head was in this state all the time.


  But all suffering always came to an end eventually.


  The end of Spark’s sprint for an awesome 1st-anniversary celebration was also beginning to be seen.


  In other words, the filming had begun.


  

  The ‘Congratu☆lations! Spark 1st Anniversary Self-Content ☆Celebration’ scheduled to go up at 2 a.m. was made up of lively, cute, whimsical clips. And in the evening, we planned to hold a live show for the anniversary.


  There were also those who raised objections. Mainly, those with a delicate sensibility would point out these parts. For example, someone like Jeong Seongbin.


  Wouldn’t emotional content be better for a late-night upload?


  Just as I was about to answer, Kang Kiyeon raised his hand and said.


  As long as it’s not overly noisy, I think it’s actually good to put something bright up at night.


  Why?


  Because you can watch moderately enjoyable content quickly and go to sleep, but content that makes you think deeply will make you stay up all night mulling it over.


  From the side, Lee Cheonghyeon asked, ‘Kang Kiyeon, is that from experience?’ Kang Kiyeon did not answer.


  I, too, was of the same opinion as Kang Kiyeon. The fans were vulnerable to stimulating content. Just during the cover-up festival incident, the year-end stage ended at 1 AM, but new posts continued to come up until 7 AM. People kept saying they had work but couldn’t sleep.


  We should at least let Sparklers get some sleep. So we decided to put relatively light content in the self-produced content.


  But.


  For once, Choi Jeho also opened his mouth.


  Is the ‘Under Bar’ Challenge really what you’d call light content?


  The guy pointed out the challenge video that Park Joowoo and I had uploaded a while ago.


  We were in an era where shorts content was flooding. Spark couldn’t ignore the trend either, so whenever we had spare time, we filmed challenges inspired by performances that had really impressed us.


  Among them, the ‘No. 1 challenge that fans want all of Spark do’ was that very challenge.


  The song ‘Under Bar’ told the story of a bartender and customer whose relationship turned into romance. Thanks to the song’s mood, its music video, and its sensual choreography, it stood out from the flashy-movement-heavy challenges and caused a stir with its different vibe.


  Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon had been busy taking on the challenge from a senior idol group known for ‘anyone who can dance will try this’.


  And since Jeong Seongbin and Lee Cheonghyeon had a lot to do as the leader and a composing member respectively, Park Joowoo, who had relatively more free time, and I, who had the stamina, had filmed the video…


  ≫ When did the baby chinchilla become an adult squirrel? I thought for sure he would grow up to be a chipmunk?? I protest. Show me the full 3-hour version of the chinchilla’s growth process


  └ What is this, a Wallet Monster evolution line, chinchilla evolving into a chipmunk?


  └ The song is less than 4 minutes long, how can you show a 3-hour version? ㅋㅋㅋ


  └ Everyone be quiet, can’t you see I’m trying to get a video of baby Joowoo???? Anyway, UA, guarantee it


  ≫ Since Spark’s sexy rep is Emperor Jeho, I often forget


  But every time, Kim Iwol would always come out way too strong and beat the amnesia out of me


  That’s right, Iwol, Spark actually has two eldest hyungs. I underestimated you. I’m sorry


  └ Even during the Do Younghwan era, when he was in a suit that a modern generation would wear, I thought I was going to die, but now that he’s in a slim-fit outfit and dancing a sexy dance, I’m losing my mind


  └ And the fact that Joowoo was the one who taught him this? Too much. Way too much


  ≫ Starting today, I will not call Iwol and Joowoo the Angel Clayz


  They are the Little Devil Mudz. They shred people’s hearts to ribbons, then cling like mud that won’t wash off, leaving only scars as they dry into sand and blow away. I’m the only one left in tatters


  In short, the verdict was: all the members should do the Under Bar Challenge


  …That was what happened. So we decided to film the challenge together, dressed as bartenders. With Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo, who became adults this year, at the forefront.


  If you go as the center, the community will turn into a sea of fire again, but Seongbin and Joowoo will be fine.


  I’m sorry, hyung… We don’t have as much of an impact as Jeho-hyung…


  No, that’s not what I meant!


  It took some time to soothe the dejected Jeong Seongbin. But this agenda was passed smoothly.


  Considering the background of the song, it would have been better to rent a cocktail bar, but since Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon were still minors, we rented a studio.


  While we were wearing the outfits prepared by the stylists, Lee Cheonghyeon showed interest in the apron.


  “What’s this? Do bartenders wear aprons?”


  “Depends, case by case.”


  Following his lead, Kang Kiyeon poked through the aprons too.


  “That’s for you guys.”


  “Just the two of us?”


  “Yeah.”


  Even if we were doing a sexy dance, there was no need to force every detail onto the youngest members. To them, chicken tenders were probably more familiar than bartenders.


  Kang Kiyeon’s expression turned sullen. He must be worried that the apron would cover his dance lines.


  “Don’t worry too much, Kiyeon.”


  “What?”


  “The response to your dance lines has already been great. A measly apron won’t ever hide the majesty of our main dancer.”


  “Yes, yes.”


  Kang Kiyeon answered half-heartedly. Geez, here I was, giving him a fact-based reassurance backed by all the monitoring data I’d collected…


  The filming was conducted under a mystical purple light in an all-white studio. A neon-like light filled the space. We also adjusted the lighting so that a white light would be on their face—it was to keep them from turning purple. I was satisfied.


  By the time we got through even the floor-sweeping choreography to match the title ‘Under Bar (_),’ Spark was a total mess, like bartenders wrecked from fishing cards out from under the counter.


  In addition, we took several videos in the studio to be inserted in the middle of the self-produced content.


  After filming the dance members’ amazing individual performances, Lee Cheonghyeon’s solo rap, all the members’ cover song, and the ‘Spark Title Compilation’ choreography compilation video that would be played at the end of the self-produced content, everyone had lost 0.5kg in just a few hours. Who knew we still had that many calories left to burn.


  Chapter 301: 1st Anniversary (2)


  While I was getting my makeup fixed in the waiting room, Lee Cheonghyeon approached me.


  “Tell me honestly. You’re my Manito, aren’t you, hyung?”


  “I’m not.”


  This was already the thirtieth time we’d had this conversation. I was at the point where I would blurt out a ‘no’ even before he finished his question.


  Manito was one of Spark’s 1st-anniversary content. It was a simple game where you had to do one thing to make your Manito happy before the Manito was revealed.


  Early on, the guys would immediately get suspicious if someone was even a little nice to them.


  Why are you taking care of my sleep schedule? Are you my Manito?


  You’re giving this to me to eat…? Iwol-hyung, are you by any chance my Manito?


  Jeong Seongbin and I, who tended to nag, were suspected by almost everyone. In modern society, affection and kindness were only objects of suspicion.


  No matter how many times I denied it, Lee Cheonghyeon wouldn’t let it go.


  “I’m sure it’s you. How can you not be my Manito when you take care of my every move?”


  “I’ve always been like this.”


  “You’ve been deceiving me for two years. Just for this Manito thing.”


  “My brain isn’t that good.”


  Two years? I couldn’t even predict two days ahead. Lee Cheonghyeon was saying such carefree things.


  “Do you think you know who your Manito is, hyung?”


  “Isn’t it Joowoo?”


  “Joowoo-hyung? Why?”


  “He helped me with my challenge.”


  “So you’re saying Joowoo-hyung is smart enough to fool you for two whole months?”


  A useless conversation ensued. Unfortunately, Lee Cheonghyeon’s Manito really wasn’t me. The person I had to make happy was Jeong Seongbin.


  Making Jeong Seongbin happy was not an easy task. I’d nearly gotten branded again recently, so the difficulty level was sky-high. The best I could do was avoid making him angry.


  Lee Cheonghyeon argued for a long time and then left.


  Come to think of it.


  My Manito is… who?


  Spark members were, in general, pretty kind. We didn’t really hurt each other’s feelings, and everyone tried to be considerate.


  Because that was our usual way of life, no one’s kindness really stood out as being aimed at just one person. Everyone was just nice to everyone.


  For example, the leader, Jeong Seongbin, was always worrying about my sleep schedule day and night. If I was typing on my laptop in a dark room, he would turn on the light, saying my eyes would get bad, and if I was banging my head against the wall, he would tell me to lie down and think and throw me onto the pillow.


  Moreover, he even made me seaweed soup on my birthday. If I hadn’t been Jeong Seongbin’s Manito, I would’ve mistaken all those gestures as proof that he was my Manito.


  There wasn’t a single troublemaker in the group. You’d think at least one guy would try some ‘give poison and then the antidote’ strategy, but Spark was quiet.


  “Kim Iwol.”


  Choi Jeho called me and pointed to the studio with his thumb. It was a signal that filming would resume soon.


  “Choi Jeho, did you figure out who your Manito is?”


  I asked without any expectation.


  “It seems to be Park Joowoo.”


  “Joowoo? Why?”


  “He told me it’s fine if I sleep with my small lights on.”


  “But Joowoo says that every time you go to sleep.”


  There was no gain at all. All I did was realize anew how dumb Choi Jeho was.


  “What about you?”


  Choi Jeho asked, but I had no suitable answer.


  Oh Manito, please give me a ray of joy in this arduous day.


  

  The 1st anniversary arrived in a flash. I quietly watched the clock strike 12, and then waited another 2 hours to watch the uploaded self-produced content. The idol makeup and the clothes, which were clearly styled with great care, gave the impression that the company had spent some money.


  In the opening, each of the members came out in turn and showed off the highlights of the choreography of Spark’s main songs so far.


  Starting with the leader Jeong Seongbin’s ‘Flowering’, Park Joowoo’s ‘With List’, Kang Kiyeon’s ‘Ballad of the Street’, Lee Cheonghyeon’s ‘The Third Letter’, and Choi Jeho’s ‘MISSION’ unfolded in order. I came out last and performed ‘The Words I Want to Say’. Ugh, I hate solo stages.


  “We’ve released a lot of songs, huh?”


  “Yeah, really.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon said as if it were a new realization. You guys did have a crazy number of comebacks. If not, we wouldn’t have passed the break-even point and it would have been difficult to persuade Lee Cheongyeon’s father. It seemed that all things were connected.


  “Is there a song that’s most memorable to you from our promotions over the past year?”


  Jeong Seongbin asked. I thought they would all agree on the debut song, but their answers were all different.


  “For me, it’s ‘The Words I Want to Say’!”


  “Why?”


  “Honestly, I think I put my essence into it.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon answered with an unnecessarily serious face. The quality of the song was good, so it was understandable.


  Jeong Seongbin chose the fan song, The Third Letter. Considering his rough road to debut, I thought he’d pick the debut track, but he said without hesitation that he’d loved writing that fan song most.


  “For me too, it’s ‘The Third Letter’.”


  “You, hyung? Why?”


  At the unexpected answer that came from Choi Jeho’s mouth, Lee Cheonghyeon asked with a look full of doubt.


  “Because it was my first time writing lyrics.”


  “Ah.”


  “Hyung really did agonize over it a lot…”


  Park Joowoo muttered, staring at a distant place.


  After reminiscing about each song and swapping little stories, we watched a group dance medley titled ‘Spark’s 1st Year, Now with Behind Stories!’ shot in the studio.


  As I was looking at the guys’ faces one by one, my eyes met with the me on the screen.


  My dancing has improved.


  Just during the ‘Flowering’ fancam, I was busy just trying to keep up with the choreography, afraid that I would be told that a squid had entered the aquarium. There was no time to think about refined lines or anything advanced.


  Now that I was dancing to ‘Flowering’ again with my current proficiency, the difference was clearly visible. I felt once again that there is nothing you can’t do if you try.


  The members also became more natural in their gestures, expressions, and use of their bodies. Choi Jeho was naturally good at showing off, so I didn’t feel a big difference, but the growth of Jeong Seongbin and Kang Kiyeon was prominent.


  When their leg angles and footstep sounds matched, it was downright thrilling. As expected, people who were good at their main job were the best. There were no jarring parts. Though the me dancing on the screen was still unfamiliar. You never know what will happen in a person’s life.


  After the official year-in-review, there was a corner to reflect on our personal year.


  The main goal was to hold each other’s hands and say, ‘I see,’ empathizing with and comforting the other’s hurt or difficult points.


  In this corner, the youngest members were given the right to speak first, in order to guarantee their free right to speak.


  And so, Spark’s youngest-of-the-youngest, ultimate maknae, the ridiculously cute maknae—who always squinted his eyes into triangle shapes but would forever be the maknae—Kang Kiyeon…


  “Jeho-hyung, step forward.”


  “Me?”


  …pointed at Choi Jeho. And he beat up his hyung with gusto.


  “You said you’d teach me how to work out, so I followed you, but why didn’t you say anything? Were we supposed to be telepathic?”


  “I see.”


  “And I want you to actually put out results that match your input.”


  “I see.”


  “Things like this are exactly the problem! You can’t just keep saying ‘I see’!”


  “I see… then what should I do?”


  Choi Jeho showed off his lack of intelligence and made Kang Kiyeon explode with frustration.


  “Excuse me, but you’re supposed to share a resolution for the future, not just say ‘I see’!”


  The situation was expected to improve with Lee Cheonghyeon’s mediation, but.


  “I see. But when you’re teaching someone how to work out, isn’t it enough to just show them the form?”


  “Never mind.”


  It failed miserably. It was difficult for a mere citizen to fathom the heart of His Majesty the Emperor.


  Lee Cheonghyeon called on Park Joowoo next.


  “What do you think I called you for, hyung?”


  “…”


  “Hyung.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon gave off a rather serious atmosphere.


  “You know better than anyone that just because someone know how to play the piano doesn’t mean they can handle a synthesizer.”


  “…”


  “You have to say ‘I see.’ Are you protesting against the maknae right now?”


  “I see…”


  “Repeat after me. ‘A pianist and a keyboardist are different things’.”


  “I know that a pianist and a keyboardist are different…”


  “If you knew and still did it, then it’s even worse.”


  Park Joowoo was thoroughly scolded. Nevertheless, they were able to create a harmonious ending with Lee Cheonghyeon’s words, ‘I do want to learn the synth though!’.


  Park Joowoo, who had been thoroughly scolded by Lee Cheonghyeon, called me out next.


  “…I really enjoyed the song you played on your birthday live the other day.”


  “Thank you.”


  The beginning was definitely heartwarming. Until Park Joowoo squeezed my hand as if to crush it.


  “I can’t forgive the fact that you’ve only been playing rhythm all this time when you can play like that…”


  “Joowoo, I think my hand is going to break.”


  “Cheonghyeon asked you to do a session, but you refused that too…?”


  “Joowoo, my hand.”


  “When you told me to put in an ad-lib, I put it in, and when you told me to hit a high note, I hit it, and I even built a tower with Seongbin in harmony…”


  His list of grievances wouldn’t end. My palms started sweating.


  “…Hyung was in the wrong, right?”


  “Yeah, that’s right.”


  “Then tell me what you’re going to do in the future.”


  “I will work hard to let Joowoo hear a wonderful song.”


  “What about the session?”


  “…If necessary, I will actively participate.”


  “Thank you…”


  Park Joowoo smiled with the most innocent expression in the world. I was the only one who was tattered all over.


  Jeong Seongbin pointed at Kang Kiyeon. The hyung’s nagging towards his dongsaeng poured down like a waterfall.


  “Kiyeon, what did I say when you ended up sharing a room with Cheonghyeon?”


  “To put Lee Cheonghyeon to bed on time.”


  “But how is it now?”


  “…”


  Ever since the two had been caught chatting all night, Jeong Seongbin had shown no mercy.


  “Should we do the roommate swap content again? Do you want to share a room with Iwol-hyung?”


  “No, I’m sorry.”


  “Why me?”


  The spark suddenly flew to me, who had been sitting quietly.


  “I don’t make noise in the room. I turn the lights off at bedtime.”


  “I see. I’m sorry, Seongbin-hyung.”


  “So, tell me, why?”


  Kang Kiyeon didn’t answer until the end. The two of them, leaving me dumbfounded, shared a deep, reconciliatory hug.
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  The ‘I see’ corner was aired in full, with minimal editing. This was because not only was there rarely a dull moment in a Spark broadcast, but it was also one of the contents that fans were disappointed about when it got cut for broadcast. Things like a phone call with family or stories from a company dinner.


  Choi Jeho called out Jeong Seongbin. He was not the type to live with a grudge, so I wondered what he was going to say.


  『Why aren’t there any pictures of Kim Iwol on our official account?』


  『Huh?』


  『The ones I took at your graduation.』


  It turned out he was protesting that the pictures he had taken hadn’t been uploaded to social media. He sure talked big after snapping a picture of me that looked like a frigging horse mackerel.


  『I see. I’ll definitely upload them today.』


  Why do you have to upload them…


  『How many pictures did you take back then, hyung?』


  『Three.』


  『Then we can just add one more and upload them. Anyone want to be the cover photo?』


  『Wouldn’t it be best to put in one of the pictures of Seongbin-hyung that Iwol-hyung took? One that hasn’t been uploaded.』


  And so, an unreleased photo of the graduating Jeong Seongbin, and a photo of my passionate struggle to take a picture of Jeong Seongbin, were uploaded to the official Spark account.


  I naturally got paired with Lee Cheonghyeon. The guy’s eyes sparkled brightly.


  『I nag Cheonghyeon a lot on a regular basis, so I don’t have anything special to say.』


  『See, even you think so, right?』


  Lee Cheonghyeon smiled confidently. His shoulders were also puffed up.


  『Still, since I’ve got the chance, I’ll say one thing.』


  『Go ahead.』


  The guy was being generous. I opened my mouth without feeling burdened.


  『Cheonghyeon.』


  『Yeah, hyung.』


  『Did you dislike the nickname ‘Cute Pretty Visual’ that much?』


  Lee Cheonghyeon was greatly surprised. He had been caught by me trying to change his nickname on Bubble Pop a while ago, but he probably didn’t think I would mention it separately.


  『If you didn’t like it, you should have told me. I didn’t even know and tried to solidify your nickname as ‘Cute Pretty Visual’.』


  『No, that’s not it!』


  Lee Cheonghyeon hurriedly waved both his hands, but it was no use. It couldn’t be helped. Since I had seen it with my own two eyes.


  Still, it would be a problem if he really hated the nickname. Sparkles had cherished it for ages. I’m in the middle of transmitting it as an intangible cultural heritage; how dare you try to change it.


  『I didn’t even know you disliked that nickname, and I was the only one who had my display name set like that. I’ve been worried about it all this time.』


  『It is not ‘I see.’ It’s a complete misunderstanding!』


  『Just say ‘I see.’ I’ll change your nickname for you.』


  『I see! You misunderstood, thinking I didn’t like my nickname! That’s not it at all!』


  『What keyword should I put in your next nickname?』


  『Saying that I’m cute, pretty, and beautiful is enough!』


  『Well, that really does cover it all?』


  From the side, Kang Kiyeon chimed in, chuckling. Thanks to the subtitle staff who didn’t miss adding the subtitles, everyone watching also knew that Kang Kiyeon was messing with Lee Cheonghyeon. Lee Cheonghyeon’s face turned bright red.


  The guy, after yapping for a long time, finally said with a distressed expression.


  『I will explain myself on the live.』


  This is payback for the fan meeting, you brat.


  

  Next up was the long-anticipated reveal of the secret ‘Manito’ game.


  『Who’s my Manito?』


  As soon as the corner began, Kang Kiyeon shot up from his seat and asked.


  『I couldn’t figure it out at all.』


  『Really…?』


  Park Joowoo asked with wide eyes.


  『Yeah. When I woke up, there would be something on my pillow…』


  『Like what?』


  『A keychain and other things. I thought my Manito gave it to me, so I put it on today.』


  Kang Kiyeon waved the strap attached to his jacket. A small, cute, black star-shaped keychain was hanging from a hole in the strap.


  『Do you have anyone in mind?』


  『Lee Cheonghyeon? Because it’s easiest for him to leave it without getting caught.』


  While Kang Kiyeon was seriously contemplating, Park Joowoo said in a dejected voice.


  『It’s me…』


  『Really?!』


  Park Joowoo, the quietest member in Spark, smiled bitterly.


  『I’m sorry, hyung. I really didn’t know. Because you were so meticulous.』


  『…I did a good job as a Manito, right?』


  『Of course. You did so well that I got completely fooled.』


  Kang Kiyeon hurriedly comforted Park Joowoo. To think that his hyung, who didn’t even go out of the dorm, secretly went out to buy a keychain to be his dongsaeng’s Manito. Everyone, including Kang Kiyeon, would know how much effort the extremely introverted Park Joowoo had put in. Everyone except Choi Jeho.


  『Since the Santas gave gifts on Christmas, this time I wanted to do it…』


  『Through this way?』


  『That’s some excellent foreshadowing payoff, hyung.』


  Praised by his dongsaengs, Park Joowoo’s face flushed so red it was visible even through the screen. It was a sign of joy.


  Besides the keyring, Kang Kiyeon pulled more items out of his bag like a pawnshop owner, proving just how hard Park Joowoo had worked at delivering gifts. Kang Kiyeon said he really liked the gifts and praised him as the best Manito.


  On the other hand, there was also a guy who had correctly guessed his Manito. It was Lee Cheonghyeon.


  『What did Seongbin do for you?』


  『Since I was too busy with composing and preparing a challenge, hyung separately gave me reminders. Normally that’s more Kang Kiyeon’s thing.』


  『You guessed that Seongbin was your Manito just from that?』


  Lee Cheonghyeon wasn’t the type to be convinced by just that.


  And sure enough, he had more evidence.


  『Remember I asked you if you were my Manito?』


  『Yeah.』


  『Huh? You asked Iwol-hyung too?』


  This guy had laid out bait for all the members and observed their reactions.


  『Honestly, I thought it would be either Iwol-hyung or Seongbin-hyung. But you never know, so I poked around and observed.』


  『Does that usually give you an answer?』


  Choi Jeho muttered skeptically.


  『You heard earlier, right? Who gets nagged the most by Iwol-hyung? Me!』


  『That’s right.』


  『So I thought he might be my Manito. Because there’s a bit of a difference between the happiness that hyung thinks of for me and my actual happiness.』


  『That’s true.』


  Kang Kiyeon agreed.


  『I subtly poked hyung during a break, and he said he thought his Manito was Joowoo-hyung. After hearing that, I knew it wasn’t him.』


  『What made you so sure?』


  『It’s strange that he would specifically point out Joowoo-hyung when Seongbin-hyung is the one who cares for him the most, right? The fact that he excluded the obvious Manito-like Seongbin-hyung from the list of Manito candidates is proof that he is Seongbin-hyung’s Manito. If he were someone else’s Manito, he would’ve lied that his Manito was Seongbin-hyung just to throw people off. That way, everyone would’ve been fooled.』


  『You’re really something else.』


  Choi Jeho praised him. Even his style of praise was unique—he was definitely born to be a center.


  『The other people acted as usual. The only one who did something out of the ordinary was Seongbin-hyung. Does that answer your question?』


  Lee Cheonghyeon smiled proudly. And as a reward for finding his Manito, he received a crown.


  Up next was Jeong Seongbin, who had been swept up in the Manito controversy. Although Lee Cheonghyeon had dropped the bomb earlier, Jeong Seongbin looked confused.


  『Uh… actually, I didn’t think Iwol-hyung was my Manito.』


  『Why?』


  My dumbfounded expression was captured in a big shot. Jeong Seongbin’s face was no different.


  『I was nice to you.』


  『I didn’t notice, but could you please tell me what good deeds you bestowed upon me…?』


  I’d tried to sleep properly. Ate all my meals. Went to the gym without skipping. All to save Jeong Seongbin the trouble of branding me.


  But thinking about it, this was beneficial to my health, not to Jeong Seongbin. Claiming he should be happy because I had relieved him of his worries—wasn’t that just completely self-centered?


  『…On second thought, I don’t think I was nice to you.』


  『No, of course, you’re always nice to me, hyung.』


  『No. I’ll do better.』


  『I’ll accept your pledge.』


  『You’re not refusing, I see.』


  Jeong Seongbin and I hugged each other. It was our second reconciliatory hug.


  Needless to say, Choi Jeho did not guess his Manito. Choi Jeho’s Manito was revealed to be Lee Cheonghyeon.


  『That’s harsh, hyung! I took so many pictures of you!』


  『…Did you?』


  『I followed you around from morning to night and took pictures! Weren’t you happy to see your perfect shots?!』


  『They all look the same to me, what can I do?』


  This is why handsome guys are no good. There’s no earnestness in their pictures.


  At this rate, no one would be able to guess their Manito except for Lee Cheonghyeon.


  『…I know who my Manito is.』


  Park Joowoo dropped a bombshell.


  『Really?』


  『Yeah.』


  『Who is it?』*


  『…Kiyeon.』


  Kang Kiyeon’s mouth fell open.


  『You two were each other’s Manito? That’s amazing.』


  『How did you know?』


  Ignoring Lee Cheonghyeon’s comment, Kang Kiyeon asked. Seeing his look full of surprise, it seemed this guy also thought he had hidden the fact that he was the Manito well.


  『A while ago, Kiyeon said he had a spare Bluetooth speaker and gave it to me, saying it was compatible with my headset.』


  『That’s right. I even peeled off all the seals.』


  『The product smelled new.』


  『It took a week to get the smell out, and you’re telling me it still smelled new?』


  The maknae had prepared thoroughly, but he couldn’t fool Mr. Nose Park Joowoo.


  『But thank you so much… I’m using it well.』


  『I’m glad you’re using it well. I hope the smell goes away soon.』


  A heartwarming third hug followed. A crown was also given to Park Joowoo, who had guessed his Manito. The screen was filled with a friendship-filled scene befitting a 1st-anniversary content.


  『All that’s left is Iwol-hyung…』


  Jeong Seongbin said, alternating his gaze between me and Choi Jeho.


  Right, if everyone else had learned their Manitto, then the one left must be mine.


  I get that, but…


  『I’m Kim Iwol’s Manito.』


  …why are you my Manito, Choi Jeho?
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  『You’re my Manito?』


  『Yeah.』


  『What did you do?』


  Sorry, but I can’t recall a single moment of happiness that came from you.


  Watching my dumbfounded face, Choi Jeho replied matter-of-factly.


  『Getting you something you like for your birthday.』


  『If you weren’t my Manito, you weren’t going to buy it for me?』


  From a third-person view, my expression must’ve been ridiculous. The kind of face that screamed I should practice looking at him with more kindness.


  『I also gave a lot of ideas.』


  『That was just you filling your quota.』


  『You said my hit rate was good this time.』


  No. Forget practice.


  『I didn’t even argue with you.』


  『Right, you gave me happiness.』


  The members laughed, looking at my resigned self. If we ever do Manito again, I sincerely hope I get matched with someone else next time.


  

  After the Manito reveal came the song cover videos. Each member had chosen a song they wanted to sing, filmed against the backdrop of the recording studio.


  I half expected Lee Cheonghyeon to pick some rebellious, rough track railing against society, but contrary to my expectations, he came with a lyrical rap titled My Dear Friend.


  Too much like an infinite universe to be seen as a dark future


  I have no choice but to leap, until I’m flung out


  To a world where no one holds me back


  Sincerity could be felt in the lyrics he had rewritten. To the point that even if you didn’t know the circumstances, you would know that Lee Cheonghyeon was not joking.


  With no pull to hold me down, I won’t even fall to the ground


  I just swim, through the dark, endless sea, floating in the Milky Way


  Words I don’t use. Decline, fall, crash… I’ll leave them under my feet


  My dear Earthling, you who do not wish for my decline, yet pray for me to be wounded


  Leaving you behind, I depart


  He’s really gone all out.


  We’ll meet when the night sky rises


  I remember Park Joowoo sitting there in a daze as Lee Cheonghyeon recorded the last verse. Even when asked if it came out well, he couldn’t answer right away. Maybe because he’d heard more of Lee Cheonghyeon’s and my story than anyone else, Park Joowoo wrapped him in a firm hug once the session ended.


  Jeong Seongbin sang his entrance exam song, and Park Joowoo sang ‘46610’, which I had played on the bass during my birthday live. It was nice to see them making choices that were in demand on their own now.


  There were also some who made unexpected song choices. Choi Jeho chose his mother’s favorite song, and Kang Kiyeon chose the audition song he had sung when he joined UA. Both family and insecurity were things they’d avoided talking about before — yet here they were.


  I sang Sitting by the Window as a part of my ‘find my original passion’ project. I was just planning to sing, but the dedicated team insisted I bring my bass, so I had to change the accompaniment to a band style and sing while playing the bass. I worried people hoping for an acoustic guitar vibe might be disappointed.


  I paused the self-produced content and checked to see if all the members’ cover videos had been uploaded separately to the Metube channel. And after reviewing everything, from the playback time, thumbnail, to the title, to make sure there was nothing strange, I returned to the self-produced content.


  Compared to my trainee days, my singing had definitely improved. I could also see that the tension in my shoulders had eased. At least I didn’t look like I’d be sticking a spoon in a soju bottle and singing.


  It was a song I had sung while recalling the moment my project’s progress had become zero.


  But this time…


  I’m scared of being forgotten and erased


  I am left here all alone


  …a song filled with a different emotion.


  They are disappearing, leaving me behind. Everything


  The wind is ceasing


  I mulled over the part, ‘I’m scared of being forgotten and erased.’ I could picture it: the others disappearing, leaving me behind, even the wind slipping away.


  What would it feel like to watch the five of them from beyond the window? How would it feel for them to disappear, leaving me behind?


  I couldn’t say for sure since I hadn’t experienced it, but it definitely wouldn’t be a refreshing feeling.


  

  The video didn’t end even after the cover songs were released. Maybe because the video was over an hour long.


  If I had known, I would have released the video earlier. But then our grand plan of holding 1st-anniversary events at 2 p.m. and 7 p.m. to commemorate February 19 would’ve been ruined.


  Sparkler fans, blame me for being short on ideas. I’ll never dare to try for a planning role again. I wanted to let you all go to bed early, but I failed completely.


  Unaware of my inner turmoil, the Sparks on the screen chattered on. They really had a lot to say. Proud and noisy.


  『What kind of activities will Spark take on now that you’ve entered your second year?』


  At Lee Cheonghyeon’s skit-like question, Jeong Seongbin thought deeply.


  『Does anyone have a concept you’d like to try this time?』


  『How about sports? Everyone seemed to like ISD.』


  『Sport sounds good.』


  At Kang Kiyeon’s words, Choi Jeho nodded his head. For the record, all the opinions that came out at this time were collected and passed on to the dedicated team after the filming. Since I even drafted a proposal while the ideas were fresh, we should get a reply soon.


  『I also like things that feel cinematic. It’s cool, right?』


  『Would it still be okay if the movie was horror or thriller?』


  At Jeong Seongbin’s question, Lee Cheonghyeon’s face turned pale. It seemed he disliked horror movies. I noted this separately on the ‘precautions’ page.


  Even after that, Spark talked for a long time about what kind of concepts they wanted to try and what kind of stages they wanted to create. If we really wanted to do everything mentioned, two comebacks a year wouldn’t even come close to being enough.


  We can group similar-tone ideas for music shows and put experimental stuff into concerts. Couldn’t we push the large-scale ones as full album projects…?


  My note-taking speed increased. The empty space in my journal planner was running out. My mind, spinning nonstop, suddenly came to a halt.


  『Thank you for being with Spark on our 1st anniversary!』


  With a polite group greeting, the screen went dark, and then the words ‘Bonus Video’ appeared, and through a splitting effect, Spark’s full body was revealed.


  It was ‘Under Bar” full version—the sexy concept fans had been asking for, though it was still far from being Spark’s official new concept. The comments section was already on fire.


  ≫ Thank you for such rich content fitting for the 1st anniversary, and that ending was beyond heart-warming—it was hot! Perfect hand-warmer for winter


  ≫ Spark’s Under Bar full version is official


  ≫ They’re really a group that gives the fans everything they ask for. I’m looking forward to the 2nd anniversary too


  ≫ It feels like just yesterday that Iwol said they couldn’t do a sexy concept until the kids got their ID cards, but now they’ve all grown up like bean sprouts… Grandma-kler is in tears…


  ≫ I’ve come to the point that my heart would race just by looking at their silhouettes


  Using black silhouettes for the intro paid off. The visual aesthetic was very satisfying. Though it seemed the strategy to put the fans to bed early had failed.


  Even though I’d checked dozens of times on site, I tried to scrub the playback bar forward to see if there were any mistakes.


  “Hyung.”


  Jeong Seongbin had woken up. He rubbed his eyes and looked at me.


  “Aren’t you going to sleep…?”


  “I will.”


  “……”


  Jeong Seongbin didn’t lie down right away. Instead, he just watched me without a word.


  This silence meant only one thing. I plugged the charger into my phone, placed it next to my pillow, and then lay down neatly and pulled the blanket over me. Jeong Seongbin lay down with a satisfied expression.


  

  The 1st-anniversary fan meeting was grander than usual. Not only were there many displays at the venue and a lot of content we had prepared, but since it was a special day, the fans’ events were also diverse.


  “Happy birthday, Spark!”


  When the fans suddenly raised their slogans and shouted birthday wishes, I was so startled. I almost fainted when I saw Manager Chanyoung coming with a cake on a cart.


  We took a picture with the giant 3-tiered cake and had a cutting ceremony. We also did the ‘smearing cream on each other’s faces’ performance, which somehow the fans liked very much.


  Perhaps because they felt it was a waste of cake, everyone just dabbed a little on the top tier with their fingers and applied it to the person next to them, just enough to look pretty like paint.


  The hottest reaction on site, without question, was when we all danced a sexy group choreography. At that moment, I thought both our group name and fandom name had been chosen really well.


  The Post-it Q&A made its comeback, alive and well. Maybe because we’d grown closer with fans, there were quite a few sincere questions.


  “There’s a question asking if we’ve ever fought while living in the dorm. Have we…?”


  Jeong Seongbin looked up at the ceiling. He seemed to be retracing his memories.


  “Cheonghyeon and Kiyeon fought a while ago… over whether to buy cabinets of different colors or the same color.”


  “Joowoo-hyung, that wasn’t a fight, we were just exchanging opinions a little harshly.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon corrected Park Joowoo’s words. Of course, no one on site believed him.


  “They’re asking you to tell the story of the eldest hyungs playing basketball at dawn.”


  Kang Kiyeon said, taking a Post-it from the bottom.


  “Is there really much of a story to tell about that?”


  Choi Jeho tilted his head. I was just as puzzled. But fans were the type to be curious about why we went out to play basketball that day, how often we went, if we had separate sneakers, what we wore, who won, and what we talked about while playing basketball.


  “We go out sometimes when we haven’t exercised enough or when we’ve had a vocal-focused practice and haven’t used our bodies much. We also go out when the weather is nice. We don’t go out these days because the ground is slippery.”


  “I only found out a while ago that the hyungs go out to play basketball.”


  “That’s because we sneak out when you’re asleep, Seongbin.”


  Jeong Seongbin glared at me with a smile. It sounded like our basketball games were coming to an end today.


  “We went out often after ‘ISD’ ended. At that time, I was sharing a room with Kim Iwol, so we would say, ‘Let’s play a round of basketball’.”


  “But in truth, we never played just one round. Now that we’re in different rooms, when the cooldown is over, Jeho sends me a message.”


  At my words, the fans burst into a big smile. The room blossomed with laughter thanks to Choi Jeho’s words. I was overwhelmed again.


  Just as I was savoring the pride to my heart’s content, Lee Cheonghyeon, who had been staring at the board as if to pierce it, took a Post-it and asked.


  “Can I ask a spicy question here?”


  “What is it?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon readjusted his grip on the microphone.


  “The member whose image has changed the most in the past year!”
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  Image was important for an idol. From the concept, sales points, advertisements, to projects. The image truly determined everything about an idol.


  Spark’s image could be defined by words like youth, vitality, healthiness, energy, and force. Their last album had come out with a softer vibe, but aside from that, they’d mostly been promoted as robust, energetic young men.


  But what if the image changed here? The great era of Spark’s youth would be gone, and a mishmash concept of unknown identity would emerge. I’d rather double my own workload than see that happen again.


  Unaware of my inner turmoil, the guys gathered around Lee Cheonghyeon. And they started chattering about whose image had changed the most.


  “It’s Seongbin-hyung. That hyung was like soft tofu in the early days of our debut, but now he’s completely pan-fried tofu.”


  “No, Seongbin was already pan-fried tofu even in the past when he was practicing…”


  “Now, when he’s practicing, he’s like mapo tofu.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon, Park Joowoo, and Kang Kiyeon launched into a heated debate titled ‘Jeong Seongbin: The Evolution of Cooking Methods’. Jeong Seongbin, who had suddenly become mapo tofu, gave an awkward smile.


  “Hasn’t Jeho-hyung changed a lot?”


  With Kang Kiyeon’s remark, a new candidate emerged. Choi Jeho stared at us blankly.


  Choi Jeho indeed had changed a lot. He’d probably changed more than the mountains and rivers in 10 years.


  “Didn’t you join UA because of Jeho-hyung, Kang Kiyeon?”


  At the newly released tidbit, gasps were heard from all around. Kang Kiyeon scratched the back of his head with an awkward face. Choi Jeho just blinked his eyes with a dumbfounded face.


  “It was just….”


  Kang Kiyeon mumbled his answer. The fans of the dance line, who had read the sincerity in his slurred words, went wild.


  “Why?”


  However, Choi Jeho was not a considerate enough guy to spare a person’s feelings.


  The straight ball Choi Jeho threw landed heavily in Kang Kiyeon’s solar plexus.


  In place of Kang Kiyeon, whose face was flushed red, Lee Cheonghyeon stepped in as a substitute to explain.


  “Kang Kiyeon watched a lot of your videos in middle school! You all know, right? Jeho-hyung’s past videos!”


  “Of course!”


  “Oh, I thought it was something else.”


  Choi Jeho dumped a whole bucket of cold water over the heartwarming story. Tonight, I would definitely whisper the idol’s code of conduct into his ear again.


  “Jeho-hyung’s personality has softened a lot. He takes good care of his dongsaengs too.”


  Jeong Seongbin said, trying to calm down Kang Kiyeon, who was on the verge of exploding. Perhaps because I had seen the past data a while ago, I agreed with Jeong Seongbin’s words to some extent.


  At that moment, Park Joowoo, who had been quietly mulling over a Post-it in the back, said.


  “…For me, it’s Iwol-hyung.”


  “Me?”


  “Isn’t that hyung the same as always?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon and I asked almost simultaneously. Park Joowoo fidgeted with the Post-it and answered.


  “Iwol-hyung… hasn’t changed much since the early days of our debut, but he’s very different from his first impression.”


  What on earth was my first impression like?


  I recalled the first day when I had returned after regressing.


  I remembered that I had been very angry because of the system, my eyes were unfocused because I was out of it, and I was terribly clumsy because I couldn’t dance for my life.


  “You were really scary in the beginning, hyung…”


  “Me?”


  Curious gazes flew from the audience and landed on me. Why was I scary? I ate the jjolmyeon they gave me and I practiced hard as they told me to.


  “When we saw you for the very first time? Yeah, you were scary.”


  “Because I didn’t know he had this kind of personality. You all probably can’t imagine it well either, right?”


  Kang Kiyeon said. I belatedly realized which Kim Iwol these guys were talking about.


  The Kim Iwol of that single day, after receiving the business card, who had left home and entered UA, but before the regression.


  Didn’t they say Park Joowoo couldn’t even eat?


  I couldn’t remember well what I was like after the college entrance exam. People rarely remembered themselves objectively anyway. Still, I tried to console myself, thinking that a person’s personality didn’t change that much and that I must have been more or less the same, but…


  “You were really scary, hyung. You barely said a few words.”


  “He would just nod his head when you explained something, but his gaze was scary.”


  “And since you’re tall, hyung…!”


  “He seemed like a very tired and sharp hyung…”


  …the revelations poured out as if they had been waiting for this moment. They all looked so antsy, I wondered how they had held it in all this time.


  The final blow was delivered by Choi Jeho.


  “Never thought you’d actually be sociable.”


  If even Choi Jeho was saying that, then my first impression must’ve been terrible. And yet they still accepted me. Or, were they just unable to kick me out?


  “I’m not like that now, right?”


  “Not at all.”


  When I asked, feeling anxious, everyone except Choi Jeho shook their heads. Choi Jeho also just shrugged his shoulders with a ‘Not really’.


  

  As soon as the fan meeting ended, we returned to the company. It was for the evening live schedule.


  Spark’s first birthday schedule was too tight. People were wishing for them to grow up healthy, but if they still ended up disbanding after 7 years, I wouldn’t let them off the hook.


  During today’s live, a major announcement was scheduled to commemorate the 1st anniversary.


  “Everyone, you’ve waited a long time.”


  “Finally, our light stick is coming out!”


  After one year since debut, Spark’s official lightstick was finally set to be released.


  It had been a truly long and difficult time. If I were to unfold the meeting minutes leading up to the release of the light stick, it would be endless.


  Among them, the point I had most strongly emphasized was…


  We don’t need anything else. Just guarantee the light-emitting power.


  …the intensity of the light.


  Nobody wants a lightstick where you put in three batteries but the glow is so faint you can’t tell if the stick is defective or if the batteries are.


  We needed brightness powerful enough that even one stick shone like three, with saturation so vivid that it stood out even among dozens of others, visibility that made it distinct from afar, and a sense of unity you could feel across the venue. That kind of brilliance was what Spark’s lightstick needed.


  For the internal parts, if it’s possible to implement, a firework shape would be the prettiest, but if it’s difficult, a regular flame shape is also fine. But you must firmly establish the center point of the light.


  When requesting a sample, could we request both a regular dome lid and a cut lid? I want to see how the light reflection differs.


  In addition to this, I diligently notified them of the defective cases that had frequently occurred in the past. As a result of tapping away at Dotion day and night, we were able to obtain a satisfactory design.


  “It’s our first time seeing it in person too, right?”


  Kang Kiyeon said, leaning his body towards the center. He had pretended to be uninterested when Jeong Seongbin and I were putting up notes on Dotion, but it seemed he was quite curious himself.


  A black pouch came out of a box plastered with ‘Flammable’ warning tape. The lightstick itself hadn’t even appeared yet, and already Lee Cheonghyeon was squealing.


  The light stick that Jeong Seongbin carefully took out was not much different from recent idols’ light sticks. An easy-to-grip handle and a spherical head were the standard for light sticks.


  Instead, the body was treated with a black matte finish, and a transparent dome with a brilliant cut shape was placed on top. I wanted the parts to be clearly visible when the light was off and for the light to scatter like a brilliant lamp when it was on, and it came out better than I thought.


  The fireworks design had been implemented impressively. It could have easily become a torch, which was the backup plan, but as expected, technology is the best.


  While Park Joowoo was putting batteries in the light stick, Choi Jeho turned off the lights. For the first time since their debut, Spark disappeared into the darkness in front of the camera.


  And the moment the light was turned on—


  ≫ Wow what is this


  ≫ ㅋㅋㅋㅋ is the brightness power even realㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ You could probably see this from a satelliteㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ It’s… bright


  ≫ It’s dazzling


  ≫ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ performance pass


  The room was dyed in orange. The members’ expressions, hairstyles, and even the pattern on the cushion behind us could all be seen with the naked eye. It was brighter than when passing through a tunnel in a car.


  “It’s so bright! It worked!”


  “It really works.”


  The guys who had checked if the light was clearly visible with a secondary device cheered. Like primitive people who had discovered fire for the first time, we turned the light stick this way and that.


  “It’s not just because it’s ours—this is genuinely beautiful, right?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon beamed, grinning from ear to ear.


  UA decided to sell this incredible artificial sun at a quite unconventional price. In a positive sense.


  Iwol, our light stick’s specifications are better, if not the same, than other groups’ light sticks. From a corporate perspective, considering the profit, even if we sell it at a similar price to the market…


  The cost price is less than 20,000 won. Even factoring in labor and shipping, the profit margin is excessive. If we were going to use this light stick for a lifetime, it might be a different case, but if there are plans to release a new light stick with a different design later, I am against setting a high price.


  I could have argued more. Could UA deliver as quickly as other companies that sell expensive light sticks (of course, this was the logistics company’s responsibility, but in any case, control was still in the company’s domain), had they secured loyal customers who would bother buying expensive light stick, could they guarantee a schedule that would allow the fans to use this light stick often, had they built enough trust to give the impression that they didn’t see the fans as mere ATMs… and so on.


  But I didn’t go that far. Perhaps because they hadn’t completely ruled out a ver. 2 of the light stick, the company readily adjusted the price. If they said they’d sell ver. 2 for 80,000 won after this, I’d burn down UA and everything else.


  After announcing the preorder date, it was time for well-wishing. We decided to encourage each other to work harder in commemoration of becoming 2nd-year idols.


  “Shall we go in a circle to the left from where we’re sitting?”


  “That’s all good, but can’t we add an informal speech time?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked, raising his hand.


  “It’s well-wishes, after all, so a subordinate can’t give them to a superior!”


  “Since when were you a subordinate?”


  Choi Jeho grumbled, but Lee Cheonghyeon wasn’t wrong, so we decided to exchange well-wishes under the concept of ‘we’re all friends!’


  The first to start was Park Joowoo. The person to receive the well-wishes was Choi Jeho. Those two seemed to be paired up unusually often when filming this kind of content.


  “Jeho.”


  “…Yeah.”


  “Thank you for being a good roommate. Because of you, every day is fun…”


  “Right.”


  “Thank you for showing me the invert too…”


  “You guys do that stuff in your room?”


  Kang Kiyeon couldn’t hold back his question. I know, right. What on earth are you two doing in your room? No wonder Park Joowoo was dragging a yoga mat into his room.


  The person Choi Jeho was to give well-wishes to was Jeong Seongbin. Jeong Seongbin swallowed. He seemed full of determination to accept whatever nonsense Choi Jeho would spout.


  But Choi Jeho had always been a guy who defied expectations.


  “You’ve worked hard.”


  At the warm words that came in a flash, Jeong Seongbin’s lips trembled.


  Chapter 305: Hobby Life (1)


  Choi Jeho was truly impassive. Regardless of whether Jeong Seongbin was moved or not, the guy just said what he had to say.


  “Keep up the good work this year, too. Let me know if you need anything.”


  The Choi Jeho who had said, ‘What do you want me to do?’ to Park Joowoo, who had come for help, was now gone. Now, he was like a proper hyung. A hyung who, though not affectionate, could be relied upon.


  Jeong Seongbin nodded happily. Then he gave a gentle word of encouragement to Lee Cheonghyeon, who was sitting next to him.


  Next, it was my turn to receive well-wishes. Lee Cheonghyeon, who was sitting behind me, wrapped his arms around my shoulders and leaned his chin against the back of my head.


  “Iwol.”


  “Yeah.”


  “Do you remember what I said a long time ago?”


  You’ve said so many things.


  When I slightly lifted my chin and looked up, my eyes met with Lee Cheonghyeon, who was looking down at me.


  “I said that when the year changes, I wouldn’t even call you hyung anymore.”


  “So? Are you trying to join the eldest hyung line now?”


  “No. I like being the maknae.”


  “So you just want to be friends with me.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon and I exchanged silly words and chuckled.


  Lee Cheonghyeon held my chin with his thumb and index finger, fiddling with it, and said.


  “Put some weight back on. You’ve lost too much.”


  “I’m managing my jawline.”


  “You were perfect in the early days of your debut.”


  That was because my synchronization rate was low back then. I was still putting in a great deal of effort, but it would take more time for that form to return.


  “My muscles are almost back, so don’t worry.”


  “A person is not made of 100% muscle, my friend.”


  Even while saying that, Lee Cheonghyeon diligently massaged my shoulders. He was such a worrywart. I should ask him to order jjolmyeon for me soon, for the first time in a while.


  

  After the 1st-anniversary schedule was wrapped up, a true sense of quiet and peace came to the dorm. The hectic schedule, which had kept us busy without a moment to breathe from the end of the year to the beginning of the new year, had all come to an end. It was around the time winter was almost over.


  Taking advantage of the reduced workload, I received a new assignment from my counselor.


  A hobby?


  It was about creating a leisure activity unrelated to work. The reason was that I needed a corner to refresh my thoughts.


  I did mention that I played the bass, but I was advised to find something else because, now that I was active as an idol, the bass could also be connected to music work.


  “So? Is there anything you’ve wanted to try?”


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked, pausing from tapping on his laptop.


  “Not really. The only hobby I know is reading.”


  “Do you like reading books, hyung?”


  “No.”


  The hobby I wrote on my school record was just reading. Isn’t that the case for most students in Korea?


  “I haven’t really seen you do anything other than work. Bass is also not allowed, right?”


  “Yeah. They told me to find a hobby where I can avoid thinking about work as much as possible.”


  “You don’t have any fields of interest, and you don’t know any hobbies.”


  “That’s right.”


  “Hmm.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon closed his laptop, stroked his chin, and pondered.


  Then, perhaps something had come to mind, Lee Cheonghyeon hit his palm with his fist and said.


  “How about trying the members’ hobbies together?”


  And so, thanks to Lee Cheonghyeon’s suggestion, the ‘Kim Iwol Tries Out the Members’ Hobbies’ project began. The first hobby evangelist was Park Joowoo.


  There was no particular reason. It was because Park Joowoo’s hobby was the most suitable to try right away.


  “Today, we’re going to clean and water the plants…”


  Park Joowoo said as he took out a spare apron from the dorm.


  Park Joowoo’s approach to cleaning bordered on obsession. To Park Joowoo, who pursued a perfect zero-dust environment, bedding was nothing more than a fabric that accumulated dust after a day.


  “Joowoo, are you going to wash all the blankets in the dorm?”


  “Just the ones we use…”


  Park Joowoo started the washing machine with excitement. Not joking—this was already the third load.


  While the washing machine was running, we ran the steam cleaner and the dishwasher, wiped the dust from the window frames, and went up to the rooftop with a basket of pillow stuffing each and beat them until the stuffing was about to burst.


  We didn’t forget to boil the dishes. We also wiped the dining table until it was shiny, spraying it with kitchen alcohol spray. We sprayed deodorizer on the members’ shoes and put a silica gel in each one.


  After the work was done, we headed to the veranda. In the veranda, which Park Joowoo used as his personal space, various plants were growing.


  “Each plant has its own watering schedule. The friend you need to water today is this one…”


  Park Joowoo pointed to a white, rectangular pot.


  “What’s its name?”


  “Brilliance.”


  “Is there such a species?”


  “Ah… it’s Hoya Bella.”


  Park Joowoo corrected his mistake a beat later. This guy must have named all his pots.


  The fellow we had watered needed a pillar to grow on, so we also made a support with the wire left over from making the paper strawberry bouquet.


  “Does this one bloom too?”


  “Yeah. If I’ve raised it well…”


  “It looks healthy. Don’t you think it will bloom well?”


  By the time we repotted the soil, my work gloves were caked in dirt. I had wondered why Park Joowoo was rarely seen even when we were all in the dorm, and it seemed he was hiding in a corner, doing this by himself.


  “…How is it? Do you feel a little more at ease?”


  Park Joowoo asked.


  “I feel like the environment is being purified.”


  Don’t they say that looking at green stabilizes the mind and body? That was exactly how I felt right now. Or maybe it was just the washing machine humming away in the background.


  Park Joowoo and I delivered the bedding, which had been dried, to each member. Then, after a refreshing shower, we sat on the living room sofa, turned on the air purifier, and watched the indoor air quality change from bad to good while drinking warm milk. It wasn’t a bad experience.


  In the evening, I watched a musical movie with Lee Cheonghyeon in the living room. It was the first time I had watched something other than Spark’s faces on the dorm TV.


  “You chose a surprisingly famous work.”


  I said, looking at the screen. The Phantom of the Opera was displayed.


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked.


  “What did you think I would choose?”


  “A philosophical movie that a normal person like me would have a hard time understanding.”


  “A classic is always a masterpiece, no matter when you watch it.”


  While Lee Cheonghyeon was preparing the movie, I turned off the lights in the living room. I didn’t forget to turn on a night light just in case Choi Jeho came out of his room.


  Jeong Seongbin, who had heard that we were watching a movie, even brought salt-free popcorn that he had fried himself.


  Although we were perfectly prepared, watching the movie wasn’t all that smooth.


  “Cheonghyeon, if the god of rap offered you guidance, would you follow?”


  “Would I? Do you think I’m ten years old, hyung?”


  “Hyung, could you abandon a teacher who made you a prima donna for the sake of love?”


  “I’ve never been in love or been a prima donna, so I don’t know. But from the moment he kidnapped her, I think the Phantom is a criminal, not a teacher.”


  We couldn’t play the movie for more than 5 minutes. We pressed pause nonstop and had a heated debate.


  The debate wasn’t productive either. From the middle of it, a random conversation ensued, as if we were competing to see who could bring up the most useless topic.


  “Remember that scene where the chandelier fell? If they messed up the shot, would they have to drop a brand new chandelier every time?”


  “Wouldn’t that cost too much?”


  “How does that mask stay on without falling off?”


  “Maybe they glued it on over the face makeup?”


  And then, at the very end…


  “The visuals are amazing, though.”


  “Can’t our music videos be like this?”


  “Cheonghyeon, that’s The Phantom of the Opera you’re talking about.”


  “Do you think Joowoo-hyung can hit a high note with the same pitch as Christine?”


  “What song are you planning to give Joowoo?”


  “I haven’t thought of anything, but I’m curious.”


  …that was what happened. As for the visuals, it might be possible if we could get a huge budget from UA, but it wouldn’t be too late to talk about it after we got the budget, so for now, we decided to keep our expectations low.


  Through this process, it took a total of 5 hours to watch one movie. I didn’t know that watching a movie was such a tiring activity. My mouth and eyes both hurt.


  “How is it? Do you think it’s suitable as a hobby?”


  “I am not sure. But I think it’s a good activity in terms of reproducing ideas.”


  At my words, Lee Cheonghyeon turned on all the lights in the living room.


  “That won’t do! You’re looking for a hobby to not think about work!”


  With those words, watching movies was eliminated from my list of hobby candidates.


  

  A few days later, I made time to go out with Kang Kiyeon. Our destination was a comic cafe. My goal was to read the entire series of Kingdom Cafeteria ~Another~.


  “I’ll just read KCA but what are you going to read?”


  “I have a lot to read.”


  Kang Kiyeon said calmly. As soon as the elevator doors opened, his eyes sparkled. I could even see the glint in his eyes between his hat and mask.


  We circled the store, looking for the largest space that wouldn’t be cramped even for the two of us. Then we settled in a place in the corner, like a second-floor attic.


  “What would you like to eat, hyung?”


  Kang Kiyeon asked. The menu was as dense as web-cell data.


  Moreover, everything was high in calories. It was food I couldn’t even imagine Kang Kiyeon eating.


  “The calories seem really high…?”


  “You said you were going for a ride with Jeho-hyung tonight anyway.”


  Saying he would just order something if I couldn’t choose, Kang Kiyeon placed the order. His ordering just wouldn’t end. A kid who wasn’t usually like that just kept ordering from the menu.


  I tried to hand him my card, but he went ahead and paid himself. Just like that, I’d become the jerk who let a kid who hadn’t even graduated high school cover both food and drinks.


  “What’s your account number?”


  “It’s fine. Considering all the things you’ve bought for me.”


  I hurriedly sent a transfer message through online banking, but Kang Kiyeon didn’t accept it. Instead, he left to find a comic book, heading to the pink corner.


  When he came back, he was holding about five familiar comic volumes.


  “It’s a nuisance to bring too many at once, so read this first. It’s the first part.”


  “What about you?”


  “I’ll look at some books and bring them over. You go in first.”


  While I was cooped up in a corner of the room, Kang Kiyeon came and went frequently.


  Once the comic books, blankets, and the food we had ordered were all ready, Kang Kiyeon took off his shoes and entered the small room. We had to bend our legs quite a bit, but it was cozy in its own way.


  Chapter 306: Hobby Life (2)


  Watching the life story of Princess Soda while eating jajang ramen was incredible. The level of immersion was different from when I was reading in bits and pieces while traveling in the car. It felt like there was nothing in the world but me and the Cream Soda Kingdom.


  When the air between the princess’s fiancé, Prince Melon, and the adventurer Urong started to get suspicious, I couldn’t help but call Kang Kiyeon.


  “Are they having an affair?”


  “Who?”


  “Prince Melon.”


  “You’re at that part. Is it okay if I spoil it?”


  “Yeah.”


  “The two of them have a thing, and Princess Soda catches them, but the princess tells them not to be tied down by a political marriage and sends them off to live freely.”


  “Does that make sense? Is this right?”


  Kang Kiyeon chuckled, watching me tear my hair out.


  “I feel like my mind is going to collapse.”


  “It’s a natural phenomenon. I was like that too when I first read that part.”


  “Even if she sends them off, she should at least get some alimony…”


  “Where would the Cucumber Kingdom get that kind of money? It’s a country that was trying to marry off its eldest son to the Cream Soda Kingdom as a son-in-law.”


  “Don’t tell me she ends up with Denovan after this?”


  “You’ll have to read that part yourself.”


  After throwing me into confusion, Kang Kiyeon became engrossed in reading his own comic book.


  Fortunately, the unfortunate incident of Princess Soda having a thing with Prince Denovan, the bratty red-haired second son of the Cucumber royal family and Prince Melon’s younger brother, did not occur in the first part.


  But I couldn’t help but be impressed by the magnanimity of the princess, who gave a scoop of the kingdom’s precious asset, vanilla ice cream, and pushed the backs of her fiancé and the adventurer who had briefly stopped by her country, telling them to develop a new drink that had never existed in the world.


  

  If Kang Kiyeon’s hobby was static for an outdoor activity, Choi Jeho’s was the opposite. The guy preferred the most dynamic among outdoor activities.


  Actually, our first choice had been trying out an action school, but everyone except me vetoed that, so we postponed the action-school visit. And so, for the next hobby activity, I got to experience the second choice, ‘riding a bicycle on the Han River at 10 PM.’


  They said there were separate pants for bicycle riding, so I also borrowed clothes from Choi Jeho. After taking off the helmet and protective gear, the riding preparations were complete.


  “How many kilometers do you ride when you go out?”


  “I’ve never really thought about it while riding.”


  It was such a Choi Jeho-like answer. Since he’d been kind enough to lend me gear, I decided not to make a sarcastic remark today.


  Since it was late, there were more people cooling down or packing up than people riding their bikes hard.


  It was dark, and the pedestrian and bicycle paths were separated, so it seemed unlikely that a rumor would start about ‘Choi Jeho and his clone are riding bicycles on the Han River.’


  Choi Jeho and I rode our bikes for about two hours in silence. In the first place, since we were riding our bikes in a line, there was no reason to talk. I just matched his pace and pedaled.


  By the time there were almost no people to be seen by the stream, Choi Jeho stopped his bike on the side of the road.


  Following him, I took out the water bottle I had packed in advance. While I was catching my breath, the night view of the Han River came into view.


  When I looked down, all I could see was the dark river. But from below, the world was so sparkly.


  “The night view is pretty.”


  At my words, Choi Jeho took the water bottle from his mouth and said.


  “You know how to say things like that?”


  “I’m actually a pretty sentimental person.”


  The wind was cool, the scenery was nice and calm, and after moving my body I felt refreshed. It was perfect.


  “It’s different from riding a cycle at the gym.”


  What?


  Did I hear that wrong? Choi Jeho is empathizing? And on such a sentimental topic?


  Is the system going to fall from a clear sky? My gaze unconsciously turned to the sky.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “I’m just surprised to learn that you have emotions too.”


  “What the…”


  Choi Jeho took off his helmet and ruffled his sweaty hair. When I followed suit and took off my helmet, a cool breeze blew over my head. When I shook out my hair, I could feel the air passing between my fingers. It was refreshing.


  On the way back, we rode our bikes at a slightly slower speed. Unlike when we were speeding, we could talk from time to time.


  “Have you ever gone biking since debut?”


  “No.”


  “Then this is your first time riding in a while, too?”


  “That’s right.”


  The entire time he was talking, Choi Jeho only looked ahead.


  Because of that, there wasn’t much of a view for me. While riding the bike, all I could see in front of me was Choi Jeho’s back, his waist, which would not yet have a surgery scar.


  ≫Our kid is a dancer, and he has to have back surgery?


  Jeho is only in his 20s


  He has to live with a herniated disc? As the main dancer and the center?


  A fan’s enraged post also wouldn’t leave my mind.


  I recalled the past Choi Jeho, who was also famous for his ghost-like reflexes.


  Even if I looked like a jerk for this, maybe I could turn it to our advantage.


  “Choi Jeho.”


  “What.”


  “How far will you go if I tell you to do something?”


  At my words, Choi Jeho stopped his bike. I also came to a screeching halt. Luckily, there was no one following behind.


  Choi Jeho put one foot on the ground and asked.


  “For example?”


  “Like telling you to lie down in the middle of a stage, or telling you to jump off the stage while dancing, or telling you to go away during a live broadcast.”


  “That’s crazy.”


  Choi Jeho furrowed his brow. Then he sighed and said.


  “Aren’t we already doing that enough?”


  “Huh?”


  “I’m already doing everything you tell me to. No?”


  The guy got back on his bike.


  “…I guess.”


  That guy did do everything I told him to.


  Without even asking for a reason, just grumbled a little and went along.


  “If I get criticized for being told to do something strange, I’m going to blame you.”


  Choi Jeho drew a sharp line.


  “Of course, I’ll take the criticism. I’m a professional at that.”


  “Bullsh*t.”


  With a curse, Choi Jeho started pedaling. Look at him, he couldn’t even say one word nicely. Live your life that way—just ride straight ahead without turning back.


  

  Jeong Seongbin decided to teach me how to play a game. I asked if we were going to an internet cafe, but he recommended a single-player game, saying it would be better for me to play a game where I didn’t have to interact with people.


  “The title is ‘My Farm’?”


  “Yes. It’s famous as a healing game.”


  I didn’t need that much healing. I had been doing nothing but healing for three days straight now.


  Regardless of my will, Jeong Seongbin started the game. A peaceful BGM began to play.


  It began with character creation. Since I figured this was just a game I’d try once or twice and never touch again, I didn’t bother putting much effort into the settings. I even just typed my real name in the name field.


  As my character arrived at the entrance of a small, rustic village, a man came running towards me as if his socks were on fire.


  『Iwol, so you’re the new farmer, eh?』


  『I’ve heard the rumors. You came all the way here looking for a second life, didn’t you?』


  This man is psychic. I can hand over my fortune-telling octopus position to him.


  “The characters like this mayor are called NPCs. After the tutorial ends, quests will appear, but since it’s a game with a high degree of freedom, you don’t have to be obsessed with completing the quests in a short period of time.”


  Jeong Seongbin added an explanation.


  『I can tell just from your eyes how motivated you are. I too once had those days… haha!』


  『Ah, what am I doing wasting time. You must be dying to see your farm, right?』


  “The man talks a lot. Is all this important information?”


  “You can skip it… haha.”


  Jeong Seongbin smiled awkwardly.


  With the teacher’s blessing, I skipped through the dialogue and finally arrived at my farm…


  『So? Doesn’t this just fire you up with determination?』


  …It looked painfully familiar. The state of the field was exactly like the weekend farm where Manager Nam made me pick rocks.


  To have fallen into this stone-filled field twice. Life is too harsh.


  “I want to quit the game now.”


  “Huh, you don’t like it?!”


  “It’s not that, but it hurts my heart.”


  Still, for the sake of Jeong Seongbin’s sincerity, I decided to play for at least an hour. After all, the goal was to experience a new hobby.


  The newly created pixel dot-Iwol didn’t have much money. The only things dot-Iwol could buy at the supermarket were barley seeds and bean seeds.


  Wait a minute. Isn’t barley double-cropped?


  In the world of My Farm, crops weren’t affected by the seasons, and they could be harvested after a set amount of time for each crop.


  And as I had expected, the cultivation period for barley was shorter than for beans. A balance patch had been applied in the game to implement the characteristics of the crops to some extent.


  I paused the game for a moment and brought over my precious journal planner. Then I opened a new page and made a grand cultivation plan.


  Since each crop has a different time required for cultivation, I’ll utilize this to its fullest and create a planting cycle like a hamster wheel.


  The memo page of the journal was quickly filled with calculations on when to plant and harvest beans and barley for the best results.


  That wasn’t all. The instinct I had in the early days with the system, where I would predict and guess new tasks, was slowly coming back to life.


  The content will be lacking with just the primary industry. They’ll definitely tell me to make something with the crops. Since the most likely thing to be produced right now is beer, I’ll fix half of the field as a barley production area, and in the other half, I’ll alternate between beans and barley to prepare for quests and at the same time, accumulate wealth…


  I hadn’t even cleared the rocks out of the field yet, but the workload was already sky-high. I was getting anxious.


  “Hyung? Are you already done with the game?”


  Perhaps hearing that the keyboard sound had stopped, Jeong Seongbin, who had deliberately left the room so I could play comfortably, returned. I answered, tearing my hair out.


  “I haven’t even started yet.”


  “I heard the controls weren’t difficult… Wait. Hyung, what are you doing right now?”


  “I’m racking my brain to find the best efficiency.”


  “Why are you playing like a Korean-style player when I haven’t even taught you how! You didn’t by any chance look at a strategy guide, did you?”


  “A strategy guide? Have the wise men of old already created a treasure trove of wisdom?”


  “My goodness.”


  Jeong Seongbin put a hand to his forehead. At his urging that I please take it easy, I promised I’d play the game on my own without looking at walkthroughs.


  Chapter 307: Game System


  I watered the barley and beans and chased away the harmful birds until the sun went down. At night, I caught minnows with a disposable fishing rod made from branches I had picked up during the day.


  The fishing rod broke every time I caught a fish, but it was okay. I had filled my backpack with branches in preparation for such an occasion.


  For the 30 minutes that corresponded to one day in the game, dot-Iwol did not rest even for a moment.


  When the morning sun rose, he would run to the supermarket to sell the minnows, buy fertilizer with that money, spread it on the field, and then carry buckets of water. After watering the crops, he would pick up branches around the farm and then chase away the birds again.


  There was so much to do at night, too. After realizing he could catch more expensive fish than minnows if he was lucky, dot-Iwol couldn’t leave the riverside, like a water ghost, once the sun went down.


  To buy a better fishing rod, corn seeds, and a sprinkler, dot-Iwol worked hard without even laying his back on the bed once.


  One day, after a week of this, the mayor came to visit dot-Iwol, who was about to harvest his first beans.


  『Iwol, how was your first week on the farm? Don’t you think it’s about time you introduced yourself to the villagers?』


  Don’t give me that nonsense.


  I don’t need it! I’m busy!


  Get out of the way, I have to harvest the beans!


  A quest window appeared, but I closed it as if to ignore it. Why should I have to give away my hard-earned minnows to the townspeople and greet them? They couldn’t even take care of a young man who had just moved to the countryside.


  Don’t you feel sorry for me, who has to sell minnows to buy seeds? Don’t you pity me, who has to carry water with a bucket on a 100-pyeong farm while you guys are driving tractors!


  I huffed and puffed and repeated the work of digging the ground and planting seeds until my fingers were about to break.


  After chasing away both a crow and the mayor at the same time and planting barley, I heard the sound of a door opening.


  “Hyung, our dinner is… hyung, you’re still playing the game?!”


  Jeong Seongbin was startled.


  “It’s already been four hours! Doesn’t your head hurt?”


  “It does. I don’t think I can buy a sprinkler within the second week no matter what I do.”


  “I told you this is a healing game!”


  Due to Jeong Seongbin’s dissuasion, dot-Iwol’s farm revival project ended in just one week.


  At the same time, I ended up getting a warning that only an elementary school student would hear: that I should only play the game for an hour a day.


  I quietly watched as Jeong Seongbin saved the game progress. With the message ‘Do you want to save?’, the playtime and progress stage appeared on the screen in order.


  “If I save it like this, I can continue from day 8 next time, right?”


  “Yes. It’s also possible to restart from the date you want. You can even replay from day 6, which has already passed.”


  Jeong Seongbin pressed the calendar tab and showed me the saved records. On the calendar, the pennies I had earned day by day were written down.


  “The profit on day 4 was low. If I were to restart, I’d probably start there.”


  “This is just game money…”


  Jeong Seongbin said in the tone he only used with Mr. Jeong Seongjun. I must look pretty pathetic right now.


  “But the barley’s germination rate was bad that day too. If I restart, isn’t there a chance the germination will turn out differently?”


  “I don’t know. I’m not sure if the germination rate is a fixed value or a variable value.”


  Saying it probably varied, Jeong Seongbin moved to press the quit button. And then, a thought flashed through my mind.


  “So you mean there are some elements that can be restarted, but also some that can’t?”


  “Yes. For example, if you start the game over from the beginning, the money will be reset, but the character name and design won’t be changed. Same with the town’s geography. The playtime will also be accumulated.”


  “Instead, my money will go back to the beginning, and I’ll have to listen to the mayor’s explanation again.”


  The more I heard, the more familiar this structure was.


  A virtual world with clear lines between what I could control and what I couldn’t. NPCs issuing directives to the player.


  “Did you say this was a healing game?”


  “Maybe not for you, hyung… but I heard the original intention was a mood-refreshing game for modern people tired of urban society.”


  And a clear sense of purpose.


  “Seongbin.”


  “Yes?”


  “Then, what if…”


  I carefully chose my words. Words that could be conveyed as clearly as possible.


  “What happens if an error occurs in the game? For example, if barley that should take two days to grow grows in one day, or a bug makes the store start selling the mayor, breaking the game’s natural flow.”


  “Um…”


  Jeong Seongbin thought for a moment and then answered.


  “Two methods would be the most representative. The game company re-releases a version with the error fixed, or they roll back the game.”


  “Is that so?”


  “Wouldn’t it be impossible to ignore it? Because bugs are fatal to the progression of the game.”


  I had never been particularly curious about a divine being in my life.


  “I guess so.”


  It seemed the time had come for me to be curious. Very seriously.


  

  At night, the members went back to their rooms one by one. I also lay in bed, pretending to be asleep, and closed my eyes. My head was busy with updates… or rather, organizing the things that had changed since I returned to the past.


  Starting with the cancellation of my university admission and the acceptance of UA’s casting offer, when I traced back the timeline of the incidents, I could reach the scar on my back and my unfamiliar real name.


  Seeing the size of the scar, I had thought that my noona’s existence might be uncertain, but I had tried to deny it. But now, I had to accept it.


  Even things from before I was born could have changed.


  The age difference between my noona and me, or her personal information.


  Even the small traces of my noona that remained only faintly in my memory.


  How far the system had interfered with surrounding circumstances, I couldn’t tell. That was why I needed to constantly doubt my memories even more.


  Even if I managed to extract information about my noona from the memory data, there was no guarantee it would still be valid. The reasons to follow the system’s words had increased.


  On the other hand, what hadn’t changed were my grades and college entrance records, the 15 million won deposit, some human relationships including the class president, and the high school I attended.


  Is there any common thread here?


  The most likely candidate was whether or not outside interference existed. The high school I had chosen and the grades I had earned through my own studying hadn’t changed in the slightest.


  It meant that the system did not intervene in the parts that I had decided and put effort into ‘from start to finish.’


  This was also similar to the nature of the behavioral guidelines the system gave me.


  The system, if anything, urged me to do something, but it never told me not to do something or to avoid it. Even if it gave vague instructions, it clearly wanted ‘me’ to move.


  It was clear just by looking at the fact that it didn’t leave room for me to use tricks behind the scenes or rely on the power of others.


  Talking about work ethics or giving a self-PR score, and giving a penalty when I violated it, clearly contained the meaning that I should take the lead and act.


  But then there’s the 15 million won.


  The 15 million won was not money I had asked for. It was what my noona had lent me. This part was what made me unable to be certain.


  But since I had no further clues, I decided I would sort things out gradually as more came to mind.


  Next, I speculated on how far the system’s intervention was possible.


  A developer could guide a player’s actions. At the same time, they could raise or lower the player’s freedom.


  The system, too, was guiding my actions with KPIs and final rewards. It adjusted my freedom with rewards and penalties, and had the authority to provide a record of ‘failed to normalize,’ which was no longer exposed to general users, as a reward.


  And yet, while it wanted to prevent my death, it couldn’t fully protect me. When beings like Yoo Hansoo and Hong Unseob appear, it could give a warning, but it couldn’t control the unspecified incidents they might cause.


  To summarize, the system was ‘omnipotent in areas that transcend the human realm but cannot control individual humans.’ Just as it could insert or turn off specific functions but couldn’t change the basic settings of a game.


  It could drop my reputation to the bottom or make the company atmosphere grim, but it couldn’t make people like Song Minil suddenly like me.


  The only one this system could control like a puppet was me. I was the only one whose memory could be erased, whose emotions could be controlled one by one. I was also the only one who could read others’ inner thoughts and use inhuman recovery abilities.


  At this point, I had to ask. Why me, of all people?


  And the hint for this part…


  Wouldn’t it be impossible to ignore it? Because bugs are fatal to the progression of the game.


  …I had already received it from Jeong Seongbin.


  Why, or what mistake I had made, I didn’t know.


  I had touched something in the damn system’s world, and the system had rolled back my nine years because it wanted to resolve this situation. That much, at least, was certain.


  Damn it, it must have treated me like a parasite living in its utopia.


  My head grew hot with anger. Right on cue, the system responded.


  
    [SYSTEM] A work instruction from ‘Superior’ has arrived.


    ▶ Assistant Manager Kim, you’re finally showing some company life experience? You’re starting to understand how the company works, right? Keep it up like this. But don’t neglect your main job. Remember, this is all to help you adapt well to the company. Got it?


    [SYSTEM] The ‘Member Resume Viewing Function’ is notified to ‘Subordinate.’


    ▷ As partial access to company secrets is granted, an opportunity to view the ‘Member Resume’ is provided to ‘Subordinate.’


    ▷ The ‘Member Resume’ can be viewed at any time, but since it is information corresponding to a ‘Confidentiality Clause,’ external disclosure is prohibited.


    ▷ In case of direct or indirect disclosure of the ‘Member Resume’ information, ‘Subordinate’ may be subject to disciplinary action in accordance with the regulations for ‘Violation of Confidentiality Clause.’

  


  Right, this is how you manage personnel information.


  No wonder they hadn’t shown me the résumés freely. For this, at least, I’d give them some praise.


  I wanted to tear open the resumes right away, but I held it in. Sudden rewards like this weren’t part of my priorities.


  Instead, I stayed up all night, reflecting on whether I had made a mistake in my 29 years of life that was great enough to turn back the flow of time, which no one could defy.


  The only thing that came to mind was the fight with my parents at my noona’s funeral. But even if that really had been the trigger, I knew that, in the same circumstances, I would’ve made the same choice again. So I decided not to dwell on it.


  Chapter 308: Time to Go to Work


  After the bittersweet vacation ended, the time to work arrived. It was our first full album, so there was a mountain of things to prepare.


  The dedicated team had contacted me in advance, saying they could handle it from A to Z, but I wanted to send some of the ideas I had in mind, so I was busy typing until my laptop key fell off.


  In between, I also thought about what bug the system might want me to fix. Because ‘Why Kim Iwol?’ and ‘What exactly must Kim Iwol do?’ were two different questions.


  The final KPI achievement reward was just a bonus for when I fulfilled the system’s requirements; there must be something else the system ultimately wanted to correct.


  I split my head in half, immersing one side in the sparkling idol world and the other in the bug-ridden game world, and from the midway through, I became dazed.


  “Hyung, why are your eyes so unfocused?”


  “For a moment, I was wondering what kind of bu…”


  I was about to say bug, but then quickly changed my words, worried that even this phrasing might fall under some confidentiality clause.


  “…what kind of burden category it might fall into.”


  “…Hyung, just take a break.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon pressed ctrl+s with a serious expression and then closed the laptop. I hurriedly opened it again.


  “No. I have a lot to do today.”


  “Didn’t the counseling session tell you to maintain a work-life balance? Right now, you’re a complete working dead, you know?”


  “But as long as my walking is still functional, it shouldn’t be an issue on paper, right?”


  “This hyung is out of his mind.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon grimaced.


  “Cheonghyeon, you’re not in a position to be like this.”


  “Why? If I put my mind to it, I can go to the office right away and call Seongbin-hyung.”


  “We’re going to release a double title track next time.”


  “Huh?”


  At my words, Lee Cheonghyeon checked the newly opened screen.


  “This isn’t like 『Winter Night』. Both songs have to be title-track-worthy. We’ll be promoting both at the same time.”


  “……”


  “Speaking of which, please share the progress of the melodies you showed me last time. I was brainstorming item ideas based on those. If it’s too much of a hassle to organize, you can just send the whole file. I’ll check it myself.”


  Lee Cheonghyeon put a hand to his forehead. There were dark circles under his eyes.


  “I will organize it and send it by midnight…”


  Lee Cheonghyeon left with staggering steps. Finally, I was able to check the opinion paper sent by the dedicated team without anyone’s interruption.


  

  Spark, the 1st-year idol group, had youth and freshness as its main concept. Towards the end of the year, they mixed in a bit of ballad to convey a fluffy and fresh feeling of adolescence.


  So then, what should Spark show now that they’d entered their second year?


  It was both important and difficult to display variety while not discarding the group’s unique color.


  If they repeated a similar concept, they would be immediately told they were overusing it, and if they came with a completely different concept, they were likely to be told that they had lost their touch.


  If they took fans’ requested concepts too literally, people would notice that the agency and idols were monitoring social media, and then everyone would lock down or delete their accounts.


  On the other hand, if they only pushed items that had been discussed internally at the company, people would sneer that clueless folks working together could only produce such a lousy outcome. How difficult it must be to strike a balance in this situation.


  At the very least, if I step in as producer, I’ll be the only one taking the blame.


  From the past up until now, the only ones consistently favorable toward Spark had been the fans. Everyone else had shifted between positive and negative, but Sparklers had existed since before debut and had remained ever since. Just like back in the days when I used to monitor everything while fangirling by proxy.


  These people, at the very least, must be maintained. For Spark to keep running until the end.


  That was why, at least when news about albums and comebacks came out, I wanted the fans to be able to share in Spark’s happiness wholeheartedly.


  So what if I worked a little harder? It was not like I’d die from it.


  A concept that gives off a bright and positive energy but is not just cheerful, where the two titles are independently meaningful yet connected…


  It was a demand as difficult as Manager Nam’s daughter’s ‘I wish Jeho’s impression was softer!’ If it weren’t for the contradictory work skills I’d accumulated over the years, I would have given up long ago.


  Still, it was a joyous thing that the budget was large. When the company suggested cutting back on comeback frequency, I asked for a bigger budget instead, and negotiations wrapped up smoothly. At this level, maybe we couldn’t manage the flashy backdrop Lee Cheonghyeon wanted, but we could at least afford a location shoot.


  Managing a household with a tight budget was no easy task. I even found myself missing the accounting team at the Hanpyeong Industry.


  At that moment, as if it had been waiting, a new message arrived. The sender was Cutie Pretty Visual Lee Cheonghyeon. He really couldn’t be a gentleman.


  Cutie Pretty Visual Lee Cheonghyeon


  [PD Kim]


  [Please check the melody line…]


  [Attachment (2X02XX)SongA_Melody(Complete)_TotalLength_3min_28sec]


  [Attachment (2X02XX)SongB_Melody(Complete)_TotalLength_4min_35sec]


  Me


  [Yes, thank you for your hard work^^]


  [Please go to sleep now^^]


  Cutie Pretty Visual Lee Cheonghyeon


  [You’re a devil, hyung]


  You think Mr. Devil wants to be like this? Mr. Devil would be comfortable too if he didn’t have to work. Mr. Devil’s first choice of workplace is the hell of sloth.


  I downloaded the two files Lee Cheonghyeon had sent and played them one by one. The songs were, as always, excellent.


  

  In households with students, the sense that ‘a new year has begun’ arrived a little late. The new year had long since passed, but the students’ new beginning started in March.


  Before the start of the new semester and school season, I had called Lee Cheonghyeon into my room and asked him. The gist of it was whether the guy, who had become a senior in high school, needed dedicated time to prepare for college entrance exams.


  Hyung, what do you think is the wise thing for me to do?


  If you have a will to study, I think it’s good to do your best.


  And if I don’t?


  Wouldn’t it be better to focus on what you like right now? But before that, I’d like you to check this first.


  I showed him the departments I had looked up in advance. They weren’t famous or attractive departments in the job market, but departments that taught things Lee Cheonghyeon might be interested in, like composition or hobbies.


  I’ve organized the curriculum, actual lecture reviews, and the textbooks they use separately. You’ll be able to meet the admission requirements easily. Read all this before school starts, and if you find a department you want to go to or one you want to learn more about, let me know. I’ll look into it more.


  Wow.


  I’ll say this again, but I’m not insisting you go straight to university the moment you graduate. You’re smart enough that as the years pass, your horizons will widen and you’ll want to try more things. So this is just for reference. Got it?


  The first data collection of the college entrance consultant Kim Iwol was thus passed into Lee Cheonghyeon’s hands. I didn’t hear much from the guy after that, but I left him alone, thinking he would tell me if he ran into a wall while contemplating.


  Anyway, time passed, and the start of Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon’s school, and Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo’s entrance ceremony, arrived.


  After sending off all these kids, who were juggling being idols and students, and even dumping Choi Jeho at the gym, I spent the whole morning in meetings. By the time I got back to the practice room for lunch, my eyes were sunken with dark cicles.


  “You said you were going to a meeting, were you practicing instead?”


  Choi Jeho, who had arrived next, asked, looking at my complexion. I shook my head back and forth.


  These damn dark circles were really annoying. I thought they were almost gone during the vacation, but they came right back. Was sleep really the best medicine?


  “Right, since you’ve got some time, you should think ahead too.”


  “About what?”


  I stopped picking at my salad and pulled out my planner. Choi Jeho chewed on chicken breast, waiting for me to continue.


  “Our next choreography. I think you and Kiyeon will have to work hard.”


  “We’ve always choreographed it, me and Kang Kiyeon.”


  “I mean the difficulty has to go up. I’m thinking of going all out for this album.”


  I kindly explained the key points from the morning meeting in a way someone of Choi Jeho’s level could grasp. Choi Jeho just ate his salad, half-listening.


  “…So two versions have to come out. Do you understand?”


  “I understand.”


  “Seeing as you said ‘I understand,’ there must be something you’re not sure about.”


  “There is.”


  Choi Jeho pointed at me with his chopsticks.


  “You, if I choreograph it, can you dance it as is?”


  What a piercing question, stabbing the heart of this clumsy dancer. I’ve improved my dance skills a lot, you know?


  “I’ll practice hard. It’s not like I only dump the work on you guys.”


  “I wasn’t asking if you can dance it or not. Because your dancing has improved.”


  “Then?”


  “Will your heart be okay?”


  Choi Jeho’s chopsticks returned to the salad container.


  These guys still weren’t convinced. That my heart was fine when doing idol activities.


  Well, no one would easily believe someone saying, ‘I’m only energetic when I’m working!’


  Still, it was unfair. I even rode a bike along the Han River just fine, didn’t I? You brat have a memory worse than goldfishs.


  “In group choreography, Kang Kiyeon will probably design your part to be less taxing. He’s good at that. But it’s impossible for just one member to stay comfortable the whole way through. It’s not like you’ll be singing alone while the rest of us act as backup dancers.”


  What a gruesome comparison Choi Jeho made. I knew there were limits to simplifying steps and small movements, so I wasn’t planning to slack off anyway.


  “Don’t worry about things like that and just make the choreography. You don’t trust my endurance?”


  I pleaded with a sincere voice. Because for me, who ranked number one in the longest-lasting in the practice room, number one in the best long-distance running record, and number one in the working man’s grit of long working hours compared to sleep time, showing grit was the easiest thing.


  However, Choi Jeho only gave me a displeased look.


  “To be precise, I don’t trust you.”


  “Jeho, is our friendship worth only this much?”


  “Do you think there’s such a thing as friendship between us?”


  It was a rather philosophical question to be a topic of conversation for men in their early 20s.


  Choi Jeho, who had cleanly emptied his salad container, stood up, brushing himself off, and said.


  “It’s work, so I’ll do it. But make sure the kids don’t complain to me.”


  “That mindset is enough. Show me your potential!”


  I gave him a thumbs-up of encouragement. Choi Jeho’s disgusted expression was priceless.


  Chapter 309: Variety Show Tour (1)


  Ever since spArk started making a name for themselves, people mentioned them frequently, even during their hiatus. New fans flowed in during their break, drawn by social media memes, word-of-mouth, or rediscovered moments from their self-produced content.


  ≫ If I knew it'd be like this, I would've started stanning them at the end of last year. My denial phase was way too long...


  └ OMGㅠㅠ I feel bad for you... The end of the year was a massive feast of content.


  └ I'm so late to the party, frantically saving every meme I can findㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ


  └ Slapping my past self from last yearㅋㅋㅋ They're rookies who debuted this year, but I had no idea they'd already had 4 comebacks...


  ≫ Was the white-haired guy from the Music Grand Festival always this much of a handful? I thought he was a noble prince, but why does he turn into a passionate nag whenever they film their own content?


  └ He's usually even more of a handful.


  └ LMAO at the comment aboveㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ However, what the comment above said isn't exactly wrong.


  └ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋI admit it, that guy is a handful.., but 'character' feels a bit disrespectful to describe Iwol's strangeness. Iwol is... just naturally a handful.


  ≫ When are the embers coming back?


  As a Sparkler since their debut, I've been spoiled. If their hiatus goes over 3 months, life loses its fun.


  └ This is all spArk's fault for spoiling us.


  └ spArk, take responsibility with a comeback.


  ≫ So when is Lee Cheonghyeon going to be an ambassador?


  Honestly, with his potential right now, wouldn't it look natural for him to wear a Rolex on one arm and a Hermès on the other?


  └ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋThose brands don't pick idols as ambassadorsㅋㅋㅋ


  └ I'd be happy with even Gucci, just do something so I can buy it.


  Of course, not all reactions were positive. Criticism we rarely received as unknown rookies intensified greatly after we won the Rookie of the Year award.


  ≫ Guys like these always end up having a glow-down later.


  Especially the tall ones with slender faces like LCH or PJW.


  └ Don't rain on the parade of kids who are growing up just fine, just leave~


  └ The first reply was trying to let it go nicely, but you just had to make comparisonsㅠㅠ Tell your own idols to take care of themselvesㅠ At least we have something to have a glow-down from. Looking at your faves' live performances, it's a plague in itselfㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ Why do you only listen after you get beaten downㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ


  └ How do you know who I stan, calling them 'your faves'ㅋㅋㅋ I don't even stan any idolsㅠ


  └ Is there anyone who doesn't know that Naus fans swarm in to bash spArk whenever they're mentioned? ㅋㅋㅋ It's been relentless since the IDC days, seriouslyㅠ


  └ Why is someone who doesn't stan idols even reading this postㅋㅋㅋ Muggles don't even know places like this existㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  ...The comments were like that. That's why I reinforced the ban on monitoring online activity within spArk. I had no intention of showing them this kind of mud-slinging.


  "Iwol, you should cut back on searching online too."


  "......"


  "It seems bad for your mental health. If there's any feedback I think you should accept, I'll filter it and pass it along, so don't expose yourself directly to malicious comments or posts."


  At the same time, Min Jukyung also banned me from monitoring.


  There's nothing more important for an idol than grasping current trends.


  I suspected Kang Kiyeon had tattled on me with the malicious comment file, so I confronted him but got nothing. The kid looked extremely wronged and insisted on his innocence.


  However, I had little time to wallow in boredom. Thankfully, we received offers to appear on a few variety shows.


  Most programs were scheduled around our comeback for promotional purposes. For shows where album promotion didn't seem to fit, we decided to appear during our hiatus to fill the gap.


  The program we chose this time, 'Counseling Session', was a simple show. Just as the title suggested, they received stories from viewers, listened to their worries, and offered solutions. It didn't produce big laughs, but its empathetic content had earned it long-standing love from viewers. On top of that, it was on a major broadcast network!


  I thought it was better to show a sincere attitude than to promote ourselves on a program like this. We scheduled it earlier, intending to show more of our conversational side.


  "Is this the first time we're going on a variety show together?"


  "I think so!" Jeong Seongbin, just back from his morning lecture, said as he hurriedly picked up his bag.


  The dedicated team chose Jeong Seongbin and me as the lineup best suited for listening to people's worries. I thought Kang Kiyeon would have been fine instead of me, but he had to go to a deserted island with Choi Jeho, so this was the result.


  Is sending you two really the right choice?


  So what. Are you telling us not to go?


  Chaos erupted while Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon packed their bags. Oblivious to my sincere concern, Choi Jeho was busy packing T-shirts.


  You want me to reassure you, is that it.


  Don't worry, Hyung. I packed sunscreen for Jeho-hyung too, Kang Kiyeon said reassuringly.


  I nagged Choi Jeho to learn from Kiyeon, showering him with complaints about why he only packed shorts when he could get bitten by bugs.


  And so, the two of them left for the airport yesterday with nothing but empty backpacks. They had decided from the start not to bring much, arguing it would all be confiscated anyway.


  "I just hope the deserted island team doesn't fight..."


  "Aw, Jeho-hyung and Kiyeon don't fight anymore," Jeong Seongbin smiled good-naturedly. They had softened up a lot.


  Lee Cheonghyeon and Park Joowoo were given as much time off as possible to work on the title track. It was as if there were no other options from the start.


  Still, Jeong Seongbin is a kind guy, so he'll handle it well somehow. I, too, must read every viewer's story with kindness, a smile, and a gentle tone.


  I made a firm resolution. Three hours after filming began, I had completely abandoned it.


  

  Today's theme was 'I want to speak my mind! Words, words, words!' They had collected stories from people who wanted to say something satisfying in a difficult situation but couldn't.


  Sensational tales of revenge are common in the media but difficult to achieve in reality. In that respect, I felt this theme was quite appropriate.


  That was my impression, at least until Jeong Seongbin started reading his assigned story.


  "Hello? I'm an employee who just started my second year at the company. I've finally adjusted and was starting to feel at ease, like I'd found my place."


  The hosts nodded, murmuring that it was a relief. Someone even took short notes on the storyteller's situation.


  "Then, a bolt from the blue struck me. Unbelievably... between my colleague and me, only my salary was frozen."


  "......"


  As I listened quietly, a rough sound escaped my throat. Seeing me hastily cover my mouth, Jeong Seongbin continued reading, his hands trembling.


  "Sharing salaries is forbidden, but we had relied on each other since joining, so we stayed close after work and discussed everything. During a talk about the recent salary negotiation season, my colleague mentioned their raise percentage, naturally assuming I got one too. That's how I found out the truth."


  Sighs erupted from all around. Everyone felt even more sorry because the colleague hadn't said it with malicious intent.


  Jeong Seongbin waited for the studio to quiet down before he continued.


  "Feeling dejected, I submitted my desired salary to the HR team before the negotiation period ended, but their response was negative. Instead, a friendly colleague on the HR team started asking probing questions, like, 'How much of a raise would it take for you to not leave the company?'"


  "Hah..."


  A sigh rose from the pit of my stomach. If you're not going to give a raise, then don't. Why test someone like that? Are you determined to make them miserable?


  "Iwol looks completely furious, doesn't he?"


  "Yes. I'm sure if you took my temperature right now, it'd be 39 degrees."


  I desperately need a headache pill. It feels like my head smells of garbage.


  "I also asked what areas I was poorly evaluated in this year. The company cited my lower workload compared to my colleague as the reason. Since there are two of us, we divide the practical work and the reporting. They said they thought my colleague, who handled more reporting, did more work. To prove our workloads were similar, I organized and submitted our required daily work logs, but it was no use."


  Seriously, why make us report daily work logs if you're not even going to look at them? And isn't this something the team leader should have looked into beforehand? Is the boss sleeping?


  "I'm so angry at the HR team for constantly asking if I'd stay if they raised it by about 100, or what I'd think if the company gave me a refreshing leave. How can I express my feelings calmly?"


  The long, sad story ended. The MC turned to Jeong Seongbin, who had read it.


  "Seongbin, what do you think?"


  "I... I thought the storyteller must be having a really hard time in many ways."


  Everyone wiped their tears at Jeong Seongbin's innocent reaction. It was a story that taught an idol who had just turned twenty only about the too-Gawoon reality.


  "Other things are a problem too, but the HR team was the worst. They're just prodding someone who's already distressed."


  "Exactly. From the story, it seems like they don't want the person to leave, so they're trying to hold onto them with as little money as possible."


  The MCs began to break down the storyteller's situation step by step.


  However, even without them breaking it down, it was crystal clear to me. It was as clear as if they had laid out all their cunning tricks. The storyteller's suffocating frustration. Why do the X-holes of the world always choose to share such filthy environments?


  "However, the truth is we've only seen and heard this situation from the storyteller's perspective. No one knows what the storyteller is like from the company's point of view."


  I heard a comment that made my blood pressure skyrocket.


  Of course, that could be true, but if that's the case, why do viewers even send stories to this program? Why are we here listening to stories if we don't know if they're true? Don't they know how much a single comment like that can chip away at a person's self-esteem?


  "Iwol, your expression...!"


  One of the MCs pointed at me. I must have done a terrible job controlling my expression.


  Chapter 310: Variety Show Tour (2)


  This happened when Assistant Manager Song was nearing the end of his first year at Hanpyeong Industries.


  I had brought some snacks for Assistant Manager Song, who had skipped lunch and was sitting at his desk. He sighed deeply as he stared at a blank sheet of paper.


  Are you writing a resignation letter, Assistant Manager?


  What are you talking about, Assistant Manager!


  I asked in alarm, but the document Assistant Manager Song had to write was worse than a resignation letter.


  A work breakdown sheet?


  Hanpyeong Industries' internal regulations entitled employees to a salary negotiation after one year of service, but just as Assistant Manager Song's negotiation period arrived, the company was hit with a hefty fine, souring the management's mood.


  The CS Team and the Management Support Division, which didn't generate direct revenue, were naturally treated like money pits. The Management Support Division could only tighten its belt.


  In this climate, Department Head Nam took the lead to ease management's worries by tightening the belt himself. He used Assistant Manager Song as a scapegoat.


  He said there wasn't enough justification to increase my salary... He even said that unless I was working for the full eight hours, the company should be billing me. He told me to write down a minute-by-minute log of my tasks.


  A day in the HR team was unusual. Some days had interviews and some didn't. Some weeks had new hires and some didn't. Some months had organizational restructuring and some didn't.


  Even with routine tasks, the scope was so broad that our small team had to handle many unquantifiable duties together.


  It was common to spend over twenty minutes on a single phone call. Some days, we had to call a crucial contact who wasn't answering, leaving missed calls every thirty minutes for eight hours. This made it difficult to guarantee a stable work environment.


  As the most junior member, Assistant Manager Song often handled tasks that Assistant Manager Hwang or I assigned him on the spot. He had downtime, of course, but he never wasted it. He would organize the breakroom or sort through document piles that no one else noticed.


  However, if he wrote things like that down, he would obviously be told, 'Is organizing the breakroom your main job, Assistant Manager Song? Five minutes on that every day is twenty-five minutes a week and one hundred minutes a month!'


  I gave Assistant Manager Song the snacks and took the paper from him.


  I'm in charge of task allocation for our team, so I'll write it for you. You can work on something else, Assistant Manager Song.


  What?


  I'm the one who gives you your tasks, so it's only right that I write it. The direct supervisor handles performance reviews for new employees and interns, right? You didn't get a separate self-evaluation form, did you?


  No...


  This isn't how we normally do things. Something must have gotten mixed up. I'll speak to the Team Leader. Let's talk again once it's sorted out.


  After that, I had a huge fight with the Team Leader. I laid into him without pausing for breath, asking how the HR team could handle things this way. I asked if it wasn't too much to hire only one person after three had left, and how the Team Leader, who knew our situation, could feign such complete ignorance.


  Does Assistant Manager Kim think Assistant Manager Song is worth his salary?


  Money is an unavoidable part of the relationship between a company and its employees.


  However, I still can't forget how I felt when I realized that 'money' was truly the only thing in that relationship, and that a company would say anything to devalue an employee.


  

  "Really... I'm at a loss for words at the bleakness of modern society," I finally said.


  Everyone else was too busy laughing at my sorrowful expression.


  "What are your thoughts, Mr. Iwol?"


  The MC gave me the chance to speak. I reminded myself to be kind, smile, and speak gently before I answered.


  "I'd like to express my regret at the company's narrow-minded thinking. I'm concerned they might lose a valuable talent just to save a few pennies."


  "Gasp!"


  Jeong Seongbin grabbed my arm.


  It's fine, let go. I have a lot to say.


  "I believe the biggest problem in this situation lies with the supervisor."


  "Are you saying the supervisor should have stepped up and actively mediated?"


  "Not exactly. A supervisor can't directly decide a subordinate's salary, can they? They do have the authority to evaluate an employee's performance."


  I suppressed my boiling anger.


  "While the HR team's despicable behavior is a problem, I think it's the supervisor's job to ensure an employee is recognized for their proper value. However, since the company can't even grasp the workload, it seems the supervisor isn't fulfilling their role either."


  "Mr. Iwol, you're not cursing with your eyes, are you?"


  "Haha, not at all!"


  My head was throbbing.


  And the HR team. Are we not all adults? Do they think people can't tell when they're being tested? How foolish do they think others are? Isn't the role of an HR representative to properly mediate between the employee and the company?


  The discussion in the studio continued about what the storyteller should do.


  "How about requesting a serious meeting with the supervisor? To formally object to the evaluation they received."


  That's not a good approach. The supervisor likely has no real idea what the storyteller and their colleague are doing. Complaining 'I work a lot too' to someone like that will just end with them being forced to write a minute-by-minute work log, just like Assistant Manager Song.


  "If the company values things like reports more highly, what about focusing on that to aim for a salary increase next year?"


  It makes no sense to change an already established workflow just for a performance review. Besides, a salary increase is the result of the previous year's performance. When you haven't even been compensated for last year's work, your motivation is already shot. You want them to pin their hopes on next year and fight through this year again? I wouldn't be able to do that.


  After considering it for a long time, I spoke.


  "If I were the storyteller... I know you must be very busy! But I'd like to recommend preparing to find a new job."


  "A new job?"


  "Hey, a new job is taking it too far."


  My opinion was met with surprise and accusations of overreacting. However, I didn't back down.


  "I don't mean you must change jobs immediately. I just really want the storyteller to be aware that there are other paths besides their current company. It doesn't seem like there's anyone who can resolve their frustrating situation."


  "That's true. Their colleague must be in a difficult position right now too," one of the MCs agreed with me.


  However, the ever-worried Jeong Seongbin still had a face full of concern.


  "So should they just endure the HR team's constant prodding until they find a new job?"


  "The moment the storyteller requests a resignation meeting, that harassing HR team will be the ones at a disadvantage."


  Everyone in the studio burst out laughing at my words. Why was everyone laughing? One of an HR team's most important roles is retention. When someone resigns, their job is to grab the leg of the person trying to leave.


  "What really angered me was that the company is trying to devalue the storyteller's abilities even though they clearly recognize them. If the storyteller was truly targeted for a salary freeze due to a lack of ability, the company wouldn't have tried to placate them. They did this because they need the storyteller but want to save money however they can. I think that's incredibly inconsiderate. Rather than staying at a company that mistreats its employees, I hope the storyteller finds a new company that will appreciate them more."


  Even though I had seen countless companies on the Job Planet, I couldn't bring myself to leave Hanpyeong Industries. I thought that the storyteller, at least, should find a slightly better company.


  "Mr. Iwol, you're so young. How are you so good at empathizing with so many different situations?"


  "It's because my MBTI has an 'N'. I think I get immersed in things in an instant!"


  "If you're an N, that makes sense!"


  After deflecting the sharp question with the all-purpose problem-solver, MBTI, it was time to summarize the final solution for the storyteller.


  "How about Mr. Iwol gives the solution this time!"


  "I'll do my best with all my heart."


  I checked my posture and looked at the camera as I began.


  "To the storyteller, who must have suffered a great deal! I'm worried that this unfortunate incident might have lowered your self-esteem. However, I also thought it was amazing that you are trying to calmly convey your intentions to the company. In fact, I learned a lot from seeing you try to find the problem to grow even more, despite being in such a complicated situation."


  First, I hoped to offer at least a little comfort to the storyteller's heart, which must have been suffering from stress.


  "To you, I'd like to recommend either quiet quitting or finding a new job. It's most ideal to work hard at a company that recognizes you, but I hope you won't overwork yourself in a place that doesn't recognize the value of your labor. You seem like a person with a desire for self-improvement, so I think finding a new job would be better than quiet quitting, where you just inertially do only the work that's assigned."


  To this, I added the method I had wanted to use but never even got to try. I sincerely hoped the storyteller would succeed in their resignation.


  "There's a saying that the company will run just fine even without you. I agree with that. However, it won't run 'perfectly' fine. As a void is created, people will look for the person who quietly and diligently did their job, and the company will expect any replacement to deliver the same level of performance as you did. I hope you'll collect the salary you didn't receive at your new company, and the recognition you didn't receive from the company after you've left."


  I realized I was rambling. However, I had to say this too.


  "Lastly, this is something I've said on my own live broadcast before. If it's really too hard! And if the company is trying to undermine the value of your labor to force an unfavorable salary negotiation! Use the Ministry of Employment and Labor counseling center! The number is 1350, no area code needed! And don't forget that the best revenge is succeeding after you leave!"


  "Is Mr. Iwol always this type of character?"


  Seeing the MCs flustered, Jeong Seongbin tugged hard on my arm. Regardless, I didn't back down from my argument until the very end.


  Chapter 311: Variety Show Tour (3)


  A few days after Jeong Seongbin and I returned from our undignified recording, Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon came back from the deserted island. Their hair was a complete mess.


  "Don't tell me you filmed looking like this?"


  I saw Manager Chanyoung pressing a hand to his forehead over Kang Kiyeon's shoulder.


  "They said being natural was important," Choi Jeho answered nonchalantly.


  Being natural is important, not being a part of nature, isn't it?


  I waited for the two to finish bathing, since they must have had a hard time. Then I sat the freshly-scrubbed troublemakers on the sofa and snapped at them.


  "If Choi Jeho was going around looking like that, Kiyeon, you should have stopped him. What were you thinking, looking just as bad?"


  "Hyung," Kang Kiyeon said with a vacant gaze.


  "Our appearance isn't the problem."


  "What?"


  "I'm... so worried about how the broadcast will turn out."


  Kang Kiyeon was serious. I couldn't bring myself to say anything more.


  In the distance, I heard Lee Cheonghyeon clutching his stomach and laughing.


  

  Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon's deserted island challenge aired exactly two weeks later. Since it was a prime-time variety show on a major network, the fans had considerable expectations.


  Those expectations turned into 'great' expectations the moment the two appeared in the preview.


  『A first in 'Deserted Rest Stop' history! Cast members sleeping without a house』


  『Hyung, are we really not building a house?』


  『Do we need one?』


  『Young bloods who break the mold of common sense are coming!』


  『Next week! Please look forward to the 'Deserted Rest Stop' spArk episode!』


  After the preview for the variety show 'Deserted Rest Stop' was released, SNS went wild.


  ≫ So did they really not build a house?


  ≫ HAHAHAHA I've watched 'Deserted Rest Stop' since episode 1, but this is the first time I've seen cast members not build a house HAHAHAHAHAHA


  ≫ One of the three basic necessities is already gone hahaha


  ≫ The world is too cruel to Kiyeon, how could it give him such an ordeal


  └ Excuse me, is going to a deserted island with Jeho that big of an ordeal?


  └ Our boy doesn't have a house right now


  └ I'm sorry


  ≫ They should have taken either Iwol or Seongbin with them, my goodness


  └ What were you thinking going to such a rough place by yourselves, my goodness


  └ What can two kids who only know how to dance possibly do


  └ Jeho is max level in his own way, but his reliability is 0


  └ Well... he's an emperor who knows nothing but dance


  └ If things get tough, won't he perform a ritual for a bountiful catch so they can get fish?


  └ My idol is a master of the bountiful catch dance?


  └ I hate it...


  └ HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA


  "Are you going to watch the main broadcast?" Choi Jeho asked, glancing at me uncharacteristically after hearing about the preview.


  He seems to know what he's done wrong. Or does he? If that guy is aware of his own transgressions, should I assume the scope of the trouble is bigger than I expected?


  The recording was already over, so it was pointless. If he didn't cause trouble, that was fine. If he did, I would just lock him in the basement practice room. I'd harass him and feed him only lettuce until he memorized the 128 commandments of an idol.


  "Of course we're watching," I answered curtly.


  "All six of us are going to gather cozily in front of the TV and watch the whole thing from start to finish."


  Choi Jeho responded with silence. The guy returned to his room without a word.


  A few weeks later, we all gathered in the living room when 'Deserted Rest Stop' aired. The living room in our new dorm felt cramped as we all kept getting taller.


  We each held a piece of candied bellflower root our managers had given us for our first anniversary and waited as the show's intro began.


  『This episode's Rest Stop visitors appear in the distance...』


  Two figures appeared beyond the blurred screen.


  How dare they stroll so casually in front of the camera? Points deducted right from the start.


  When the two arrogant punks arrived before the production team, their faces came into focus.


  『Hello, this is spArk's Jeho.』


  『I'm Kiyeon. It's a pleasure to be here!』


  Fortunately, after the two politely introduced themselves, flashy spArk performance videos played. It was the cast introduction segment.


  『The rising rookies, spArk's dance line』


  『What will the deserted island conquest of the eldest hyung and the maknae be like』


  After the glamorous stage makeup and outfits, the two appeared in simple attire. The camera panned over Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon's full bodies.


  『PD: Your luggage seems very minimal?』


  『Kiyeon: I heard you take everything away once filming starts...』


  『Jeho: We only brought clothes.』


  Then Choi Jeho suddenly opened his bag, its contents hastily pixelated. He had obviously put clothes on top, but the pixelation made a vaguely visible scrap of fabric look like underwear.


  『☆ (In another sense) Thorough preparedness ☆』


  Lee Cheonghyeon saw the caption and rolled on the floor laughing. I couldn't even manage a single laugh.


  Shots of a plane and boat alternated, quickly changing the background to an exotic sea. A high-quality camera filmed the clear sky and dazzling water...


  『PD: What are you two doing?』


  『Jeho: Putting on sunscreen.』


  『Kiyeon: We were told that with this much direct sunlight, we have to apply it three times.』


  『PD: Is there a specific guideline for that?』


  『Kiyeon: Yes. There's a member named Iwol-hyung, and he set the rule for us.』


  ...while Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon busily slathered sunscreen on their faces and arms. I had to give them credit for that. Kang Kiyeon himself, however, wasn't even watching the TV.


  The two meticulously checked each other's skin for any missed spots. Just as I was about to be impressed by their professionalism, the boat docked.


  『PD: Normally, we confiscate personal belongings as soon as you arrive on the island... but it seems we won't have to today.』


  『Jeho: Should we show you, just in case?』


  『PD: No, I don't think we need to see.』


  "Why did you ask a question like that when you only brought clothes and sunscreen?"


  "Something could have gotten mixed in."


  "Hah..."


  I gave up on talking to Choi Jeho.


  『PD: You will now have to survive on this deserted island for 4 days and 3 nights.』


  After the PD's comment, a graphic summarized the program's simple rules. It explained that everything from food to shelter had to be sourced from the island, except for their clothes. The established theory among viewers was that clothes were allowed because leaf outfits might not be broadcastable.


  『Kiyeon: Should we build a house first? I think we need to move quickly to be able to get food for dinner too.』


  Kang Kiyeon said this while looking at the setting sun, which suggested their journey had taken a long time.


  Choi Jeho seemed to think for a moment, then opened his mouth.


  『Jeho: Do we need a house?』


  『Kiyeon: Huh?』


  What the hell, you bastard?


  『Jeho: The weather's nice. Can't we just cover ourselves with big leaves and sleep?』


  I couldn't believe my eyes and ears. I looked to my side and saw Jeong Seongbin also had a horrified expression.


  『Kiyeon: ...Should we?』


  "'Should we?' What do you mean, 'Should we'?!"


  Lee Cheonghyeon shouted, tears streaming from his eyes. In my heart, I was crying tears of blood.


  『Jeho: Let's find something to eat with that time instead. When we sleep, we can just dig a little hole in the ground and lie down.』


  Beneath Choi Jeho's extraordinary statement, a caption read, 'The personification of being easygoing'.


  I couldn't hold back any longer and pressed Choi Jeho.


  "You took a kid with you and made him sleep on the ground? And you call yourself a human?"


  Honestly, I had a little hope that he had only said that before building a proper house later, or at least a hut. However, Choi Jeho was a new breed of human my ordinary brain couldn't comprehend.


  "The weather was nice, so it was fine."


  My eyes closed on their own. I couldn't stop a frown from forming between my brows. I felt like going to a karaoke room and screaming my lungs out.


  

  Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon walked along the coast, picking up trash from the sea. They weren't useful things like buckets, but actual trash.


  『Jeho: Why is there so much trash? We should throw it all away when we leave the island.』


  『Kiyeon: Should we gather it in one place?』


  『Jeho: We should. They say... turtles aren't supposed to eat this stuff.』


  『Kiyeon: Do you think turtles come this far?』


  While talking, the two gathered the trash into a pile. They then found discarded buckets and slung one over each of their shoulders.


  『Jeho: Let's split up here. You go to the water. I'll go to the mountain.』


  『Kiyeon: Okay. See you here around sunset.』


  The two coolly parted ways. There wasn't even a conversation like, 'I'll go get this! You do that!'


  『PD: Did you decide on your roles to some extent before coming?』


  『Kiyeon: No, Jeho-hyung probably didn't think about it at all.』


  Kang Kiyeon's honest comment appeared as a caption, exactly as he said it. In the living room, Kang Kiyeon stealthily avoided my gaze. He was right, though.


  『Writer: Jeho, what are you looking for?』


  『Jeho: ...Anything?』


  Tears welled up in my eyes as I watched Choi Jeho stand aimlessly on the mountain.


  What glory did I hope to achieve by sending him there? I should have gone myself, even if it meant getting 300 mosquito bites.


  My heart ached. I was about to turn off the TV when Choi Jeho started picking up fallen banana leaves. Then, he placed one leaf over his body.


  『Jeho: Two of these should be enough for a blanket, right?』


  『Writer: HAHAHAHAHAHA』


  『Jeho: I think one will be enough for Kang Kiyeon.』


  『Writer: AHAHAHAHAHA』


  Even so, Choi Jeho diligently gathered six banana leaves. He said one was for a mat and two were for blankets. The Sparklers would never have dreamed their idol would sleep outdoors on a deserted island.


  After that, Choi Jeho wandered diligently along the mountain path. He picked bananas near the banana leaves. When he discovered a coconut, he threw a rock at it and spectacularly managed to get the rock stuck right in it.


  "Don't you know how to use a tool?"


  "I did use one."


  "What? Don't tell me it was the rock?"


  "Yeah."


  I could guarantee it. Between Australopithecus and Homo erectus, there must have been a Jehostralo erectus. He would have walked on two feet and hunted beasts with a rock in each hand. It was obvious without even seeing it.


  Making full use of his height to pick even the coconuts in relatively low places, Choi Jeho returned to the meeting point with a full bucket.


  Chapter 312: Variety Show Tour (4)


  Meanwhile, the youngest member was left alone in the island's shade, faced with the ordeal of catching fish.


  『Kiyeon : It'd be nice to have a fish trap, but even if I made one, I don't have any bait right now... I'll try scooping them up with a bucket.』


  『Quick to adapt』


  I bit my lip to hold back a laugh at the short, bold caption. This was all because he went to the deserted island with Choi Jeho. The kid had become the head of the household.


  Kang Kiyeon took off his shoes and waded into the shallow water. He bent over with the bucket, waited a moment, then scooped up a bucketful of seawater faster than a seagull.


  "Can he really catch fish like that?" Lee Cheonghyeon asked dumbfoundedly.


  『Kiyeon : I caught some.』


  『PD: What?!』


  Kang Kiyeon raised a hand toward the rushing camera, then walked back to the beach. He showed the inside of the bucket, which held two small fish.


  He picked up another bucket and caught a few more shallow-sea fish. He even added a gem of a comment, saying he had to catch a lot for Jeho to eat.


  『Unbelievable reaction speed...』


  He even got a cool caption. Lee Cheonghyeon soaked a tissue with his tears. His friend looked like a fishing god up close, but from afar, he just seemed like a child engrossed in scooping seawater.


  The two's dinner menu on their first day was quite lavish. It was only natural since they had spent the entire day just looking for food.


  『Kiyeon : Where should we dig?』


  『Jeho : Wouldn't a place where the seawater doesn't reach be fine?』


  『Kiyeon : If the tide comes in, we'll drown immediately.』


  Kang Kiyeon's comment was horrifying. The two used wooden planks to dig into the ground. They found a spot where the sand underneath was not wet.


  『Kiyeon : Seeing as there are no seashells, I don't think the water reaches this far. Let's dig here.』


  『Jeho : Alright.』


  Kang Kiyeon drew the guidelines while Choi Jeho dug diligently. They looked like a team from a construction company. Without resting, Choi Jeho dug a pit large enough for one grown man to fit inside.


  While Choi Jeho dug the next pit, Kang Kiyeon laid down the banana leaves Choi Jeho had gathered. Then he took off his shoes, carefully stepped inside, and lay down.


  『Jeho : How is it?』


  『Kiyeon : It's cozier than I thought.』


  『Jeho : Then it's fine.』


  『Kiyeon : And I think I'm going to have a nightmare.』


  『Jeho : You're imagining things.』


  Choi Jeho tossed another banana leaf to his hollow-eyed younger brother and focused on digging again. Thanks to the hard work, two human landfills were completed in an instant.


  Fortunately, they received a fire stick to start a fire. Choi Jeho started the fire, living up to the group's name. I heard it required skill, but overwhelming power and speed apparently trumped skill.


  Dinner was luxurious. The two grilled and ate bananas and fish. For dessert, they cleansed their palates with a coconut that Choi Jeho had smashed open.


  Kang Kiyeon wiped the coconut juice dripping from his mouth.


  『Kiyeon : What are we doing tomorrow?』


  『Jeho : First... we have to put on sunscreen.』


  『Kiyeon : You're right.』


  Kang Kiyeon glanced toward the makeshift well he had asked the digging Choi Jeho to make.


  I'm so glad they at least think to wash their faces.


  『Jeho : You said you wanted to try using a fish trap. Go set one up.』


  『Kiyeon : What about you?』


  『Jeho : I have to go pick bananas. We ate them all. Let's do our own things and meet in the morning.』


  The camera panned to a mountain of banana peels. I could only sigh.


  "Choi Jeho, where's your sense of cooperation?"


  "We agreed to meet in the morning."


  "Is that cooperation? That's just a meeting."


  Jeong Seongbin deliberately looked away into the distance. He probably thought he should have gone to the deserted island instead.


  Still, Choi Jeho did not just abandon Kang Kiyeon. While Kang Kiyeon laid out his banana leaf bedding, Choi Jeho gathered some unused nets and made a fish trap for him.


  People usually repaired and used abandoned fish traps. The PD must have found the sight of him making a trap from scratch fascinating, because he approached them.


  『PD: You're all very skilled with your hands. You start fires well, too.』


  『Kiyeon : Our nickname is the cottage industry idols.』


  Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon said this while pointing at Choi Jeho, who was now making a second fish trap.


  Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon actually got into the pits to sleep, covering themselves with two banana leaves each. They set a campfire at their feet to repel mosquitoes, a sight so pathetic it made me even angrier.


  『Kiyeon : Hyung.』


  『Jeho : What.』


  The camera cross-cut between the flickering campfire shadows on their faces and the countless stars in the night sky.


  An emotional font displayed their conversation as a caption.


  『Kiyeon : What if we only get mosquito bites on our faces?』


  Choi Jeho was silent for a long time.


  Then he pushed aside the leaf and sat up. He picked up a suitably thin and large leaf from somewhere and covered Kang Kiyeon's face with it. Park Joowoo sat below the sofa, his shoulders shaking violently.


  

  The second day on the deserted island dawned. Kang Kiyeon avoided the disaster of getting bitten only on his face, perhaps thanks to the mosquito-repelling smoke or the leaf-shield filled with his hyung's love.


  The well also functioned properly. Thanks to it, the two could wash their faces with clear water even on a deserted island. It was a truly idol-like sight.


  Just as they had discussed, Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon parted ways at the crack of dawn. It was great teamwork.


  Kang Kiyeon diligently packed the two fish traps. He made bait from small fish and wedged it securely between rocks where water flowed. He even made a cord from a banana leaf strip to tie the traps down so they would not float away.


  Kang Kiyeon returned after catching a slightly larger fish than the day before. Choi Jeho was gone, but six bananas and a small pineapple sat next to the campfire.


  『Kiyeon : Where did this hyung go?』


  Despite his words, Kang Kiyeon did not even pretend to look for Choi Jeho. I thought he was searching for his hyung as he wandered around, but Kang Kiyeon was just busy gathering firewood.


  After reviving the campfire's embers, he focused on making skewers.


  I can't understand what kind of fish he's trying to catch that he needs to act like that.


  As Kang Kiyeon made his third handmade harpoon, Choi Jeho approached from a distance.


  『PD: Hahahahahaha』


  The PD's gasping, suppressed laughter was broadcast just as it was.


  It was understandable. Choi Jeho carried a log on his shoulder.


  It was not a thick log, but anyone who has tried to lift one knows how heavy it is compared to its appearance.


  『Kiyeon : What's that?』


  『Jeho : Move. I need to put it down.』


  THUD! The log dropped in front of the campfire. Choi Jeho straightened his shoulders, stretched, and dusted off his palms.


  『Kiyeon : What did you bring this for?』 Kang Kiyeon asked. I was curious too.


  Choi Jeho knelt and fiddled with the end of the log. He looked up at Kang Kiyeon.


  『Jeho : I'm going to make a pillow.』


  『Kiyeon : What?』


  『Jeho : My neck hurt sleeping without a pillow.』


  That's because you have a dolichocephalic head...


  And so, the broadcast ended, leaving only banana leaves and a log. The preview showed Choi Jeho trying to cut the log with something like a string, and Kang Kiyeon harpooning with seaweed stuck to his head.


  "......"


  "Pfft... heh..."


  A laugh someone could not quite swallow broke the heavy silence.


  "Seongbin."


  "Yes, hyung."


  "I'm going to do some monitoring this week..."


  Jeong Seongbin said nothing in response. I knew it was a silent permission.


  

  Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon's aimless stay on the deserted island drew an unexpected reaction. It caught the public's eye as the so-called 'True Non-possessive Deserted Island Life'.


  ≫ Idols who said they'd come empty-handed and really came empty-handed


  It's so funny that they asked if they had to return the sunscreen too, but the production team let them keep it


  └ What's with the mosaic on the bag lololol


  └ The funny part is that you can see the bag isn't even half full through the mosaic


  ≫ (Honest confession) I was actually prejudiced against spArk just based on their faces


  I thought they'd all have nasty personalities... but I didn't know they'd be this easygoing (not hairy legs). How can the soul of a naturalist be in the face of a Northern Grand Duke?


  Especially Kiyeon... it's so fascinating. Just by his eyes, he looks like he'd say, 'You expect me to sleep on the ground?' but he's sitting there making a harpoon more seriously than anyone.


  └ Meanwhile, Choi Jeho sleeping in an open pit but needing a pillow is hilarious


  ≫ Didn't spArk have this image of being really competent and having high survival skills?


  Why did they suddenly become primitive humans lol


  └ It's because all the brains of the group are missing


  └ This is how important intelligence is


  └ I laughed without resistance when I saw him put a leaf on his face so he wouldn't get mosquito bites lolololol


  ≫ Every time I see what Jeho does, I can just picture Iwol getting frustrated


  Iwol, hang in there. He's your member, cherish him with love.


  └???: Are you sane, making a kid sleep on the ground??? Is it all good as long as you sleep well??? If you're going to do that, why even cover him with a leaf? Might as well cover him with sand and have a sauna.


  └ Crazy, are you sharing an account with Iwol? I just heard his voice.


  └ The one who loved idols so much he became one with them...


  ≫ I'm used to seeing them build things in a snap and catch rare fish by exploring underwater


  so watching a show where they dig holes to sleep in and eat five bananas at a time feels weird


  └ The former feels like, 'Wow, amazing... their survival skills are the best...' but the latter just makes me think, 'Wow... a deserted island is really desolate...'


  └ A 'real' deserted island survival story


  └ I agree with the comment above lol. It keeps making me think that if a normal person like me went to a deserted island, I'd live just like that, barely getting by lol


  On top of this, the broadcast of my and Jeong Seongbin's 'Worry-Sharing Session' caused online communities to buzz with talk of spArk for a while. spArk's buzz had literally exploded.


  Chapter 313: Variety Show Tour (5)


  For several days after the broadcast featuring our team and Choi Jeho's team, the variety show community was flooded with posts about spArk.


  ≫ Kim Iwol is a true master of office life


  Give me a boss like Iwol, give me a coworker like Iwol, just give me Kim Iwol


  └ The last part is what you really mean, right?


  └ No, but doesn't he know office life too well... If I had a coworker like Kim Iwol, I could actually enjoy coming to work for about half the week


  └ A firm conviction that not even Kim Iwol could cover the entire week


  └ Sorry, Iwol, but...


  ≫ This counseling session was somehow healing


  It reminded me of when I was first notified of my salary as a fresh graduate, so I found myself rooting for the submitter, and I seriously wish S.D.H. would just quit the program... It feels like he has zero understanding of why the submitter is worried.


  └ I already disliked S.D.H. because he's made a lot of questionable remarks before, but it was so obvious he couldn't empathize at all with the office worker's story. Maybe it's because he doesn't know how companies work, but anyway.


  └ It's probably because he's never worked in an office. How much would celebrities know about the circumstances of regular office workers?


  └ I don't think that's it, because the difference in the quality of his comments compared to Kim Iwol, who's younger and an idol, is just too big. Kim Iwol read the story carefully and tried his best to understand the submitter's situation, but S.D.H. didn't even do that.


  ≫ I was just watching two members going 'ooga booga' while starting a fire, and now I'm seeing sophisticated men comforting a submitter left alone in a rough city building. The cognitive dissonance is real.


  └ No matter what, our boys didn't go as far as making 'ooga booga' sounds.


  └ LOLOLOLOLOLOL


  ≫ So, Kim Iwol, why in the world do you have the Ministry of Employment and Labor's counseling number memorized? LOL, I'm dying of laughter. LOL.


  No, don't ever tell us the reason. It's not funny.


  └ I memorized it without even realizing while watching the video... dial 1350 without an area code...


  └ Ministry of Employment and Labor's unofficial ambassador, a certain Mr. Kim (22/Idol)


  ≫ Because of Jeong Seongbin, this grown Sparkler burst into tears on the subway. What do I do with this baby angel?


  └ What am I supposed to do with our baby leader who says he's never once regretted becoming the leader? T_T Fuck, we have to raise our Seongbin with love.


  └ I'm so proud of him for saying that just as he did well, the submitter can also finish their project successfully. Seongbin, it's not just that you do well, it's that you're you, and that's why you do well. T_T


  ≫ It's nice that my timeline is full of spArk, but I'm a little confused because it keeps jumping between urban civilization and the dawn of civilization.


  I hope one side returns to modern society as soon as possible.


  └ The counseling session is a one-week segment, and Deserted Island Respite is a two-week segment...


  └ To think the Paleolithic era was the main event.


  The rumor of an idol group living like vagrants on a deserted island spread faster than expected. Short-form video platforms highlighted their shabby shelter, radiant faces, sculpted forearms, and the brute force they used to solve every problem.


  And so, even before the second week began, the highlight video of Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon on 'Deserted Island Respite' uploaded by the broadcast station reached one million views.


  

  The deserted island variety show was so well-received that we volunteered to film a 'Watch Deserted Island Respite Live' segment. I now sat in the company conference room with five minutes until showtime, waiting to see what kind of performance Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon would deliver on the large monitor.


  "I saw a comment like that. They called us 'sincere idols'."


  "Sincere is one way to put it. I never imagined you'd actually sleep on the bare ground."


  At my words, Choi Jeho averted his gaze.


  "The show's starting...!" Park Joowoo announced, his eyes fixed on the screen.


  The screen displayed the words 'Previously on...' and began broadcasting Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon's rough first day. It then returned to the pillow-making scene that had concluded last week's episode.


  『Jeho: Wasn't there some wire in the trash?』


  『Kiyeon: There was, but... wouldn't you hurt your hand if you use it wrong?』


  『Jeho: We can just use banana leaves.』


  "※ Tip for when you're stranded on a deserted island: When you need something, just use a banana leaf and it'll somehow work out"


  An incredible caption appeared right from the start. What's more, Choi Jeho actually wrapped both the wire and his hands in banana leaves and began to score the log with it as if he were flossing.


  "Hey, if you do that wrong, you could really mess up your palm!"


  "I was careful."


  Torn pieces of banana leaves fell from Choi Jeho's grasp. His excellent assistant, Kang Kiyeon, meticulously performed medical checks while providing a ceaseless supply of banana leaves.


  A piece of wire could never cut a log. The caption '1 Hour Later' appeared, but the log only had a mark on it like a perforated line.


  『Kiyeon: At this rate, don't you think it'll be hard to cut it completely?』


  『Jeho: This should be enough.』


  『Kiyeon: Enough for what?』


  Choi Jeho put down the wire and picked up a rock. He began striking the log along the line he had made, sending wood bark flying in all directions.


  『Kiyeon: Ack! What are you doing!』


  『Jeho: If I just carve a bit of a groove, I can step on it and it'll break.』


  After thoroughly beating the log, Choi Jeho placed a rock under the wood. He had Kang Kiyeon sit on the opposite end.


  『Jeho: Press down hard. So it doesn't fall over.』


  He then stomped on the weakened area as if stuffing trash into a garbage bag. After three kicks, a piece of the log broke off.


  "Is this for real...?" Lee Cheonghyeon muttered in disbelief.


  『Jeho: Want me to make one for you too?』


  『Kiyeon: ...Yes.』


  The two repeated the same process. Kang Kiyeon, saying that twigs would get stuck in his scalp if he used it as is, meticulously wrapped the foot-made pillow in banana leaves.


  "※ Tip for when you're stranded on a deserted island: When you need something, just use a banana leaf and it'll somehow work out"


  The same caption from before appeared again. I couldn't lift my head in shame.


  

  A deserted island under the scorching sun appeared on screen.


  『Kiyeon: Don't even think about coming out of the water until you fill this basket. Got it?』


  『Jeho: Isn't there a huge difference in the size of your basket and mine?』


  『Kiyeon: And don't worry about the minor details.』


  Two young men, unable to leave the sea, filled the screen. Kang Kiyeon wore a t-shirt, but Choi Jeho was completely shirtless.


  After catching two fish with his possessed spearfishing skills, Choi Jeho grabbed a handful of seaweed from the seafloor.


  『Jeho: Can't we just make seaweed soup?』


  『Kiyeon: ...Didn't you just step on that?』


  At Kang Kiyeon's words, Choi Jeho let the seaweed go without a second thought. I wasn't even sure if that was the same kind of seaweed we have in Korea.


  『Jeho: How do they catch all the fish at the fish market.』


  『Kiyeon: I'm pretty sure they don't use spears like us.』


  Their foolish conversations were also a key feature. Kang Kiyeon attempted something he called diving, caught a sea urchin, and then released it because it was too small.


  They were truly idiots. They didn't even realize the sea urchin wasn't a baby, but that their own hands were just big.


  The two didn't manage to fill the bucket completely. The tide was coming in, so they had to get out of the sea. They managed a makeshift shower at a small stream Choi Jeho had discovered while picking pineapples.


  『Jeho: I need to wash my pants too.』


  『Kiyeon: Should I go get your clothes?』


  『Jeho: Can't I just wash them now and take them with me?』


  『Kiyeon: Then what are you going to wear to get back to where our bags are?』


  At Kang Kiyeon's words, Choi Jeho silently stood up.


  "Jeho."


  "What."


  "Starting tomorrow, how about you practice thinking two steps ahead at once?" I suggested gently.


  Choi Jeho didn't even bother to reply.


  On screen, the two grilled fish over a pillar of fire that shot up as if doused in gasoline. They looked warm and happy.


  Life on the deserted island was a series of hardships, but only for the viewers. As night fell, Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon sat before the campfire, their faces smudged with soot. They both looked a bit more toned, probably from running back and forth along the beach before sunset.


  For a late-night snack, they tore into a fish retrieved from Kang Kiyeon's fish trap.


  『Kiyeon: Will we get enough screen time just by eating like this?』


  『Jeho: ...I wonder if Kim Iwol will scold us.』


  『Kiyeon: For someone who's worried, you seem to be enjoying that fish.』


  『Jeho: Want another one?』


  『Kiyeon: I think I'll gain weight if I eat any more.』


  『Jeho: We can just run another lap after we eat.』


  We could also see the mature side of the older brother, worrying alongside his younger brother. The only ordeal was having to maintain a faint smile because the cameras were rolling.


  The climax came when Kang Kiyeon got into his pit to sleep.


  After confirming the youngest was asleep, Choi Jeho placed a leaf on Kang Kiyeon's face to prevent mosquito bites. His careful hand movements, like placing a lid on a pot of finished soup, were a work of art.


  『An older brother's heart, full of worry for his younger brother...』


  Seeing the caption, Jeong Seongbin buried his face in his hands and started to cry. Kang Kiyeon wiped his face on screen, remarking, "I was wondering why I could smell nature right in front of my nose..."


  Life on the deserted island was full of twists until the very end. They were the only ones at peace. From an outsider's perspective, it looked nothing short of perilous. It was a wonder they made it back safely from such a poor environment with an even poorer combination of members.


  Ah, there was a pretty touching clip at the end.


  Kang Kiyeon, who had been sleeping like Tutankhamun, would occasionally wake up, poke at the campfire, and check that the fire hadn't gone out.


  『Writer: Kiyeon, aren't you sleeping?』


  『Kiyeon: I'm just checking if the fire went out. Jeho has poor night vision, so he can't get around well at night without a light.』


  For four days and three nights, Kang Kiyeon watched over the fire without fail. He would add firewood, check that the smoke wasn't spreading too much, and then go back to sleep. Choi Jeho himself slept soundly without waking once, but it was a beautiful sight.


  『PD: How was the experience for you two?』


  『Jeho: It was fun. I hope the other members can come too.』


  『Kiyeon: If possible, I hope some smarter members come next time.』


  The production staff's laughter was captured perfectly in response to Kang Kiyeon's heartfelt comment.


  Preparing to leave the deserted island finished smoothly. It was possible because all their tools were made from natural materials. Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon placed their wooden pillows and banana leaf gloves into the pits they had slept in and covered them with dirt.


  They packed the self-made fish trap and the wire in their bags, saying they would take them to throw away properly.


  With the coastline showing no trace of human presence as a backdrop, the phrase 'A beautiful person leaves a beautiful place behind' appeared. It was an eco-friendly and beautiful ending.


  Chapter 314: University Festival (1)


  Preparations for the dance line's comeback, which had generated a lot of buzz, went smoothly. April arrived in a blink, and on the way to practice, flower buds formed on the roadside trees.


  "Do you know what the language of cherry blossoms is?"


  "I'm not a university student, but I know. Midterms, right?" Lee Cheonghyeon answered confidently.


  I smiled. "Wrong. It's the VAT return."


  Lee Cheonghyeon stared at me, completely fed up.


  Once the month of VAT returns ends, May arrives. It's a time when midterms are over and the weather is warm.


  Around this time, universities hold their festivals. I thought spArk would never get called to a university festival, since they highly prefer rappers, ballad singers, and girl groups.


  "We've been booked for a festival?"


  No one can ever predict what will happen in life.


  spArk, a group just starting its second year, received an invitation to a university festival. Male idol groups rarely attend unless they're exceptionally famous.


  And of all places...


  "KAIST...?"


  It was the university in Daejeon, Park Joowoo's hometown.


  "My older brother goes to school there...?"


  It was also the university where Lee Cheonghyeon's brother was a student.


  

  Celebrities are an indispensable part of university festivals.


  The festival lineup can change a university's tier, even if just for a moment. A single festival determines which student council spends its tuition fees more wisely.


  Rumors flew about who was coming to which school. Some said an unknown singer was coming to theirs, while another school was even recruiting security for their big-name guest.


  For students who had just finished exams, watching a celebrity perform up close was a duty. They felt entitled to play as hard as they had worked.


  Amid the rapid sharing of university lineups, spArk's appearance was news that pleased no one.


  Since our contract had just been finalized, the booking news was delivered piping hot. Park Joowoo looked slightly pleased, at least until Lee Cheonghyeon mentioned his brother.


  "Do you think it'll be uncomfortable?" Jeong Seongbin asked cautiously.


  "Nah. That guy has no interest in festivals, so I probably won't even see him. I'll be lucky if he doesn't file a noise complaint," Lee Cheonghyeon said, deliberately raising his voice.


  "And, huh? If we're picky about every little thing, what kind of work can we do! We're still rookies! We have to work hard!"


  His comment highlighted his rookie mindset. It sounded a bit bittersweet coming from a nineteen-year-old.


  "That's a great attitude, but it's better not to do a job that will make you sick with dread."


  Your stomach could give out if you did. I knew because I've had a stomach ulcer. I crawled out of that Hanpyeong Industries bathroom for a reason. I was trying to protect his stomach, which would turn as crimson as rose quartz if left unchecked. Lee Cheonghyeon's eyes widened, and the other guys had similar expressions.


  "What's wrong?"


  "I'm surprised."


  "About what?"


  "I thought you'd say something like, 'Cheonghyeon, you know how precious a single stage is, right? Once you've signed, fulfilling the contract is essential and a duty. Think of how much manpower goes into one festival,' or 'Do I look like that much of a psychopath?'"


  "I'm kidding, but I didn't expect you to tell me so directly that I don't have to do it."


  I had been seriously trying to improve my image, so that was a relief.


  Watching me sweep a hand over my chest, Lee Cheonghyeon said, "But I'm really okay."


  His voice was resolute.


  "I can go and enjoy it!"


  Lee Cheonghyeon smiled brightly. It was a radiant smile, making it hard to imagine the tearful boy I had seen in front of Jeong Seongbin in the past data.


  

  The reaction after spArk's appearance was announced was, well, as expected.


  ≫ So who is spArk


  ≫ FFS where did all the budget goㅋㅋㅋ the lineup gets worse every year


  ≫ I guess I'll just drop by at night


  Doesn't seem like there's much else to see


  ≫ Look at the student council


  Is this the best lineup you could come up with?


  Even just comparing it to other schools in Daejeon, the level is different. Even if they brought in one main act, the rest are so lame. I figured I wouldn't see anything good if I kept looking, so I turned off my phone. Besides, students who were happy about spArk's appearance wouldn't write in places like this, afraid they'd be told they're the only ones who like it, but students who like spArk are still students...


  We had to work our fingers to the bone to become idols our Sparkler wouldn't be ashamed of. Chief Song said it before. Idols who make you feel ashamed of the memories you had of liking them should just die. I can't bear to see spArk's fans feel ashamed.


  While Jeong Seongbin and I put together the setlist, Lee Cheonghyeon sidled up to us. He draped himself over my back and pressed down with his weight as he spoke.


  "Hyungs, hyungs."


  "Yeah."


  "Do we have a comment time?"


  "We have to drink water, so we need one. We won't make it long, why?"


  Talking mid-performance just strains your throat. It's better to run around like crazy and earn the title 'spArk, the best value-for-money idols!' than to get a reputation for filling time with chatter.


  That's what Jeong Seongbin and I had agreed on. Lee Cheonghyeon hesitated. "Can you give me just five minutes in the middle?"


  "We can. Should we put a chair at the front of the stage for you? Or I can get you a footstool so you can stand tall in the center all by yourself?"


  "I asked for time, not stardom!"


  "It's the same thing. For you, stardom will automatically follow as long as you're given time."


  "Why is this hyung hyping me up so much? Is it because his deadline is approaching?"


  Lee Cheonghyeon rolled off my back. Lying on the floor, he had a strange expression.


  "Anyway, you're saying you want to make a comment. Go ahead."


  "Thanks! I'll work hard on my brilliant wit!"


  After his bold declaration, Lee Cheonghyeon left.


  Jeong Seongbin, who had been quietly watching Lee Cheonghyeon's retreating back, called out to me softly. "Hyung."


  "What?"


  "You don't think Cheonghyeon is... planning to say something like he's coming to KAIST as a freshman next year, do you?"


  A dreadful silence fell. Jeong Seongbin and I bolted from the room, chasing after Lee Cheonghyeon.


  

  spArk's group trip to Daejeon was extraordinary from the start. When she heard the youngest member was visiting his hometown, Park Joowoo's older sister contacted him immediately.


  — Woo! I heard you're coming to KAIST! Are you going right back to Seoul that day?


  "Yeah... probably?"


  — Why? You should stay the night!


  "There are a lot of us..."


  While Park Joowoo got his makeup done, Jeong Seongbin held the phone for him. He held it at a truly delicate angle.


  — Are you stopping by the bakery?


  "I'm not sure... Will we have time?"


  Lee Cheonghyeon, who had sharp ears, shouted, "That bakery?! I want to go!" The kid seemed to have become a dopamine addict from composing in his room.


  The sister's ears were just as sharp. A booming command came from the phone.


  — Park Joowoo, what did I tell you to buy if you go to the bakery?


  Her term of endearment for him changed from 'Jjong' to 'Park Joowoo'. A sense of gravity filled the air.


  Then, a list of bread names poured from Park Joowoo's mouth like a spell. "Pollack roe toast, Gyeryongsan Echo, kimchi barley rice ball, green apple brie cheese sandwich, croquette and apple pie... and earn points with Auntie's number when I buy them all."


  — Good.


  The call ended. The faces of those around us filled with benevolent smiles, as if looking at a dear younger brother.


  "I think we'll have to stop by the bakery at this rate," Jeong Seongbin said with a laugh. Lee Cheonghyeon was already searching for recommended items from Daejeon's representative bakery on his phone. The event hadn't even started, yet everyone was more interested in the side benefits. I guess this is what it's like since they're still kids.


  "Wow, the Daejeon mascot looks exactly like Joowoo-hyung."


  "That's awesome."


  The youngest members sat side-by-side, busy looking at the dopey-faced local mascot. Meanwhile, Choi Jeho struggled to keep his head straight between stylists who were debating whether to style his hair up or down.


  This feels like taking five kids on a field trip. I was already getting a little tired.


  

  Today, spArk wore blue outfits. The university's symbolic color happened to be blue, which was a perfect match with spArk's personal color. To emphasize the school's character, we also added a few researcher-like details to the outfits.


  Since spArk itself didn't have many songs, and our most recent and successful song was a winter season song, we added cover songs in between that were good for enjoying the festival atmosphere instead of just using our group's songs.


  We did all the preparation we could in a short amount of time, but I felt uneasy.


  spArk had always sung where there were fans. Sometimes the crowd was small, sometimes large, but it was always a place where we were certain fans would be.


  In other words, the current spArk was heading into uncharted territory. No matter how hard we sang, people might show no interest. Worse, they might make it obvious they wanted us off the stage so the next singer could come on.


  My training at Hanpyeong Industries made me indifferent to neglect, mistreatment, and persecution, but I didn't know how spArk would take it.


  I just hope they don't get hurt.


  Though getting hurt isn't something you can avoid just by being told not to. I sighed to myself.


  "Wait a minute, there are no cherry blossoms at all?!"


  "It's May, they would have all fallen by now."


  "But they said this was a famous spot for cherry blossoms!"


  Oblivious to my inner turmoil, Lee Cheonghyeon kept chanting about cherry blossoms. I watched him bouncing in the back seat before turning on my phone and searching for famous spots in Daejeon.


  ≫ Famous spots in Daejeon


  ≫ Places for kids to play in Daejeon


  ≫ Daejeon night attractions


  ≫ Places to visit in Daejeon


  "We couldn't even buy bread! This is all Jeho-hyung's fault!"


  "Why is that Jeho-hyung's fault? You can't blame him because we were late from mending the back of his ripped shirt."


  "It would've been fine if that hyung had just put the stingray he's raising on his back on a little diet!"


  Lee Cheonghyeon was practically sobbing. I had no idea what he was so upset about. I was worried about their mental state after the performance, and these guys were already losing focus before the show even started.


  ≫ Daejeon Expo Hanbit Tower Music Fountain 3 days ago


  I went to the music fountain with the kids~ The weather was cool, so it was perfect for playing. Parking info below~


  I guess there's no other way. If they seem really hurt, I'll have to take them to the music fountain after the festival.


  Chapter 315: University Festival (2)


  spArk was assigned the very first slot on the stage. The sun had not yet set, and the people who came early for the famous singers had no interest in spArk.


  As we prepared to leave the car, Lee Cheonghyeon pointed out the window and shouted.


  "There's one of our light sticks!"


  Kang Kiyeon and I turned our heads at the same time. A woman holding a familiar light stick was indeed walking toward the audience.


  Lee Cheonghyeon even called Jeong Seongbin, who was in another car, to tell him a Sparkler had arrived. It was a good start.


  "Hello, we're spArk!"


  The applause that answered our booming greeting was sparse. Still, I felt good. I liked the view from the wide-open stage.


  It's hard to have an experience like this during an indoor recording.


  The other members looked happy too. The stage lights were not crudely fixed in an X-shape like during the past accident. I was completely satisfied.


  "Our spArk, your hair is so vibrant. Have you been promoting with this kind of concept recently?" the MC remarked, looking at Lee Cheonghyeon and me.


  The festival was scheduled just as I was about to move on from my white hair, so I attempted a bold, vivid sky-blue dye. Since the school's symbolic color was sky blue and my hair was already bleached, I expected the color to come out vividly. It turned out so blue it looked like I had dipped my head in a can of paint.


  "I heard the KAIST mascot character is sky blue. I dyed it to show my gratitude for the invitation!"


  Lee Cheonghyeon's hair had faded from its serenity color to ash blue, but it was still in the blue family, so we decided to present it as a set.


  "You're right, the color is similar to Flatty's!"


  A few students reacted when a familiar topic came up. Someone even waved a character doll. Park Joowoo, who had bought a Flatty doll from the souvenir shop during our waiting time, waved it back. Sounds of "Ooh~" erupted from various places.


  After some compliments about our preparedness, the microphone was officially passed to us.


  "Are you all enjoying the joy of finishing your exams? We have two university students in spArk as well. Seongbin and Joowoo, how were your midterms?"


  "I'll confess right here. I won the gold medal in my liberal arts class."


  Laughter erupted from the audience at the bombshell declaration from the diligent-looking Jeong Seongbin.


  We continued the talk, sacrificing Jeong Seongbin's liberal arts grade for laughs. It was the perfect build-up for 『With List』, a song about having fun now that exams are over.


  We had worked hard to make a comeback around this time last May. Thanks to that, 『With List』 had made its presence known. It circulated as students' messenger profile songs or as memes during exam periods and vacation seasons.


  With its bright, cheerful atmosphere and a familiarity that meant most students had heard it, there was no better choice for our first song.


  『With your small water bottles and light sticks, are you ready to have a blast?』


  We even changed some lyrics to fit the festival. The words were not perfectly clear in the venue, but unusual words tend to catch the ear when emphasized. Every time we hit a key point, the audience reacted by waving their light sticks or glow sticks. Thanks to the repetitive melody, many people were singing along with the chorus by the last verse. Those light sticks were truly, overwhelmingly dazzling.


  Next, we sang 『New World』, which I had covered with Berion on IDC. This time, however, all of spArk performed it.


  I was the only one who had covered the song, but all the members had monitored it during IDC, so we did not need much time to prepare.


  Moreover, it was a great song for the audience to sing along to. Such was the power of a popular song that everyone knew.


  Like on IDC, we kept the song's originality but used our larger numbers to add richer harmonies. Instead of choreography, we focused on encouraging audience participation and providing plenty of fan service.


  『Let me dive into a new world that makes my heart race』


  After warming up with these two songs, the atmosphere in the venue gradually turned favorable. The gazes of once-indifferent people started to gather on us.


  "This is our first university festival, and the energy is incredible," I said while the members drank some water. "Are university festivals always like this? Or are the KAIST students just really responsive?"


  "I saw people waving glow sticks way in the back earlier," Park Joowoo added. "It seems like everyone is really getting into it with us."


  I continued the banter.


  "The character here is named Flatty, right? The one with the round eyes. I took one look and thought he looked just like our vocalist friend. Joowoo, come over here."


  I called Park Joowoo to the center and held the doll he was gripping next to his face. The round eyes and somehow deep pupils drew laughter of agreement. When the jumbotron showed the situation, Lee Cheonghyeon howled with laughter.


  That is when it happened. A booming voice called out from near the front.


  "Octopus Hyung!"


  "Surely you don't mean me?"


  The student waving at me nodded his head vigorously.


  I had forgotten. Kim Iwol's 'Fortune-telling Octopus' was just as famous among content consumers in their early twenties as 『With List』, which captured adults' longing for a vacation, and 『New World』, a piece of childhood nostalgia.


  "Tell us how Hanwha will do this year!"


  Laughter erupted from all around. Having some back-and-forth with the audience was a million times better than having no interaction at all, but...


  The thing is, I don't really know much about the KBO League.


  "I'm not supposed to carelessly reveal the secrets of the heavens," I said carefully, relying on stories passed around like folklore. "I'll put it concisely."


  "I'll be cheering for them to get good results."


  "......"


  Agonized screams poured out from those who understood the implication of my words. Oh heavens, if you're watching, please grant Hanwha a single gust of change this year.


  

  Keep the talk short to avoid dead air. Maximize the performance.


  To follow this rule, spArk sang until their throats were raw. We performed 『MISSION』 and another cover song back-to-back. The members, who had danced themselves to exhaustion under the red-tinged sunset, grabbed their water bottles the moment the music stopped. Park Joowoo gulped his down as if he would turn into a dried pollack if he did not rehydrate.


  I gestured for the exhausted-looking Jeong Seongbin to drink first. As I was about to talk to the audience, Lee Cheonghyeon adjusted his microphone.


  He did ask me to give him some time to talk.


  He had said it would not be a declaration of his intent to apply to KAIST, so I had agreed. I was curious what he wanted to say that made him ask for time specifically.


  And Lee Cheonghyeon did not disappoint. He brought up a topic I could never have imagined.


  "My older brother also goes to KAIST, so I really wanted to come here! Hyung, are you watching? Or are you probably studying?"


  The news that a celebrity's sibling attended the school drew a great deal of attention. The hands of people tapping on their phones or pressing shutter buttons moved faster.


  "I wondered when I'd ever get to visit the school my hyung attends, and now I'm finally here. My hyung is shy, so I don't think he would have told anyone he has an idol for a younger brother! Still, please take good care of my hyung, who's probably wandering around somewhere sweating nervously! And please give spArk lots of love too!"


  Lee Cheonghyeon bowed deeply. He enjoyed the rest of the event with a huge smile plastered on his face, right until the final performance ended.


  spArk's time on stage ended with their final song, 『Flowering』, sung with the setting sun at their backs. Since the festival truly began after dark, they had finished right on schedule.


  I came down to the tent and approached Lee Cheonghyeon, who was putting away his microphone.


  "What got into you, talking about your Hyung-nim?"


  My deeply lowered voice must have sounded awkward, because Lee Cheonghyeon snickered.


  "What? Can't a younger brother talk about his older brother?"


  "......"


  I said nothing.


  The reason I had not forcibly separated Lee Cheonghyeon from his father was because he was not yet free from his legal guardian's authority.


  Once he became an adult, I planned to fully support Lee Cheonghyeon's decision, whether he fought with his father and stood on his own, or forgot their past grudges and reconciled.


  However, was there really a need to try so hard to get along with his brother? From what I had heard, his brother had been incredibly rude to him.


  Seeing the look on my face, Lee Cheonghyeon sidled up to me and said, "I didn't do it to get closer to my hyung."


  "What?"


  "It was revenge. To make him uncomfortable."


  Lee Cheonghyeon pulled away from me. Then he grinned.


  "My hyung hates noisy things, but he's inconveniently handsome in a way that attracts the spotlight. He has looks that can't help but stand out. Not as much as me, though."


  "Well, he is your Hyung-nim, so that's to be expected."


  "When I was at home, my family had to walk on eggshells around him so much. So this time, I decided to make him walk on eggshells. Not that he'll have to do it for even a quarter of the time I did," he said nonchalantly.


  "Once rumors start spreading that my hyung goes here? There's no way he won't become a person of interest. He's going to find it super annoying."


  Lee Cheonghyeon laughed as if enjoying the thought. However, he did not look relieved.


  "Where did you learn to do something like that..."


  "Where else? I learned it from you, Hyung."


  "You're saying I taught you such a terrifying underhanded scheme?" I was flabbergasted and felt it was unfair. I had never done anything that terrifying.


  Meeting my gaze that demanded an explanation, Lee Cheonghyeon crossed his arms and spoke in a low voice.


  "I'm talking about 『First Step』, the song Seongbin-hyung sang on 'Genre-Swap'. Did you know that among kids our age, more of them think Seongbin-hyung is the original artist now?"


  "......"


  "It felt so satisfying."


  Only then did I realize the meaning behind his impulsive action.


  Lee Cheonghyeon wanted to pay him back. He wanted to return the unfair treatment he had received in the way that would make his brother the most uncomfortable.


  However...


  "You and Seongbin are different."


  "......"


  Lee Cheonghyeon retorted.


  "Seongbin felt better after doing that, but you don't, do you?"


  "No, I feel better too. It's the first time I've ever gotten my hyung in trouble, so it feels good."


  "Really?"


  Lee Cheonghyeon hesitated at my question.


  It was bound to weigh on his mind. It seemed that for Lee Cheonghyeon, the feelings of hating his family and cherishing them still coexisted. Trying to forcibly ignore those contradictory emotions would only be painful if he could not realize his true feelings.


  "Don't try to sort everything out so hastily. You'll only end up getting hurt."


  "......"


  Lee Cheonghyeon clamped his mouth shut like a clam.


  At that moment, Manager Daeyeon pushed aside the tent flap, entered, and announced, "Cheonghyeon. Someone who says he's your brother has come looking for you. By any chance, is your Hyung-nim's name Lee Soohoon?"


  Lee Cheonghyeon lifted his head. Through the open flap of the tent, he could see the man's perfectly creaseless pant cuffs.


  Chapter 316: University Festival (3)


  The classroom was noisier than usual after the exam period. Lee Soohoon did not enjoy this kind of atmosphere.


  "Is the festival lineup for real?"


  "Who's coming?"


  "A boy band is coming."


  "That sounds boring as hell. I'm not going."


  "The one who sang 『First Step』 is coming too."


  "Hey, you should've said that first."


  The conversation revolved entirely around the festival. Isn't that something you only enjoy as a freshman? In reality, Lee Soohoon had no interest in the festival, even when he was a freshman.


  "An idol group is coming? Who?" a few students in the front seats asked the guys.


  A classmate searching the festival lineup mentioned a name he had heard many times.


  "spArk."


  "Huh? That's even better."


  The female students seemed pleased by the visit from the group Lee Soohoon's younger brother was in, even though they weren't particularly famous. Lee Soohoon silently read the lecture materials he had downloaded.


  During the break, students complained about the stage lineup. They grumbled that it was too much, even if the school had no money. Some said they would skip their school's festival to go to Chongdo University's instead.


  "spArk, was it? Why does that sound so familiar?" one of the skeptical students asked.


  Another student answered.


  "They were in the news last year for that power abuse scandal."


  "Why? Did they abuse their manager?"


  "No, a PD at their company abused them."


  Lee Soohoon's hand froze as he took notes on his tablet.


  "Ah, don't tell me spArk is that group?"


  Lee Soohoon put down his pencil without realizing it. His attention was already focused behind him.


  "The group with the member who got hit in the head with a sledgehammer by the PD."


  "...What?"


  The students' gazes turned to Lee Soohoon, who had turned around to look at them.


  "Lee Soohoon, you're interested in idols too?"


  "Don't lump Soohoon in with you guys. Our Soohoon only knows how to study."


  The conversation started to stray, and Lee Soohoon struggled to steer it back on track.


  "That spArk power abuse story, will it come up if I just search for it online?"


  Lee Soohoon had never had a reason to look into an entertainment industry power abuse scandal. His classmates knew this about him. Since freshman year, he had shown no interest in anything but his studies.


  "Probably? There were a ton of articles about it."


  Just as his classmate finished speaking, the professor opened the classroom door and walked in. Lee Soohoon put his phone away and sat up straight, facing the front.


  A few minutes later, Lee Soohoon looked away from the blackboard during a lecture for the first time ever and fiddled with his phone. His concentration was completely shattered, making it impossible to listen.


  Fortunately, the abused member was not his younger brother. This fact, however, did not bring him complete relief.


  He must have thought they would make him quit being an idol if he told our parents.


  There was no clearer reason for contract termination than an unsafe environment. Lee Soohoon did not think Lee Cheonghyeon would be unaware of this.


  What on earth was the reason he had to be an idol, even while being treated like this?


  If he had just sat still and studied, he could have chosen from any of the schools that wanted to accept him.


  At the very least, if he had gone to an arts middle school and then an arts high school, he could have followed an elite path and played the piano he loved so much.


  Lee Soohoon searched for spArk on Metube and found a familiar thumbnail. It looked like the performance video that made their father raise his voice the evening Lee Cheonghyeon came home.


  ≫ 2X12XX Music Festival spArk - 『IRREGULAR』 Comment Compilation


  Six young men emerged through pink and purple lights. They wore outfits Lee Soohoon had never seen on the street. For him, who always wore a shirt under his sweatshirts, it was a cultural shock.


  ≫ 1:34 The part that most intuitively explains the song title


  A screenshot of the comment appeared with his brother's face filling the screen. Lee Soohoon pondered the connection for a long time, wondering why this comment was attached beneath Lee Cheonghyeon's face.


  He only realized it was a compliment about Lee Cheonghyeon's visuals after reading the other comments below the video.


  ≫ 'My love is just as it is, unrejected' Lee Cheonghyeon's unique, snappy delivery really shines here. I keep coming back to it after a while.


  ≫ Following the camera with his gaze until it pulls away, a total genius idol.


  There are a lot of compliments.


  Lee Soohoon did not know. He did not know that these kinds of videos usually collected only the compliments.


  Even if he had known, Lee Soohoon would have been surprised. He had never imagined that Lee Cheonghyeon would be praised as an idol.


  He was watching the strangely captivating video for the third time when his roommate came in. The roommate saw Lee Soohoon lazing around, a rare sight, and approached him.


  "What's with the idol video?"


  "Nothing."


  Lee Soohoon took off his headset.


  Watching Lee Soohoon turn off the screen, the roommate spoke.


  "You have strange taste, Lee Soohoon. Watching all sorts of weird stuff."


  Lee Soohoon blinked. The roommate nonchalantly took off his jacket and organized his belongings.


  "...It's just an idol video," Lee Soohoon muttered.


  "You liked idols?"


  "That's not it, but."


  "At our age, you should grow out of that stuff. You're not a kid."


  Before Lee Cheonghyeon stormed out of the house, their mother had said the same thing. She had asked how long he intended to do something only little kids do.


  And in response, Lee Cheonghyeon...


  I don't want to live like that!


  ...had said.


  However, Lee Cheonghyeon.


  The only people praising you are faceless people on a screen.


  In contrast, the criticism will fly directly at you and hit its mark. Just like now.


  No matter how many good comments you get or how high your vote count goes, can those invisible things protect you? From things like power abuse or assault?


  At least if your value increases, if you gain an honor that no one can dispute, then people won't dare to treat you carelessly, right?


  And yet you still want to walk such a difficult path? What kind of sense of accomplishment can you possibly get from it?


  Lee Soohoon stared down at his turned-off phone for a long time. His own two eyes, devoid of warmth, reflected on the black screen.


  After something like that happened, weren't you scared?


  In truth, this was what Lee Soohoon wanted to ask Lee Cheonghyeon. His brother, whom he could not even contact because he did not have his number.


  

  On the afternoon of the festival, Lee Soohoon impulsively bought several sets of clothes from a nearby department store. He remembered his younger brother being kicked out with only a single pouch.


  On the day Lee Cheonghyeon defied their parents, Lee Soohoon had packed a few outfits from his room. Lee Cheonghyeon, however, was already gone.


  The process of buying clothes was awkward for Lee Soohoon. "He's taller than me and has broader shoulders, but his frame is a bit slimmer." He found it difficult to use such abstract expressions.


  When asked what style his brother preferred, he had nothing to say. So, he searched for 'Lee Cheonghyeon' on his phone, showed the picture, and told the clerk he looked similar, asking them to pick a suitable style. The clerk made a strange expression but diligently helped him choose the clothes.


  Lee Soohoon came out holding a large shopping bag in each hand and noticed passersby carrying bread bags of the same design. He struggled with his phone in front of the department store, then found out a branch of a famous bakery was nearby.


  For the first time in his life, Lee Soohoon went to a so-called 'hot spot'. He bought the bread he had heard of most often, the bread people were putting on their trays, and the bread pictured on the poster before leaving.


  Would he even be able to give this to him? It seemed unlikely they would let a regular student into a celebrity's area. Especially not if Lee Cheonghyeon did not want him there.


  Suddenly, his actions felt futile.


  Then, Lee Soohoon's gaze fell on the heavy shopping bags.


  We got first place on a music show. We even won a rookie award. You used to like any kind of award. Are you ashamed of this one?


  "......"


  Lee Soohoon hailed a taxi. He stated the university's name and leaned back against the seat as the taxi sped toward the campus.


  Lee Soohoon reached the bustling preparation area behind the stage.


  There, Lee Soohoon asked a staff member if he could see someone from spArk. When he said he was family, a man who identified himself as the manager came out.


  With no photos taken with his brother, the only thing Lee Soohoon could present was his ID card. The manager said he would check and went inside the tent.


  A few minutes later, Lee Cheonghyeon appeared. His hair was completely soaked, as if he had been sweating.


  "Let's go to the car and talk."


  Lee Cheonghyeon led the way, and Lee Soohoon silently followed. There must have been another manager, as a new person opened the car door for them. That person then stepped away, leaving only Lee Soohoon and Lee Cheonghyeon inside the mid-sized car.


  

  Lee Cheonghyeon broke the silence first.


  "Are you mad that I mentioned you, Hyung?"


  "Mentioned me?"


  As Lee Soohoon questioned him, Lee Cheonghyeon's expression hardened.


  "Right. There's no way you would've watched our performance, Hyung. I got ahead of myself."


  Lee Cheonghyeon let out a hollow laugh and sneered.


  Lee Soohoon looked at the car floor and said, "It's not that I intentionally didn't watch."


  "I know. You just have no interest at all."


  Every one of Lee Cheonghyeon's words was sharp. Their family always spoke this way.


  However, Lee Cheonghyeon rarely ever spoke like this. A bitter taste filled Lee Soohoon's mouth.


  "Just tell me why you're here. The hyungs are tired, so we have to leave soon."


  Lee Cheonghyeon pointed to the car right next to them. Through the slightly open window, he made eye contact with the other members. Lee Cheonghyeon had his back to them, so he did not seem to know what was happening behind him.


  As the window rolled back up, a particularly sharp-featured, fair-skinned handsome man caught Lee Soohoon's eye. Unlike the others who peeked out before quickly disappearing, he watched the brothers' car with a calm gaze.


  Lee Soohoon sighed. He then held out the shopping bags to Lee Cheonghyeon.


  "Take these."


  "What is this?" Lee Cheonghyeon asked without taking the bags, a clear sign of his wariness.


  "It's clothes. I missed the performance because I was buying them."


  "Why are you buying me clothes, Hyung?"


  Because you were kicked out without a single change of clothes.


  He did not say the words out loud. Lee Cheonghyeon had always been excellent at reading between the lines.


  As expected, Lee Cheonghyeon quickly understood the meaning behind the clothes.


  However, Lee Cheonghyeon became even more defensive.


  "What's the reason for suddenly doing something you never do? It's not like you want to get along now, is it?"


  Lee Cheonghyeon's words were, as always, not wrong. Lee Soohoon stared quietly at his younger brother's face. He looked at the eyes filled only with hostility, and at his own indifferent eyes reflected in them.


  Their gazes could not meet, only reflecting each other.


  Chapter 317: University Festival (4)


  "I heard the PD was abusing his power," Lee Soohoon said, breaking the silence.


  Lee Cheonghyeon's eyebrow twitched.


  "So what? Are you going to tattle to Mom and Dad like Lee Kangmyeong? Pretending to care by giving me a few clothes?" Lee Cheonghyeon snapped.


  "You're a little late, though. That guy's going to prison soon. You can't use the 'it's dangerous' excuse when he'll be completely isolated from society."


  Lee Soohoon said nothing.


  Lee Cheonghyeon also fell silent. He looked at his brother, then reached for the car door handle to leave.


  "I was worried."


  Lee Soohoon's words stopped Lee Cheonghyeon's hand just as it was about to grip the handle.


  "I heard there was an accident. They said you weren't hurt, but it couldn't have been easy for you either. So..."


  "Were you always the type to worry about things like that? Since when? Did you think I was comfortable at home?" Emotion surged out of Lee Cheonghyeon.


  "I'm sick of it. I hate Dad for meeting my members behind my back, and I hate you for suddenly acting like the eldest brother when you never have."


  "......"


  "Just ignore me like you usually do. You told me to leave, so I left. Why are you chasing me now? Am I that much of a thorn in your side?"


  "I came because I'm sorry about that."


  At Lee Soohoon's words, Lee Cheonghyeon's expression twisted with incomprehension.


  "I came because I realized you went through something terrible and couldn't even tell your family. Our whole family has lost your trust, so much that you'd assume we wouldn't even ask if you were okay."


  "...If you know that, then just act like you always have. I don't expect anything from our family anymore."


  Lee Cheonghyeon's words struck Lee Soohoon like a dagger.


  Lee Soohoon didn't want anything from his family either, but there was a vast difference between someone fine with no expectations, and someone sorrowful because they had waited so long they had nothing left to hope for.


  "You don't have to expect anything. Just let me worry about you."


  "Why? So you can find an excuse to nag me about safety again? Until I go crazy?"


  "Because at the very least, I hope nothing bad happens to you."


  Lee Soohoon was sincere. He never thought their family was close, but he didn't think they wished for each other's downfall. That complacent thought provoked Lee Cheonghyeon.


  "If you were so worried about my safety, why didn't you even come look for me when I left home?"


  "I did go out, but you were gone, so..."


  "So. You just went back inside, right?" Lee Cheonghyeon said cynically.


  "When I was running around in the mountains, my member slung a bag over his shoulder and chased after me. He ran all the way up the hiking trail. Do you think he had some grand reason back then?"


  The memory of that day was still vivid for Lee Cheonghyeon. He remembered Kim Iwol, whom he had just met, chasing him with an unreadable expression.


  "He chased after me, asking what he'd do if I got hurt. That member. He asked what would happen if I ran around recklessly in the mountains without any safety gear."


  Pent-up sorrow burst forth from such a small memory.


  "What makes our family any better than my members? You're all just waiting for me to fail so I'll give up and finally listen to you! You know the situation perfectly, so why should I accept your empty concern? Just because I grew up without love, does that mean I'm supposed to be grateful for any scrap of attention? I don't need your attention or your concern, so stop handing it out like charity!"


  Lee Cheonghyeon panted heavily, his breathing ragged. Looking at his younger brother's flushed, glaring face, Lee Soohoon lowered his gaze.


  "...You're right."


  Lee Soohoon acknowledged Lee Cheonghyeon's words. For someone who had never admitted fault in his life, this was a full confession of being wrong.


  Why is he really being like this?


  Lee Cheonghyeon thought. He had never seen this side of Lee Soohoon before, and the fact confused him.


  "The family was harsh to you."


  "......"


  "I can't package it as love, but that doesn't mean anyone wants things to go badly for you," Lee Soohoon said calmly.


  This brother really believes that. The thought crossed Lee Cheonghyeon's mind, and he crumbled.


  "Do you really think so?"


  "Of course..."


  Lee Soohoon raised his head.


  His younger brother was crying.


  "You really don't know anything, brother."


  "What are you talking about?"


  "Do you know that Lee Kangmyeong calls me a pathetic bastard?"


  He didn't know.


  But he couldn't say anything. Lee Cheonghyeon looked too grief-stricken.


  "What about him calling me a beggar bastard? He'd always ask if it was fun to live while getting cursed out online. Is that what you call concern?"


  The brothers' relationship wasn't smooth. Lee Soohoon had thought it was merely 'awkward', but Lee Cheonghyeon's resentment ran deep, especially toward his younger brother.


  "He said he wouldn't live recklessly like me. He said I was just showing off, taking all the hate, and then he sent me that video, saying I was making a fool of myself. Is that someone who's worried about me? Do you really think so?"


  Lee Soohoon was speechless. He could only watch silently as an unfathomable sorrow surged from his brother.


  "Do you think I love you and Lee Kangmyeong? I can't stand the sight of either of you!" Lee Cheonghyeon shouted. Tears dripped from his chin.


  "But still, I don't call you a tin-can blockhead or call Lee Kangmyeong a rude, ill-mannered brat."


  "......"


  "Because brothers aren't supposed to say things like that to each other. So I don't, but why..."


  Lee Cheonghyeon buried his face in his hands and cried. Lee Soohoon hesitated, wondering if he even had the right to comfort his younger brother.


  But he couldn't just watch Lee Cheonghyeon cry.


  Lee Soohoon carefully placed a hand on Lee Cheonghyeon's shoulder. He figured it couldn't be helped if he was pushed away, so he slowly patted his shoulder.


  After pouring out his suppressed anger like a different person, Lee Cheonghyeon was still gentle by nature and hurt enough to want comfort. He quietly accepted Lee Soohoon's comforting pats. He was exactly the soft-hearted younger brother Lee Soohoon knew, the one he had worried might be taken advantage of.


  "If you're really sorry, then scold Lee Kangmyeong," Lee Cheonghyeon said without lifting his head.


  "Tell him to apologize for the harsh things he said to me."


  "Okay. I'll talk to him."


  Lee Cheonghyeon only burst into loud sobs after hearing Lee Soohoon's answer. He clutched the handkerchief Lee Soohoon had given him and wept his heart out.


  

  An awkward silence remained after the tears passed. Lee Cheonghyeon fiddled with the handkerchief, looked at the floor, and asked a question.


  "Brother, do you like what you're studying now?"


  "I've never really thought about whether I like it or not."


  Since they were young, Lee Cheonghyeon had always found this side of his brother difficult. He could never tell what he was thinking, but today was a little different.


  "What about school? This was your first choice, wasn't it?"


  "I'm not sure."


  His brother looked rather... pitiful.


  "I never considered anywhere else, so I can't really say. I didn't have any other choice but here."


  "Why didn't you have a choice? With your grades."


  "Father's former teacher is here now."


  It was the first time he had heard this. Any leftover tears vanished.


  "You didn't know?"


  "Isn't it weirder to know something like that?"


  "I guess so. Anyway, Father wanted me to study under the same professor."


  Lee Soohoon's major was also chemistry. Lee Cheonghyeon asked a question, his expression hard to describe.


  "...Brother, did you decide to walk the exact same career path as Dad? Even joining the same professor's lab?"


  "It's less that I decided and more that it's just happening that way."


  "......"


  "Father has always regretted not becoming a professor."


  "Dad's dream was to be a professor?"


  "Yeah."


  "Then why did he suddenly switch to being a teacher? Don't you need a separate license for that?"


  "He said he gave up his studies and came back to Korea when he decided to marry Mother. To become a professor in Korea, you have to start as a part-time lecturer, and Mother was often away on business trips and seminars... so Father decided to take care of us. That's probably why he went back to graduate school for education."


  "I'm not curious about Mom and Dad's love story."


  Though he spoke cynically, he couldn't just ignore Lee Soohoon's story.


  He remembered coming home from academies to eat dinner prepared by either the housekeeper or his dad. He also remembered his dad coming home late to turn off the bedroom light for him, not his mom, who often came home in the early morning.


  However...


  "You're doing what Dad tells you just because of that?"


  "It's not like there's anything I desperately want to do. I probably would've been the same no matter what I did."


  Lee Soohoon's expression was still blank. That expression once made his brother seem even more difficult to approach.


  When did we stop talking to each other? I don't think we found it hard to talk when we were very young.


  Lee Soohoon looked at the now-quiet Lee Cheonghyeon and spoke.


  "That's why I couldn't understand when you said you were going to be an idol."


  "......"


  "Father didn't choose your university, and he let you play the piano instead of just studying. I wondered how you could have so many things you wanted to do. I thought, 'Isn't he already living his life doing everything he wants?'"


  Now that he understood Lee Soohoon's heart, he felt a pang of pity. In Lee Soohoon's eyes, Lee Cheonghyeon must have seemed like a true free spirit.


  "But just because I think this way, it doesn't mean you have to as well, I suppose."


  Lee Soohoon muttered the belated realization to himself. To Lee Cheonghyeon, his words only sounded sad.


  "My thoughts haven't changed. I don't think I have an obligation to fulfill Dad's dream just because he gave up on it. Gratitude and obedience are two different things."


  "Right."


  "...Brother, are you okay?" Lee Cheonghyeon asked.


  Lee Soohoon looked at Lee Cheonghyeon.


  "Are you happy living like this?"


  The worry was genuine. It was probably the same kind he had felt when he came looking for his younger brother with the shopping bag.


  "Yeah."


  Lee Soohoon smiled faintly.


  "It's not hard. You don't have to worry."


  Lee Cheonghyeon stared intently at his brother, who looked so much like their father.


  A person who liked to sit still and study, was blunt, said only what he wanted, and thought in a one-dimensional way.


  And a person whose rare, occasional smile was wonderful.


  Lee Cheonghyeon laughed dryly. Then he took the shopping bag his brother had been clutching so tightly.


  Chapter 318: An Honest Review


  Lee Cheonghyeon and Lee Soohoon stepped out of their car. The other members immediately rushed from the opposite vehicle, with Kim Iwol leading them.


  Kim Iwol noticed Lee Cheonghyeon's reddish eyes, grabbed his cheeks, and asked.


  "Did you cry?"


  He then shot a fierce glare at Lee Soohoon. Lee Cheonghyeon provoked Kim Iwol further, telling him he was about to suffer a financial loss.


  Lee Soohoon left after an awkward farewell. He claimed he was short on study time and had to hurry back, so Lee Cheonghyeon pushed his back to send him off.


  In the car back to Seoul, Lee Cheonghyeon looked into the shopping bags and grumbled for a long time.


  "None of the bread Joowoo's older sister recommended is here, is it? This guy must've just glanced at what other people were buying and copied them."


  "How would he know my size? He just sent the clothes without a receipt. I can't even exchange them now."


  "Seriously, who buys such stately dress shoes for a high school student..."


  Despite his complaints, Lee Cheonghyeon carefully placed the items back into the bags.


  It felt like a very old grudge was finally melting away.


  Lee Cheonghyeon decided he wouldn't resent Lee Soohoon anymore, even if Lee Soohoon forgot to point out Lee Kangmyeong's speech habits.


  

  ≫ 2X05XX KAIST Fancam Pics


  #spArk #spArk #Iwol #Jeho #Seongbin #Joowoo Thread continued


  └ #Cheonghyeon #Kiyeon


  └ Jjae-i, these pictures are legendary too ㅠㅠㅠ


  └ Thank you, thank you for sharing... Do you have any plans for a photo exhibition by any chance? ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ


  ≫ spArk In-Person Review (Proof included)


  This is a review from someone in about the 3rd row. I went to a friend's school festival and had to save seats, so I was there before sunset. First off, this was my first time seeing spArk. I didn't know who was who. I just looked up their profile on Green Window to write this review. Jeho was the most amazing, lol. When he's on stage, you can't see anyone else. He's a damn good dancer, and Cheonghyeon is ridiculously handsome... Why isn't he famous yet? With a face like that, there's no way he shouldn't be.


  Has word not gotten out to the non-fans yet?


  Their talking segments were good too. The guys seemed to have prepared a lot. They hosted well and sang about six songs. I haven't been to many university festivals and don't really watch performances, so I didn't know, but is six songs a lot? The singers after them all did two or three songs and filled the rest of the time with talk, so I realized spArk sang a lot. The guys are seriously handsome and super tall. My neck hurt a bit from looking up, but maybe it's because it was my first time seeing idols this close. They were on another level. They can sing well too. I don't know spArk, but they sang New World, so I sang along to that at least. It felt like a real event, which was nice, lol. I have just one complaint. There was nothing to eat. I wish they had more food trucks.


  └ Lee Cheonghyeon has already conquered the male idol scene with his face lol


  └


  └ Oh for real? Well, it would've been weirder if he was still unknown.


  └ Ah, I'm so jealous ㅠㅠ It was spArk's first university festival.


  └ Really?? They were so good.


  └ They've done some local events, but yeah, this was their first university festival.


  └ The complaint has nothing to do with spArk though lolololol


  ≫ The idol whose brother is a KAIST student.zip


  spArk's Cheonghyeon went to the festival and greeted everyone, asking them to take good care of his brother lol


  + He also prepared for a gifted high school.


  └ Looks like it's a family of elites lololol


  └ Lee Cheonghyeon got 2nd place on that quiz program lol


  └ The kid who was preparing for a gifted high school got 2nd...?


  └ Couldn't be helped... his opponent was a regular admission fighter from S University.


  └ It's tough to become an idol these days.


  └ No, no, the family feud is what's tough. The two of them are on Gal-team lolol


  ≫ Isn't this the summary of spArk at KAIST today?


  Flatts: Oh, Magic Iwol Conch!!! Will Hanwha win?!?!


  Iwol Conch: NO.


  └ Please lol ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ


  └ lolololol


  └ But it seems the Flames have quite a bit of recognition among non-fans too, seeing comments like that.


  └ It's because Iwol has basically devoured the short-form video scene...


  └ A man who put down roots everywhere even before being chosen by the algorithm...


  I couldn't laugh at the last comment. Seeing myself everywhere was truly terrible.


  Do Younghwan popped up in the office worker algorithm. Kim Iwol screaming at the 'Worry-Sharing Session' appeared in the cyber-speech flow. A rookie idol named Kim who stuck a straw in a soju bottle showed up in compilations of heavy drinkers.


  It was now impossible for Kim Iwol not to appear, no matter the algorithm. His face was so well-known that a document warehouse was unnecessary.


  I turned off my phone, wanting to escape the suffocating reality. In the living room, Park Joowoo and Kang Kiyeon sat stubbornly on the floor watching a famous interview program, even though it was nearly bedtime.


  Hm?


  I only meant to grab some water and go to my room, but the interviewee's face looked familiar. Gu Jahan was on TV.


  "Why are you guys watching this?"


  "We were flipping through channels for something interesting, and he came on," Kang Kiyeon answered.


  So you're watching this now because you find it interesting?


  "He's starting a new project..."


  Park Joowoo added. He had deliberated over the script late last year, so it seemed he was slowly starting promotions.


  『You've been playing leading roles until now, but I hear you've taken on a supporting role for the first time in a while.』


  『Yes. I'm approaching it with the mindset of learning all over again from the beginning.』


  His posture remained arrogant, but his words were polite. I sat on the empty end of the sofa. He spoke about his acting philosophy and improving his craft. He seemed to have escaped his narcissism.


  『Above all, Iwol's help was immense.』


  I was looking for the remote when I heard my name from the speakers. I thought I must have misheard.


  『Iwol is the one who played the role of Do Younghwan in 'In My Office', right?』


  『That's right. Have you seen it, by any chance?』


  『I haven't seen the whole drama, but I saw clips of it, and you were hilarious.』


  『It was a unique role. We laughed a lot on set, too.』


  But it wasn't my imagination. My hearing was fine. The subtitles plastered my face and name in huge letters.


  "Seongbin, they're talking about Iwol on TV...!"


  "Really?"


  Jeong Seongbin came out of his room, pausing his assignment after hearing the friendly mention.


  You guys are idols. Is it that amazing to see me on TV? It's not even me appearing, just a mention.


  『Iwol also gave me a lot of advice in choosing this project.』


  『It seems you two discuss projects a lot?』


  『I'm the one who usually asks for his advice. He's probably annoyed with me, I contact him so much.』


  Gu Jahan said playfully.


  This dirty, cheap showman. How dare he deceive the public in front of a camera?


  "Hyung, were you that close with Gu Jahan...?"


  "He sent you a birthday present, didn't he? But I didn't realize you were close enough for him to talk like that."


  See? Someone's already been fooled.


  The righteous Kim Iwol will not forgive you. I'm going to pretend I don't see the comments asking, 'Are you close with Gu Jahan?' Not that I haven't been doing that already.


  『Does Iwol have a good eye for things?』


  『He has great insight. A broad perspective. Sometimes it feels like I'm talking to someone my own age.』


  『What's the age difference between Iwol and you, Jahan?』


  『Over ten years.』


  『Normally, wouldn't you be the one giving advice in that situation, Jahan?』


  『I realized that's not the case. Since then, I haven't hesitated to listen to his advice.』


  『It seems there must have been some changes in your acting world as well, Gu Jahan.』


  『I'm not sure about that yet, but our CEO seems to like it.』


  The people on screen laughed harmoniously. I was the only one sitting like a robot, as if someone had stolen all my laughter.


  Don't mention me unless you're promoting spArk! I might just look up that coat's price and send it back as a gift certificate!


  As if my indignation had reached him, Gu Jahan dutifully mentioned spArk.


  『He's also in charge of producing for his team. When I listen to Iwol talk, I think, 'Ah, the team this guy is in charge of will do well too.'』


  『Is that so?』


  『Because he's capable. Most importantly, he doesn't make choices that lead to failure. I think Iwol's strength is making the best possible choice in any given moment.』


  『That's high praise. If Iwol is watching, he must be pleased.』


  『He's probably not watching, don't you think? He's the type of guy who lives his days as if they were 48 hours long. It'd be a relief if he isn't organizing some kind of meeting materials again.』


  The trio sitting on the floor nodded.


  I wanted him to promote spArk, and all he does is talk about useless things.


  To shut that man's mouth, we need a comeback as soon as possible. Then I can tell him to promote spArk's comeback instead of spouting nonsense.


  


  There are modifiers like 'The sound of summer, ○○○,' or 'The icon of winter, ○○○.'


  This strategy creates an imprinting effect by consistently releasing music in a specific season. The competition for these modifiers becomes fiercer in summer and winter, which have strong seasonal identities.


  Spring is advantageous for singers who release love songs or ballads. Its fresh atmosphere and the pink feel of cherry blossoms leave a unique impression that other seasons can't match.


  That's why spArk decided to target an empty house. They chose May, a month when everyone is busy with events but no one is making a comeback.


  In fact, a comeback during this season was a policy we established last year.


  It was the season transitioning from spring to summer, where the last spring breeze and strengthening sunlight coexisted.


  It was a time when people moved from looking at flowers on land toward the water.


  Isn't it perfect for capturing refreshing visuals?


  The visuals for 『With List』 were incredible, too.


  It was a splendid month with many holidays, full of fond memories with family and events everywhere. spArk planned to monopolize this May.


  "Wow, Jeho, you really look like a character straight out of an 'Earth's Doom' game!"


  ...Although the concept is somewhat less than peaceful.


  Choi Jeho took off his gas mask. We huddled in front of the monitor to check the shots, which looked like a game's art wallpaper. The dusty air quality seemed to transmit through the screen.


  "Please wait, Sparkler. A not-so-green May is coming..."


  Chapter 319: First Batter (1)


  The first double title track release brought a series of new challenges. We had twice as much to prepare and three times as much to do. It was a painful time for everyone.


  But pleasure comes after pain. spArk's comeback proceeded right on schedule. The group chat buzzed constantly as the manager shared our schedule.


  That's a relief. We spent a ton of money this time, so at least we won't be in the red. Though, 'a ton' is relative to what we'd spent before.


  I nearly overloaded memorizing two choreographies in such a short time, but I overcame it. My two teachers took turns marking me closely. A teacher's grace is truly as high as the heavens. I almost bought them carnations on Teacher's Day but held back.


  The highlight medley is out, and they said the teaser comes out tonight.


  I felt like I had completely said goodbye to last-minute comebacks. This was the environment I wanted. Work should have planning, capital, manpower, and time!


  I checked the schedule with satisfaction and noticed Park Joowoo sprawled in a corner of the practice room. We had been working him out intensely for the athlete concept. Perhaps because of that, Park Joowoo's stamina had been dropping even as his muscles grew.


  "Hyung."


  "Yeah. What's up?"


  "I don't think I'm gonna make it to the finals..."


  Park Joowoo was talking nonsense. I offered some kind encouragement.


  "You can do it, Joowoo."


  "Really...?"


  "Of course. We don't have many members. If you're not there, we'll be disqualified."


  "That would be a problem..."


  To his credit, Park Joowoo wiped his sweat and stood up bravely. So proud, so proud.


  "By that logic, aren't we already disqualified? Baseball is played with nine people."


  Kang Kiyeon threw a wet blanket on the situation while I was encouraging Park Joowoo.


  "I'll... bat twice..."


  "No. We can just tell Choi Jeho to bat three times."


  "Is offense all that matters? Who's gonna play defense?"


  Even Choi Jeho chimed in, questioning the realism of it all.


  You guys have no romance, you S types. From today on, I'm a firm believer in MBTI.


  

  Baek Haewon couldn't stay still from 5 o'clock. The teaser would come out at 6, but her heart had been pounding since she woke up.


  ≫ Been waiting for 6 o'clock for 180 million years


  Time just wouldn't pass. She posted on social media and replayed the highlight medley for an hour, but nothing could calm her trembling heart.


  And for good reason...


  An athlete concept for refreshing idols is a total cheat code!


  The highlight medley's image was designed like a baseball's stitches, and it even had dirt smudges in the corner!


  Please let there be slim-fit or skinny pants, long socks, spandex uniforms...


  Baek Haewon spent the remaining time praying fervently.


  As if in answer, the spArk channel sent a notification.


  ≫ spArk spArk 'On A High Note(OAHN)' Official Teaser


  The teaser's main focus was Kang Kiyeon. His face, shadowed by leaves as he looked up slightly, was impressive. The teaser was also a generous fifty seconds long.


  Let's go, youth sports drama.


  Baek Haewon clicked the thumbnail excitedly.


  The sounds of murmuring people and a large drum blended into the background audio.


  Kang Kiyeon walked through a stadium tunnel and paused at the light spilling from the exit. Five fingers tapped his back as they brushed past.


  Is Kiyeon the main focus?


  Each album didn't have a designated main member, but some always received a particular focus. This time, it seemed to be Kang Kiyeon.


  The moment Kang Kiyeon stepped into the sun-drenched stadium.


  The screen switched to a wide shot of the grassy baseball field and a group dance scene. The members wore various baseball uniforms. The long socks Baek Haewon had prayed for were wrapped tightly around their calves.


  Kang Kiyeon and Jeong Seongbin stood at the center of the formation. They adjusted their helmets and smiled coolly. The sound of an aluminum bat hitting a ball echoed in Baek Haewon's mind. PING, PING.


  Kang Kiyeon, who told you to roll up your t-shirt sleeves! Who told you to expose your shoulders and bare skin under the natural light like that! Seongbin, you're the older one, you should be keeping your younger brother in check, not wearing a wristband! Don't you know that if the wristbands on each wrist are different colors, the fangirls will find some meaning in it no matter what?


  Before she could even see the other members, the background changed again to the locker room.


  Choi Jeho sat on a chair, took off his catcher's mitt, and shook his head with his eyes closed. Unlike the other members, a 'C' was written on his uniform's chest. The moment her eyes met Choi Jeho's, Baek Haewon held her breath.


  He was a primitive wild man in 'Uninhabited Rest Stop'. It seems the dignity of the imperial family never truly disappears.


  The screen switched from the group dance back to the baseball field. In what felt like a three-second clip, Baek Haewon didn't miss Kim Iwol's skin shining brighter under the natural light, Park Joowoo's brilliant dark gray eyes, and Lee Cheonghyeon's even longer-looking legs.


  Kang Kiyeon grabbed a rosin bag and dusted his hands with powder.


  Kang Kiyeon faced the blowing wind and blew the rosin from his hands. HOO.


  『End』


  Baek Haewon slammed her desk.


  "If the boys are gonna start playing baseball, you have to show us until the bottom of the 9th inning!"


  Baek Haewon was indignant at UA's lack of business ethics, but she was also incredibly happy. This meant she loved the teaser.


  

  The number of articles about the comeback also showed our level of recognition.


  Unlike my debut, when I had to write the press releases myself, actual reporters were now writing articles even though only the teaser was out.


  [☆] spArk, the Symbol of Refreshment, Returns


  Already the symbol of refreshment? That feels a bit undeserved.


  And we haven't gone that far away. We were pretty refreshing during our "What I Want to Say" era too. Was the problem making Choi Jeho a chained ghost? I gave him a good role this time, so it should be fine, right?


  While Jeong Seongbin checked my smartwatch records, I kept racking my brain. Having more to do didn't mean I could forget what was important.


  I had to keep reminding myself. The current KPI was to safely return to my main profession and hold a solo concert. As the SYSTEM said, if I didn't prioritize my main job, I could run into difficulties.


  I can't let my guard down.


  I slowly regulated my breathing. Jeong Seongbin finished checking my heart rate and gave me an okay sign.


  "Alright, let's practice again!"


  At my words, the resting guys gathered one by one.


  As I had ordered, the choreography's difficulty was raised significantly. I never thought spArk's performances were easy, but this time the exertion far surpassed previous levels.


  Thanks to that, everyone's jawlines grew sharper by the day, even though we all increased our food intake. It was pitiful just to watch.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, in particular, was completely drained. I don't know what he resolved to do, but he repeatedly tore apart and reassembled the song until the last minute. His ability to memorize the choreography in that state was simply amazing.


  "Are you okay?"


  It was so bad that even Choi Jeho asked how he was doing, which said it all. Lee Cheonghyeon smiled. His face was gaunt but possessed a mature vibe beyond his years.


  Sparkler, I think I finally understand what 'poignant beauty' means now.


  "If we finish this promotion well, maybe I'll suggest to the company that we all go on a group vacation."


  He loved group activities, so I casually threw it out there. Lee Cheonghyeon took the bait hook, line, and sinker.


  "A vacation? All together?"


  "We can go separately too. It's not mandatory. The most important thing is to rest when you can."


  "No, no. I like group vacations. What about you guys? Kang-geon?"


  At the mention of having fun, Lee Cheonghyeon regained his vitality like the dot bean I had last squeezed the water out of.


  "Let's go play in the water. Isn't it the off-season around the time promotions end? Oh my gosh, I'm already so excited!"


  Jeong Seongbin barely managed to calm down the bouncing Lee Cheonghyeon.


  I guess I'll have to submit a corporate card request form during the last week of promotions.


  

  The 'On A High Note' music video opened with Kang Kiyeon transferring to an unfamiliar school.


  Kang Kiyeon did not adapt easily to the new environment and remained an outsider.


  As Kang Kiyeon walked home alone, Choi Jeho stopped him by pulling his bag strap from behind. Park Joowoo appeared next, resting an arm on Choi Jeho's shoulder and watching Kang Kiyeon with interest.


  Kang Kiyeon's voice flowed with the beat.


  『Taking on a challenge is scary』


  In a summer uniform, Kang Kiyeon stepped onto the mound and threw a ball.


  The camera captured Jeong Seongbin standing with his arms crossed, Lee Cheonghyeon leaning against a wall with a bat, and Kim Iwol lying on a bench, turning his head slightly to watch Kang Kiyeon.


  『Maybe because it's the first time, I keep hesitating』


  The fresh atmosphere and bright visuals matched the high-pitched melody perfectly.


  『But the reason I can't stop』


  『Is because this moment is fun』


  Kim Iwol's clean voice and Jeong Seongbin's untainted voice filled the song in turn.


  Dressed in matching white uniforms, the members' choreography was cheerful and energetic.


  They bobbed their heads and stepped to the music's changes. A sense of ease came through despite their perfect synchronization.


  The screen was color-corrected to be almost excessively bright. Lee Cheonghyeon's light pink hair stood out vividly. The baseball cleats hit the beat with razor-sharp precision, clearly defined against the field's green grass.


  『The beginning is hard』


  Kang Kiyeon slowly began to blend in with the members. He impressed the strict vice-captain Jeong Seongbin by getting him water. He also roused a demotivated Kim Iwol and dragged him to the field to practice.


  『It feels like running on an unknown road』


  Choi Jeho took in Kang Kiyeon's every action. Choi Jeho's part played in time with the scene.


  Kim Iwol and Park Joowoo then sang short lines one after another.


  『But the reason I keep climbing endlessly』


  『Is because this memory is precious』


  The members practiced while getting covered in dirt, and the tournament bracket showed them advancing one step at a time. This was what made spArk's 『Heart Pound』.


  While Park Joowoo and Kim Iwol's part played, Choi Jeho, who had been contemplating in the locker room, took off his catcher's mitt with a firm decision.


  Soon after, the shot of Kang Kiyeon's back from the teaser's beginning appeared.


  Quick shots followed. His teammates patted Kang Kiyeon's back in support. Empowered, Kang Kiyeon's feet stepped onto the field. The sun blazed hotly overhead.


  Lee Cheonghyeon's refreshing voice poured over the drums, which split the beat into fine pieces. It was like being doused in carbonated water.


  『Run until I can fly, until my ragged breath reaches my chin, until my whole body is soaked and rises』


  Paper confetti for the opening ceremony scattered from the sky. One-shots of the members, who had successfully made it to the finals, passed by one by one.


  The fast beat and rhythmical accompaniment sounded like a cheering song, creating the feeling of watching a huge match.


  『Under the blue sky and the floating clouds』


  『Shout, loudly』


  Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo passed the lyrics back and forth like flowing water, heading toward the song's climax.


  Kang Kiyeon stood on the mound, the most prominent spot on the field. Behind him, the members held their defensive positions.


  A ball flew straight at Kang Kiyeon, and he caught it, his eyes shining.


  Choi Jeho put on his catcher's mitt and got into position.


  Kang Kiyeon touched the rosin bag, finished his preparations, and gripped the ball. Dust rose from under his feet.


  『Play ball!』


  Kang Kiyeon took his stance and threw the ball quickly. A close-up showed his refreshing smile.


  The scene then changed to the scoreboard, which showed they hadn't given up a single run. A polished whistle, sounding like it was part of the original track, rang out with the chorus.


  The members' joyful expressions were captured in slow motion. Confetti, rosin powder, and the members rushing toward Kang Kiyeon once again covered the settled dust on the field.


  As the video neared its end, Kang Kiyeon sat on his bed in a dark room and sent a message.


  Me [Hyung]
[Why did you choose me as the starting pitcher?]


  The song's instrumental played softly in the background.


  Captain [Because you're good at baseball.]


  Kang Kiyeon couldn't look away from the screen.


  As the camera pulled away, it revealed packed luggage for the expedition, an old uniform hanging on the wall, and old posters on the wall.


  Finally, when the camera was far away, only the dark room and a small, bright light remained on the screen. The objects inside were too dark to identify.


  『End』


  The text signaled the end, and the music video finally concluded.


  Chapter 320: First Batter (2)


  ≫ UA, you atrocious bastards


  You give us Choi Jeho as the captain for a sports concept? The oldest member, Choi Jeho?


  I can't stand for this. I'm going to sue.


  └ Describe the feelings of a Sparkler when they saw the 'C' on his uniform, thought 'No way, is he the captain...?', and then realized it was true. (113 points)


  └ Jeho was always the oldest member anyway.


  └ What about... Iwol, the celestial eldest brother?


  └ I don't know what you mean, but I get it, so it's funny.


  └ As a newbie who became a fan because of the Deserted Rest Island, I'm so confused...


  ≫ Last time we got Serenity Cheonghyeon, and I did pray for a Rose Quartz Cheonghyeon to come out, but


  I never thought he'd actually arrive. I'm sorry for being a greedy otaku, but this is seriously awesome. Cheonghyeon, you're the best.


  └ In the teaser, Burgundy Jeho was the biggest shock, but after watching the music video... I can't forget the spring cherry blossom Cheonghyeon...


  └ Why go to a cherry blossom festival when you can just watch Lee Cheonghyeon in the OAHN music video?


  ≫ Seongbin, congratulations on escaping the leader position.


  Even though you're the vice-captain, this is how you distance yourself from power, one step at a time. I'm cheering for your retirement, but not your retirement as an idol, got it???


  └ Isn't it funny how the members all got roles that are strangely the opposite of their personalities this time? lol


  └ I somehow managed to hold it in for super-friendly Joowoo and rebellious Cheonghyeon, but I failed to hold back my laughter when I saw lazy grasshopper Iwol. lol


  └ This is the first music video I've seen where Iwol is lazing around so much.


  ≫ Am I the only one who can't get over the fit of their pants?


  Photo1.png Photo2.png Photo3.png Photo4.png Photo5.png Photo6.png Let's all look together. Guess whose legs these are. The prize is a chance to become a spArk fan.


  └ Wow, what's with them? Are they all eight-foot-tall spirits?


  └ So baseball was a beautiful sport...


  └ Why is the prize a chance to become a fan? lol


  └ But I get it. If I saw those legs, I'd become a fan too.


  └└ So, OP, did you become a fan?


  └└└ I've been a fan since their debut.


  └└└└ Sorry, I see you have an unwavering taste.


  └└└└└ lololol Are you two even having a conversation? T_T


  └ I'm being serious right now, who's number 3? Isn't he an actual athlete, not an idol?


  └└ That's Jeho, the team's center! He's a fitness fanatic who can do the StairMaster for an hour ^^ And he can lift a log by himself.


  └└└ What's with the sudden log? lol


  └ Everyone's thighs... oof...


  └ I have a lot to say, but I'm holding back because I feel like I'll get banned.


  └ This is urgent, who's number 4?


  └└ That's Kiyeon, the team's youngest!!!


  └└└ How can the youngest have such a gift?


  ≫ I think spArk's new song is good for easy listening.


  It's not super easy-listening, but it feels like the kind of song that will pop into your head often?


  └ If I had to say, I'm not a huge fan of this one..... I think it feels too similar to their previous songs.


  └ For a sports fan, songs with this vibe are precious and great T_T There aren't many songs that give off this summer+youth+uplifting feeling T_T


  └ To the person above, listen to all the title tracks and B-sides from spArk's 1st and 2nd albums! You'll probably find a lot that suits your taste.


  New posts flooded the page with every refresh. I diligently read through them, feeling proud.


  "That's cheap, monitoring all by yourself."


  "Our Cheonghyeon, are you sure your mental state won't shatter if you see malicious comments?"


  ≫ Shouldn't you avoid looking at those things too, Hyung?


  "I'm just kidding. We don't have many malicious comments."


  After the incident with Kang Kiyeon's deleted hate-comment file and the counseling session, I created my own guidelines. These included not entering communities with too many hateful posts and ignoring accounts dedicated to continuous slander.


  Perhaps because of that, the number of gut-punching, aggressive posts decreased greatly. I had already learned a seven-year lesson on negative feedback all at once, so I decided not to take on any more.


  "Kiyeon, I think we chose a great protagonist for our music video."


  I shared my findings with the one person forbidden from monitoring, yet more curious about the reactions than anyone.


  ≫ I think spArk chose their center well for this music video.


  He's a perfect match for the concept.


  └ Kiyeon's face is so intriguing... He looks sharp as a blade, but there's a boy inside.


  └ Since he's in the center so often, you can really feel how well he dances.


  ≫...TheCrowThatCriesWheneverKiyeonIsGreat


  CAW!!! CAW!! CAWAAAAAAK!!!!


  └ Amazing. You've been doing this every 5 minutes.


  └ At this point, won't your account get suspended because they think you've been hacked? T_T


  ≫ Kiyeon's ability to pull off the concept for this title track is insane.


  From the uniform to the summer school uniform and the sleeveless shirt, there's nothing that doesn't suit him. His personal color is definitely 'summer boy'.


  └ Our boy's personal color is... summer...?


  └ Sparklers getting flustered over the weirdest things.


  Kang Kiyeon cleared his throat and turned away. He was clearly embarrassed by the praise.


  A few speculative posts were added to the mix.


  ≫ I just found out that OAHN could also mean 'own a home now'.


  Is it too much of a stretch to think this 'home' is home plate?


  └ When you're dealing with Kim Iwol, you never know where or what kind of easter eggs he might have scattered.


  └ But I think that's right?? People usually just call home base 'home'.


  ≫ There's the expression 'end on a high note'.


  Considering 'End' appears at the end of the OAHN music video, maybe the titles are connected?


  ≫ End could be the story after their high school baseball careers are over.


  If none of them are playing baseball, I'm going to cry.


  └ I won't accept any ending other than all six of them making the national team... I'm going to protest in front of UA.


  Thanks to them, it was fun to imagine how the atmosphere would change when the next teaser dropped. Of course, that was only possible if the next release turned out well.


  The earliest schedule is the radio show, and starting next week, there are music shows, fan signs, and subbing in for the worry-sharing session, and what else was there...


  As promotions drew closer, the monthly schedule became packed. Our variety show appearances were mostly outlined, but requests for substitutions and additional appearances kept coming. It felt like forcing more books onto an already full bookshelf.


  Usually, things quiet down after a project's announcement, but in the idol world, the announcement is just the beginning. It has been over a year since our debut, and I still haven't quite adapted.


  In this state, will I be able to handle all the issues that are bound to come up?


  I had learned that trying to solve every problem by myself was just stubbornness. Now seemed like the right time to ask for help.


  The most trustworthy person in spArk was Jeong Seongbin. I had already considered including Jeong Seongbin to prepare for Choi Jeho's injury, but...


  "Everyone, I have one announcement to make before we resume practice!"


  Watching Jeong Seongbin gather the members the moment break ended, I abandoned that plan. I couldn't add another burden to someone already so busy.


  Manager Chanyoung was busy, and Jukyung was even busier. If Manager Daeyeon wasn't still in his adjustment period, I might have asked him.


  No matter how much I thought, I couldn't find a suitable person. If only Assistant Manager Hwang or Chief Song were here... No. If Chief Song came, we would become a co-ed group.


  Anyway, there was no time to worry about adapting. I was busy even after regressing. Maybe I was just born to be overworked.


  I wrote 'Devise a plan' in my diary and stood up.


  

  An idol's rise and fall depended on their concept. At least, that was what Won Chaehee thought. So many groups had ruined their careers with ridiculous concepts. A group Won Chaehee once liked had adopted a nonsensical celebrity concept, which made her lose all affection for them.


  At least, spArk had never had that issue. spArk perfectly picked and chose only what suited them. They offered some variation with songs like 『MISSION』 or 『Winter Night』, but the framework was similar. All their songs shared the keyword 'youth'.


  Perhaps that was why, while their new song 『On A High Note』 was good as always...


  The music video concept is a bit disappointing.


  ...as an elder in the stagnant waters of the idol scene, Won Chaehee felt a little disappointed.


  Seeing one's own idols do a sports concept was always special, but the market had already seen countless sports like basketball, soccer, and American football. Even spArk themselves had performed with a volleyball concept on IDC.


  Moreover, theories already circulated among fans that the other title track, 『End』, connected to the previously released song. This situation made it highly likely that 『End』 would also be a youth sports story.


  She wished they had changed things up more, like with the agent concept during 『MISSION』. Perhaps her high expectations just led to disappointment.


  With these faces, physiques, and skills, wasn't it a waste to only do youth concepts? She knew high school days didn't come back, and once a group crossed over to a more mature route, it wasn't easy to attempt a youth concept again.


  Still, the one who loves more always loses. Won Chaehee tried hard not to forget that while being a fan. So many fans had been hurt by being the only one who was serious.


  She had used her precious vacation time to travel all the way to an event in Daejeon, so she had done her part.


  I'll just like them as much as I can and not expect anything more from idols than their main job.


  From the moment she decided to stan spArk, Won Chaehee had stuck to this principle, aside from bashing the agency when it did something stupid.


  So, she could overlook a repetitive concept. If things got bad, someone at UA would see a post about fans getting tired and find a way to improve it. Sadly, that someone would most likely be Kim Iwol.


  Well... just because a teaser is out, do I have to watch it right on time? she thought, but it wasn't like she had anything else to do.


  My life is just work and being a fan. Is that okay?


  After a moment, Won Chaehee concluded it was all pointless and opened the newly uploaded teaser.


  A sound like a sandstorm, the kind heard in a desert movie, came from her phone.


  The screen grew hazy with sand, as if she had just returned from an outing on a day with heavy yellow dust. A figure soon appeared, pushing through a massive sandstorm.


  Chapter 321: Second Batter


  A man in a spacesuit-like helmet stopped among collapsed buildings and brown-tinged streets. He opened a worn-out bag and took out a folded piece of paper.


  He unfolded the tattered paper, revealing the words 'National Expressway Map' in a corner.


  The man's gloved hand wiped the helmet's visor, showing Choi Jeho's eyes. A low voice settled on the ground like old dust.


  The sun is setting.


  Choi Jeho glanced between the paper and a half-broken signpost in front of him. Nothing was visible above the signpost.


  As Choi Jeho looked around with an annoyed expression, a device on his waist flashed orange. He turned and saw a sandstorm rolling in from the distance. The wind whipped at the hem of Choi Jeho's clothes like a scene from a movie.


  Wherever I go, all that remains are empty cities, eternal silence, and the traces of people.


  Kang Kiyeon's voice amplified the dry, gritty feeling, blending perfectly with the scene.


  A hand reached from the smoke and grabbed Choi Jeho's elbow as he hastily clutched the map. Only a motorcycle glove was visible.


  Not knowing who led him, Choi Jeho trusted the silhouette and the strong grip, plunging into the smoke with them.


  If only I could be swept up in a crowd and rest for just one day.


  A solo shot of Choi Jeho, perched in a narrow, junk-filled space, flashed by.


  The screen returned to the smoke, showing Choi Jeho arriving at an underground bunker. A massive steel door closed behind him.


  Kang Kiyeon removed his gas mask and gloves, then dusted off his hair with his bare hands. He used an air compressor near the entrance to meticulously blow dust off himself and Choi Jeho.


  The narrow space widened as they walked deeper inside. They opened an inner door, revealing a small, rectangular hideout.


  Park Joowoo, wearing a tattered long-sleeved shirt while organizing groceries, and Jeong Seongbin, in worn-out overalls inspecting materials, both looked toward the unfamiliar outsider.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, waking from under a pile of cloth, and Kim Iwol, reading a thick book through cracked glasses, did the same.


  When the gauge glowed red, the six boys ate preserved food stockpiled in the bunker. They dreamed of a better world that might still exist, guided by the map and explanations Choi Jeho brought.


  If only I weren't alone, if all the stars were my friends.


  Lying among the sleeping members, Park Joowoo opened his eyes. A star chart painted on the bunker's ceiling reflected in his deep, unreadable eyes.


  The camera zoomed in on one of the countless stars. It transitioned to a shot of Kim Iwol confined in a small space, making it seem he was inside the star.


  Sitting on a wooden ladder surrounded by tall stacks of books, Kim Iwol looked intellectual and noble.


  The solo cuts clearly tried to highlight each member's unique traits while keeping the color palette consistent with the dramatic scenes.


  Inside the narrow library, which seemed full of the smell of books, Kim Iwol looked up at the sky. The next part represented Kim Iwol's feelings.


  Until the very, very end, searching for a new place, for hope.


  The day the gauge turned green for the first time since Choi Jeho arrived, the members put on their worn protective suits and ran outside.


  They dashed into the forest, heading for a place far from civilization, a place untouched by the city.


  Beyond the forest lay a vast ocean.


  Embarking on an endless journey.


  Facing the night sea, the members removed their protective gear one by one. With clumsy hands, Choi Jeho carefully unzipped his work suit.


  Choi Jeho took off his helmet. The sound of the waves, previously unheard, rushed in with the music.


  The waves seemed to be captured in Choi Jeho's gaze. His mature expressiveness, even more so than in his senior's music video, drew Won Chaehee in deeper.


  Lee Cheonghyeon found a lighter on the beach, checked if it had fuel, and lit a small Sparkler.


  Park Joowoo took the crackling Sparkler to the water's edge and watched its sparks reflect on the surface.


  Jeong Seongbin sat beside him, twirling his wrist to watch the trails of light left by the sparks.


  Choi Jeho sat next to Kim Iwol, who was lying with his head on a log, eyes closed, enjoying the sea breeze. Choi Jeho then watched his friends play, tossing a deflated ball back and forth.


  Lee Cheonghyeon waved and shouted something. At his call, Kim Iwol brushed himself off and stood up.


  Choi Jeho remained motionless, so Kang Kiyeon extended a hand to him.


  Happy days in this harsh environment grew increasingly rare.


  Food dwindled. The gauge glowed only red, making day and night meaningless.


  Sometimes, news flowed from a radio that only worked when tapped on its corner.


  They would watch the fleeting news about the dying world with a bittersweet feeling, or stroke the junk they had collected, finding their peace.


  Lying side by side in the narrow bunker just before sleep, Choi Jeho asked Kang Kiyeon a question. The music drowned out his words.


  Kang Kiyeon simply smiled in response.


  The next day, the gauge glowed green for the first time in a long while.


  Just like that early summer night, the members threw off their protective gear and ran along the beach as the sun began to set.


  They dipped their feet into the ocean for the first time and shouted at the top of their lungs. Sand flew everywhere each time they jumped.


  A calm melody, contrasting their bright faces, played with Jeong Seongbin's voice.


  However, if the end truly comes.


  Rain began to fall on them as they played. It was a downpour on a clear day.


  Raindrops hit the murky, jade-colored water, glittering like crystals in the sunlight.


  The sea looked as if it were carved from a giant jewel. The boundaries between the sky, rain, and waves blurred together.


  I'll remain here in the desert and watch the sun set.


  A drenched Kang Kiyeon shook the rainwater from his hair. He then took Choi Jeho's damp hand and pulled him along.


  In the distance, the other members gestured toward the two of them.


  The sea of sand where the sunset falls.


  On the walkie-talkie of Choi Jeho's discarded work suit, a green light flickered faintly and repeatedly. It was the last light seen before the screen faded to black.


  On A High Note


  A story came to a beautiful end.


  

  spArk's first post-apocalyptic music video was revolutionary in many ways.


  ≫ The last shred of humanity in a world destroyed by humans?


  How can you not cry after watching this


  └ I said I wanted cyberpunk, not my life gauge getting punctured, sir


  └ I knew it was a full album and you guys went all out, but you ground your teeth so hard I'm not sure you have any left.


  ≫ How dare they show us a music video like this and title it >>Let's end things on a high note<<.


  I can't forgive them, I'm gonna sue


  └ It's good but it's sad... I'm happy but I'm crying..... what is wrong with my heart?


  └ Was the dirt-stained baseball background on the highlight medley for this?


  └ Ah please no


  └ ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠpleaseㅠㅠㅠ


  ≫ Aaaand~ cut~~ Great work, everyone~ Now let's all go get something to eat~~ Kiyeon's emotional acting was so good~ Don't forget to grab your coffees and check if you left any belongings behind~~~


  └ OP, are you crying?


  └


  └ ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ


  └ LOL sobㅠㅠㅠ Ah, it doesn't feel like someone else's problem, I'm basically that ugly-crying meme right now.


  ≫ Tell me they're not dead. Tell me they all held on and happily greeted Earth Peace Day.


  └ Couldn't it be interpreted as a happy ending... The walkie-talkie light didn't turn red... and there was a rainbow...


  └ Since ancient times, rainbows have symbolized long life. There's no basis for it, but it's true anyway.


  └ Sparkler, starting today, I'm campaigning for diligent recycling. I can't let our boys have a future where Earth is destroyed.


  ≫ Wow, more people think it's a sad ending than I expected. I thought it was a clear-cut happy ending. The cause of the apocalypse was pollution and fine dust, but it rained all over the world.


  └ Right, I think it's a happy ending tooㅠㅠㅠ


  ≫ Is it true that Iwol planned the concepts for this MV (not that he ever doesn't)? The part in OAHN where Jeho brings Kiyeon in was inspired by how Kiyeon came to UAA after seeing Jeho.


  └ I finally learned what they mean by 'an educated pervert is scary' thanks to Iwol.


  └ So in 'End', when Kiyeon brings Jeho to the bunker, it's just the narrative reversed, right? Asking in case there's some behind-the-scenes story I don't know.


  └ Reversing the narrative is right, yeah, but apparently, when they were trainees, Kiyeon always wanted to be with Jeho during group practices. Neither of these stories were shown in official content or videos, but they were important to spArk's formation, so they were recorded in a different way.


  └ Then the muted question in 'End' must be 'Why did you bring me?', since it's the same narrative with the characters swapped.


  └└ This has to be it.


  ≫ [Summary Post] Role Breakdown for spArk's 'End' MV


  Some of this is compiled from other sources, so it might not be perfectly accurate, but I picked the ones that seemed most plausible + got a lot of likes!


  There's too much foreshadowing and too many Easter eggs... I'll make a separate post for those!


  Iwol: Researcher (Researches survival methods, designed the bunker, in charge of Earth management). He kept lowering his glasses or squinting while reading because they're not his own, so the prescription is wrong. Jeho: Survivor (The only human to survive in a densely populated area, geography expert). He's the outsider who can tell the others about the world beyond the forest and the nearby sand desert where the bunker is, which is why they gather to listen to him. Seongbin: Manager (Leader of the bunker). He literally manages everything in the bunker. He also has the authority to open the bunker door when the members go out. Joowoo: Food Manager (Especially plant-related). He spends most of his time preserving food, like sorting what the members bring back or making dried food inside the bunker. + They said they gave him this role because Joowoo himself is a plant person...!


  Cheonghyeon: Scout (In charge of procuring food, checking the surrounding environment). The members take turns going out, but Cheonghyeon is often shown moving at night. This was also taken from his habit of working late. Kiyeon: Scout (Main role is the same as Cheonghyeon's). He's mainly active during the day and is the scout who travels the farthest (if you look at the activity range drawn on the bunker wall, Kiyeon's is the widest). The members often say Kiyeon has a wide field of vision and tends to see the big picture, both when he's making choreography and in general, and it seems that was reflected here. I tried to gather as much as I could from member interviews + live stream comments!! Everyone please listen to 'End' and 'On A High Note' a lot ㅎㅎ


  └ Additionally, the role reversal moments in OAHN


  Iwol: All-night researcher → Lazybones Jeho: Outsider → Veteran 3rd-year captain Seongbin: Generous leader who accepts outsiders → Picky vice-captain Joowoo: plant research enthusiast → Super sociable senior


  └ Cheonghyeon: Loyal guy who works at night for his friends → Foul-tempered delinquent


  Kiyeon: Explorer with a wide view → Pitcher who only looks at the mitt. I hit the character limit so I'll post the youngest members separatelyㅠㅠㅠ


  └ Bonus) The bunker from before → Shaped like a home plate


  The digital chart performance, album sales, and buzz were all incomparable to last year. The synergy from the two interconnected yet separate music videos made it easy to find analysis videos and overseas reactions.


  I was worried there wouldn't be enough to see even though it's a full album.


  I could finally relax. Beside me, Lee Cheonghyeon seemed to feel the same, melting into the sofa with his head resting awkwardly on it.


  That guy finally released the revised version of 『Winter Night』, which he had clung to until the very end of the last album. It was essentially a limited remix for album purchasers.


  The music video used the entire budget. The album design had a brilliant aesthetic, the cinematography shone even through the dust, and the music was perfect. On top of that, there were no common shipping delays. Everything was perfect.


  "Everything's going better than I ever imagined."


  "Right? It's such a relief," Lee Cheonghyeon said, stroking his chest as he melted like cheese.


  "It's at times like these that people shouldn't let their guard down."


  "Hyung, why don't you go get some rest? You need to turn your brain off once in a while," Lee Cheonghyeon chided.


  However, life is a series of crises. If you let your guard down, you never know what might happen, where or when.


  I tucked a cushion behind his back and reviewed the issues I had written down in my diary. Then I muttered to myself.


  Brain, get to work. You've had enough rest!


  ...I thought.


  ≫...spArk_official


  spArk's all-around talented oldest member, Iwol's 'Ask Me Anything' is back after a year! 🎉 If you've had any questions for Iwol, now is your chance!


  Please leave your questions in the comments by September 3rd (Tues) at 12:00 AM ✏ (Example: Q. What is Iwol's favorite number?) We look forward to Sparkler's fiery participation 🔥 #spArk #spArk #Iwol #Iwol #QandA #qna


  Chapter 322: Starting Promotions (1)


  Our first comeback promotion was at Polo's radio show. This time, we wore arrow headbands with our names on fluorescent paper against a black background, instead of the old glittery ones.


  "spArk, you're all wearing headbands I've never seen before today, aren't you?"


  "We rewatched our last broadcast, and the visibility on the old headbands was a little poor. This is ver.2."


  Polo burst out laughing at my words. The golden headband we had gifted him fluttered on his head.


  "Oh no, I can't believe I came here wearing the old version without even knowing a new one was out."


  "We thought you might, so we brought yours too."


  Park Joowoo rummaged around and pulled out a new headband. It read '↓Polo↓', and he handed it to its owner.


  "Why am I the only one with two arrows? Is this some kind of respect-for-the-elders thing?"


  "It's the highest form of respect we can show to the host who invited us."


  "I'm genuinely curious, Mr. Iwol, where did you get your training for witty remarks?"


  "I'm self-taught!"


  Polo wiped away a tear. I wasn't sure what he found so funny, but since the host was satisfied, I decided it was a good start.


  We planned to use the second part of the show, where guests appear, to talk about our recent activities and promote the Jahan album.


  Half the listeners seemed to be spArk fans, while the other half were just people listening to the radio on their way home from work. So, instead of a standard album introduction from a music show, we decided to just chat about the album's unique features. A casual listener probably wouldn't be curious about the tempo and genre of a title track from an idol group making a one-time appearance.


  "We need to be aware of the desertification of Earth. We were definitely wearing different outfits when we filmed the music video, but when we got back to our dorm, the shoe rack was full of sand, I tell you."


  Lee Cheonghyeon said this with the most serious expression in the world. Park Joowoo nodded with a sad face.


  "But I think it's moving that friendship can overcome all of this. Human greed destroyed the environment for civilization's development, but the desire for people to be together is also a form of greed. It shows that the direction your heart faces is what's truly important."


  When asked what he liked about this promotion's song, Kang Kiyeon gave a lengthy speech. He didn't just study the concept, he analyzed it. That was impossible without a real passion for your job.


  Polo, who had been opening the album we gave him, looked through its contents and then grabbed the microphone.


  "Mr. Iwol, you played the bass?"


  "Yes, I participated as a session musician on just the two title tracks."


  If I were as musically talented as Lee Cheonghyeon, I might have tried to work on the B-side tracks too. Unfortunately, composing and playing the bass riffs for two songs was my limit. I wanted to applaud the creator of spArk's music, the electronic maestro, the source of unending inspiration, Lee Cheonghyeon.


  "Mr. Iwol, you're so talented. At this rate, won't you end up on TV as some kind of master artisan later on?"


  "That might just happen," Choi Jeho chimed in.


  I don't have time to be honing some master artisan spirit. Every day is a crisis just trying to hold onto my sanity.


  Oblivious to my inner turmoil, Lee Cheonghyeon rambled on about the bass, a topic no one could find interesting.


  "The song 『End』 is a two-bass track. Completing the song with one bass line wouldn't have been a major issue, but he wanted to bring the music video's concept to life—the desire to escape a post-apocalyptic setting. So, Iwol added a line where he wove the notes together to match Morse code."


  It was not an easy task. The amount of message I could include was limited, and I had to adjust it so it wouldn't feel out of place with the music's irregular tempo and depth.


  I must have printed dozens of minutely adjusted versions of the Morse code. I went through so much trial and error that I don't even want to count it.


  "Oh, could you explain that part in a little more detail?"


  "Yes. I figured it might be difficult to distinguish the two lines by pitch alone, so I'll explain. I quoted a passage from a classic novel using the Morse code line. It might be fun to try and find the line with the unique rhythm!"


  "Could you tell our listeners what the passage is? Or will that part remain a secret?"


  At Polo's question, I glanced at Lee Cheonghyeon. The bilingual who went to an English kindergarten should step up, not the expert in cram-school TOEIC speaking.


  "To preserve the fun of finding it yourselves, I'll just tell you the last sentence! It's the phrase, 'Wait for a time, exactly under the star.'"


  "There were comments saying the bass line was unique. It's nice to have it revealed like this," Park Joowoo added with a smile.


  But since no one noticed, the device was a failure. They say a joke is ruined the moment you start explaining it. I'll have to work harder next time to avoid this kind of humiliation...


  "That's right. A lot of other idols have been mentioning spArk lately."


  "Really?"


  "Of course. The members of All Over were on the show the week before last. They asked me to be sure to tell you they're watching you closely when you came on. They said they're really enjoying spArk's promotions."


  ...or so I'd planned.


  I have no time for that. Which ankle are those drug-addled bastards trying to latch onto?


  

  Just because a dedicated team was formed didn't mean all my work disappeared.


  It couldn't be helped. The SYSTEM still commanded me to act as a unit producing member, and I had to meet my KPIs.


  However, I also had to clash with the dedicated team often. It was to avoid getting entangled with the problem group.


  No company would listen to an unreasonable demand like, 'There's a potential criminal among my peers, and I don't want my reputation to suffer by getting involved with him, so please change my work hours.' I'd be lucky if my own reputation didn't take a hit for slandering someone else.


  So, until midnight the night before spArk's annual schedule was released, I read press releases from All Over's agency and various other agencies. I checked every single timing their artists were sent out to gauge their comeback schedules. I was basically creating other teams' schedules just to plan our own.


  Thanks to my tear-jerking efforts, spArk hadn't run into All Over's group at any non-major event since IDC.


  Even this time, I went through so much trouble picking a date. It had to secure our May comeback, not overlap with All Over's schedule, and allow for stable album planning and production.


  And now these bastards were screwing me over with a delayed attack? Anger flared inside me.


  "The seniors from All Over?"


  Jeong Seongbin gave a perfunctory reaction. He seemed to remember me telling them not to get close to All Over during IDC. Only Polo, who didn't know the situation, beamed at the thought of spArk making friends.


  "All Over has some members who compose too, you know. I heard they were really inspired watching Cheonghyeon. Cheonghyeon, you don't have a separate crew or anything, right?"


  "That's right, Jeho and I are from the streets!"


  "How is that the same thing...?" Choi Jeho retorted unenthusiastically.


  What a cool way to say they came from the gutter. For guys from that background, they're both ridiculously handsome.


  Watching the cheerful Polo, the clueless-looking Choi Jeho, and the four anxious members, I gritted my teeth.


  "I'm sorry, but as for the seniors from All Over, our boys can't."


  "......"


  Polo stared at me for suddenly slamming on the accelerator.


  Calm down, Kim Iwol. You have to speak sincerely and seriously, but without ruining the mood. You can do this. After putting Jeong Seongbin through so much during the 'Worry-Sharing Session', you should know how to control yourself by now!


  "It's because I don't have any friends! It would be a problem if the guys made new friends. There are already so many sociable members that if their circle of friends expands, I'll end up all alone."


  It was incredibly hard to wrap my increasingly serious expression in a layer of humor. Honestly, I'm not even sure if I pulled it off, but anyway.


  "Why would you say you don't have friends, Mr. Iwol! You have Jeho, and you're close with the members of Berion too!"


  "I'm a greedy person, so I have to have them all to be satisfied. I want everyone to think of me as their best friend. I'd be grateful if you could just humor me, as if you were saving a poor soul."


  At my tragic denunciation, Polo laughed until he was out of breath. A look that said, 'Do you really have to go this far?' flashed through Jeong Seongbin's eyes.


  But I have to go this far. Otherwise, they'd get swept up in that damn controversy.


  Seeing my desperate state, Polo left a voice message for All Over, saying, 'Let's protect Mr. Iwol's friends.'


  I apologized for being a petty man and said I hoped we could definitely meet during their comeback.


  Not that I'd ever let that happen. Words are cheap, after all.


  My back was damp with sweat. It was the most thrilling radio show I'd done since our debut.


  

  Staring at the opened delivery box, Won Chaehee was lost in thought. She held an unopened album in her hand.


  It wasn't the first time she had bought a whole box of albums for a fan sign lottery. If she bought this many, she could collect all the photo cards without any trades, unless her luck was just terrible.


  There was just one thing different from usual. Won Chaehee was holding one of the albums, still sealed.


  Should I give this to the Assistant Manager, or not?


  In office life, everyone eventually meets at least one unforgettable person. For Won Chaehee, that was Assistant Manager Yeo. She felt more than just gratitude for him; she wanted to get to know her on a personal level.


  She would occasionally send a gift coupon or buy coffee when she did her a big favor, but a new thought had popped into her head. Since you said you listened to the song, should I give you an album?


  My senior was probably just trying to make small talk. Let's not get ahead of myself. I'm a working adult.


  Won Chaehee put the social mask she had almost forgotten back on her face. Then, for the sake of tomorrow's commute, which held no excitement at all, she slowly pulled the blanket up.


  Chapter 323: Starting Promotions (2)


  Contrary to Won Chaehee's deep concerns, Assistant Manager Yeo, who joined her for lunch, mentioned a familiar group.


  "Hey, I listened to the spArk radio show yesterday."


  "Pardon?"


  "It came on when I turned on the radio on my way home. I sometimes listen to the show Polo does."


  Assistant Manager Yeo said she was happy to hear a familiar name while driving.


  "I heard they have a new song out, right? I listened to it."


  "Two came out, and I liked the shorter title more than the long one. They're all good singers, aren't they?"


  It seems she heard spArk sing 『End』 live.


  That's spArk for you. If a kind person like her Assistant Manager had said something like, "Hmm, it seems like they weren't in the best condition yesterday! Right?", Won Chaehee would have wanted to quit the fandom immediately.


  "They said a song I like is also on this album. Have you heard it, Chaehee? I heard it's not released on music sites."


  "Yes, I listened to it yesterday."


  "Should I buy one too? Are idol albums expensive?"


  As Assistant Manager Yeo put down her chopsticks to search for it, Won Chaehee quickly stopped her.


  "Should I give you one? I have a new, unopened one."


  "......"


  Assistant Manager Yeo's eyes widened.


  A mistake. She had momentarily forgotten that ordinary people do not buy two copies of the same album.


  However, her senior was a truly open-minded person.


  "Then I guess I'm buying lunch today!"


  Her reaction proved it.


  The next day, Won Chaehee gifted the new album to Assistant Manager Yeo. That evening, she received several personal messages.




  Assistant Manager Yeo Hana


  [Chaehee]


  [Thanks so much for the album~ I'll enjoy the music!]


  [And I got a picture of the most handsome member]


  [(Photo)]


  [If it's one you don't have, should I bring it tomorrow?]





  I wonder how long it's been since I talked to someone who called a photocard a 'picture'. The ego of a seasoned professional kicked in.




  Me [It's okay ㅎㅎ Do you like the picture?]





  A reply came back shortly after.



  Assistant Manager Yeo Hana [Yeah, the boys are so cute]
[This is the first time I've ever had an idol album]



  Me [I'm honored ㅎ]





  Assistant Manager Yeo even sent a proof shot of the photocard tucked neatly inside the album, saying she would treasure the picture. Storing it like that would imprint the photocard on the paper, but seeing her cherish such a small gift made Won Chaehee happy.


  

  Because the concepts for the title tracks were polar opposites, the stylists suffered the most.


  The sheer number of clothes and props lined up for six people radiated the conviction that 'our boys must look their absolute best'. All I could do was be grateful.


  Choi Jeho fastened the buckle of the suspenders crossing his chest and asked.


  "Did you bring that coloring book again today?"


  "A coloring book? I finished that ages ago."


  Photographer Kim had no time for coloring. He had to take 300 photos of each of us in baseball uniforms, relaxing in the waiting room, and in mechanic outfits. He would probably snap his colored pencils in frustration.


  The members' skin was uniformly smooth. The intensified skincare regimen for the cosmetics commercial was clearly working. Can human pores really be this invisible?


  This time, there was one more element the fans would love.


  "Taking a mirror selfie? Let's take one with Cheonghyeon too!"


  "One picture?"


  "Correction. 131 pictures."


  After enduring physical and mental growing pains, Lee Cheonghyeon had finally reached my height. The kid was now at my eye level.


  Tsk, maybe I should've just suggested we drop the formalities and be friends on our 1st anniversary?


  Lee Cheonghyeon fixed his bangs and muttered loud enough for everyone to hear.


  "I told you to do as you please. You're the one who refused."


  "I didn't know I'd shoot up like this back then!"


  Lee Cheonghyeon looked in the mirror, flashed his ultimate idol smile, and declared.


  "I'm going to keep growing and become friends with Jeho-hyung too. How about that?"


  "You want to be friends with Choi Jeho?"


  "Wouldn't a friend like Jeho-hyung be great? It feels like he could protect me no matter what. How reassuring."


  "Is that a friend? That's a bodyguard."


  "A friend is someone who can do anything for the other person."


  "If that's what a friend is, then I don't have any."


  "You don't have any friends anyway, hyung. You already announced it on the radio, so why act surprised now."


  Lee Cheonghyeon did not lose a single word. No, this was a landslide victory.


  "Cheonghyeon is really growing up well. I'm jealous," Jeong Seongbin said with a bitter expression, even though he had also hit 180 cm. Park Joowoo stood beside him, earnestly comforting his friend.


  "Hyung."


  Kang Kiyeon called out to me as I was about to check the photos we had just taken.


  "Yeah. What is it?"


  "By any chance, do you know a technique for swapping knees?"


  Kang Kiyeon's expression was dead serious despite his nonsense.


  "There's nothing you don't know, hyung. I'm sure there's some obscure growth plate replacement surgery..."


  "Kiyeon, calm down."


  "How can I calm down? I'm the only one who hasn't passed 180 cm!"


  "Kiyeon, it's your turn for a makeup touch-up!"


  His anguished plea was cut short. At the staff member's call, Kang Kiyeon had to sit obediently in the chair.


  Even with a purple clip fastened to his forehead, Kang Kiyeon did not stop talking.


  "My growth spurt is going to end soon, what should I do? Should I start jump-roping every day? Can't you give me permission to go out at night?"


  I kept my mouth shut and patted Kang Kiyeon's shoulder instead of comforting him.


  Your height has already shown miraculous growth. You've already surpassed your past self. Go on and praise your knees for doing their best.


  

  As long as Pyeong Daeyeon had watched them, spArk always had good energy. They were physically fit, and they habitually cheered each other on to boost morale. Seeing any team run this smoothly was a refreshing experience.


  Several factors likely contributed to the team's good atmosphere. Everyone was diligent and never shirked their duties.


  They also had a positive mindset. In his time as their manager, Pyeong Daeyeon had never heard them say things like, "We're not going to make it."


  And, this was the somewhat unfortunate part.


  They did not show when they were struggling.


  "Manager."


  "Yes. Do you need something?"


  "Could I get a headache pill?"


  The member who came for medicine, Kim Iwol, was a prime example. He suffered from chronic migraines.


  Kim Iwol had not missed a single day of taking headache medicine since comeback preparations began. The hospital and company strongly advised against long-term use due to liver damage risks. They finally agreed he would take at most three pills a day, received only from his manager.


  Worried Kim Iwol might take spoiled medicine if he bought it in bulk, Pyeong Daeyeon always bought individually packaged pills.


  He noticed Kim Iwol's period of medication was getting longer, so he took him to the hospital for a proper diagnosis. They even switched to a medicine that was less taxing on his body.


  Still, his worries did not lessen. The Kim Iwol that Pyeong Daeyeon knew had a high pain threshold.


  How much pain must a person like that be in to live on medication?


  It was less like an addiction. Pyeong Daeyeon could see Kim Iwol enduring the pain until he could no longer control his expression. While the other members were professionals in front of the camera, Kim Iwol was a professional even with company staff. After his eyebrows twitched subtly a few times, Kim Iwol would invariably ask for headache medicine.


  "Should I book a hospital appointment for you during the break in recording?" Pyeong Daeyeon asked in a low voice.


  Kim Iwol shook his head.


  "If I take one now, I think I'll be fine for the rest of the day. Thank you for your concern."


  Kim Iwol politely held out both hands. Though much taller than Pyeong Daeyeon, Kim Iwol always used two hands to receive things from him. Placing the pills on his pale hand felt unsettling.


  "I'll get you some water. Lie down for a bit."


  "It's okay. I still have some of the water I was drinking earlier!" Kim Iwol smiled and shook his tumbler.


  The other members saw them in the corner and started gathering. Lee Cheonghyeon spoke with a worried expression.


  "You're taking another one? You already had one this morning."


  "This will be the last one for today."


  Kim Iwol unwrapped and took the pill. He was about to put the wrapper in his pocket, but it ended up in Kang Kiyeon's outstretched hand.


  "Get some sleep after the pre-recording. I'll clear the sofa for you."


  "I can't. My voice will get hoarse."


  "Having two stages is not good for this."


  The members gathered in a circle, putting their heads together. Kim Iwol seemed uncomfortable and waved his hands to shoo them away.


  "Go do your own things. Don't worry about others."


  "This hyung is being like this again," Lee Cheonghyeon chided. Kim Iwol vaguely averted his gaze.


  The biggest factor that made spArk seem so close was probably how they meticulously cared for one another.


  Pyeong Daeyeon found that admirable. On the flip side, it meant they had so much work that they needed to take care of each other, which always left a bitter aftertaste.


  Kim Iwol's eyes, which had been blinking slowly, turned toward Pyeong Daeyeon.


  Did I stare for too long? Pyeong Daeyeon felt a pang of guilt.


  Kim Iwol spoke to him.


  "Manager."


  "......"


  Kim Iwol smiled gently, a smile that put others at ease.


  "I'm always grateful."


  "......"


  Pyeong Daeyeon could feel the sincerity in those eyes, which were deeper than his darkly dyed hair.


  "It must be a hassle, but you always take such good care of me."


  Kim Iwol was kind. He deliberately added more words so Pyeong Daeyeon, who was struggling for a reply, would not feel awkward.


  "It's my job."


  "Still."


  Pyeong Daeyeon had always believed he should work hard at his given tasks, as a healthy member of society ought to.


  But when Kim Iwol, so much younger than him, told him his efforts were not a given, when he always said thank you, how could Pyeong Daeyeon not care?


  "It is I who should be thanking you, Mr. Iwol."


  At Pyeong Daeyeon's words, Kim Iwol's eyes widened. It was the bewildered 'oxo' expression fans often mentioned.


  "Thanks to you, I get a lot of strength while working," Pyeong Daeyeon said. Kim Iwol seemed a little flustered, but he did not look displeased.


  Chapter 324: Starting Promotions (3)


  Monitoring music show performances was part of a manager's job. When spArk’s turn came, Pyeong Daeyeon and Lim Chanyoung stood in a corner of the set, filming the stage on their phones. They checked for choreography mistakes and any dangerous elements on stage.


  Back in the waiting room, the members split into two groups and gathered around the phones. They focused more on reviewing the rehearsal for 『End』, which would air live that evening, than the pre-recorded 『On A High Note』.


  They tried to focus on the video.


  "Lee Cheonghyeon, move your hair."


  "Sorry. My passion for monitoring was so overwhelming I couldn't control my hair."


  "Can we watch it from the beginning...?"


  The younger members’ hair completely covered the screen. For a moment, Pyeong Daeyeon seriously considered switching to a phone with a larger screen.


  Pyeong Daeyeon replayed the video as Park Joowoo requested. Choi Jeho, his hair a toned-down burgundy compared to the 『On A High Note』 promotions, opened the intro. Pyeong Daeyeon had learned so many new words since coming to UA.


  The choreography was powerful, fitting the song's dark and heavy atmosphere. The camerawork was excellent, especially during the part where they traced a line with their fingertips from their lower lip, down their neckline, to the center of their chest.


  "Jeho unzipping his jacket down to his solar plexus is just wicked, absolutely wicked."


  "Why? It's cool..."


  "I think we need to consider the dignity of the Sparklers who will be watching TV with their families in the evening."


  Lee Cheonghyeon, Park Joowoo, and Kang Kiyeon chattered nonstop. If not for their sparkling eyes, Pyeong Daeyeon would never have known they were actually focused on monitoring.


  During a scene where they did a half-turn away from the camera, looked down, and performed a wave, Lee Cheonghyeon clapped his hands.


  "Whoa, Kang-geon!"


  "Be quiet."


  Kang Kiyeon blushed.


  "Kiyeon, you came out really well. You looked cool," Pyeong Daeyeon added.


  It wasn't just because he had seen Kang Kiyeon practicing day and night. During these promotions, Kang Kiyeon had a charm that drew people in. The ever-polite Kang Kiyeon couldn't bring himself to scold Pyeong Daeyeon too.


  At times like this, they seem just like kids their age.


  Though not as much as the older members, the three of them also had excellent physiques. Their shoulders filled out the loose-fitting beige uniforms.


  In the case of Park Joowoo and Lee Cheonghyeon, who were thin for their height, the space below their collarbones would hollow when they bent over. However, the shape of their arms revealed beneath their sleeves and their legs, which could be guessed from the line of their pants, compensated for any parts that might have otherwise looked frail.


  The favorite topic of conversation for these two, who possessed such great physical conditions, was debating which waiting room had the most comfortable sofa they had ever sat on.


  And then there was Kang Kiyeon. Whenever he danced, he exuded a unique, mature atmosphere that earned him praise on every fancam, yet when he spoke, the way he mumbled with his mouth moving next to the older members or his friends made him seem just like a child.


  Every time he saw this contradictory side of them, Pyeong Daeyeon had to hold back his laughter to avoid saying something foolish. Pyeong Daeyeon silently pressed play on the paused video.


  The video felt chilly despite the bright lighting and the members' black or light-colored hair. He realized this was why they had earned the nickname 'cold handsome men group'.


  One captivating scene followed another. spArk believed that the live broadcast would only be as good as their practice, and they always delivered a consistently high-quality performance.


  Because of this, Lim Chanyoung and Pyeong Daeyeon rarely had to point anything out. If anything, the members were too busy critiquing each other.


  Sure enough, Kim Iwol's voice came from the other side.


  "Since we're wearing wide-legged pants, the fit doesn't look quite right. You all have straight hips, so it would be good if that part was more defined. Should I suggest leather pants?"


  The stylist informed the seriously pondering Kim Iwol that the next broadcast's outfits were, in fact, tight-fitting leather pants. Kim Iwol's face lit up. To Pyeong Daeyeon, who had never worn tight leather pants in his life, their professionalism was astonishing.


  A comment Pyeong Daeyeon had seen on the 'Trouble-Sharing Session' video came to mind.


  ≫ It's kinda funny how a kid in his early twenties acts like he's mastered corporate life


  ≫ Even giving him the benefit of the doubt, he just works with people his own age and has everyone around him taking care of everything. What kind of life experience could he have possibly gained...?


  If the person who wrote that comment could see this, they would understand.


  Age doesn't define one's life experience. The members of spArk, all around twenty years old, were undeniably part of the working world, regardless of when they started.


  

  The first week of promotions and the live broadcast ended splendidly. They were nominated for first place even with almost no broadcast points, a remarkable achievement.


  "Everyone in? Seatbelts on?" Manager Chanyoung asked, checking the passenger and back seats. I could see that Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon were drained.


  If I leave them be, they'll fall asleep from exhaustion. They both said they have school tomorrow, so I decided to let them sleep.


  Should I check the next content item while we're on the way?


  When I checked yesterday, the only empty slot on the packed list was the next shoot. The original schedule was pushed back, so it seemed they added a new item rather than just omitting one, but I'm weak when it comes to surprise content. I really wanted to avoid turning into an octopus because I ran my mouth.


  My plan was perfect. Check the item, look at the outfits, watch the stage performance and fancams once each, and we would be at the dorm.


  I happily turned on my tablet, ready to work.


  "Iwol, you! Don't look at anything, just sleep!"


  The manager's stern order came down. It was more a whisper than a shout, but I glanced at the others, worried Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon might have woken up. Fortunately, the two were passed out cold.


  "I'm not sleepy at all."


  "Sleep even if you're not sleepy. Or at least close your eyes."


  Why would I do something so pointless? The work I had to do wouldn't decrease.


  "You're getting too little sleep. At this rate, you won't last until the end of promotions."


  "I'm really fine...!"


  My earnest protests were useless. The manager kept talking until the tablet's light went out, so I had to hurriedly turn it off. For a life plagued by migraines, falling asleep quickly was impossible.


  Will the headaches get worse as the synchronization progresses?


  If the synchronization includes headaches, that's unfair. They didn't start after I turned twenty. They've been coming and going since my very first memories.


  Anyway, there wasn't a single thing I liked about this SYSTEM. I clicked my tongue inwardly.


  The car was quiet with its sleeping passengers. Only the sound of even, alternating breaths and the occasional click of the manager's blinker broke the silence. It was a good environment for getting lost in thought.


  Whenever I had free time, I thought about the SYSTEM. What the hell is this bastard?


  I had narrowed it down to about three candidates. First, a divine being. Second, a mental delusion that occurred when I somehow survived and fell into a coma.


  And the third... is.


  It might be my sister.


  I tried to deny it, but I couldn't help but feel suspicious.


  It's been a little while since the third hypothesis emerged. To be precise, I started considering my sister from the moment I realized that the tasks and KPIs presented by the SYSTEM were not, in the end, harmful to me.


  It might say it will reunite me with my sister, only to reveal, 'Actually, I've been by your side all along'. The updates it showed me about my sister could have been a metaphor for the SYSTEM's own work or its passive observation. If that's the case, should I be happy or not?


  There's no reason for my sister to deliberately use Manager Nam's way of speaking. My sister knew how much I hated Manager Nam.


  The peace and quiet the SYSTEM aims for for me and Manager Nam are at complete opposite poles. If there's such a glaring contradiction, the SYSTEM should have undergone a major self-overhaul, not me. Don't you think?


  In the first place, if the SYSTEM is my sister, then my sister is already.....


  I didn't want to think about what came next, so I decided to focus on the first and second hypotheses.


  Lately, I'd been looking into various religions. I focused on cases where gods send revelations or intermediaries, rather than those with no interaction between god and human or where one attains enlightenment on their own. I found instances where a god would descend in a physical form, like an eagle, and others who only let their voice be heard.


  The point was that many gods possessed an image of fear. To liken disasters to the divine realm, to ensure faithfulness to the religion, or to foster the growth of their followers by defining what they should and should not do.


  The SYSTEM's behavior was closest to the last one. At the same time, what it wanted from me wasn't purely oppressive. It just made slightly unreasonable demands.


  Then that made me think again.


  Was Manager Nam that frightening of a person? Not just someone I disliked? Frightening enough for the SYSTEM to deliberately imitate him?


  This is difficult.


  Even when I leaned my forehead against the cool glass, the heat in my head didn't subside.


  If I knew what I ultimately had to achieve, I might be able to satisfy the SYSTEM without meeting the KPIs.


  I had no clue. I didn't know what on earth I should do, whether I needed to split my non-existent time even further, or if it would be better to build a friendly relationship with the SYSTEM for the future.


  My head started throbbing again. My damn head was always like this whenever I tried to use it. I was sick of it.


  I felt the car slowly reversing and heard the backup camera detecting an obstacle. The manager announced our arrival, and Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon rustled as they sat up.


  "Did you get some sleep?" Kang Kiyeon asked in a groggy voice.


  I gave a noncommittal nod. My brain throbbed with every movement.


  I felt sorry for the worried manager, but I had a feeling that getting a proper night's sleep today was out of the question.


  Chapter 325: A Leader's Grace is Like the Heavens


  spArk's leader, Jeong Seongbin, cherished his members. He dedicated a great deal of time to painstakingly looking after them.


  It wasn't a hardship, because the members respected him as their leader. Their consideration was also why Jeong Seongbin was recognized without trouble, even with two older members on the team.


  Jeong Seongbin liked his members' passion, warmth, and diligence, but these same qualities sometimes pained him.


  Just a few days ago, the sound of a mouse scroll woke Jeong Seongbin. He went out to the living room and found Kim Iwol web surfing at the kitchen table in the dark.


  "What are you doing?"


  "Looking for supplements. Was the mouse sound too loud? What should I change it to?"


  "No, that's not it..."


  For a moment, Jeong Seongbin felt proud of Kim Iwol, though he knew it was an impolite thought to have about an elder. He wondered if shopping in the middle of the night was necessary, but he couldn't say anything more when he heard it was for supplements.


  "What kind are you trying to buy?" Jeong Seongbin asked, fighting off his sleepiness.


  He got closer and saw the screen was filled with products said to be good for throat protection.


  "You and Joowoo use your throats a lot. Especially you, since you have to MC so often. I was thinking of buying some now. There was one I used to take, but I can't find it. It was really effective."


  As Kim Iwol spoke, he tapped his temple with his left palm. It was a habit he had whenever a headache started.


  A headache is still a form of pain. Seeing Kim Iwol act as if migraines were a part of his life, Jeong Seongbin recalled a conversation he'd had with Kang Kiyeon.


  "Seongbin, you know that saying, 'a healthy mind in a healthy body,' right?"


  "Right."


  "What kind of mind do you think dwells in a sleep-deprived body?"


  When had they talked about this? It was after Kim Iwol first revealed his chronic migraines, and Kang Kiyeon was searching for the cause.


  The cloudy eyes that needed sleep more than anyone, the unceasing glow of the laptop, the endlessly scrolling index finger, and the left hand pressing harder against his temple all upset Jeong Seongbin.


  "I have a product that was recommended to me. I'll ask Chanyoung to buy it for us."


  "Would you? Well, you'd know better."


  Kim Iwol rarely listened when told to stop, but he would easily back down if Jeong Seongbin appealed to his expertise.


  Jeong Seongbin is probably more knowledgeable about this stuff than me. Jeong Seongbin could faintly see him thinking that, even though Kim Iwol was a singer himself.


  Jeong Seongbin didn't want to resort to this, but when he judged that getting his hyung to sleep was more important, even if it meant exploiting his low self-esteem, Jeong Seongbin endured the bitter choice. He resolved to praise his hyung's voice during vocal practice.


  That day, the third character for 'patience' was engraved in Jeong Seongbin's notebook.


  The next morning, the moment he opened his eyes, Jeong Seongbin requested that the company leave about two slots empty on the original content filming schedule.


  Returning to the present, Jeong Seongbin had now planned a massive event for the eldest hyung who had achieved spArk's first-ever triple crown.


  "Hello, this is Seongbin. Today is a surprise, so I'm the only one filming first!" Jeong Seongbin greeted the recording camera cheerfully and briefly summarized the events.


  The story was that three 'patience' characters had been written next to Kim Iwol's name, and this shoot was prepared for the sake of his hyung's healthy lifestyle.


  "However, I don't have much talent for creative events. So, before planning the content, I'm going to get some help from someone close to me."


  Finishing his statement, Jeong Seongbin called someone. The phone rang only a few times before a voice answered.


  ― Yo.


  Jeong Seongbin quickly gave a preliminary explanation to the person who sounded similar to him.


  "We're filming some original content, and I called because I have something to ask. The camera's rolling, so don't say anything weird."


  ― Ah, a celebrity's family phone call? I've always had a fantasy about this. Hello, everyone! I'm Jeong Seongbin's twin, Jeong Seongjun! My zodiac sign is Aries, my blood type is B, and my favorite color is amethyst with a little bit of gold pearl mixed in! Doesn't the color just scream affluence?


  "I'm hanging up."


  ― No, don't ruin my spectacular Metube debut.


  Jeong Seongbin made a fed-up expression as Jeong Seongjun's nonstop chatter leaked from the speakerphone.


  

  "...So that's why I called, to see if you had any good ideas." Having finished his explanation, Jeong Seongbin wet his throat with the drink in front of him.


  ― For these kinds of events, it's most fun when you target the person's weakness.


  "Did you even hear what I said? I told you I'm not trying to prank him!" Jeong Seongbin's voice was thick with disbelief.


  Jeong Seongjun cackled.


  ― I mean you have to put Iwol in a dilemma. If you do it half-heartedly, you'll be the one getting played. That hyung is no ordinary person. It doesn't seem like he's the type to just quietly go along with whatever you do for him.


  There was some truth to Jeong Seongjun's explanation. Kim Iwol would play along while the cameras were rolling, but he would surely spend thirty minutes nagging once they left.


  Seongbin, if you're going to plan something like this, you should've told me in advance so we could save time since I have to go to school too. Next time, just give me a brief summary and I'll... etcetera, etcetera.


  "Then what should I do?" Jeong Seongbin, persuaded by Jeong Seongjun, asked as he opened his diary.


  ― What is he weak to? Not things he dislikes. You know, like how some people get all gentle when they see a puppy.


  "He doesn't have any weaknesses."


  ― He does seem that way.


  Nothing was easy. Then, something suddenly flashed through Jeong Seongbin's troubled mind.


  "He's weak to compliments."


  The memory of Kim Iwol suffering during the informal speech time was vivid. However, it was also something Kim Iwol needed.


  ― He praises others until his mouth goes dry but gets shy about his own compliments? What a contradictory person.


  "And he's weak to being treated, too. He gets super flustered when he receives gifts and stuff."


  Kim Iwol had argued with Gu Jahan over the phone more than once about returning clothes. He never accepted anything easily. The bass he received for his birthday was probably the first and last thing he had ever accepted without a fuss.


  ― He's the perfect type to mess with! Why are you worrying when you have such a perfect subject?


  "Because I'm not trying to mess with him?"


  Jeong Seongjun laughed gleefully every time Jeong Seongbin got flustered. For a brief moment, Jeong Seongbin regretted calling this guy.


  ― For my brother who has no talent for insubordination, his younger brother will now give him a pro-tip. Please take good notes.


  However, even a cackler had his uses.


  Jeong Seongjun came up with a sophisticated plan. It was a healing event that would be entertaining for the broadcast, support his hyung's rest, and also be a bit of a prank. It was something Jeong Seongbin's mind would have struggled to conceive. The pen in Jeong Seongbin's hand moved busily.


  

  A sweet violin melody woke me from my sleep. Jeong Seongbin and I didn't share this classical taste in alarms.


  Did Lee Cheonghyeon learn a new instrument? I hadn't heard a word about it, but with that guy, it wouldn't be strange for him to learn anything, anywhere, at any time.


  His spirit of self-improvement was praiseworthy, but it was morning. An early morning, even before my own alarm had gone off. Playing an instrument at this hour was unacceptable in a multi-family residence.


  Lee Cheonghyeon isn't the type to be thoughtless about noise between floors.


  Just as I was about to get up to calm the unstoppable musician, I felt something was strange.


  I used the single bed, but the melody pierced my ears from right beside my head. We didn't even have a bunk bed anymore.


  I shot my eyes open. My vision brightened, and I saw Jeong Seongbin standing by my bedside.


  He wore a suit like a tuxedo, complete with white gloves and perfectly styled hair.


  "What the?"


  For a moment, I was confused about whether I was still half-asleep. Jeong Seongbin wore a black suit, of all things. It made me wonder if I had returned to the afterlife. A grim reaper who looked like Jeong Seongbin instead of Manager Nam was a luxurious end, but an end nonetheless.


  It felt too vivid for a dream. The violin raced toward the song's climax. Jeong Seongbin held a phone playing '50 Classical Pieces to Soothe the Mind'.


  It must have been early, yet the room was bright as if the lights were on, and there was a camera. So the lights were on.


  Contrary to my expectations, the sun was already up. Had Jeong Seongbin turned off my phone alarm in advance? Why would he go through such a hassle?


  Jeong Seongbin turned off the music with an elegant hand gesture. His hairstyle, with his forehead half-exposed and neatly finished with wax, was very distracting. What time on earth did Jeong Seongbin go to the salon?


  Jeong Seongbin bowed toward me and spoke.


  "Good morning, Young Master."


  "What did you say?"


  I couldn't believe my ears. Jeong Seongbin avoided my eyes. A crisply folded white towel was draped over his arm, which was bent in an 'L' shape.


  What was the point of draping the towel so elegantly? It had 'UA 10th Anniversary Commemorative Towel' written on the bottom.


  "What are you doing, Seongbin?"


  "Let's go for your meal. The preparations are complete."


  Jeong Seongbin wouldn't give me a straight answer. It was enough to make me suspect that this punk had borrowed 'Kingdom Cafeteria Another' from Kang Kiyeon to read.


  However, I soon realized my judgment was mistaken.


  Jeong Seongbin's ears and neck were bright red. This meant he wasn't enjoying himself.


  The camera was rolling, and Jeong Seongbin was acting weird. In the midst of the chaos, I slowly got up and headed for the living room.


  Chapter 326: The Higher I Look, The Higher It Gets


  Park Joowoo stood ready in the kitchen, wearing an apron.


  Aren't the kids supposed to be at school today? The second that camera turns off, I'm sitting them both down in the living room for a hearing.


  Jeong Seongbin ignored my confusion and pulled out a chair for me at the dining table. Overwhelmed by the lavish treatment, I sat down and fidgeted awkwardly.


  While Park Joowoo carried over the diligently prepared food, Jeong Seongbin kindly explained the menu.


  "Today's main dish is steamed original grains, bone broth soup, a royal court dish brewed with fermented beans and vegetables, and cooked meat. The meat is even more delicious if you dip it in the purée made of chili and beans."


  It's just rice with bone broth soup, soybean paste stew, and boiled pork belly. Besides, isn't this meal a bit too Korean for a young master? Where is this young master's registered address, anyway?


  "What about you guys? Aren't you eating?"


  "We servants do not share a table with the master."


  Jeong Seongbin said something dreadful. What a horrifying thing to say in a society where all people are equal.


  "Please, can't we just eat together?" I pleaded desperately.


  Nobles steeped in class consciousness always meet a bad end. My personal color is 100% pure proletariat. Not a friend of the workers, just a worker. This is so unfair.


  When I appealed with all my heart, Jeong Seongbin smiled and replied.


  "Anticipating this, we have already eaten."


  "Why are you guys doing this, really..."


  I was speechless. I had to eat the lightly salted bone broth soup alone, trapped between Park Joowoo, Jeong Seongbin, and the camera.


  "What about Choi Jeho? Did he eat breakfast too?"


  "Sebastian has gone to the training grounds to build his stamina in order to protect the young master."


  "You mean he went to the gym, right?"


  Now that I was more awake, I could somewhat decipher Jeong Seongbin's words. Jeong Seongbin nodded.


  After the uncomfortable breakfast ended, Park Joowoo busily cleared the empty dishes. When I tried to at least do a preliminary wash, Park Joowoo staunchly blocked me. He wouldn't even hand me the rubber gloves.


  "The young master should just sit and eat some fruit..."


  "Joowoo, it seems you're not fully in character, are you?"


  A failure in world-building education. Park Joowoo, who didn't even seem to know his role, presented a rather well-peeled oriental melon with an innocent face.


  "Seongbin, what role did you give Joowoo?"


  "...The role of a charming supporting chef with a sharp tongue."


  "The R&R setting is a bit lacking. That's too difficult a role for a beginner."


  "I also think it was a miscalculation."


  Jeong Seongbin tried his best to ignore his friend. Even so, his arms remained bent in an 'L' shape. I had a strong premonition that today was going to be a long day.


  

  The path to the practice room was anything but ordinary. Jeong Seongbin's acting continued without end.


  "I have prepared a cashmere shawl so that your journey is not uncomfortable."


  I felt like I was going to lose my mind. A microfiber cashmere plaid shawl-blanket was draped over my shoulders while I listened to 'meditative words to help soothe the mind and body'. Even though I rode in a 21st-century carriage, it was the first time my commute had ever felt this long.


  "Before you practice your martial arts, I will give you a massage for your safety."


  "If the young master's constitution is set to be that weak, shouldn't he be resting instead of learning martial arts?"


  "You speak correctly. Would you like to take this opportunity to rest?"


  "No."


  Jeong Seongbin paid no mind to my harsh tackle. As Park Joowoo quickly spread a blanket on the practice room floor, Jeong Seongbin simply pointed to the ground politely with both hands.


  I suddenly found myself lying face down in front of the camera, getting a leg massage from my younger brothers. I was so embarrassed I thought I would faint. I begged them to let me get up, but it was no use.


  Why on earth are they suddenly doing this? There's no reason for it unless they want to mess with me. Like the scariest type of boss, the one who chews you out with a smile...


  "......"


  I had a bad feeling. As if sensing my body stiffen, the hands of Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo, who were massaging my calves, stopped.


  "Seongbin."


  "Yes, young master."


  "...Don't tell me I've finally hit my third strike?"


  Jeong Seongbin answered with a smile. If I had known the price for upsetting the leader would be this harsh, I would have lived a better life.


  For the crime of upsetting Jeong Seongbin, I, Kim Iwol, became a young master named February.K.spArk.


  The young master's duties were simple. Under the care of butler Seongbin, I just had to rest well by waking up later than usual, eating the prepared meals, and receiving massages.


  "Did you not consider my mental discomfort as part of the recuperation plan?"


  "I believe that if you get enough sleep, your mind will also be at ease."


  Jeong Seongbin didn't yield a single word. He was like a reed that bends but never breaks. Whenever I said anything, the guy would gleefully dodge my protests and maintain his concept.


  I have to praise his wisdom for using this as group content. Thanks to that, I couldn't even talk back and had to follow Jeong Seongbin's words.


  "Young master, excessive practice is poison. Let's take a short break."


  "Drink some water, young master..."


  But are you guys really okay with appearing in the group content like this? Are you sure this is fine?


  Choi Jeho observed the situation from a distance. He had arrived a little while ago. After seeing Jeong Seongbin's suit, all Choi Jeho said was, "You've really been doing this?" It seemed Choi Jeho was also in on this sly opportunity.


  "Young master, are you alright?" Jeong Seongbin asked, waving a hand in front of my face.


  "I'm not alright. I'm feeling displeased."


  "Anticipating that, I have summoned the musicians."


  If you anticipated that, shouldn't you have not done this in the first place? And who else are you calling?


  My bewilderment was brief. My gaze turned to the practice room door, which had swung open. Choi Jeho and Park Joowoo were in the middle of carrying in a bunch of things.


  "You guys really planned this all out, didn't you?"


  My words scattered into the air, as no one listened. The two of them went in and out one more time, bringing with them a standing microphone and parts for an electronic drum set.


  "For the young master who enjoys listening to music, we have gone to great lengths to gather the court musicians."


  "Is it okay for someone affiliated with the royal palace to just moonlight like this?"


  "For the young master's healing, I'll even try for a third job..." the court musician answered shyly.


  Mr. Musician, when you get home, please make sure to check your employment contract. See if there's a clause prohibiting concurrent jobs.


  The song Park Joowoo chose was RoseD's 『46610』, which I had performed at my birthday party.


  Choi Jeho, a rookie drummer who had started learning at the beginning of the year, played the accompaniment on the electronic drums. Perhaps because Choi Jeho has such a great sense of rhythm, he stuck faithfully to the basics despite not having held the sticks for long.


  『What kind of existence am I? I walk the same path as others, but I can't fit in.


  I'm so small and insignificant, I probably can't even be seen among the giant stars...』


  Park Joowoo's singing was, needless to say, exceptional. He seemed to be telling the truth when he said it was a song by a band he liked, as his pronunciation and pitch were flawless. His gently closed eyes drew the listener in even more.


  『If you find me, give me a name.


  So that people can remember me.』


  His undamaged throat produced a high note that sounded like a steel string scraped on an electric guitar. Veins bulged on the hand that gripped the microphone tightly.


  『I want to remain, anywhere.


  Make a place for me to stay.』


  The final verse and Choi Jeho's drum solo decorated the end of the song. I couldn't help but applaud the performance.


  "...How was it?" Park Joowoo asked, wiping a bead of sweat from his chin.


  Even for a guy with low stamina, he never broke a sweat from singing just one song. It must have meant he poured all his energy into it.


  "You're not a court musician for nothing. Your skill is amazing."


  "It is an honor..." Park Joowoo bowed deeply.


  I pointed to Choi Jeho, who sat crookedly with a drumstick on his shoulder, and commented.


  "Is that man also a court musician? His attitude is quite poor."


  "That man is a street musician, young master."


  "I do what you ask and this is what I get," Choi Jeho grumbled at my conversation with Jeong Seongbin.


  "No, I was moved. You have no idea how relieved I am that we can capture this for our group content."


  "Yeah."


  "I didn't know you could play the whole song."


  "Do you know how much Park Joowoo stares on the days I go to the academy?"


  This translated to him working hard to meet Park Joowoo's expectations.


  "Jeho-hyung, you're really amazing..."


  Park Joowoo looked the happiest in the world. He was probably the biggest and most joyful chinchilla on Earth.


  

  The 'Making Kim Iwol a Young Master' content became even noisier when the student members arrived.


  "Young Master Cheonghyeon, who was studying abroad, has returned!" Lee Cheonghyeon announced as he came in.


  I started to wonder just how long Jeong Seongbin had been preparing this content.


  "If I'm a young master and you're also a young master, doesn't that make us brothers?"


  "I'll give you a choice. First, we say you're the son of a friendly neighboring noble. Second, I make you my younger brother."


  "Seeing as there are nobles living next door, the estate must not be very large."


  So in the end, Lee Cheonghyeon became my younger brother. As Jeong Seongbin now had more young masters to serve, Kang Kiyeon volunteered to be a servant.


  The two young masters, the butler, the escort knight, the servant, and the chef had to devote a long time to dance practice. No matter how noble the family, there were no exceptions when it came to the promotion period.


  Of course, the butler's intensive care came in from time to time.


  "Young master, please have a sip of water."


  "Would you like to rest for a moment?"


  "Young master, your posture is excellent!"


  Thanks to this, the young master's mental state was in tatters.


  I promised I would definitely go to bed before 2 AM tonight, but it didn't work, but is this my fault? What am I supposed to do when the student members come in the afternoon, making practice end late? After practice, I have to write in my reflection journal and plan for tomorrow. I have to do my skincare and think about the future, too. The earliest I can sleep is 2 AM!


  "This is unfair. I'm going to file a complaint."


  "About what? Are you going to sue Seongbin-hyung for taking care of you, feeding you, and giving you a blanket out of concern?"


  "Hah..."


  Kang Kiyeon's lips twitched. That guy was finding my situation amusing. It was clear that all of them were enjoying putting me in a difficult spot.


  Chapter 327: Taught Me to Sleep Well and Eat Well


  They served jjolmyeon for dinner. Everything was clearly tailored to my rest, a plan to appease my anger. The ploy was obvious, but the jjolmyeon was delicious, so I decided to let it slide.


  While I ate the noodles with lettuce, Park Joowoo offered me some jjolmyeon he had set aside on a small plate.


  "Eat a lot..."


  "If I take this, won't I be a shameless person stealing food from his own family's bowl?"


  "If the estate has to worry about its finances because you ate one more bite of jjolmyeon, then we really have a problem," Kang Kiyeon pointed out. With his encouragement, I ate more jjolmyeon.


  "But why did you only give Jeho a name?" Lee Cheonghyeon asked.


  "Sebastian was the only English name that came to mind. Cheonghyeon, should I give you one too?"


  "That's because your input is lacking. If you'd asked Kang-geon, he would've given one to each member. I'm fine though, since I already have one."


  "You already have one?"


  "You don't know? It's Cutie.P.Visually."


  "So your name is Cutie...?"


  Jeong Seongbin, Lee Cheonghyeon, and Park Joowoo were deep in conversation.


  "Iwol uses 'spArk' and you're Mr. 'Visually'. Are you two really brothers?"


  "Sorry, I have two middle names. Pretty and Visually are my middle names, and my last name is spArk."


  The historically thorough Kang Kiyeon jumped in, making the task of adding Lee Cheonghyeon to the family register even more elaborate. Sebastian, the actual subject of the conversation, showed no interest.


  He'd probably hate it if I told him I gave him an English name too. Zestrallus Erectus is a bit insulting, after all.


  Can we even get two weeks of content just by filming us practicing? Not many scenes from practice are suitable for broadcast.


  Everyone's eyes were filled with fierce determination, except for the occasional moments when someone's nonsense made us laugh, or when the dance line had a communication error.


  Though we do roll the cameras just to catch those few rare cuts.


  I know the Sparklers love every single moment of spArk. That's why I can't just say we should skip filming because we won't get much footage. At times like these, I realize some values are more important than efficiency.


  Jeong Seongbin looked hilarious throughout practice. He insisted on protecting his identity while dancing, so he kept his white gloves on until the end. I struggled to stop him from trying to dance in dress shoes.


  "Seongbin, aren't you going to get a heat rash on your hands?"


  "It's fine, Young Master."


  "I see I've underestimated your grit."


  Jeong Seongbin just smiled silently.


  It's all my fault. If I had just laid down on a table instead of the company floor, we wouldn't be going through this disaster.


  Or I could have left a comment on Doseon at 3:59 and argued that it was still before four. In America, that's 3 PM. Prime working time! I could have asked him to let it slide just once.


  Next time, I should set my phone to Greenwich Mean Time. If Jeong Seongbin catches me, I'll just say the time setting confused me.


  "You seem to have a lot on your mind."


  "I'm repenting for making my superior do something like this."


  "I don't mind at all. As long as you have a comfortable day."


  "It's not comfortable at all. My heart is twisting like a piece of dried filefish on a grill."


  And you're not fine either!


  At my internal outburst, Jeong Seongbin averted his gaze.


  Jeong Seongbin was a burning sweet potato all day. Unlike Lee Cheonghyeon, who spouted concept nonsense, Jeong Seongbin was a sensible person. He couldn't possibly be okay with such a ridiculous concept. It was amazing he had maintained the persona this long.


  "Whose idea was this? It's too provocative to be something you came up with."


  "Jeong Seongjun's."


  "Jeong Seongjun has given us another big laugh."


  "Don't even mention it. He was making a huge fuss, asking if he was finally making his Metube debut this time."


  My visit to Jeong Seongjun to deliver jeon for Chuseok hadn't been pre-arranged, so we didn't film it. Just as Jeong Seongjun said, this would be the first time he was properly mentioned, not just in passing.


  I recalled the incredible things Jeong Seongjun had done and the many anecdotes I'd heard from Jeong Seongbin.


  "If Jeong Seongjun starts a channel, I'm confident I'd subscribe."


  "Please don't say that. He might actually do it."


  Jeong Seongbin sighed worriedly. I felt sorry for adding another burden to him when he already had so much to handle. Once this content is over, I'll make sure to be in bed by 2 AM.


  

  Jeong Seongbin's assistance continued until sunset. The day felt so long, like I was living forty-eight hours in a twenty-four-hour day.


  If time flowed like this every day, I could get twice the overtime work done. I would have just been waiting for a quitting time that never came.


  But since I was living as Young Master February instead of the idol Kim Iwol, a different kind of event occurred.


  "A late-night snack?"


  "I was hesitant because it's not healthy, but your calorie intake is low for your activity level, and you have plenty of time to digest. It's an exception, just for today."


  Jeong Seongbin had asked the managers to prepare a late-night snack. He got tteokbokki, of all things. At 9 PM!


  "Seongbin, you know better than anyone that tteokbokki is the easiest food to gain weight from."


  "Since we're deviating anyway, I thought we might as well go all out..."


  Jeong Seongbin's eyes were unfocused. He had clearly decided to let everything go for this content.


  Chef Park busily set up a spot on the practice room floor for a tteokbokki banquet. There was even a green tteokbokki I had never seen before.


  "Is this all tteokbokki?"


  "Looks like basil cream tteokbokki."


  An extraordinary menu item came from Choi Jeho's mouth.


  You know basil cream tteokbokki exists? You even know its name? You, of all people?


  "Choi Miho orders it sometimes."


  "Ah."


  His explanation immediately convinced me. My older sister used to order all sorts of tteokbokki too. For instance, the mala rosé tteokbokki right in front of me.


  Rosé should be rosé, and mala should be mala. I have no idea how mala rosé tteokbokki came to be. It's delicious, though... so is that why it was created? People are so smart.


  As I opened the last container of basic tteokbokki, a figure stirred beside me. I turned and saw Kang Kiyeon raising and lowering the hand that held his chopsticks.


  "Kiyeon, do you need something?"


  "No. There's nothing left to open, right?"


  "Yeah, this is the last one."


  Kang Kiyeon's eyes sparkled.


  Wow, a person can be this vibrant at 9 PM.


  Come to think of it, he liked bunsik.


  Kang Kiyeon's favorite foods were tteokbokki and fried snacks from bunsik restaurants. He rarely ate tteokbokki, likely because of dancing and body maintenance. I couldn't even recall ever seeing him eat it.


  "Young Master, please eat."


  "It's a rare outing, so let's not worry about our statuses."


  I quoted a line from Princess Soda for Kang Kiyeon's sake, so he could eat comfortably. I had protected both Jeong Seongbin's world-building and Kang Kiyeon's tteokbokki.


  "Joowoo, are you eating tteokbokki? Won't it be too spicy?"


  Park Joowoo held up a container of cream tteokbokki. That explained why they ordered four kinds. They must have done it to suit all the members.


  Lee Cheonghyeon sat across from me. He picked up a rice cake, ate it, and marveled.


  "Wow, it's been a really long time since I've had tteokbokki."


  "Really?"


  "Yeah. We usually ate it after the Kang-geon Competition or the monthly evaluations."


  Jeong Seongbin's expression said, 'That makes sense.' As trainees, they must have been careful about everything, even holding back on food they wanted. I had only pretended to be a trainee for a year, but these guys had endured for much longer.


  I served a bit of each tteokbokki flavor onto Kang Kiyeon's plate. Kang Kiyeon looked flustered but pleased.


  

  Practice for the next music show ended after midnight, but the cameras didn't leave.


  "You're filming until late at night?"


  "Yeah, but at the dorm, we'll just set up the cameras and then leave."


  A filming crew staff member explained their schedule. Jeong Seongbin had suggested minimizing staff presence at the dorm for my rest. Since we would just be sleeping, he argued that if people were around, I would try to take care of things and wouldn't be able to rest.


  So the camera directors joined us in the car on the way home.


  "This is our chance to capture our in-car moments in high definition. Cheonghyeon, let's start by revealing your playlist."


  "Do I need to teach you the definition of 'rest' all over again?" Lee Cheonghyeon said defiantly. Kang Kiyeon snickered.


  For the first time since moving into the dorm, I showered first. Park Joowoo had patiently yielded his turn to me, enduring his own discomfort.


  Return in a state of cleanliness, Young Master...!


  He still hadn't fully grasped the character, it seemed, but my heart warmed with gratitude.


  Kang Kiyeon also gave me new pajamas as a gift.


  "They're pajamas in the Young Master's style."


  "Isn't this silk? You didn't buy this with your own money, did you?"


  "I bought it with the budget for our in-house content shoot. They say silk is good for absorbing sweat. It's perfect, right?"


  Right, at least it has buttons on the chest instead of frills. I've decided to be grateful for the small things now.


  When I came out after washing up, the guys were checking camera angles or fixing my bedding.


  "Isn't the population density in the Young Master's bedroom a bit too high?"


  "We servants were putting our heart and soul into ensuring the Young Master's comfortable sleep."


  Jeong Seongbin guided me to the bed. My laptop, diary, and phone charger were gone. In their place were Park Joowoo's doll, a freshly laundered duvet, and a subtle, natural fragrance.


  "My goodness."


  "We also prepared warm milk and lettuce in case you can't fall asleep."


  Let's see if I can't sleep for a hundred days. As if I'd be munching on lettuce in bed.


  I found myself lying in a formal posture at 12:30 AM. I wore white silk pajamas and hugged a soft doll, trying to fall asleep.


  This isn't right. I still need to check what color leather pants Choi Jeho will wear next. I also have to confirm if Jeong Seongbin's outfit colors have been re-toned to match his fading hair.


  I tried to review my mountain of tasks, but it wasn't easy. As soon as my head hit the pillow, Jeong Seongbin brought over a tablet and started reading the news.


  Chapter 328: A Leader is the Group's Parent


  "The chronic disease of modern society is death from overwork. Now is the time we truly need a solution. The incidence and mortality rates of heart disease in workers from high-intensity labor are increasing steeply. In response, experts unanimously say that institutional measures are needed to protect workers..."


  Jeong Seongbin chose a terrifying news story. His voice was chillingly cold as he read.


  Listening to such a story while tucked under a fluffy blanket felt incredibly unsettling.


  He clearly chose this news to see things through to the very end. I wanted to say a lot, but I respected Jeong Seongbin's effort and held my tongue.


  Jeong Seongbin's news-reading service continued for a while. He mostly repeated articles that praised spArk's performance, warned about the dangers of overwork, summarized my variety show appearances, and read columns that emphasized the importance of a good night's sleep.


  The stories sounded like a non-fiction textbook and made me sleepy. I blinked slowly, and Jeong Seongbin looked surprised. He approached, covered the microphone with his hand, and spoke softly.


  "Hyung."


  "Hm?"


  He called me 'Hyung' instead of 'Young Master'. I wonder if he dropped the concept because it's past midnight.


  "Hyung, you haven't taken any headache medicine today."


  Jeong Seongbin smiled happily. It was not a bright grin, but a smile of heartfelt contentment. His orange hair swayed gently, like sunlit reeds.


  "...You're right."


  I truly had not noticed. It seemed that not thinking about work, or more accurately, not being able to, had helped.


  You're in big trouble, kid. How are you going to survive this harsh world being so kind to everyone?


  Jeong Seongbin remained unfazed after his criminally kind act. He busied himself creating the perfect sleeping environment. He turned on a 'Cozy Bonfire ASMR' and switched on the air purifier. I told him to stop and sleep, but he just covered my eyes with a heated eye mask.


  My eyes were warm, the bed was soft, and the crackle of burning firewood echoed in my ears. I was experiencing the world's strangest luxuries.


  "Seongbin."


  "Yes, Young Master."


  "You're not going to turn off the camera until I fall asleep?"


  "Of course not."


  Jeong Seongbin was adamant. I had underestimated his stubbornness. Right, I have been getting soft with you guys lately.


  "You're not going to sleep until I do, are you?"


  "Of course."


  "You need to cut back on contacting Mr. Jeong Seongjun."


  "Ahaha!"


  Jeong Seongbin laughed out loud. Even without seeing him, I could vividly picture his smiling face.


  "And..."


  "Yes, Hyung."


  "Thanks for taking care of me..."


  My vision was blocked, and drowsiness slowly crept in, even though it was not my usual bedtime. I thought I might have heard Jeong Seongbin's voice wish me a good night.


  

  ≫ This original content is the best


  Member welfare served up by a kind and gentle leader? This can't fail. Though half of it was served up by that person's brother, but still.


  └ Is it because they're identical twins;; Seongjun's brother-in-law's voice is exactly the same as my husband's.


  └ OP, you're just asking for a torchlight protest, aren't you? Watch yourself, I bought two light sticks.


  ≫ The Kim Iwol I've seen until now: A mother's image, packing anchovy rice balls and vitamins while saying, "Kids, just eat this before you go!!"


  Today's Kim Iwol: A teenager at the start of puberty who says, "Mom, I told you I don't need this stuff!!" but lacks the resistance and ends up wearing whatever his mom dressed him in.


  └ Even though Seongbin didn't touch his outfit at all.


  └ Momma Seongbin's pressure was too strong for him to resist;;; lol Look at Kim Iwol lying down so obediently.


  ≫ At this point, spArk has to do a romance fantasy concept next.


  I mean, the kids are serving up a romance fantasy AU themselves.


  └ The romance fantasy we imagined: An extension of the potluck party, the beauty succession ceremony of the emperor and crown prince, a fake playboy young master asking for repentance at the grand temple.


  └ The romance fantasy the kids brought: Chef, butler, servant, beggar.


  └ Seongbin, I'm sorry, but let's give the planning to Iwol. No, to Uaeae... no...


  └ lololol The Sparklers who have so much to say but can't bring themselves to say it.


  ≫ Since when was Choi Jeho learning the drums????


  I was going to shout that there's a law that says you have to wear a sleeveless shirt when you play the drums, but he's already wearing one. That's our spArk for you, they do everything without you even having to ask.


  └ Band-park is coming.


  └ Then is Kiyeon learning an instrument too,, guys, is your day 48 hours long?


  └ I declare that spArk is the busiest idol group...


  ≫ Our Iwol is finally sleeping in front of the camera.


  Unnie's wish was to see you sleep. My baby looks scary even when he's sleeping, ghosts would run away just seeing him. I'm glad you probably won't get sleep paralysis. I love you.


  └ What in the world is this comment lololol


  └ What do you mean he looks scary when he sleeps? Our Iwol looks like a total angel sleeping.


  Yes, this was true love. The fans had thoroughly enjoyed watching me get helplessly handled by Jeong Seongbin and the members. Everyone except me.


  "These darn dark circles won't go away even after a full day of rest."


  "You shouldn't underestimate pigmentation. This is all the result of my accumulated sleep patterns."


  "Should we have filmed the original content for a week?"


  I kept my mouth firmly shut at Jeong Seongbin's question. I was not confident I could endure living as a young master for a week with a sane mind.


  In any case, there was a positive outcome. The 'patience' counters next to my name had all disappeared!


  To ease Jeong Seongbin's worries, I decided to reduce my 'deep thoughts about the future' time to ten minutes from now on. As the eldest, I could not keep troubling others forever.


  And so, after countless schedules, broadcasts, and activities, the day of the final broadcast for spArk's first full album promotion arrived.


  "spArk, please stand by for recording!"


  During promotions, outfits usually have restrictions. They must fit the song's concept without significantly hindering the choreography. We also had to be careful not to get so immersed in the concept that we alienated viewers. An over-the-top concept is hard for people to accept.


  The final broadcast, however, is free from these unwritten rules. We had already shown all the performances spArk needed to show. All that was left was to end on a high note with a diligent finish.


  Perhaps that was why Park Joowoo and Lee Cheonghyeon liked the unique atmosphere of the final broadcast. They said the end was sad, but they liked the freedom. They could throw in as many ad-libs as they wanted, and if they suddenly wore a ribbon pin, people would just say, 'It's their last show.'


  Others had waited for the final broadcast just as much as we had.


  "Guys, let's kill it on stage today."


  "I think the clothes hangers are going to get killed...!"


  It was the stylists. They brought in so many clothes hangers that I thought someone was moving their entire house.


  For 『On A High Note』, we all decided to wear arranged baseball uniforms with blue horizontal stripes.


  First, Choi Jeho received sports goggles. We had postponed this item for a long time. The non-tinted ones looked like regular glasses, and the heavily tinted ones looked too much like dragonfly eyes. Fortunately, we found a pair before the final show that was stylish and angular without being too futuristic.


  Jeong Seongbin unbuttoned his collar and wore a light blue turtleneck underneath. I worried it would not match his personal color, but his bright orange hair created an overall refreshing vibe that suited him well.


  Park Joowoo received white half-gloves. He seemed to love them, constantly clenching and unclenching his hands. I thought just gloves would be boring, so I also gave him knee pads with a star Lee Cheonghyeon had drawn on them.


  As for Lee Cheonghyeon, it was hard enough just stopping him from squawking in the car this morning.


  An eye patch? What eye patch!


  But it looks like a real player!


  Absolutely not. Not a chance.


  And you have the nerve to be called a pursuer of reality?


  I'm perfectly content with the nickname 'spArk's greatest aesthetician'.


  So now that kid was very displeased with me. Did he really think I'd let him paint his face just because it's the last show? If you want to stick something on your skin, bring me an allergy test first.


  Instead of an eye patch, I put a pretty headband on Lee Cheonghyeon. I worried a flashy headband would look out of place in his black hair, so I cut small pieces of hologram-colored extensions and attached them. His hair now looked like a rainbow over a wavy night sea.


  I had Kang Kiyeon wear a cap backward, the symbol of a mischievous kid. I would normally never have him do anything that pressed down his hair, but I made a special exception, considering the destructive power of the cheerful smile Kang Kiyeon showed in 『On A High Note』.


  Everyone's face shone even brighter thanks to the amazing makeup. For a moment, I wondered if baseball was a sport played with one's face.


  "Are we going out with the same makeup for 『End』?"


  The outfits would change, so the makeup should too, but it was done with such soul that I had to ask.


  The answer came back, as grim as a radio transmission from the last survivor in the world of 『End』.


  "Of course, we're wiping it all off and starting fresh."


  Everyone was serious about the final broadcast. I could only feel gratitude for their dedication. Since Hong Yunseop, I have keenly felt how thankful I should be when someone puts so much effort into my work as if it were their own.


  "What do you guys think about forming a circle at the start of the recording today? I looked it up, and the players do it sometimes."


  Jeong Seongbin led an impromptu idea meeting in the little time we had left.


  "Then we need a cheer. Should we do something like, 'Burn it up, spArk'?"


  "That cheer is a little scary..."


  "How about this? Let's set it on fire, spArk!"


  "That sounds like we're going to set the stadium grass on fire. Rejected."


  "Stop just rejecting and give an opinion yourself, Kang-geon."


  The waiting room became boisterous. It was all good, but I just wished they would not forget that spArk is an idol group with a refreshing concept.


  Chapter 329: Farewell Party (1)


  The set was decent.


  Low-set baseball stadium lights and colorful nets created a bright, pleasant background. Won Chaehee had heard some stadiums hung international flags for special events, and sure enough, flags hung above spArk's stage.


  The scoreboard showed spArk winning 5 to 0 against a nameless team.


  Did they set it like that because their comeback is in May?


  The long wait exhausted Won Chaehee, and her mind began to wander.


  "Everyone, we're here!"


  After the third delay notice, Lee Cheonghyeon suddenly appeared from the side of the stage. His concept was a youthful baseball player, but he wore light pink makeup with heavy glitter.


  I have a feeling Lee Cheonghyeon's face cam views are about to set a new record.


  "You've all been waiting a long time today, haven't you? We're sorry."


  Jeong Seongbin hurriedly followed Lee Cheonghyeon. Orange hair rarely suited Koreans, but somehow every color, from blonde to orange, looked good on Jeong Seongbin.


  The turtleneck was so ascetic. Won Chaehee's years of fangirling taught her that covering up was sometimes sexier. A cheer erupted from the entrance while she watched shadows play across his collarbone.


  "Hello, everyone!"


  Kim Iwol came out with his hair styled into cat ears.


  Didn't you say your symbolic animal was a panda? Or an eagle? Did you decide to change your image after 『IRREGULAR』? Not that I'm against it, since it looks fucking good on you.


  "My hair... it's interesting, isn't it?"


  "It's cute!"


  "I never imagined you could do this with short hair."


  "Yeah, it's cute!"


  No real communication happened. The Sparklers just kept calling him cute. After all, their eldest member had literally appeared with cat-ear hair.


  Looking at him again, his skin was so white and fine it was hard to believe he was human. The idol fan community once used 'flour dough' for people with fair skin, but they started using 'snowman' with Kim Iwol as the new standard.


  Creating a new standard in an idol fandom meant establishing recognition and influence. In that sense, Kim Iwol had surpassed the level of 'white rice cake'.


  All six spArk members gathered and apologized for being late at least five more times. Veteran fans knew the delay wasn't their fault and shouted for them to stop apologizing and stand up straight.


  Besides, the longer we get to see you, the more we fans benefit.


  "The stage is going to look so pretty today. The audience is packed for the game."


  At Lee Cheonghyeon's playful remark, the person next to Won Chaehee squeezed their eyes shut and mouthed his words. They would probably open their phone's notepad after the pre-recording to write down what he said for a fan account.


  "By any chance, are we doing that thing today? The reverse flash...?" Park Joowoo asked, referring to the fan chant method.


  It was an event adapted from baseball, where fans cheered with phone flashes on, then turned them off when the game resumed. The reverse version had fans wave light sticks and turn them off only during a specific part. Park Joowoo really liked this method, saying the way the lights came back on was pretty.


  Of course they will. It's the last broadcast, they'd do anything.


  Won Chaehee fiddled with the spare batteries in her pocket.


  The three consecutive performances made Won Chaehee's vacation day feel more than worth it. She had watched Kim Iwol's refreshing smile on his fancam until it was worn out, but seeing it in person was completely different.


  『Because you make my heart race!』


  Who told you to smile like you own the world, with your head held high against that colorful, blue background? And with cat-ear hair, no less. Is this really what a twenty-two-year-old talent looks like?


  The background looked less like blue lighting and more like the Hawaiian sky. Won Chaehee wanted to lie down right there. She had never been so grateful for assigned seating.


  The boys shared many stories between takes. The person next to Won Chaehee seemed to have given up on remembering all their conversations.


  Empty your mind. It's easier if you give up. I'm just going to trust in our collective intelligence.


  "The nickname you gave Jeho was really funny."


  "Is there another funny nickname besides 'Center Emperor'?"


  At the conversation between Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon, all the Sparklers' attention focused in one direction.


  Unable to handle the flood of gazes, Kim Iwol made an excuse.


  "It's a little insulting... I need Choi Jeho's permission to reveal it..."


  "I don't mind."


  Choi Jeho shrugged his shoulders, which completely filled out his baseball uniform. Won Chaehee clearly remembered how her private account's quote retweets exploded when the still cut of him with a cannon for a shoulder was released.


  "It's 'Jestralo Etetuss'... It's a nickname limited to the 'Deserted Rest Island' show. It's not what I usually think of Jeho!"


  "Isn't that what you usually think of him?"


  "Still, it's a relief that it's for a limited time, Jeho!"


  The venue erupted in laughter at Lee Cheonghyeon's sly comment. Choi Jeho himself didn't seem bothered at all.


  Won Chaehee watched them, thinking they were always the same, not particularly close but never distant.


  I hope they maintain just this level of relationship in the future. I pray that no one starts dating or gets dead-fish eyes, causing another member to temporarily dislike them.


  

  A three-hour break separated the pre-recordings. Since Won Chaehee secured a number for both slots, she needed to pass the time.


  She spent about an hour waiting in line for the 'reverse tribute'. The items were an apple crumble pie the members supposedly baked, a Greek yogurt set with toppings, a drink, and a quarterly perfume for June. Kim Iwol had apparently seen the 'Give us apple crumble pie too!!!' comment on the Photoholic Party content.


  Won Chaehee sat on a spArk-provided camping chair under an awning. She sipped her Americano from the coffee truck and checked the other items. As expected, the tribute included unreleased photocards with handwritten messages.


  [Don't forget about us just because promotions are over! Remember us when you spray this perfume!]


  Lee Cheonghyeon's message was impressive.


  I'll spray it until the bottle is dry, so next time, just tell me the name of the perfume you guys use.


  Won Chaehee ate her yogurt and tried to reconstruct the members' comments. She could only post 'The boys looked so happy today ㅠㅠ' publicly, but her private account was for everything else.


  She took a proof shot of the tribute, posted some 'on the way to work' photos online, and took a breather. Soon, it was time for the afternoon session. She had just repeated her morning routine, but it drained 80% of her energy.


  She stepped back into the cramped studio.


  "......"


  Her sharp fansite master's eye immediately detected a change.


  The 『On A High Note』 set had been transformed, now looking like it had weathered a storm.


  They never used the same set twice, even for a double title track. The meticulous aging details proved they weren't slacking on the last broadcast.


  The electronic scoreboard had a burnt-out light, making it hard to distinguish a 5 from an O. The netting was riddled with holes and pilling.


  Cut strings left international flags limp on the floor. Broken bulbs in the lights added to the desolate atmosphere.


  The lighting had also changed. The previous stage's blue-green mix was gone, replaced by the orange glow of a wasteland.


  'Do Not Cross' tape, a common prop, still made people tense. It created the impression that something had just happened.


  But Won Chaehee had no more time to examine the background.


  The man Sparklers called the 'Banana Leaf Man'. The man subtitled 'Wild Man' on 'Deserted Rest Island'. The man Kim Iwol called 'Jestralo Erectus'. Choi Jeho appeared. His dark red hair was slicked back without a single stray strand, and he wore reddish contact lenses.


  Fuck, this is insane.


  This morning's Choi Jeho was just a catcher with ridiculously broad shoulders, the type to star in 'Please come to our team' memes. His back was broad enough to throw from the outfield to home plate, not that a catcher would. His physique, on par with active athletes, simply upheld the honor of the 'Northern Grand Duke' group, and he wore the arrogant smile of someone who just won a game.


  But the Choi Jeho before her now shattered her standard model of a 'hot guy'. The big data she had accumulated over years was about to be redefined by this single anomaly.


  Isn't cyberpunk techwear just too much?


  Won Chaehee lamented. Belts and gear fastened over his black turtleneck, crossed by orange highlight lines, proved spArk was serious to the end.


  No, seriously, who put a gas mask on Choi Jeho's neck...


  The music video's walkie-talkie hung from his belt loop. Leather gloves, leather pants, and combat boots formed a trinity that perfectly showcased Choi Jeho's solid physique.


  This is why people can't connect him with the 'Deserted Rest Island' banana leaf guy and spArk's Jeho. Only fans could believe they're the same person. Who would believe the kid who ate ten bananas a day is here, looking like this?


  A functional matte band wristwatch, fuck...


  Her old ability to identify any idol's watch brand came rushing back.


  It's a post-apocalyptic concept, so he's wearing a waterproof watch for extreme sports. Why can't I be on social media right now...


  Won Chaehee despaired. Only her honed patience kept her from becoming one of those foolish fans who couldn't even cheer.


  The moment Kim Iwol stepped onto the stage.


  Won Chaehee repented for ever thinking, 'Why even go to a recording if you're not going to react? You should have just given me your spot.'


  His black hair looked gently tousled by a breeze. A slim-fit black ribbed top revealed the lines of his muscles. Glossy black leather pants hugged his narrow hips and thighs, then fell along his legs. The sight paralyzed something inside Won Chaehee.


  Chapter 330: Farewell Party (2)


  Double title tracks came with clear pros and cons.


  First, the group released two high-quality music videos. Fans could watch two full-length performances for the entire promotion period, unlike comeback weeks where they only performed the first verse of a B-side.


  The only downside was the streaming. It was a nightmare. Won Chaehee gritted her teeth whenever the mass streaming team pleaded for focus. How could they not split their attention between two songs? The idols were one team, so why did they have to fight such a fierce internal battle?


  spArk had their comeback when there were no major competitors, so Won Chaehee and the other Sparklers managed to pull it off. Whenever spArk won first place despite the double title tracks, they waved to the fans right before her eyes. The sight made Won Chaehee forget all her hardships.


  The feeling was more 'so proud' and 'well done'. It was not the same intense, lightning-strike feeling she got from 『MISSION』 or the year-end festivals.


  Then, the tightly covered, restrainedly handsome Kim Iwol strode up to Won Chaehee. He wore a form-fitting, all-black top and bottom. A holster on his thigh looked even thicker because heavy material was layered over thin fabric. His vintage-style combat boots were sprayed reddish-brown.


  Won Chaehee did not believe exposure was directly linked to sexiness. There were all kinds of sexy, and she subscribed to the 'who cares about the type, as long as it's good' school of thought.


  A lightning bolt struck Won Chaehee's mind again.


  I wasn't wrong. Some things really are more beautiful the more they're covered up.


  As if that was not enough, what made Won Chaehee want to lie down and give up was Kim Iwol's makeup. While speaking so gently, he had appeared with a deep reddish hue, not just a rosy one.


  "Were you bored waiting? Fortunately, our recording time had a bit of leeway, so we were able to come out early."


  Kim Iwol's noticeably pale skin meant his stage makeup usually just toned down his complexion or added a little color. It was likely the only way to make the heavy stage makeup look natural.


  Perhaps that was why such deliberate makeup was only seen in music videos, where colors could be adjusted in post-production. It never appeared in person. Even when he became the Snow Queen, had he not appeared as an ice-man?


  A popular interpretation claimed the setting of 『End』 was a future desert, a result of a failed climate crisis response. A rumor even suggested the all-black and ochre clothes were because UV rays had damaged their hair.


  In this context, Kim Iwol appeared with flushed makeup that radiated heat. It was not simple blush applied in circles on the cheeks. It was a stage look where a wide area from his under-eye cheekbones to the bridge of his nose was layered in red.


  The air suddenly felt sweltering. If she could, Won Chaehee would have run to a convenience store, bought a cup of ice, and downed the entire thing.


  "Hey, what kind of hyungs leave their little brother behind and go out by themselves?"


  Lee Cheonghyeon walked out grumbling. A scar about two knuckles long crossed his cheek. Won Chaehee's heart sank, but she saw he was not trying to hide it. She realized with relief that the wound was just makeup.


  "What's with the scar?" a fan asked, the question a compliment.


  Lee Cheonghyeon squatted at the front of the stage.


  "They say you have to pick hydrangea flowers so they'll bloom more abundantly the next year, right? I did a little pruning of my own for the future. I'll be incredibly handsome for our next comeback, you'll see."


  "Where did you hear that?"


  "Who else would say something like that besides Iwol."


  They had boldly decided to put a scratch on Lee Cheonghyeon's face for their last broadcast.


  As expected, Kim Iwol's aesthetic sense never strayed from the Sparklers' tastes. Won Chaehee applauded him in her heart.


  The blessings of beauty were endless. Jeong Seongbin came out with bandages wrapped around his neck and forearms, visible under a tight, black short-sleeved shirt. He had a provocative charm different from his usual model-student image, and Won Chaehee loved it.


  A fake wound near his mouth also changed his impression. People are naturally drawn to someone who does not usually act out when they show a rebellious side.


  Kang Kiyeon had piercing-like studs on his ear and eyebrow, making him look even more like a delinquent. The scratches there were also excellent. No one would think Kang Kiyeon was a nineteen-year-old boy right now.


  Park Joowoo appeared with a black mask matching his hair, hooked on his ears and pulled to his chin. Won Chaehee learned for the first time that a man could look so good with a long, dangling orange belt.


  She did not know who styled Park Joowoo in a muscle-fit inner shirt, a cropped jacket, ripped jeans, and combat boots, but if a Stylist of the Year award existed, they deserved it.


  Ah, our boys look so intimidatingly good. You guys look like you'd be the best at getting a refund out of all the idols. You're the best.


  Won Chaehee felt a surge of emotion as the never-tiring strains of 『End』 began to play.


  She had heard the song thousands of times and still was not tired of it. She said the same things fans always say when their group wins, like 'If we don't get number one, what song possibly could?', but Won Chaehee truly believed spArk's winning streak was a given.


  It was so good that even picky fans, made demanding by their great love, never once thought, 'This song is a bit meh,' while streaming it. It was a song so good that an office manager unfamiliar with idol music said she liked it. It was a song so addictive that after being played once in a shopping center, it started being heard everywhere.


  This is what people call a public pick.


  After the recordings, Won Chaehee went home, showered, and slept. She woke just in time for the music show broadcast. For dinner, she ate the fan gift sandwich, bottled drink, and fruit jelly cup while watching TV. She had snacked on it all day but still had over half left. She waited for spArk's turn, as the first-place nominee now appeared later in the show.


  She voted via text and waited. Soon, spArk appeared on the screen. She liked the close-ups for their faces and the group shots for their aesthetic.


  Thank god the camera director is experienced.


  If they had gotten shoddy camerawork with today's legendary styling, Won Chaehee would have died from the injustice. Seriously.


  As Won Chaehee opened her last fruit jelly, confetti burst on the TV. The camera focused on spArk.


  They had won first place several times during these promotions, but seeing the people she cheered for holding a trophy always touched her heart.


  

  When the long promotional period ended, UA gave spArk a vacation that even included travel expenses.


  How about Gapyeong? I heard a lot of people go there!


  Gapyeong is tough without a car.


  Lee Cheonghyeon's face fell at my words. Our managers then offered to drive us if we went for the weekend.


  The concept of making others work on a weekend was not in my dictionary, but they said they would get a place nearby to unwind after dropping us off, so we gratefully accepted their kindness.


  We booked a place Park Joowoo's older sister recommended.


  Excellent cleanliness, quiet because it's a private villa, relatively cheap since it's in a remote part of Gapyeong, has a private pool, and they give you banana milk as a welcome drink... or so she said.


  His sister must really like banana milk.


  Jeong Seongbin handled the payment. Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon did the grocery shopping.


  And what did I do?


  Nothing. The guys gave me nothing to do.


  They must have thought I'd feel uncomfortable...


  "Can't we at least prepare some content? I'm confident I can do a good job."


  "We're not bringing a camera that day. Just rest."


  That's right. I was so uncomfortable I could not stand it. Despite the great content potential, Jeong Seongbin declared he would only bring a Polaroid camera.


  What's the point of some disposable photos? In the idol world, only digital data has any real meaning.


  I protested relentlessly from the sofa. "An idol shouldn't be like this. Not capturing a group activity in high-definition video is a dereliction of duty." Surprisingly, no one paid any attention.


  Despite my protest, the vacation preparations proceeded smoothly without me. I could only pack two days' worth of clothes into a small bag Jeong Seongbin lent me.


  We went on a weekend in June. It was too early for peak season, but perfect for having fun.


  We drove for about an hour and a half and arrived at a quiet pension. It had a private pool, similar to the one in the background of Lee Cheonghyeon's sports drink commercial.


  As I moved luggage from the trunk, someone zipped past me like an arrow.


  "Awesome, it's a loft!"


  Lee Cheonghyeon shouted with a flushed face, having already run up the stairs.


  "Don't run. If you fall, you'll scratch the De Beers Cullinan Blue diamond."


  "What kind of diamond is that?"


  "The biggest blue diamond in the world. They say it received a 'Fancy Vivid Blue' grade."


  "So you're saying the base is a blue diamond, and his eyes are cat's eyes."


  Lee Cheonghyeon burst out laughing. I used the sound of his excited laughter as my work song and carried a few more boxes until all the luggage was sorted.


  Once we finished with the luggage, our managers left for their nearby lodging as promised. It was a five-minute drive away, which showed how much they worried about us. Looking at their bags, it seemed they had not even bought any alcohol.


  "So what do we do now? Go for a swim? Play board games?"


  "My sister said it's best to play a lot during the day when the water is warm, and do indoor activities at night..."


  "Your sister is a genius," Lee Cheonghyeon exclaimed.


  "I know, right. I have no idea why all the older sisters in the country are so knowledgeable about these strange things."


  Chapter 331: Summer Vacation (1)


  We got ready for the water and gathered in front of the pool. Everyone’s unique outfits were quite a sight.


  "As expected, our Cheonghyeon stands out the most."


  "Because of his shining good looks?"


  "Just look at your clothes."


  I pointed to Lee Cheonghyeon's reflection in the pension's glass window. He wore a straw hat with a matching green Hawaiian shirt and shorts. He didn't look like he was here to enjoy summer, but to completely demolish it.


  "Who told you to wear flip-flops in a wet place like this?"


  "The brilliant Cheonghyeon prepared for that!" Lee Cheonghyeon lifted his foot with a flourish. Two palm-sized anti-slip tapes were stuck to the bottom of his flip-flop.


  "I've already taken precautions!"


  "That's admirable, but why no sunglasses? I told you UV rays can damage your irises. Aren't you worried about your Alexandrite Cat's Eye?"


  "I thought you'd be sad if I covered half my face. I'm wearing a hat, so please let it slide."


  Lee Cheonghyeon said he had to inflate the flamingo tube and abruptly left. Kang Kiyeon appeared a moment later and followed Lee Cheonghyeon, wearing floaties on both arms.


  Just as the youngest members left, Park Joowoo opened the pension door. He wore a thin cardigan over a white t-shirt, likely to avoid the sun.


  Park Joowoo squatted by the pool and cautiously dipped his fingertips in the water.


  "How's the temperature?"


  "…It's lukewarm."


  Park Joowoo swirled the water, then shook his hand dry. He seemed to find the temperature safe, so he sat on the pool's edge and started splashing his feet.


  While Jeong Seongbin brought over towels and snacks, another person dawdled in the distance.


  Honestly, I didn't expect Choi Jeho to be fully dressed.


  This was the same person who would strip without a second thought for cameras and jump into a valley on a deserted island. He would surely dress even more freely in a private setting.


  Still, this was too much.


  "What's with the pants?"


  "......"


  It was a cruel injustice for Choi Jeho to wear such hideous fluorescent orange shorts on this glorious vacation day. If he had to wear them, he should have at least paired them with a black shirt.


  No, that would look just as terrible. A touch of fluorescent orange is fine as an accent on a cyberpunk outfit, but it's a problem as the main color.


  "Joowoo, what were you doing when Choi Jeho packed his clothes?"


  "…I didn't just stand by. I really did ask him if he was only going to bring these pants."


  "And what did he say?"


  "He asked if he needed anything else…."


  Park Joowoo's answer left me speechless.


  Choi Jeho once earned the fans' ire for constantly wearing a fluorescent orange vest of unknown origin. I was relieved that damn vest hadn't appeared in this life.


  Where on earth did that color come from? Was it my fault for not inspecting his wardrobe after we moved?


  "This color must be possessed by an evil spirit."


  "Why the sudden fuss?"


  "Or you're possessed by something. If not that, then this must be your fated color."


  "I don't like this color that much."


  If I could erase one color from Earth, I would choose #F6600 without hesitation. I'd rather eat only red carrots or yellow hallabongs for the rest of my life.


  "You're the one who looks like he's possessed by an evil spirit."


  "Why me?"


  "Everything you're wearing is pitch black."


  Choi Jeho protested, but I ignored him. A black rash guard is a basic. I might not be a great dresser, but I refused to take criticism from an orange maniac like Choi Jeho.


  "The tube is here!"


  As I argued with Choi Jeho over our outfits, Lee Cheonghyeon's booming voice interrupted us. He carried a flamingo tube as big as himself, which had an immense presence.


  What kind of epic water fun was he planning with that thing? I could already see us all ending up like drowned rats.


  

  The water fun was enjoyable. The spArk members each enjoyed the private pool in their own way.


  Park Joowoo and I were the moderate conservatives, just circling the pool's edge. Jeong Seongbin and Choi Jeho were the centrists, floating or swimming moderately.


  Who dual-wields water guns in a swimming pool!


  "Don't you know that he who walks the path untrodden gains the glory?!"


  And then there was the radical activist faction. Lee Cheonghyeon shot water guns and threw the tube in the pool while screaming his head off. It made me wonder if that was the only reason he inflated the tube.


  "Seongbin! Please take away Lee Cheonghyeon's water gun! He keeps picking fights with me!"


  "Cheonghyeon, don't rapid-fire at Kiyeon. He doesn't like it."


  "No, I'm asking you to stop him from shooting at all! I don't want to get hit even once!"


  Kang Kiyeon shouted indignantly, but he couldn't persuade Jeong Seongbin, an FPS game enthusiast. Our dear leader only riled Kang Kiyeon up more. "Kiyeon, even the world's top ranker would find it hard to perform without getting hit once."


  Still, Jeong Seongbin didn't want his younger brother to be a sitting duck. He handed Kang Kiyeon an 'Ultra Jumbo Water Gun with an automatic rapid-fire function that requires no pumping!'


  By the end, the two were splashing each other with buckets of water like elementary schoolers. In a corner, Park Joowoo dragged the abandoned flamingo tube over and sunbathed on it.


  In the end, Choi Jeho punished the two loud lambs. He forced them into a chocolate donut tube and a strawberry donut tube. Lee Cheonghyeon laughed until he cried watching Kang Kiyeon tremble with humiliation.


  "Ha, I'm hungry."


  "It'd be weird if you weren't hungry after playing that hard."


  Choi Jeho said, looking at Lee Cheonghyeon clutching his stomach. It was time to prepare dinner.


  We all wrapped ourselves in towels and went inside. I washed up early and was looking in the refrigerator when Jeong Seongbin approached, drying his hair with a towel.


  "Seongbin, how much meat should I grill? The others want ramen too."


  Jeong Seongbin said I had something else to do. He closed the refrigerator and gently pushed my back, guiding me to the living room.


  "When Cheonghyeon and Kiyeon come out from washing up, please tell them to get some sleep. If you put them together, they'll just talk instead of sleeping, so it would be even better if you let them sleep in separate rooms. I think it'll be easier on their stomachs to eat after they wake up rather than sleeping right after eating."


  Those two definitely needed a deep, comfortable sleep on a soft bed where they could stretch their legs, not the cramped naps they took in the car.


  Jeong Seongbin had been a high school student until last year, so he seemed to understand the hardship of juggling activities and school. He had more free time since starting college, but his younger brothers did not.


  "Alright. Is there anything that needs to be thawed while the kids are sleeping?"


  "I'm about to check. Once the kids are in bed, you should go to an empty room and sleep too."


  "......"


  I turned and met Jeong Seongbin's innocent expression.


  "You want me to sleep?"


  "......"


  "Who's going to make the food?"


  "Joowoo and I can do it. Jeho said he'd help too."


  "When did you guys cook up such a scheme?"


  Jeong Seongbin just smiled. I wished he knew that an angelic smile didn't answer everything.


  "What's so hard about preparing it that I'd leave it all to you guys? It's nothing, we can get it done quickly."


  "That's right. It's not hard, so you should go get some sleep."


  "......"


  I laughed in disbelief, but Jeong Seongbin was firm.


  I followed Jeong Seongbin's instructions and hurried the youngest members to dry their hair as they came out of the bathrooms. Once they were dry from scalp to tip, I put each of them in a separate room on the first floor.


  "I'm going to grill the meat! I even studied how to season it on Metube!"


  "It's no use telling me. The order came from above."


  "Weren't you the fiery revolutionary of the idol world? When did you become such a timid citizen who can't defy authority?"


  "I can't help it. I've decided not to let even a single drop of ballpoint pen ink stain our dear leader's hands anymore."


  I said it jokingly, but I was serious. Jeong Seongbin might have used my 'All Stigmas Cleared' event for a two-episode original content piece, but his concern for the members had grown so much it stirred something deep inside me. That wasn't something to laugh off.


  "I condemn the eldest's unequal treatment and favoritism towards Seongbin."


  Lee Cheonghyeon grumbled, but what could I do? If Lee Cheonghyeon had seen Jeong Seongbin's smile that night, he would have retracted his condemnation too.


  Lee Cheonghyeon had wanted to eat ssam-bap, but he fell asleep the moment his head hit the pillow. He fell asleep so fast it made me wonder how he had played so hard.


  Kang Kiyeon was in a similar state. While Lee Cheonghyeon worked on songs, Kang Kiyeon was learning the electric guitar from scratch. His schedule was bound to be exhausting.


  Kang Kiyeon saw me verbally subdue Lee Cheonghyeon, so he obediently lay down and pulled up the covers. His calloused fingers twitched a few times before his breathing evened out.


  I closed the door and came out. The voices from the kitchen stopped. Park Joowoo peeked his head around the corner.


  "Are they all asleep…?"


  "Yeah, they fell asleep right away."


  "Once you tire them out, they fall asleep in an instant."


  Choi Jeho added a comment. It seemed Ms. Choi Miho must have been quite a handful as a child.


  "Are you sure you don't need any help?"


  "Jeho is washing all the lettuce, but you don't have to help…."


  "Looks like Cheonghyeon won't be getting his ssam-bap."


  Park Joowoo's comment sounded like a desperate plea for help. Choi Jeho showed no intention of correcting him.


  Jeong Seongbin told me to sleep well one last time, so I headed to the second floor. The entire floor was empty, and my surroundings instantly grew quiet.


  I got into bed in the only empty room on the second floor. Bright sunlight streamed through the window, and I wondered if I could sleep.


  But maybe I could. I recently slept soundly after a day of luxurious treatment. Or maybe, as Choi Jeho said, I had used all my energy playing in the water.


  …I'm sleepy.


  The cool air, the scent of fabric softener from the clean bedding, and the warm sunlight surrounded me. My eyelids grew heavier.


  Still, I shouldn't be sleeping peacefully while others are working. I should force myself to do something, even if people try to stop me. I was always told that was the right way.


  "I can't trust you. I'm scared you might just die somewhere."


  Living how I thought was right had made someone worry.


  "You didn't take any headache medicine today."


  And a small change in me had made someone else happy.


  Those guys who don't want me to suffer.


  At least for today….


  My head didn't hurt, so I didn't need any medicine. The manager had given Jeong Seongbin emergency medicine, but it seemed I wouldn't need it today.


  …It's peaceful.


  I felt drowsy, as if a warm yellow light was covering the world.


  I drifted off to sleep, not even knowing my last thought.


  Chapter 332: Summer Vacation (2)


  "...Hyung."


  I heard a faint voice as I slept soundly. A hand rested on my shoulder, shaking me gently.


  "......"


  I managed to open my eyes and saw Park Joowoo's face.


  "Time to eat..."


  "Now? What time is it?"


  "6 o'clock..."


  "6 o'clock?"


  I went to sleep at four o'clock, didn't I?


  I shot up and looked out the window. The sun was really setting. A two-hour nap was an incredible luxury.


  "Sorry, I slept too long."


  "It's good if you slept well. Seongbin told me not to wake you either..."


  "What about the others? Are they up?"


  "Yeah, they got up a little while ago."


  As I walked down the stairs, a clamor grew louder. Lee Cheonghyeon's voice was by far the loudest.


  "As of today, I, Lee Cheonghyeon, will temporarily set aside my idol persona and experience being a mukbang MeTuber."


  "You don't even eat that much."


  "That's not true! Now that I've joined the tall-guy line, I'm going to aim for the tallest spot too, you know?"


  A good nap seemed to have put both Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon in high spirits. Good sleep really was the most important thing.


  Everyone gathered at the dining table. I was the oldest, yet the last to emerge. Dinner was a veritable feast.


  "Weren't we just going to grill some meat?"


  The table was packed with stew, ramen, pre-made rice wraps with wilted lettuce, and well-grilled fruit. My guilt grew uncontrollably. Jeong Seongbin must have noticed my trembling pupils, because he smiled kindly.


  "It didn't take long since we did it together. Did you sleep well?"


  "Yeah, thanks to you guys."


  Jeong Seongbin looked pleased. "That's a relief."


  "You and Joowoo should just brush your teeth and go to sleep after you finish eating. We'll take care of the cleanup."


  "What about Jeho-hyung?"


  "He won't be this tired, so it's fine."


  Choi Jeho sat across from me, completely focused on his meat. He didn't even glance up when his name was mentioned. Even so, I had no intention of making Choi Jeho do the dishes.


  "No, I'm not going to sleep."


  Park Joowoo, who had been eating quietly, put down his chopsticks and chimed in. His expression was serious.


  "We were supposed to have a jam session..."


  Park Joowoo's eyebrows drooped about three degrees. So that was it. A promise was important.


  We had actually packed the car full of instruments and amps to check on our progress.


  The rest of us only needed our instruments and amps, but the luggage tripled in size because of Lee Cheonghyeon's two-tiered synthesizer and Choi Jeho's electronic drum set. If only Choi Jeho had bought a drum pad sooner, things wouldn't have gotten to this point.


  "Iwol-hyung has been practicing super hard. Are we going to see a storm of a cool bass solo today?"


  "That's just because my part is so demanding. The difficulty is too high."


  Park Joowoo, who has great drive in strange areas, had even managed to get the band version sheet music for 『Flowering』 through Lee Cheonghyeon. A composer who often worked with Lee Cheonghyeon had gladly arranged it for them.


  The problem was that this composer had exercised an excessive sense of professionalism.


  It's a two-guitar song, so why does the bass part have to change this much? What team's bassist is this noisy?


  It's the same for me, hyung.


  As the experienced ones, Lee Cheonghyeon and I had to keep our hands moving nonstop to fill the gaps created by the band newcomers. The three-headed bean sprouts on Lee Cheonghyeon's sheet music were still vivid in my mind.


  In any case, this vacation was meant to recover from fatigue and to see if the band spArk could be revealed to the public.


  While the session members set up their instruments, Park Joowoo appeared, fully prepared. He wore horn-rimmed glasses and a plaid shirt, looking like he had stepped right out of the beginning of a teen rock band movie.


  "Hyung, did you prepare that outfit?" Kang Kiyeon asked, pausing as he slung his guitar over his shoulder.


  Park Joowoo nodded. "Seongjun recommended it..."


  "Joowoo, you have Jeong Seongjun's number too?"


  "We exchanged them at your graduation..."


  At Park Joowoo's shy confession, Jeong Seongbin covered his mouth. He looked like he was planning to persuade Park Joowoo to block Jeong Seongjun's number sometime soon.


  The flame band's first jam session was not entirely successful. After all, synergy is hard to get right immediately, even for experts.


  Kang Kiyeon's pick went flying. Jeong Seongbin missed about two chords. Lee Cheonghyeon hit the wrong synthesizer key, producing a random organ sound.


  Choi Jeho ignored all of this and just kept drumming. He seemed to have engraved the importance of keeping time so deeply in his mind. He became a runaway locomotive, refusing to stop even if his bandmates fell by the wayside.


  Nevertheless, Park Joowoo was having fun. To see that expression on his face, anyone in spArk would gladly hold a messy jam session anytime.


  

  Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon washed the dishes. Choi Jeho sprawled on the sofa, scrolling through his phone. Apparently, his family had asked for pictures. He looked pitiful, his face full of exhaustion as he randomly chose photos from the thousand Lee Cheonghyeon had taken.


  Jeong Seongbin made honey pear tea for today's vocalist, Park Joowoo, and brought him a cup. As the bassist, I had done little more than hum a tune, but I got to drink some tea too.


  "So we just rest a bit like this and then go to sleep?"


  "No, we have to do fireworks outside later. It's on Cheonghyeon's wish list."


  "Aren't you not supposed to set off fireworks recklessly?"


  "We're just going to use small Sparklers by the pool. I already checked to see if it's an authorized place."


  The itinerary was packed. Above all, I was relieved that there were no illegal elements. There are always those types who, even after you explain a hundred times that you can't, will say, 'I've done it before, and it was fine. If we get caught, we can just pay the fine-!'.


  "And Cheonghyeon says we absolutely have to take pictures."


  "Where is he going to upload them? I thought he said we wouldn't use this for content."


  "He said we have to take commemorative photos? He even bought six albums."


  RUSTLE. Jeong Seongbin pulled a plastic bag from beside the sofa. It held a Polaroid camera, a film camera, and six photo albums.


  "He bought all this?"


  "Kang-geon made him. Kang-geon's already collected 6,000 points at the stationery shop!" Lee Cheonghyeon shouted from the kitchen.


  Kang Kiyeon, spArk's person-in-charge-of-procuring-supplies, had his ears turn red.


  I kept quiet, not wanting to pour cold water on their excitement.


  Even if we take pictures with the film camera today, we can't develop them. I should order a photo developing service soon. I remember all the companies that do it.


  We finished the fruit Choi Jeho had peeled for us, sprayed on some insect repellent, and went outside. A cool night breeze blew.


  "By the way, do you guys have a lighter? Kiyeon couldn't have bought one, right?"


  At my words, Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon just stared at me blankly. Choi Jeho stood still with his hands in his pants pockets.


  Just then, Jeong Seongbin rummaged in his pocket and pulled out a fluorescent lime-green disposable lighter. He flicked the wheel, and a flame instantly caught. His skill suggested this wasn't his first or second time lighting a fire.


  It was not.


  "Here, give them to me one by one."


  "......"


  "......"


  A suffocating silence flowed between Jeong Seongbin and the rest of us. The Sparkler in my hand trembled.


  "Seongbin, you... you smoke?"


  "......"


  "It's only been five months since you turned twenty, and you've smoked enough to get that used to lighting a fire?"


  "What are you talking about, hyung!"


  "The worst I ever did behind your back was play catch with a Jestrallo Erectus, but you've been doing something this outrageous behind mine? You, of all people! spArk's vanilla ice cream! The brilliant rookie balladeer carrying on UA's legacy! The one chosen by Sparkler as the co-number one best vocalist..."


  "It's not like that. Daeyeon-hyung bought this for me!"


  "......"


  Jeong Seongbin's explanation barely kept me from fainting.


  "Daeyeon-hyung said he used to smoke in the past. He's quit now, but when we said we wanted to play with fireworks, he bought us a lighter, saying we'd need one. He also taught me how to light it."


  "So you're saying you didn't become a chain smoker in five months?"


  "Of course not. I've never even touched a cigarette."


  I swept a hand over my startled chest in relief. Meanwhile, Jeong Seongbin lit everyone's Sparkler. Sparks flew with a CRACKLE.


  "They say if you swing it really fast like this while taking a picture, you can leave letters in the air."


  "Really?"


  At Kang Kiyeon's words, Lee Cheonghyeon vigorously swung his arm in the shape of a '└'. He tried to draw a '└', but the resulting Polaroid made his face look like a masterpiece painting in a half-peeled gilt frame.


  "If we make 'LOVE', what do the other two hyungs do?"


  "Tell them to make hearts on both sides."


  Lee Cheonghyeon's instructions were flawless. Thanks to him, Choi Jeho and I had to swing our Sparklers on either side until our arms felt like they would fall off.


  The peaceful firework-viewing time I had only ever seen in the media finally arrived after the photo commotion ended.


  Park Joowoo and I sat on a sunbed, blankly watching the small, fiery sparks. In the distance, leaves rustled in the wind like waves.


  "Joowoo, did you get a good rest?"


  "......"


  "This promotion cycle must have been even tougher, since you were attending school too."


  "It was hard to adjust since it had been a while... but it was fun. I don't have that many classes."


  Compared to middle and high school, a university schedule is pretty relaxed. Unless you're in a department with fierce competition for grades or aiming for a high GPA, you can attend school much more comfortably than during your teenage years.


  "How was university life?"


  In the past, Park Joowoo had enrolled in a cyber university, as many male idols did. His major's name suggested he had chosen a moderately suitable department. His entire university anecdote consisted of him saying, 'I have an assignment...' a few times.


  My question made Park Joowoo pause and think. He wore the same expression he had when he'd said he wanted to try university, just days after Jeong Seongbin's own declaration.


  "There's a lot… I don't understand. I don't know if it's because I haven't attended school for a long time, or if university is just special."


  "So. Was it hard?"


  Park Joowoo shook his head. His black hair swayed gently.


  "It's fun."


  "......"


  "I was flustered because there were so many classmates, but Seongbin helps me a lot, and there are singing classes too. …It's enjoyable, for now."


  He didn't seem to be lying. Park Joowoo had always been terrible at making empty remarks.


  "That's a relief."


  The moment I finished speaking, my Sparkler went out. A small wisp of white smoke rose from the spent stick, its duty done.


  Chapter 333: Summer Vacation (3)


  My sparkler went out, so I started to get up, but Park Joowoo ripped open a bag of leftover materials.


  He used his own sparkler to light a new one. Park Joowoo placed the freshly lit stick, blooming with flame, back into my hand.


  "It's all thanks to you."


  "Me?"


  "Seongbin said so. He said it's hard for active kids preparing for college entrance exams to get this much consideration. You paid a lot of attention to us when it was time for college."


  "I'm saying thank you for that."


  Park Joowoo lifted his sparkler and shook it gently, scattering sparks everywhere.


  "Thank you. For helping with the entrance exams and for being in a band with me."


  "So if there's something you want to do, just tell me anytime."


  Park Joowoo smiled as the orange light flickered across his face.


  "Those people will keep waiting in the scorching sun to persuade the teacher. They're not the type to give up easily."


  I remembered what the Bodhisattva said during the variety show filming. His words overlapped with Park Joowoo's. He had thanked me for joining their clumsy jam session and told me to speak up if I ever wanted to do something.


  Was it the cool breeze, or the sound of the wind that reminded me of the sea? Or was it the light that could illuminate the dark night path?


  I imagined myself boarding their ship. I wasn't the one left alone to see off my colleagues like before. Instead, I was the one taking a step onto the small stairs of that ship.


  The moon was incredibly bright. Sparks crackled in my hand. The pension's living room light was still on from when we came outside. The pool shimmered under the moonlight, and the flames from the guys' sparklers brightly lit our smiling faces.


  It was night, but everything was so bright. It was bright enough that no surrounding darkness could be scary.


  

  We returned to the pension and watched a movie together. It was a calm, healing movie set in a forest in a small rural village. The peacefulness felt unfamiliar, perhaps because we had just filmed a music video set during the end of the world.


  Unlike watching 'The Phantom of the Opera' with Lee Cheonghyeon, this time we had salted popcorn. Park Joowoo, Kang Kiyeon, and I still ate the unsalted popcorn. Jeong Seongbin nibbled on the salty kind, while Choi Jeho and Lee Cheonghyeon excitedly devoured the rest.


  『This tree has been watching from here all along. How we are born and how we grow.』


  『But the tree doesn't tell us what it has seen and heard.』


  『Why do you think it can't speak? The tree's voice remains everywhere. It's arrogant to judge all things by human standards.』


  Ten minutes after the philosophical lines, Choi Jeho crossed his arms and started dozing off. Lee Cheonghyeon saw this and struggled to hold back his laughter.


  When a stranger looking for high-quality lumber instantly split the village's guardian tree in two, Park Joowoo held his breath.


  『I'll just compensate you, I will! Guardian deity or whatever, you were all just planning to raise it until it was worth money and sell it off!』


  『Don't you dare spout such nonsense!』


  Suing for trespassing wouldn't bring the dead tree back. They must have done it knowing they couldn't get lumber of that quality for the same price. We stared at the devastated forest, speechless.


  "That's too cruel..." Jeong Seongbin muttered.


  I heard a sniffle beside me and saw Kang Kiyeon scrunching up his face, holding back tears.


  Meanwhile, Choi Jeho's eyes snapped open at the sound of shouting. He was a simple guy who reacted only to auditory stimuli.


  Watching movies with just Lee Cheonghyeon meant we wore out the pause button. We couldn't do that as a group, so I had to sit still and let the movie play.


  So this is what it feels like to entrust yourself to the flow of your surroundings.


  I didn't feel anxious even though I wasn't doing anything specific. I enjoyed the daily routine before me and relished the consideration they gave me. I felt a little sorry for it, but even more grateful.


  『It must be sad, but what can you do other than find a new tree?』


  『I'll wait. Until the tree grows back.』


  『Even if a new sprout grows, it won't be the same as the previous tree. Because that tree is dead.』


  『I know.』


  The white dress of the girl who loved the forest swayed in the wind. Her pale, slender fingers brushed over a sprout growing from the stump of the felled tree.


  『Still, I have no choice but to love it. Because the roots aren't dead.』


  I mulled over those words for a long time.


  What if so many things change that my sister becomes completely different from the one I knew? Could I endure that disconnect? What if, in an extreme case, the SYSTEM manipulates her into finding me annoying or a burden? Could I avoid getting hurt?


  『Because the foundation doesn't change.』


  Is it okay for me to hope for the same relationship as before, just relying on my sister's kindness? Wouldn't that just be burdening her again?


  With a complicated heart, I watched the movie rush toward its end.


  A long time passed, so long that no one knew whose land the forest had become, and one day, the small rural village grew dark and disappeared. A child climbing a low hill discovers a strangely shaped tree.


  A plant with thin branches sprouting here and there from an ugly stump, too bizarre to be called a tree, yet with new flesh growing to be called a dead creature.


  The child wanted to ask something about the suspicious tree standing alone among the others, but ended up moving on to follow their mother who was walking ahead.


  The movie ended with the tree caught at the edge of the screen, held in the child's backward glance.


  "Humans were bad!" Lee Cheonghyeon exclaimed.


  "Humans were bad!"


  Jeong Seongbin quickly shoved a straw from a sparkling water into Lee Cheonghyeon's mouth. The drink must not have had any sugar, because Lee Cheonghyeon wouldn't calm down.


  "Because of this reckless logging, the Earth is desertifying, polluted fine dust is covering everything, and we're trapped in air-raid shelters..."


  "I felt sorry for you guys breathing in sand dust, so I picked a healing movie, but you can't help but get overly invested."


  "Says you, Kang-geon, you cried."


  "I did not cry, okay?"


  Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon started bickering again. Between them, only Park Joowoo chewed his popcorn with a gloomy face.


  "The tree was a model, right...?"


  "Of course. You think they'd cut down a tree just to film one movie?" Jeong Seongbin earnestly comforted Park Joowoo.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, having drawn a bundle of implications from a single short film, paced the living room, desperate to talk to anyone.


  I was the one he caught. An inevitable three-hour discussion, disguised as a review session, followed until Jeong Seongbin finally told us to go to bed.


  We all talked about 'Reckless Logging, Is This Okay?' and whether the new branches on the dead tree were essentially the same as the original. Interest in the topics varied, but everyone participated.


  "People who do useless things with you are really precious!" Lee Cheonghyeon said joyfully.


  That alone meant this vacation had achieved its goal.


  The six of us chattered until our throats were nearly hoarse, and the vacation night faded away.


  

  Calm air. A refreshed body. A quiet atmosphere. It was a perfect morning, complete with the faint chirping of birds.


  Choi Jeho slept with his back to me. I had lived in a six-person household for so long that an empty space now felt unfamiliar.


  I adjusted my pillow and lay back down, remembering Jeong Seongbin's repeated warning not to get up until the alarm went off.


  I stared blankly at the back of Choi Jeho's head and recalled the first morning after my regression. I had been ready to swing a pillow at his head, thinking he was a thief.


  That was the day my life was first reused. It was the day I received the task of debuting with all of spArk. It was also the day I realized I had to complete every mission to see my sister and keep her from being forced into Hanpyeong Industries.


  I took a slow, deep breath. Choi Jeho's shoulders stirred in his sleep, moving in time with my breathing.


  The me of now... is more mentally stable than before.


  I feel that my inner self has hardened. I think I can get back up again even if my mind and body become unstable.


  I closed my eyes and quietly sank into thought.


  As I matched my breathing to the steady sounds around me, my mind began to clear.


  It was time to enact the 'countermeasures' I had diligently written in my diary. I had to do this if I wanted to meet my sister as quickly and safely as possible after achieving the KPI.


  For that, I needed more than just following the SYSTEM's orders. My parents probably held the key.


  I had anticipated this, but I couldn't act rashly. I didn't want to face them. It was too awkward.


  So I had postponed it as much as possible. I could have tried contacting them through the company, but I held my breath and waited, afraid they might run away.


  But I had to move now. The concert was only half a year away, and I needed to reduce variables and get any information I could about my sister.


  I can do it.


  I thought of the members sleeping around the lodging. If my parents tried to push me around, these guys wouldn't just stand by and watch. That's why I could take on this challenge.


  Unlike at the funeral, I wouldn't have to face them alone.


  "......"


  I slowly soothed my pounding chest.


  I only had to do one thing. Make them come to me.


  If I intervened too much, the SYSTEM might penalize me for abusing my power.


  I'll do my own thing and draw those people in. I'll get every piece of information I can about my sister and then cut them off cleanly. The SYSTEM didn't set it for me, but I've decided this will be my goal for the second half of this year.


  "Are you awake?"


  Lee Cheonghyeon's voice came from the bottom of the stairs. He soon peeked his head through the doorway. His face, dazzling in the morning sun, woke me completely. Beside me, Choi Jeho sat up with a rustle.


  "That's just like you. The way you get up right away when I call is so adorable, you know? The maknae is pleased!"


  It was a familiar line. An ordinary day had begun.


  Chapter 334: Side Story. [LIVE⬤] Iwol's 'Ask Me Anything' (1)


  "Hello, everyone! This is spArk's Iwol. As announced on our official social media, I'm going to take some time today to answer questions from you Sparklers."


  "I'll do my best to be a good mealtime companion. Let's get started!"


  "Here's the first question. Someone asked if I carry any members' ID photos or photo cards in my wallet."


  "I often leave my belongings with the managers during shoots, and there's a high chance of losing things in the waiting room, so I don't keep them in my wallet. Cheonghyeon and Kiyeon gave me their national ID photos when they got them, so I've kept those in a drawer!"


  "Someone also asked if the members' contact names are still the same in my phone."


  "They're all the same, except for Joowoo. Joowoo's name changed from '19-Year-Vintage Metal Marble' to '20-Year-Vintage Metal Marble'. I'm thinking of supporting the 'Joowoo is an elf' theory so I don't have to change it every year."


  "If we go on tour, which member would you want to room with and why?"


  "The only member I haven't roomed with is Joowoo, so I'd like to share with him if we get double rooms. Jeho, Cheonghyeon, and I have shared a room on vacation, and Kiyeon and I were once in a small room together at a comic cafe!"


  "Iwol's favorite member… I'll pick one for each category!"


  "For atmosphere, Cheonghyeon. For personality, Seongbin. For voice, Joowoo. For acting, Jeho, and for cuteness, Kiyeon. Kiyeon can be cute in the weirdest ways. All our members would agree."


  "Which is better, watching one hour of the members' cute videos versus one hour of their blooper reels?"


  "Bloopers are professional mistakes, but acting cute is a display of professionalism, right? I'll choose to watch the videos of them acting cute."


  "There are a few more 'balance game' questions, so I'll group them. First is 'roughly washing a powerless Choi Jeho' versus 'Choi Jeho roughly washing me'…"


  "If I have to choose, I'll be the one doing the washing. I might nag him about why he's too exhausted to wash himself, though, but does it have to be rough? Our dorm bath towels are really soft! I'll wash him carefully so I don't scratch his skin."


  "The members not wearing sunscreen versus the members walking around in casual outfits that make even fans wonder, 'What is that?'"


  "I'll choose the latter. You can take off their clothes, but you can't take off family."


  "We have 'Five Choi Jehos vs a 5-year-old Choi Jeho' and 'Five Lee Cheonghyeons vs a 5-year-old Lee Cheonghyeon'. Is this a similar type of question?"


  "The comparison groups are different, but I'd choose five of any member, regardless of the situation. I'd have one do a photoshoot, one a fan meeting, one record, one prepare reverse-support for fans, and one do signings."


  "Someone asked which Cheonghyeon I like best among Heuk Cheonghyeon, Geum Cheonghyeon, Serenity Cheonghyeon, and Rose Quartz Cheonghyeon."


  "That's a tough one. Personally, I think Heuk Cheonghyeon is the best. The ultimate upgrade is returning to the original, you know?"


  "There was also 'sleeping' versus 'not sleeping'. Is 'sleeping for three straight days' versus 'not sleeping a wink for three days' a similar question?"


  "I've gone three days without sleep before, but I've never slept for three straight days. I'll choose 'not sleeping' since I'm more confident in that one!"


  "Calling the members 'darling' versus sleeping on time? Question-asker, I don't know if it's okay for me to say this, but your rhyming skills are amazing!"


  "Calling the members 'darling' would be easier, but I don't think they'd be too pleased. So I'll choose to sleep on time."


  "Me washing every nook and cranny of Cheonghyeon versus Jeho washing every nook and cranny of me. Um, do we look dirty or something? Another showering question…"


  "Just like before, I'll choose to be the one washing! And we do wash ourselves well. Really."


  "Between happy memories and a happy 7.1 billion… 'I'll use the happy 7.1 billion to make happy memories. Won't you make them with me? I've already prepared the marriage registration forms, just bring your seal'?"


  "But then I'd just be on the receiving end. Please think about if there's anything you want from me, and I'll see you in front of the district office soon."


  "This is the last 'balance game' question. It's 'flashing your abs while dancing on stage' versus 'dancing on stage in shorts'!"


  "It would be better to choose something I've never shown before, right? I'll go with 'showing my abs while dancing on stage'."


  "I'm curious about how you started playing basketball with Jeho late at night! When you two play, who wins more often?"


  "There's an outdoor basketball court near our dorm. We were passing by when Jeho asked if I knew how to play, and we've been going out together sometimes since. Jeho really likes basketball. We go at night, so we can't play for long, two hours at most! If we play best of three, I win twice. Kiyeon has been joining us recently, too, as long as it's not too late."


  『Do you subscribe to the other members' BubblePop?』


  『I think of BubblePop as a space for each member to communicate with their fans, so I don't read them! Instead, I get a general idea of the atmosphere on each member's BubblePop from the news you all share with me, haha.』


  『A question about my left ring finger size just came in. It says it's an unavoidable question.』


  『Following up the offer to make happy memories with 7.1 billion, now a ring too? I think I should be the one getting the ring! Anyway, my ring size is 20.』


  『Eyesight, eye size, dark circle length, clothes size… Hold on, can I even measure all of this right now?』


  『My eyesight is 1.8 in both eyes, and I wear clothes between size 100 and 105. I'll measure my eye size and dark circles with a tape measure and post it on BubblePop!』


  『Someone asked, 'Iwol, give us your lip product info'.』


  『The one I use most often is 'My Daily Life, Daily 01' from Indenia. It has the lightest tint among colored lip balms, but a lot of people seemed to like it when I wore it, so I've stuck with it. I'm wearing something different today because I went to the salon. Does it look okay?』


  『Someone also asked what small animal I think I resemble, and if I'm more like a puppy or a cat.』


  『I've been told a few times that I look like a tired eagle. That's not a small animal, but since you asked for my opinion, let me think. Hmm… There's a snake called a Black Kingsnake. It's black and has a tiny face. What? They can grow up to 2 meters?』


  『How do I style my hair at the dorm? I'll also answer the question about whether I prefer my hair up or down!』


  『It's less about styling and more of a habit. I sweep my bangs up when I look at a monitor, so my hair is almost half-up by the time I get back to the dorm. It stays that way after I wash it until I go to bed. I think showing my forehead looks neater, so I try to show that side of me more often.』


  『Next is a question about when I realized I have perfect pitch.』


  『I found out during vocal training! I was praised for having good pitch, and I remember the A&R Team telling me I had perfect pitch during a recording session.』


  『'Honestly, you know you're handsome, don't you? Do you know you have a face worth 850,000 won per unit area?'』


  『Even if I knew I was handsome, my opinion would probably change looking at our members. Up close, the members are truly astonishing. I wish I could show you Sparklers what they look like from right beside them.』


  『There's also a question about what hair color I'd like to try, if I plan to grow my hair long, and how I manage my hair after bleaching it.』


  『I make sure to get enough nutrients and use hair treatments diligently. If I dye my hair again, I think pink would be nice since my birthstone is the pink opal! If the fans want to see it, I'll try growing my hair long too.』


  『There's a question asking for my skincare routine, and this one is probably the same for all our members.』


  『Assuming all makeup is removed, I apply toner, essence, lotion, moisturizing cream, and nourishing cream in that order. I add eye cream in between. Joowoo doesn't use cream because he can't sleep if his face feels stuffy.』


  『There are a lot of questions like, 'I hear you don't sleep much, so how many hours do you get?' Who's been spreading these rumors? Was it Cheonghyeon?』


  『I don't check every time, so I'm not sure exactly how many hours I sleep, but I try to get at least three hours a day! My condition gets worse if I go two days with less than three hours of sleep. I hope everyone watching gets a good night's sleep. They say sleep is the best medicine, right?』


  『Next question! What's your 50-meter dash time?』


  『It's in the low 8-second range. I'm not very good at short-distance running.』


  『There's a question about whether I have any moles on my face or neck. I can't see any myself, so I got some help from my stylist for this one.』


  『She said there's a small mole on the back of my right thigh. She says it's hard to see unless you're looking up close.』


  『Iwol, show us your abs?』


  『Just a moment. Can the camera see this?』


  『A question came in asking me to pretend my face is Cheonghyeon's and give an awesome description of it.』


  『This… a description has to come from the heart. Hmm… Kim Iwol's skin is clear? Blemish-free, chalk-like skin?』


  『Someone asked if I plan on acting in another drama or movie! They also asked what kind of project I'd like to do and if I'd be willing to be a radio DJ.』


  『I'll do anything they ask me to. I'm not picky. If I had to state a preference for acting, I'd like to play a role that doesn't stray too far from the image spArk is pursuing.』


  『I've also received a lot of questions about foods I like and dislike, if I can handle greasy or spicy food, and what snacks I like. Did they ask me to talk about it excluding jjolmyeon? How embarrassing.』


  『I like omurice, and I prefer it with demi-glace sauce rather than a strong ketchup flavor! I prefer clean-tasting food, but I can eat greasy things. I enjoy moderately spicy food. I sometimes eat vitamin gummies as a snack. I don't really dislike any foods, I just avoid caffeinated drinks.』


  『The most difficult or happiest thing that's happened since your debut!』


  『Choreography practice has been difficult from before debut until now. It's the most difficult thing. Every day is a series of trials and tribulations. I've been getting a lot of compliments recently, though!』


  『The happiest moment was reading all the complimentary comments from fans for the first time. I think it was during our IDC promotions. I still can't forget how I felt. Someone also asked about an event that will stick with me for life, and I think this is it. That was when I knew I made the right choice to become an idol.』


  『There's a question about what ignites my passion the most.』


  『Anything related to spArk is enjoyable! But I pour the most energy into working on our albums. It's the foundation of our group, after all.』


  『Speaking of which, there's a question about the most memorable thing that happened while planning an album, so I'll answer that one as well.』


  『When we're planning concepts, we're cooped up in a room and only come out briefly for practice. My days and nights got so mixed up that I once completely mistook the day of the week. I woke Cheonghyeon up on a Saturday asking if he wasn't going to school and got an earful for it.』


  『There's also a question about how I find inspiration, and I can answer this one for sure.』


  『When the deadline is looming! A revelation descends from the heavens!』


  『If you were to go abroad for travel or a performance, where would you want to go most?』


  『I've actually never been abroad, so I think anywhere would be fun! If I had to choose, a place with a good view of the sea would be nice. Like Santorini in Greece.』


  『Someone also asked for my study secrets.』


  『I'm not the type to use clever tricks. I just tried to cram everything into my head. I don't think it's a very effective study method, I'm sorry.』


  『The question about my school ranking must be based on my GPA, right?』


  『The best I ever did was 14th place. It seems the number 14 and I have a deep connection.』


  『Next is, 'If you were to take the CSAT again, what major would you choose?'』


  『If I were to go to college, it would be best to choose a major related to my current work, right? Since I could apply it in the field!』


  『Someone also asked what I, Iwol, would like to learn.』


  『I feel a little embarrassed saying this right after my last answer, but until recently, I was looking into getting a heavy machinery license. Whenever our sets are being built or when I'm going to the studio, I feel like a person needs to have a technical skill.』


  『Among your many nicknames like 'Gentle Ruffian' and 'Fortune-telling Octopus', which is your favorite?』


  『I like 'Underworld Cool Tone' the best because it's a nickname the fans gave me. I look lively today, though, right?』


  『A concept you'd like to try, or a concept you'd like to see from the members! This is a great question!』


  『I want to put on the ultimate visual show. The birthstone of the phantom thief Seongbin, who possesses the world's greatest jewels, is Angel Skin Coral, right? A story about him cherishing his jewels with pure affection, unchanging in a materialistic world… (Played at 3x speed)』


  『The question is, 'I'm curious about Iwol's favorite Iwol fancam!' There was a similar question asking which of my selfies is my favorite.』


  『My favorite fancam is the recent one for 『End』, where my dancing has improved the most. You can just assume my favorite fancam is always the most recent one. My favorite selfie is the 『With List』 photo card where I was winking. It was my first time winking, and I think it was full of a challenging spirit.』


  『Among the roles you've played in music videos, which is your favorite?』


  『I liked my role as the fairy in 『Winter Night』. While filming, I kept wondering, 'How is this possibly going to look on screen?' I was so surprised because the final result was amazing.』


  『Next is a question asking for the most memorable lyrics from our songs so far, and the reason why.』


  『My part in 『The Third Letter』. I'm not good at writing lyrics, so it's embarrassing, but I wrote it with all my heart. I think all the members would give the same answer to this question.』


  『There's also a question about which of our stage outfits has been my favorite.』


  『It seems like everyone is very curious about what I like. I should have talked about myself more often. I like the outfits from 『MISSION』. They look like ordinary office worker attire, but I liked how they had small, unique points.』


  『The next question is about how far I've read in 『Kingdom Cafeteria ~Another~』 and who my favorite character is.』


  『I've finished Part 1! So far, Blanche has been my favorite. I saw a small spoiler for Part 2, and Blanche gets more screen time, so I'm looking forward to it.』


  『It seems someone is curious whether I sleep on my back looking at the ceiling, or on my side.』


  『I lie down straight on my back, but when I open my eyes, I'm facing the side. I think my body must turn a little in my sleep.』


  『If you could go back three years?』


  『That would be when I was nineteen. If I went back, I'd have to study all over again. Even if I had the choice, I don't think I'd go back. I like the way things are now!』


  『So, I've done my best to answer all these questions, but did you all know?』


  『We're not even halfway through! We still have a long way to go! No one's tired yet, right?!』


  『You're full of energy because it's a fiery Saturday night?』


  『Then please stick with me until the very end. I'm counting on you!』


  Chapter 335: Side Story. [LIVE⬤] Iwol's 'Ask Me Anything' (2)


  Iwol spoke into the camera. "It seems I talked so much that I broke the record for the longest spArk personal live stream. I'm sorry for causing such a commotion."


  "Thank you all once again for participating," Iwol continued. "I'll do my best to keep up the energy!"


  Iwol read the next question from the screen. "Question! What was the most heartwarming thing a Sparkler has ever said to you?"


  "'Kim Iwol, don't lose heart! You're doing great!' I still think about that from time to time."


  Iwol moved to the next one. "Next question. Something you want to do with the Sparklers!"


  "I just… I want to do everything the fans want to do. Just as we're having precious experiences thanks to our fans, I hope being with us is an enjoyable experience for them too."


  "Someone asked if there were any witty lines or memorable comments that I thought were amazing."


  "I don't think I've ever said anything that amazing! Although, I did recently tell Joowoo that if his vocal cords were an electric guitar, his output would be so good he wouldn't even need an amp."


  Iwol’s expression shifted as he read the next prompt. "Your thoughts on seeing the members who went to the deserted island?"


  Iwol sighed. "What on earth am I supposed to do with them?"


  "Items you'd want to sell as merchandise?"


  "There are quite a few. I wanted to include a small booklet of each member's training log in OAHN, you know? I had to give up because we couldn't meet the production deadline, but I still want to make that, and in the 『End』 music video, Seongbin's hair is orange. I think that's the color that suits Seongbin best, so a hair dye coupon."


  Iwol started speaking faster. "Since the concept was that he'd lived outside for a long time, I also wanted to include the diary he wrote while building the bunker until he met the members. (×3 speed)"


  "A question has arrived. 'When are you going to upload a video of you playing the bass?'"


  "The sound mixing isn't finished yet! I'd appreciate it if you could wait just a little longer!"


  "There's also a question about whether I have plans for a 'Study With Me' stream. Actually, this question has been coming up consistently since our fan meeting."


  "It's content I've held off on because I wasn't sure if just quietly studying would be fun for you all. Should I try it once before Cheonghyeon and Kiyeon take the CSAT? I'll write it down in my diary."


  "And with perfect timing, a question came in asking when I started writing in a diary."


  "I've been writing in one since I was a student. What started as a way to not forget my to-do list became a habit. So even though I use my phone's notepad, I still keep a diary as well."


  "Isn't it hard when you have to do aegyo or watch the other members do it?"


  "Not at all! This might shatter some illusions, but we genuinely practice our best in every field, so we're satisfied when we get a good result."


  "Which do you prefer, being complimented on your singing or your dancing?"


  "That's a difficult question. I'm grateful for any compliment. Still, since my position is vocalist, I'll choose the former from the perspective of fulfilling my duties!"


  "What's the age limit for speaking informally with you? I was born in '24, is it possible to speak informally?"


  "Born in '24? Not 24 years old? Is that a typo? Or maybe not born in 2024? If you were born in 1924, then as a matter of human decency, I can't speak informally with you. I'm sorry. Please forgive me."


  "A lot of questions related to the bass have come in. Like how I learned, what songs I enjoy playing, my favorite genres, if I still play air bass these days, and so on!"


  "The tutorials on Metube are really well-made, so I taught myself by watching those. I like the unique thrumming sound of the bass. I prefer songs where the bass solidly supports the other sessions, rather than songs with a fast tempo or a lot of speed-playing. From a player's perspective, I like metal the most! As for air bass, I play it from time to time. Haha."


  "Someone also asked about my hobbies."


  "My favorite is playing the bass. Recently, on Seongbin's recommendation, I started playing a game, and I'm having fun with it! It's a game called 'My Farm', and just a little while ago, our farm became able to produce corn."


  Iwol read the next question. "Ideal type?"


  "I've never really thought about it. I think someone who manages their own life well is cool!"


  "The next question asks what kind of shampoo I like."


  "I like ones with phytoncide or forest scents. However, sometimes a cool mint shampoo that makes your scalp feel refreshed appears in the dorm. I wonder who buys it?"


  "I'll answer all the 'What's your favorite ○○' questions at once! In order, they are season, color, animal, time of day, and malatang ingredients!"


  "My favorite season is autumn. For color, I like black. Among animals, I think squirrels are the cutest. For the time of day, I like the cool and quiet dawn. In my malatang, I add a lot of corn noodles and bean sprouts. If 'My Farm' had a noodle factory, I could make corn noodles too."


  "Do you like a white tuxedo or a black one? A small wedding or inviting everyone? Should we send the kids to an English kindergarten or a regular one?"


  "I think this person is the one who left the amazing comment! For everything else, I'd do whatever the Sparkler wants, but I hope we can invite everyone. They say you have to receive a lot of congratulations to live a long and happy life!"


  "Someone asked what food I'm best at making, what I'm worst at, a dish I want to try making, and if anyone taught me how to cook. You want to try making it? Me too!"


  "I'm good at pan-frying skewers. As long as I have a recipe, I can make other dishes too. It's hard to call it cooking, but I want to try making soft tofu. I remember being fascinated when I learned how to make tofu at school. For reference, a portal site taught me everything about cooking."


  "There's also a question about my favorite and least favorite school subjects."


  "I liked Social Studies and Culture the most, and I found math the most difficult. I invested the most time in math during every exam period."


  "There are quite a few questions about jjolmyeon, too. Like 'Do you like jjolmyeon, or do you just eat it?' or 'When was the last time you ate jjolmyeon?'"


  "At this point, I'm sure someone started a rumor that I like jjolmyeon. I just eat it if it's on the menu! The last time I had it was the day before yesterday!"


  "The next question asks me to recommend the most interesting book I've read and an impressive passage."


  "It's embarrassing, but I don't really like books that much. You're asking if I didn't write 'reading' as a hobby on my school records? That… doesn't everyone do that?! The book that comes to mind right now is Max Horkheimer's 'Critique of Instrumental Reason'. I can't be sure if this was the exact phrasing, but the sentence 'Individual subjects endowed with reason tend to be reduced to a shrunken ego' was impressive. I'll try to read more books from now on."


  "This time, I've gathered the 'this or that' questions. I just have to choose one side between mint choco vs. anti-mint choco, pouring the sauce vs. dipping, pro vs. anti-Hawaiian pizza, cats vs. dogs, sea vs. mountains, and Chunjiin vs. QWERTY!"


  "I can't eat chocolate, so I've never tried mint chocolate. The color is pretty, though! Sweet and sour pork is good no matter how you eat it, but I think dipping, which leaves room for soaking, is better for a group of people. I like Hawaiian pizza, and between cats and dogs, I like dogs. Between the sea and mountains, I like the sea, and I use a QWERTY keyboard!"


  "There are more 'this or that' questions. I'll choose between meat and seafood, raw fish and grilled fish, bone-in chicken and boneless chicken, and fried rice and naengmyeon for dessert after eating samgyeopsal."


  "I'll go with seafood, raw fish, boneless chicken, and naengmyeon! Looking at them all together, I guess I tend to prefer things that don't make me feel bloated."


  "A question also came in asking if I read webnovels, and if so, what was the most interesting one."


  "I read a lot of fantasy. These days, I'm mainly reading novels where a being called an absolute god appears."


  Iwol read another question. "'Curious about what you ate over the past week'!"


  "We generally eat similar things. Salad for breakfast, a free meal for lunch, and salad or a healthy meal for dinner. During promotion periods, we have to manage our weight, so we don't eat dinner. For my free meals, I had stir-fried pork and jjolmyeon!"


  "The time I laughed the hardest recently?"


  "The moment my 'My Farm' assets exceeded 3,000 won. I had been barely avoiding going into the red. I was worried I'd have to sell off my household goods, but the farming went well, so I was saved."


  "Someone asked if I'm going to climb a mountain to see the sunrise on New Year's. Did one of the members mention this episode? Ah, Seongbin said it on BubblePop?"


  "Thankfully, more and more people have been recognizing spArk lately, so for safety reasons, we're going to refrain from hiking at dawn. The place to see the sunrise is difficult to get to, narrow, and crowded. If you happen to go see the sunrise next year, please be sure to show off with pictures!"


  "If you could have chosen your own stage name, what do you think you would have picked?"


  "As you can tell from my name, I don't have much of a sense for naming things. Still, if I had to pick one, would Ilwol be better? Ilwol feels more like a beginning than Iwol! You don't think so? I'm sorry. You all usually tell me I'm right about everything, so if you don't think so, then I must be wrong. I'll continue to work hard as Iwol."


  "What are three of your own attractive points? Saying you don't have any is forbidden!"


  "First, I have good stamina. Even the members have acknowledged this. Second, my voice doesn't get hoarse easily. Third, I know a lot of WebCell functions. It seems like my strengths are all about being sturdy."


  "A scary question has arrived, asking me to share an embarrassing story from my school days. To think I have to reveal my shame with my own mouth. This is the price I pay for not living a spotless life in my school days."


  "The period for mixing fall and summer uniforms was over, so I was supposed to wear my summer uniform, but I was the only one who came to school wearing long sleeves. It was the first time I got a demerit point, and I was so embarrassed."


  "Next, you asked about my personal fashion taste, and who I'd want to swap clothes with."


  "Until I was a trainee, I prioritized convenience the most, so I mainly wore comfortable black clothes. Recently, I've been trying to wear clothes with a nice fit! I'd swap with Jeonghyeon, and if I'm allowed to burn them after swapping, I'll go with Jeho. If those clothes were his personal taste, I would of course respect that, but that guy really just wanders around like that without a single thought. I'll burn them all and buy him new clothes, so just give me one chance."


  "Does spArk not have official colors or individual representative colors? I'm also curious if there's a set logo!"


  "Our logo is different for every album, so it's confusing, right? The basic form is 'spArk' written in standard font, but we change the style a little each time to match the album's atmosphere. We don't have official or representative colors, but since the group's name is spArk, we use the orange heart the most."


  "You asked me to show you six of my favorite photos of the members taken during our activities, including myself."


  "I'll post these separately on the fan cafe! I don't think they'll be in focus if I show them on my phone!"


  Iwol read the next question. "Does spArk not use custom in-ears?"


  "As a matter of fact, we each submitted our desired designs not too long ago. I hope we can show them to you soon."


  "There was also a question about whether we plan on getting accessories like team rings or friendship tattoos. If we were to get a friendship item, wouldn't we get something practical? I have a bad feeling that even if we got rings, a few members would lose them."


  Iwol smiled slightly. "'Indoor sports you want to do with the members besides basketball?'"


  "Seeing that you wrote 'besides basketball', I'm guessing you want to see a different side of us. How about water polo? I've never tried it before!"


  "I just received a question that breaks my heart. 'I'm really sorry for asking something useless, but do you not have a desk in your dorm room? It seems like you're always using your bed or the living room table.'"


  "First of all, you absolutely don't have to be sorry! My room in the old dorm didn't have a desk, but my current room does! However, I'd feel bad for Seongbin if I made noise late at night, so if I need to use my laptop at night, I use the kitchen table."


  "Someone is curious about the atmosphere of each room and what everyone usually does in their rooms."


  "Our room is mostly about work. Seongbin and I discuss schedules and albums a lot. The youngest members' room is loud. They talk every day, and it's amazing how their conversations never end."


  "On the other hand, Jeho and Joowoo's room is incredibly quiet, but they hang out in a peculiar way. I went in once because I had something to say to Joowoo, and the two of them were having a conversation while lying perfectly straight in their own beds. Don't people usually face each other when they talk? Now that I say it, I feel a little bad for Seongbin. I should tell him a funny story or something when I get back to the dorm today."


  "Next is the question, 'The pros and cons of being roommates with Jeho and Cheonghyeon versus being roommates with Seongbin'. You also said you were curious about the episode with Seongbin that I didn't finish telling during my birthday live."


  "My old roommates felt like the ultimate work-mates. We could communicate instantly, and it was great that Jeho was never uncomfortable with me talking about work at any time. Jeho was very considerate of us in that regard. Now, the room's atmosphere is definitely more peaceful than before! It used to feel like being in an amusement park that never closes. During the live stream, I think I was talking about making eye contact with Seongbin while on my laptop. Seongbin bit his lip hard, picked up a notebook, and then put it down. Seongbin asked me, 'Hyung, can't you sleep?' and it was so scary that I said I was suddenly getting very sleepy and lay down."


  "Ah, a question that idols are bound to receive has arrived. The members' first impressions and current impressions!"


  "First, Seongbin was so kind that he's the most memorable. Almost an angel. His current impression has been promoted to archangel. He's an angel, but a chief angel. He holds power."


  "Joowoo was very quiet, so he had a gentle image, but I learned that he holds something solid within him. He's like an avocado. It has soft flesh on the outside, but a really hard seed inside!"


  "Cheonghyeon is the same. He was the most handsome man of my life, is the most handsome man, and will be the most handsome man."


  "Kiyeon is the opposite of Joowoo. I thought he was a chestnut bur, but he turned out to be a rambutan. I thought he had his thorns up, but it was just soft hair. Above all, he's incredibly pure. He's a friend with a heart as white as rambutan flesh."


  "Jeho. My first impression was the statue of David, and my current impression is a log. That is all."


  "Someone said they're curious about the ranking of who draws the best in spArk."


  "Cheonghyeon is really good at drawing marine life. He's good at drawing what he sees, so I think he'd be good at drawing things other than fish too."


  "Jeho is just okay at other things, but he's only good at drawing princesses. I heard that when he was young, his younger sibling would ask him to draw princesses, so that's the only thing he got good at."


  "I'm only good at coloring, and I think the other members are all about the same. Seongbin is a bit… Yes."


  "This time, I'll answer the question, 'Are there any members with a particular verbal tic?'"


  "Cheonghyeon sometimes refers to himself in the third person, which I think the fans already know."


  "Jeho often answers a question with another question. If you ask him, 'What did you do yesterday?' he'll ask back, 'Why do you ask?' It's not with bad intentions. It's because he has the type of personality where he has to ask what's on his mind right away to feel satisfied."


  "There's a question asking what drinks I would use to represent the members! I'll answer this question and the 'drinks the members often order' question together."


  "Jeho is an Iced Americano. The cold and dark feeling seems similar. He does actually order Iced Americanos often."


  "Seongbin is that… what do you call that coffee with whipped cream on top? A Cafe Mocha? A latte? He has that kind of feel. In reality, he drinks a lot of beverages that are good for the throat, like warm quince tea or ginger tea."


  "Joowoo is a yogurt smoothie, both in image and in what he actually orders. I don't think there's any other drink that suits Joowoo so well."


  "I think a brightly colored smoothie would suit Cheonghyeon well, but he drinks too many high-caffeine beverages. He's in the process of cutting back."


  "Lastly, Kiyeon! Doesn't an espresso suit Kiyeon? That bitter coffee that comes in a tiny cup! These days he doesn't order drinks at all, saying he's cutting back on liquid fructose and sugar, but he used to occasionally drink fresh fruit juice before."


  "This time, I'll answer the question asking me to personally decide on the members' representative animals."


  "I'll make Jeho a bear. You all know how strong bears are, right? They're very fearsome animals. Seongbin… I used to think he was a Jindo dog, but now I think he's a wolf. Like the gentle wolf with glossy fur from those videos that pop up in my algorithm, 'This pup, raised in an American home thinking it was an abandoned dog, turned out to be a wolf'."


  "I think Joowoo is a harvest mouse. The pictures of them inside flowers are really cute! When Joowoo asks the members for a favor, he looks at them with such a wistful expression, and it's exactly the same as that."


  "I think I said Kiyeon was a leopard before, but my interpretation has changed a little. I'll make him a cheetah cub, and Cheonghyeon is a harpy eagle. Forever."


  "If you were to film a tokusatsu show for your original content, what color do you think each member would be and why?"


  "Seongbin has to be Red. Red has the image of an upright leader who isn't afraid to act, and to me, that's exactly what Seongbin is."


  "Blue is Jeho. The description is that he's a man of few words, yet he makes an unusually high number of sharp remarks, but having a Blue brings a sense of stability. Jeho plays that role in the team."


  "Yellow is Cheonghyeon! He feels like the vitamin of the team. I'll give Green to Joowoo, who likes plants, and Pink to our lovely youngest, Kiyeon."


  "However, if we were actually cast, wouldn't we all end up as Blue or Black?"


  "There's also a question about the members' exact foundation shades. We're idols, how have we not answered this question yet? That's negligence of duty, right? There was also a question asking about the members' personal colors and the sunscreen they use, so I'll answer them together."


  "I mainly use shade #13. The lightest I ever used was #11 during the 『What I Want to Say』 promotions. I'm a Winter Cool tone. However, these shades change a little depending on the makeup, styling, and on-site lighting, so it would be more accurate to explain it in order of skin tone brightness!"


  "Based on fairness, I'm the palest, followed by Joowoo and Cheonghyeon who are Summer Cool tones, then Seongbin who suits both Autumn Warm and Winter Cool tones, and then Kiyeon and Jeho who are Winter Cool tones. We don't have a single Spring Warm tone."


  "For sunscreen, I'm using Indenia's. I brought it with me today, too. Since I use it almost every day. To the advertiser, are you watching?"


  Iwol read the next prompt. "spArk's preferred movie genres, huh."


  "There was only one time we all watched a movie together, and it was a healing movie. Jeho dozed off halfway through. If we watch a movie again, I'll ask them what genres they like! For now, I like human dramas."


  Iwol glanced at the time. "Oh my, when did it get so late? I feel like I've barely said a few words."


  "We can finish it all today, right? I'll try to pick up the pace a bit."


  

  ― Max Horkheimer, 『Critique of Instrumental Reason』, translated by Park Guyong, Seoul: Munye Publishing Co., Ltd., 2006, p. 207.


  Chapter 336: Side Story. [LIVE⬤] Iwol's 'Ask Me Anything' (3)


  『Is everyone following along okay? You can go to sleep if you're too tired! I won't take the video down!』


  『You're going to watch until the very end? Thank you. I'll do my best, too.』


  『A question just came in! 'Who's the best actor in spArk?'』


  『It's Jeho. I think Jeho's facial expressions are on a level you just can't reach through effort alone.』


  『Someone asked about the strength ranking in spArk. How should I set the standard? Should we just assume we're arm wrestling?』


  『For this kind of question, we have to exclude Jeho. That guy is on a different level. If Jeho wasn't here, I think I'd be number one in raw strength. After me, it would probably be Joowoo, Kiyeon, Seongbin, and then Cheonghyeon, right?』


  『There's a question about hair thickness, quality, and eye color! The colors are pretty similar, so I'll just talk about the members with unique features.』


  『First, Jeho's hair is thick. His hair strands are incredibly thick, and his eyebrows are really dark, too.』


  Those who had seen close-ups of Seongbin already knew this, but Seongbin's natural eyes were a light brown with a faint greenish tint. That was why green contacts blended in perfectly and didn't look out of place on him.


  Joowoo was always a hot topic because people wondered if he wore contacts. His actual eye color was a deep gray! He sometimes wore lighter or darker gray contacts, but his eyes were a deep gray even without lenses. Those who had seen their live streams probably knew this.


  『'Who's the sponge that finishes recording the fastest?' I guess 'sponge' means who absorbs feedback the best? That's a catchy metaphor!』


  『Joowoo is number one in this area. Joowoo almost never has to re-record because he practices to perfection and knows exactly how he needs to sing. If Cheonghyeon and I suggest something different, he comes perfectly prepared for that, too. At most, we might say, 'How about we try singing it with a slightly different feel?' But when we listen back, we realize Joowoo's version was better. He produces results beyond what the composer expected, so Cheonghyeon is always amazed.』


  『No one in spArk has their ears pierced, right? Is anyone thinking about it?』


  『I don't think so. Everyone seems happy with clip-on earrings or ear cuffs. A piercing leaves a mark, right? They think it might get in the way when they want to try a different image.』


  『Someone's curious about who has the hardest time waking up, so I'll break it down.』


  『Joowoo has a hard time getting up. We thought he might have low blood pressure and got him tested, but thankfully, that wasn't it. Next is Cheonghyeon. He's not a heavy sleeper, but he's affected by staying up late for work. The rest of us wake up just fine.』


  『A question came in about the perfumes each member uses. I got the answers from everyone in advance for this one.』


  『First, Jeho and Joowoo don't use any. Jeho said it's a hassle, and Joowoo dislikes artificial scents. It's a good thing they became roommates, right?』


  『Cheonghyeon often uses floral perfumes. Seongbin sometimes wears a calm, gentle, masculine perfume. I only wear citrus or herb-scented perfumes during fan meetings to make the stuffy venues feel more refreshing! Of course, we also constantly check the ventilation.』


  『Kiyeon is a bit unusual. He sprays book perfume on his clothes. You know, the freebies you get when you buy books? He says it's a waste to throw them away. I told him not to let it touch his skin, so he sprays it on his pant cuffs and sleeves.』


  『The members' favorite choreography!』


  『This is just me guessing, so don't take it as official!』


  『I think Jeho liked the part in 『Flowering』 with the back turn and wave. Kiyeon was really meticulous about those details. Seongbin liked the group dance in 『MISSION』. I remember him praising everyone, saying how cool we looked during practice.』


  『For Cheonghyeon, it's not choreography, but our 『Starlight』 performance during Idol Dynasty Chronicles. He looked so happy in the scene where he opens a light bulb, so I think he likes that part.』


  『I think Kiyeon also likes 『MISSION』, but a different part. The intro is his, right? It has a unique impact, and we revised the choreography a lot to make the flower-blooming feel natural. I think he's attached to it.』


  『A lot of people are asking for a detailed description of spArk's body types? You want specifics beyond what's visible, right? I'll focus on the members with distinctive features for this one, too!』


  『Jeho has the broadest shoulders. He has a naturally large frame, and he's built muscle on top of that with consistent back workouts. His back is wide, so his width and angles are on another level.』


  『Cheonghyeon is a rising contender. As he gets taller, his frame is growing, and his shoulder bones are getting bigger. He looks thin now from his growth spurt, but I think he'll look perfect if he eats well and works out. His shoulders already drop at a perfect right angle, so they look nice.』


  『And Jeho's waist is so narrow. He has a complete inverted triangle body, making his waist thin compared to his torso. Kiyeon's waist is also thin, but his waist, back, and abs are so tight that he looks more solid than just thin.』


  『Am I talking too much? Should I cut it down a bit?』


  『Someone asked about hips, so I'll say one more thing and move on! None of us really have hips, which our stylists love. They say any pants look good on us. Many people say Seongbin's legs look the best in leather pants.』


  『A lot of you were also curious about what we usually talk about in our group chat.』


  『We discuss schedules in the chat with our managers, so our personal group chat is just for personal conversations. Yesterday, someone knocked a flower off the Hoya Bella that Joowoo is growing. It was noisy for a while as we tried to find the culprit, but Joowoo forgave Kiyeon when he confessed.』


  『Other than that, we post things like recruiting people for the gym, finding duet partners for cover songs, and arguments between the youngest members demanding votes from the older ones.』


  『You also asked about each member's favorite season, but I'm not exactly sure about this one.』


  『I'll answer what I know! I remember Joowoo likes winter and Seongbin likes spring. I think everyone dislikes summer. The members don't handle heat well.』


  『You said you were curious about the members' zodiac signs, and since we have members who are the same age, we can be divided into exactly three groups.』


  『Jeho and I are the Year of the Tiger, Meboz is the Year of the Dragon, and the youngest ones are the Year of the Snake.』


  『Oh, the Hanja for the members' names haven't been revealed? I guess I'll take this chance to tell you.』


  『I use the character for two (二) and moon (月). Easy to remember, right? Jeho uses 'to pull' (提) and 'name' or 'call' (號). They say this 'Ho' can also mean 'to roar'. Doesn't his name sound like a center's from the start?』


  『Seongbin uses 'to achieve' (成) and 'to shine' (彬). Joowoo uses 'continent' (洲) and 'great' (旴). Cheonghyeon uses 'clear' (淸) and 'bright' (炫), and Kiyeon uses 'a type of jade' (琦) and 'to grind' or 'to study' (硏). I think all the names suit them well.』


  『What are you going to eat when your group savings account matures!』


  『Actually, it matures in a little over three months. We were talking about a beef dinner party, but could you recommend other menus, too?』


  『Next question. Someone asked for funny anecdotes about the members or memorable fan sign event episodes.』


  『The guys do weird things without warning, so I don't know where to start. Jeho and Kiyeon went to a deserted island. They collected ocean trash, put it in a bag, and brought it back like a souvenir, but they said they didn't have a bag, so they wrapped the trash in a banana peel. I have no idea why.』


  『I also remember a fan sign episode. Seongbin once received fairy wings and forgot to take them off, wearing them all the way to the parking lot. Seongbin tends to get a bit weak in other areas when he's fixated on one thing. It was cute to watch.』


  『In that sense, I'll also answer the question, 'What were the members' cutest moments?'』


  『Personally, I think Joowoo is very cute. When he has a complaint or feels disappointed, he can't say it with words. His eyebrows just droop a little, like this. That expression is cute.』


  『I don't know if Seongbin is aware, but when a big project is over, he sometimes gets this proud 'I did it' expression. He looks like a farmer looking at a full storehouse after a good harvest, so it's cute.』


  『Cheonghyeon has clung to my back often since our trainee days. At times like that, I think, Ah, he really is younger than me. He doesn't ask for piggyback rides as much now, but hey, I can still carry you. Feel free to hop on whenever you're bored.』


  『For Kiyeon, it's when he's eating tteokbokki. It was shown once in our content, right? That was the first time I'd ever seen Kiyeon look so excited. He's naturally so mature that he rarely shows a childish side, but he really seemed like a younger brother then.』


  『There's exactly one time when Jeho looks cute. His eyesight is a little bad, right? When he's not wearing glasses, he'll sometimes ask, "What's that?" If the thing he asked about is trivial, like a banana or a desk calendar, it's a little cute.』


  『The member in spArk who takes the best selfies!』


  『Everyone will agree with this. Jeho is number one. Maybe he's blessed by the camera god. He seems to just snap them casually, but the results are always good. He knows exactly what angles make him look good.』


  『Please tell us the members' heights, leg lengths, and weights! You all get confused by this a lot, right? Since the members are growing almost every day.』


  『Jeho is 187, Joowoo is 184, Cheonghyeon and I are 183, Seongbin is 181, and Kiyeon is 178. Hand size, foot size, and leg length are probably in a similar order, though not exact. Or is it? Are Cheonghyeon's hands bigger than mine? Maybe his fingers are long because he plays the piano. Joowoo's hands are a little small, similar to Seongbin's. As for leg length, I'll measure it at the dorm and post it on BubblePop.』


  『Weight changes almost every day, especially during promotions when it just drops. So instead of numbers, I'll tell you the order of who weighs the most. Is that okay? It's Jeho, me, Seongbin, Kiyeon, Joowoo, and Cheonghyeon! Kiyeon weighs a bit more because of his muscle mass.』


  『Should I answer the order for skeletal muscle mass and body fat percentage as well?』


  『For skeletal muscle mass, the order from highest is Jeho, me, Kiyeon, Seongbin, Cheonghyeon, and Joowoo! For body fat percentage, Kiyeon has the least. The order from lowest to highest is Joowoo, me, Jeho, Seongbin, and Cheonghyeon. Kiyeon's body fat percentage has never hit double digits. Cheonghyeon's numbers are high because he's not restricting his diet to grow taller. Jeho did lower his to 5% once for the Naidas pictorial.』


  『There are also other questions about the members' eyesight, which hand they mainly use, and their IQs.』


  『For eyesight, everyone except Jeho is around 1.3 to 1.8. Cheonghyeon's was 1.9, but he said it dropped by 0.1, so I nagged him a ton. I plan to watch over him for a while to make sure he takes care of his vision.』


  『And everyone in spArk is right-handed! As for IQ, some members have never been tested. If we get the chance, we'll get tested as a group for our content.』


  『There's also a question asking what part of each member's face I think is the prettiest.』


  『Seongbin's outer eye corners and the corners of his mouth are pretty. From a distance, you don't get a cold impression from Seongbin, right? But his mouth corners are slightly turned up, and his eye corners are raised just a tiny bit from 90 degrees. Up close, he gives off the vibe of a cool, faintly smiling handsome man. It's very charming.』


  『For Joowoo, it's his eyes. I really like them. They're like a snowfield cast in shadow and have the power to hold a person's gaze.』


  『For Kiyeon, it's his nose bridge! Kiyeon's nose is a work of art. Many people miss it because his eyebrows and gaze are so intense, but the bridge of his nose when he turns his head slightly and looks down is the best. I wish he'd take more selfies from that angle.』


  『For Cheonghyeon, it's hard to pick one pretty part. The harmony of his features? The combination itself? If I had to pick one distinctive part, it would be his eyelashes. I think his eyelashes are half the reason his face stands out.』


  『For Jeho, I was debating between his eye sockets and lips, but I'll go with his eye sockets. The shadow under his brow bone gets really deep, right? When he looks at the camera like that, it feels like he's piercing right through you. He has an extraordinary gaze, so I think his eye sockets are his charm.』


  『A question came in asking if I can name the legendary song and outfit for each member. It's emphasized that I should definitely include myself.』


  『『Flowering』 is our debut song and our identity, so maybe that's why it fits Seongbin's vibe so well. He's the leader, and the school uniform suits him. I think Joowoo's legendary era was 『With List』. Wasn't the amusement park employee outfit cute? I think Cheonghyeon's was 『The Third Letter』. He was famous among us as the guy who fabricates first love memories. For Kiyeon, I'd pick the training version of 『On A High Note』 with the black short-sleeved shirt and baseball pants. For Jeho, the 『End』 era when he wore techwear. For myself, I'll choose the 『MISSION』 cropped jacket outfit that the fans liked most.』


  『You asked what concept would suit each member, including me, if we were to release solo songs. This might be a bit intuitive, but I'll give it a shot.』


  『I believe Joowoo has to be a rock star at least once. I'd like Cheonghyeon to try a mad artist concept and Kiyeon to try a young boss concept. I also want you to hear a ballad that Seongbin has intensely perfected over 480 hours, and I want to show you a stage where Jeho gets serious and does a groundbreaking performance with many dancers. As for me... what would suit me? The owner of a computer repair shop in a dying business district?』


  『This time, the question is who I'd want to do a unit activity with.』


  『I'd choose Kiyeon. I've learned so much from Kiyeon, so I'd like to put on a stage with him to show how much I've grown.』


  『I want to know what books Cheonghyeon usually reads!』


  『Cheonghyeon isn't picky about books. He tends to read encyclopedias or classic literature more often, and he reads his favorite books in their original language.』


  『You asked who the most cowardly member in spArk is.』


  『Is there one...? After thinking about it, I guess Cheonghyeon is a tiny bit cowardly. Just a tiny bit!』


  『There's also a question related to the plants Joowoo is growing. It's asking if the plants being grown in the spArk dorm have names.』


  『I only know Brilliance and Fragrant, but I heard they all have names! I didn't ask where the names came from, but I'll be sure to ask Joowoo when I get a chance.』


  『Someone sent in the question, 'Do you think Seongbin is still writing in his death note these days?'....』


  『I'm... trying my best not to get written in it. Seongbin, are you watching? I love you.』


  『The next question is, 'Seongbin and Joowoo's alcohol tolerance'!』


  『I heard Seongbin drank one bottle of soju with his family. Joowoo said he's never had alcohol. We've never drunk together either. I'm sorry I can't give you a precise answer.』


  『Next, if I could switch bodies with one of the members, who I would want to be and why.』


  『I'd like to try living as Jeho for once. His thought process is the complete opposite of mine. I feel like living as him might help me understand him better.』


  『'What do you think it would be like if Jeho was the youngest and Cheonghyeon was the leader?'...?』


  『Jeho as the youngest might be okay. I don't think he'd be very stressed. The older members might have a hard time, though.』


  『On the other hand, wouldn't the burden be too heavy if Cheonghyeon were the leader? Cheonghyeon works on all our songs, which is not an easy job. It's beyond difficult, it's making the impossible possible. If he had to be the leader on top of that, his burden would be much greater, so I'm personally against it.』


  『Next is a question asking what news Seongbin enjoys watching!』


  『Seongbin watches a lot of social news. He also watches economic news frequently. After he's seen all the news, he always visits the 'Good News That Warms Our Society' category. He says he needs to watch that to calm his complicated mind.』


  『If the members hadn't become idols, what do you think they would each be doing?』


  『It might be strange for me to say this, but don't you think our members suit being idols well? Nevertheless, if I were to think of other jobs!』


  『I think Seongbin would have been a good teacher or counselor. Joowoo, a vocal trainer? A flower shop owner would suit him, too. Jeho might have continued with street dance.』


  『I think a scientist would suit Cheonghyeon well, what do you all think? He likes to explore things and is good at it. I think Kiyeon would do well as a gym teacher.』


  『This time, it's a philosophical question. 'Which is better, a body without organs, or an organ without a body?'.』


  『I think an organ without a body is better. A body can't function without organs, but an organ alone can have a new, positive function if it's transplanted into someone. Did I understand the question correctly?』


  『There's also a question asking if I'm interested in baseball. They're asking if there's a team I'm interested in.』


  『I like baseball, too. Ever since I saw a Hanwa fan at the KAIST festival, I find myself looking up the KBO League rankings whenever a game is on. It would be nice if Hanwa could make it to the fall baseball season.』


  『This time, I'll choose three things I would definitely take if I were going to a deserted island.』


  『I thought about this after watching 'Deserted Rest Stop Island'. Fire is really important. I'll take a lighter, toiletries, and the essential item, Jeho.』


  『A peculiar question came in, so I'll read it as is! 'Iwol, this is Jeho's older sister. Jeho isn't answering his phone! I have a package to send, could you send me the dorm address?'.』


  『No need to mail a package. If you tell me a nearby cafe, I'll send Jeho there myself!』


  『How much is gold today?』


  『It's 0.00274Cheonghyeon. You all know we use Cheonghyeon's gold as a unit of currency within spArk, right?』


  『Someone asked me to call out seven of my favorite numbers so they can buy a lottery ticket, but since I'm an idol, it's my principle not to make statements that encourage speculative activities...!』


  『If you promise you'll just use them for meaningless doodles or as random numbers for a password change, then I'll tell you! 6, 9, 12, 24, 29, 38, 45. That's all!』


  Chapter 337: Side Story. The Reason I Couldn't Say


  『You asked, 'Who is the most reliable member and who is the member you have to take care of the most?'』


  『They all have a side that makes me worry, like kids on a deserted island, but I'd say I rely completely on Seongbin. I'm also a troublemaker who needs the leader's touch. I end up taking care of Joowoo and Kiyeon about equally. I guess it’s because they’re like babies!』


  『A moment I was grateful to the members....』


  『I've always been grateful to them, from our trainee days until now. They were so good to me when I joined late. They did their best to help me so we could debut together. Now, they treat my business as more important than their own. That's why I always want to help the members too.』


  『There was a question about what I do when I feel lethargic, and another asking if I could comfort a working Sparkler.』


  『I'm the type to lie still and think, 'I have to try again.' I need to motivate myself to find the strength to get up.


  However, if the members or a Sparkler is so tired or lethargic that they need comfort, I'd tell them it's best to rest until they feel energetic again. We live in a society where you don't often hear that it's okay to take a break. I want to be the one who offers that comfort.』


  『Dieting is so hard. Say something harsh to snap me out of it. ...is what someone said.』


  『Unless you have to lose weight for health reasons, I don't want to recommend dieting. A standard weight exists, but I think everyone's basal metabolic rate is different. Just as there are individual differences, the healthy weight for each person is different.


  Nevertheless, if you have to lose weight for your job, like an idol or a model, or if you're dieting for your health! Instead of harsh words, I want to say you're going through a lot. It's amazing that you're working so hard for a change. It takes a lot of time and effort to change a life of inertia, doesn't it? I hope you can overcome that long journey with encouragement rather than a whip.』


  『And there was actually one more 'vs' question, but I set this one aside because I wanted to answer it separately. The question is 'The idol you loved the most' vs 'The last idol you loved'!』


  『I love seeing our fans happy when they watch us. That's what motivates me, so I'll choose 'The idol you loved the most.'』


  『In a similar vein, someone asked if there's anything I want to hear from Sparkler.』


  『Whatever you say, I believe it’s because you love us, so I'm happy to hear anything. I’m serious.』


  『What genre we want to challenge ourselves with in the future is a topic we often discuss among ourselves.』


  『The most recent thing we talked about was a ballad. It would be a challenge, so I can't make any promises, but I really want to show you one someday!』


  『There's also the question, 'What is spArk to Iwol?'』


  『They're my everything right now. I think that's the most fitting expression.』


  『There were also so many questions worrying about my happiness. A great number of questions came in, checking to see when I'm happy and if I'm hurt anywhere.』


  『You asked me to promise to be healthy and happy together forever, so let's make that promise now! You have to stay healthy and be happy. Thank you for saying you're happy because of me.』


  『This is the last question of this long broadcast. What do you want to say to the Sparklers?』


  『I just said this, but I hope you'll always be happy. We'll only show you our best sides, so I hope you just enjoy a comfortable and exciting life as a Sparkler. I love you.』


  『This has been Iwol's 'Ask Me Anything'!』


  『To everyone who stayed with me until this late hour, thank you so much. I'll send a BubblePop tomorrow, so don't wait up. Go to sleep as soon as this ends! Sweet dreams!』


  

  I finished the live and returned to the dorm to find everyone asleep. It made sense, since the date had already changed.


  I didn't even answer all of them.


  The questions I couldn't answer lingered in my mind as I washed up. My feet carried me to the sofa before I even dried my hair. I brought the printed list of questions with me.


  『Did you organize all these questions with WebCell, group the similar ones, and make a list?』


  I laughed at the first question I saw.


  Of course. I even sorted them into major and minor categories.


  There were also questions I could have easily answered as my office-worker self but couldn't mention as an idol, like whether the agency had a union or how I knew so much about office life.


  UA doesn't have a union, but if the entertainment industry's Unified Labor Union is formed, I should join. As for office life… I learned it through blood, sweat, and tears, everyone.


  I didn't answer the question about my work hours because I was worried it would make people worry for no reason. I held back out of concern that if they didn't like the company, they might embroider something with their light sticks not just on the bare ground, but right in front of the UA main gate, and these days, I only work for two hours at most anyway.


  There was also a question asking me to choose between a room where I had to watch the members do things that go against an idol's virtues, and a room where I had to lie down and watch the staff work without being able to intervene. It seemed like a sophisticated jab at UA no matter how I looked at it, so I avoided answering.


  However, if I absolutely had to choose, I would pick the room to watch the staff. I can tolerate the company doing strange things, but I can't stand by and watch an idol forget their duties.


  I also couldn't answer questions on the broadcast related to the members' private lives, like the age gap with their siblings or questions about their childhood.


  Their pasts... many of them have complicated family histories, so it was awkward to ask the guys.


  I do know the age gaps, though. I remember Jeyoung is six years older than us, and Miho was four years younger. I'm not sure about Lee Cheonghyeon's older brother, but I think he said his younger brother is two years younger.


  It was a shame I had to discard all the friendship questions because I was on edge about the Ulover issue. If it weren't for those drug addicts, I wouldn't have had to skip the answers!


  Still, I rationalized it as a good choice. Berion might have disliked it if I had mentioned him as 'the celebrity colleague I feel closest to, excluding spArk'.


  Someone also asked if I'd eaten with Yuur, and I'm sorry. I haven't. Ulover is close with Parthe, and Yuur is at Parthe's agency… I won't be sharing a table with them until they've all been indicted.


  I wanted to answer about CFs I'd like to shoot or brands that suit us, but I didn't. It might have seemed like I was encouraging fans to buy things. Should I have talked about the CFs? Come to think of it, saying I wanted to shoot a public service announcement wouldn't have incited the fans.


  Maybe if I had talked about items instead of brands, I could have expressed it more indirectly. Like Choi Jeho for suits, Jeong Seongbin for watches, Park Joowoo for perfume, Lee Cheonghyeon for jewelry, and Kang Kiyeon for shoes.


  Why do I always think of good ideas later?


  『Do you have a school-days nickname that someone else gave you?』


  I couldn't answer this because I didn't know if my 'Kim Hyoil' nicknames would apply. I didn't have many nicknames to begin with. My classmates used to let me join in as an extra. They nicknamed me 'Altari' because I was a tall extra, or 'Soccer Vending Machine', or 'Snowman'. That was about it.


  Someone also asked about essential certifications for getting a job. I couldn't cover it on the live stream. It would be strange for the current Kim Iwol to know that information so well, but having a driver's license and a computer literacy certificate really broadens your job options.


  And I must have misspoken somewhere…


  『Can't you do your specialty, the 'kkondae' voice impression, just once?』


  …a question like that came in.


  Where on earth did I talk about that? Kim Iwol, are you living with your head in the clouds?


  It's not that I can't do it. Anyway, this is the problem with Assistant Manager Kim. You can't do a single thing properly. If you keep this up, how can I trust you with any work? How are you going to handle this situation? You're making me old, Assistant Manager Kim, so old.


  There were many health-related questions, too. I didn't answer because I worried that mentioning something that had gotten better would just bring back their worries. I should have at least said that I'm doing perfectly fine.


  Besides those, there were questions that anyone might have heard before, but for some reason, they carried a different weight, so I couldn't touch them.


  『If you could go back to the past and had to build a friendship with one member?』


  『Compared to your debut, has there been a change in your feelings now?』


  『If you were born again, how would you want to live?』


  『If the world were to end tomorrow, what would you want to do?』


  If I went back, I think I'd have to meet Jeong Seongbin. So he wouldn't get any more involved with Jang Junhoo.


  My feelings now are similar to how they were at our debut. I still work while thinking of my sister, and I feel a petty guilt because of my different temperature from the other guys. Maybe because I've been living too much like an idol, I haven't lost my original intention, so I haven't been able to take a single step forward.


  Even if I were born again, I don't have the confidence to live like this. I hope this life, or this regression, is the last.


  If Earth were to end tomorrow, I'd go to the nearest intersection and just stand there endlessly.


  Because that's the best I can do.


  I slowly traced my finger over a question that particularly caught my eye.


  『If you could only say goodbye to one member before you die?』


  Right. I should think about this too, just in case. I've learned that my heart has an expiration date.


  But the answer is already set. I can't give a trial like that to kids younger than me.


  To think I might have to say my final words to the person I resented to death… there is no greater irony.


  『If you were reborn, would you be in spArk with the current members?』


  I faced the kind question hoping for spArk to be together and couldn't say anything.


  So I kept making excuses in my head.


  If my sister lives well.


  If the members would still accept me then.


  If people like me promoting.


  If an opportunity comes to me even without a KPI.


  The night deepened. I used the attention I received as a blanket and fell asleep on the sofa, the list of questions resting on my chest.


  Chapter 338: Modeling Debut (1)


  spArk's schedule was always packed around their comeback week. They mostly just made appearances on promotional shows, since there weren't many other places for them to go.


  But spArk's recognition had clearly risen. They went from being merely known by the public to an idol group the public had a positive image of.


  So, what effect did that have?


  Commercials started rolling in, including one for a solo member from a well-known brand.


  Choi Jeho kicked off the first solo commercial, a move that befitted the team's center.


  It was a good thing, and I wanted to congratulate him, but the brand that sent the offer was all too familiar.


  "......"


  "What's this?"


  "A birthday present."


  It was the same sportswear brand my older sister had gifted me a few years ago.


  The promotional materials even had the logo of the store where Choi Jeho had modeled for that same brand back then.


  I guess some things don't change, even when so much else has.


  My hand drifted to the edge of the document. I fiddled with the innocent paper for no reason.


  "So? What's the concept?" Lee Cheonghyeon asked. He took the document from me after I nodded.


  I think he used to promote things like functional zip-up hoodies back in the day. He was a model for some sportswear set back then, too.


  "Uhm..."


  Lee Cheonghyeon flipped through a few pages. His eyes widened as he read the title.


  "'A Sexy Man is Different, Starting from the Fit,' it says?"


  "What did you say?"


  How absurd. When did our group's Center Emperor become a Sexy Emperor? And that copy is terrible.


  I checked the paper. It had the exact same sentence Lee Cheonghyeon had read. My hands itched with the urge to update the Dotion work request page.


  The references were bold. They included poses and compositions you would expect on a men's magazine cover. The ad's purpose seemed questionable, showing only a sleeve when it was supposed to be for clothing.


  "Is he going to advertise his abs, not the clothes?" Kang Kiyeon asked, looking at the reference materials.


  Choi Jeho just shrugged.


  While one member followed a similar path to his past, another did not.


  The past Lee Cheonghyeon became known through commercials for sports drinks or perfume. This Lee Cheonghyeon, however, received a direct offer for a jewelry commercial.


  The spArk members reacted with confusion at the mention of jewelry, not watches, but Lee Cheonghyeon was too young for a watch commercial. The target audience for luxury watches was middle-aged men or young professionals, making Choi Jeho or Jeong Seongbin the right choice.


  But a jewelry commercial required something different. Like with Indenia, it demanded extreme beauty to best showcase the accessories.


  A face that was innocent but balanced, glamorous but not artificial, was rare. Established celebrities had recognition but lacked freshness.


  Then, a big catch from the FA market appeared who met all the conditions. He had recognition, freshness, and even a reasonable price. Who wouldn't pay attention?


  "You said you're going for a photoshoot for the new collection, right?"


  "Yeah. They said it's a necklace, bracelet, and ring set?"


  "The shoot must be long. I guess because it's a luxury brand," Jeong Seongbin muttered worriedly. He seemed sorry for his younger brother, who had to work during their off-season.


  "Don't worry, hyung. I'm a pro at getting my picture taken! Have you forgotten the days when we all trained under Iwol?"


  "Right. If it comes to it, I'll help you practice."


  "You heard him, right? I'm going to go create the photoshoot of a lifetime, so don't you worry!" Lee Cheonghyeon said triumphantly, flicking his hair.


  It was rewarding to see the results of my daily nagging about looking cool on camera.


  I guess differences in their individual schedules are starting to show.


  Things were changing. It wasn't like the one-off variety shows 'Genre-Swap' or 'Deserted Rest Island', where the cast was conveniently chosen from spArk. Love calls were usually sent to a specific person.


  Maintaining a balance of commercials and variety shows would be great, but it was difficult. No matter how hard the company tried, the market wouldn't choose every member.


  There's a saying about being a late bloomer, so I hope they don't get impatient over the immediately visible differences.


  I tried not to be conscious of the other three while skimming the catalog Lee Cheonghyeon brought. Then Kang Kiyeon took the booklet from my hand.


  "Don't worry about us too much."


  "......"


  "Aren't you walking on eggshells because you think our pride might be hurt over the solo commercials?"


  "Well..."


  "I already talked to Lee Cheonghyeon about it when he was moping in the practice room, but aside from thinking we need to work harder, I'm not jealous or anything. After you pushed for us so much in the full album, there's nothing to be envious about."


  His mature remark surprised me. Did the SYSTEM give Kang Kiyeon actual maturity, not just the ability to appeal with a mature charm?


  "Though I don't know what Seongbin and Joowoo think."


  "No, I went on 'Genre-Swap' by myself!" Jeong Seongbin waved his hands dismissively.


  Everyone's gaze turned to Park Joowoo, who had never done a solo variety show or commercial.


  Park Joowoo's cheeks flushed as he spoke in a small voice.


  "I'm happy enough with the members helping me practice my instrument..."


  His words were incredibly modest. No one could respond. Park Joowoo then made an ambitious declaration, as if trying to be greedier.


  "Since we all practiced together, I do hope we can stand on stage with them someday...!"


  Aigoo, Joowoo. Be a little more ambitious...


  

  Choi Jeho worked out like crazy until the day of the commercial shoot because I nagged him relentlessly. I nagged him so much that no one from the company, not even the manager, had to tell him to build up his body. Of course, it helped that Choi Jeho's self-management had always been perfect.


  As a result, the current Choi Jeho was...


  "Wow, I really have to admit this."


  ...acknowledged for his physique by nineteen-year-old Lee Cheonghyeon, his former roommate who had seen him shirtless on vacation.


  Lee Cheonghyeon clapped repeatedly and gave a thumbs-up, sounding like an old man. He slapped Kang Kiyeon's arm.


  "Before, your body was like a sculpture, you know? Now it's like an embossed leather seat."


  "No, that's not it. A sculpture is just hard, but with an embossed leather seat, you can imagine the plush texture beneath the firm surface, can't you?"


  "There's really nothing you won't say." Kang Kiyeon looked disgusted.


  Ignoring his friend, Lee Cheonghyeon patted Choi Jeho's back enthusiastically. "How'd your body get even better? Hyung, maybe you should've been an athlete! But then our team would lose its center, so stop working out now!"


  "Hey, do I need to lose more weight?" Choi Jeho asked me, his voice full of irritation.


  "You weren't working out to lose weight in the first place. Haven't you built up enough muscle? You look better than when the offer came in, so I don't think they'll say anything on set."


  "I'm hungry."


  "You're going through a lot."


  It must have been tough. A guy who used to eat three containers of salad was now eating a third of that. His face was completely expressionless as he ate his chicken breast.


  "Eat something after the shoot. Or should I order something in advance?"


  "Forget it."


  Choi Jeho leaned his head back on the sofa.


  Still, Choi Jeho had changed a lot. In the past, he wouldn't have noticed his younger brothers walking on eggshells around him while he dieted, but now, he would actually! by himself! be the first to tell them not to worry about him and just eat. Kang Kiyeon's eyes had gone wide.


  Despite being hungry, Choi Jeho packed his gym bag, claiming he was stressed. I was pretty sure he had already worked out at dawn. I had no idea how his brain's algorithm worked.


  Everyone received personal training, but recently someone new had joined Choi Jeho and me at the gym. It wasn't Kang Kiyeon, who occasionally asked to join, or Park Joowoo, who was forced into supplementary lessons. It was a member who had become a regular.


  "You hyungs really work out a lot."


  "The strength to work comes from stamina."


  "That's true, but still."


  Jeong Seongbin registered at the gym as soon as promotions ended. He had resolved to cut more body fat.


  I was against it at first. Jeong Seongbin was one of the spArk members who had trouble building muscle. Losing fat the wrong way could make him look haggard, so I didn't recommend it.


  "If you lose more from here, won't your body look too slender?"


  "Hyung, haven't you seen the picture from the Grand Music Festival ending stage shot that was cropped to just us?"


  "......"


  I had. It was the picture where 'Super Cute Baby Pebble Kang Kiyeon' became 'Portrait of a Young David', 'Owner of Boulder-like Forearms', and 'The Young Duke Returning After Subjugating a Monster' the moment he stood next to another group. The evaluation was only mild because it was Kang Kiyeon. Choi Jeho was just treated like a human metasequoia.


  Jeong Seongbin's situation wasn't much different. It seemed he was trying to reduce his torso's circumference.


  "Seongbin."


  "Yes, hyung."


  "We're past the point of being a skinny group."


  ...Not a chance. Don't try to fit your blessed physiques into someone else's standards.


  Jeong Seongbin complied without any rebellion. He then set off to find an empty spot for weights. His shoulders were held proudly straight instead of slumped, which was quite amusing.


  Chapter 339: Modeling Debut (2)


  While Choi Jeho struggled to become the perfect model, Lee Cheonghyeon also worked hard.


  Park Joowoo diligently found jewelry photoshoot references, which Lee Cheonghyeon absorbed perfectly. Kang Kiyeon then conducted camera tests. They practiced intensely so Lee Cheonghyeon could shine, regardless of the set or product.


  "Cheonghyeon, your fingertips look a little artificial."


  "Really? What's the problem? My index finger? Middle finger?"


  "Try to relax your hand a bit. Right now, it looks less like a hand wearing a ring and more like one wearing a leather glove."


  The kids were always like that whenever I visited the practice room. My workload had decreased since I no longer needed to find references.


  Lee Cheonghyeon struck various poses and asked without moving his lips.


  "Doesn't Jeho need to do a camera test too? He's doing a photoshoot, isn't he?"


  "Have you ever seen him look awkward in front of a camera?"


  "Ah."


  In front of a camera, Choi Jeho's expressiveness surpassed the industry standard. His abilities shone brightest when someone watched him.


  I once peeked at the members' resumes before a concert, feeling we needed an internal review. Choi Jeho's self-PR score was 19. His talent for self-presentation was nearly perfect.


  What could I say to a guy like that without it being meddling?


  So when Choi Jeho acted serious, I just clapped from the side and told him he was doing great. I also left a long complaint on Dotion, and the dedicated team decided to discuss it with the advertiser.


  Everything proceeded smoothly until Lee Cheonghyeon spoke, looking deflated.


  "But I'm not very confident."


  "About what?"


  "Will I be able to pull off accessories that so many designers worked together to create?"


  He's worrying about such useless things. It seems my compliments have been lacking lately.


  "How long has the brand you're advertising for been in business?"


  "About a hundred years, I think? That's what the official website said."


  "That's not long. Your face is a masterpiece crafted by all our ancestors since Dangun. The five-thousand-year history of the Republic of Korea is in your face."


  Kang Kiyeon looked dumbfounded at my words.


  "But the one with the longer history doesn't always win."


  "Still, the term 'classic beauty' exists for a reason."


  "Would anyone expect to see an antique elegance from a rookie at life like me?"


  "Let's just change the word. Your face has a classic elegance. That's a value any jewelry brand would pursue, and an aura not just anyone can possess."


  "Anyway, you mean I look luxurious, right?!"


  "Of course. So go and try posing with your hands again."


  Lee Cheonghyeon regained his confidence and excitedly ran to Park Joowoo and Kang Kiyeon. He then showed off hand movements that would shame an art model.


  

  A 'See More Posts' notification popped up on Won Chaehee's SNS while she ate alone for the first time in a while. She rarely saw so many new posts, since she only followed a few accounts besides the official spArk account on her fansite master account.


  Why did they share so many things?


  The phrase 'spArk_official has reposted' appeared in small gray letters on each post.


  She quickly scrolled to the first post she had not yet seen.


  What is this?


  Incredible abs filled Won Chaehee's sight. She threw down her chopsticks and hurriedly lowered her phone's brightness. Won Chaehee's heart pounded as if she had committed a crime, even though she had a privacy screen protector and hadn't intentionally clicked a sensitive post in public.


  ≫...spArk_official has reposted.


  ...NIDAS Naidas's new muse, an exciting autumn and a new beginning with spArk's Jeho #NIDAS #Naidas #Jeho #Jeho #spArk #spArk


  ≫...spArk_official has reposted.


  ...NIDAS If you want to run, do it with Naidas's track top #NIDAS #Naidas #Jeho


  ≫...spArk_official has reposted.


  ...NIDAS Check out this fall's lineup presented by Jeho on the official website now bat.ly/n725 #NIDAS #Naidas #New_Autumn


  ≫...spArk_official has reposted.


  ...NIDAS [EVENT] Poster Giveaway Event Customers who purchase over 80,000 won will receive one A3 size poster. Purchase over 100,000 won to receive both types of posters See More


  New photos of Choi Jeho filled each post. His skin tone was darker than usual, maybe from tanning for the photoshoot. A white and gray track top revealed his defined abs.


  Who wears such a provocative windbreaker in the fall…….


  The outfit's design was ordinary, but Won Chaehee found it provocative. Maybe it was because Naidas had Choi Jeho wear nothing underneath, or because he had bulked up. The thoughts wouldn't stop.


  He slightly raised his arm, exposing his serratus anterior. That, along with his wet hair, made Won Chaehee chug a cup of cold water. Worldly desires washed over her, but her hands moved quickly and precisely to save the photo.


  Seriously, XX.... Making a guy with already thick lips do a lip-touching pose is just XX cruel, isn't it..., and making a giant, indifferent, door-like man like Choi Jeho act with an empty gaze, isn't that just a deliberate attempt to make the viewer go X crazy....


  An immature but sincere voice from the heart filled Won Chaehee's chest.


  ≫...minam_hunter(semi-hiatus)


  Jeho, I can't see the sportswear, only your abs. Is this right?


  └ Are you crazy, nim? Are you really on a semi-hiatus? You showed up almost the second it was released.


  └ Hah, if I log in one more time this week, I'm really deleting my account.


  The reactions from others were similar. Won Chaehee wiped her tears in her cozy trash can.


  Shorts with long socks is so XX over the top. Putting side slits on the training pants is so perverted. Is this really clothing made for working out?


  Yet, Won Chaehee calmly checked the crew socks' color options. She decided it was a good idea to replace her old socks, worn thin near the big toe, with the stylish new ones from Naidas.


  Wasn't there a big Naidas store near my company?


  Checking a map app, she found three large stores nearby. The fact that her company was in a bustling area usually made her want to quit during her hellish subway commute, but at times like this, her company loyalty soared.


  Meanwhile, some products online began showing a 'sold out' sign. Items went out of stock at such an odd time for two main reasons. First, there was no stock. Second, the fan power was insane.


  A big brand like Naidas would not fail to secure enough stock for nationwide distribution. The conclusion had to be the latter.


  Won Chaehee selected one of the sold-out main products, the one Choi Jeho had modeled. The stylishly designed product details page caught her eye.


  Unisex design with no waistline, functional apparel with three pockets including an inner one.... Easy to wash, and a price where you're guaranteed to get one poster even if you only buy one set.... You can choose between poster type A or B regardless of the product color....


  Simply put, the product didn't feel like a cash grab targeting fans.


  Sseup.


  Should I buy a windbreaker?


  Won Chaehee quickly did the math. A comfortable jacket and a few pairs of socks were not a burdensome expense for a working adult fan.


  An A3 poster wouldn't need a tube and could fit in a movie poster binder.


  This idea must have come from Kim Iwol. While everyone else printed large posters, only the eldest, who understood a fan's heart suspiciously well, thought of storage and practicality.


  Won Chaehee consumed all the new content before her lunch break ended and left the restaurant satisfied.


  However, Won Chaehee did not buy socks on her way home. Socks, with selectable colors while stock lasted, were a free gift for apparel purchasers.


  These bastards didn't treat people like pushovers. That alone raised Naidas's favorability by one.


  An improved brand image within a fandom can create a significant butterfly effect, even from a very small change.


  This ripple effect was also present in Naidas's new photoshoot.


  The brand offered practical clothes with guaranteed quality. The price was reasonable, with a simple freebie instead of a bundled, jacked-up price. Posters were provided based on purchase amount, as long as one new apparel item was included, not just collaboration products.


  Thanks to this, Won Chaehee spent her own money without cursing. Others might say, "Couldn't you just not make purchases that make you curse?" but such things rarely happen in a fan's life.


  So Won Chaehee decided to cherish the experience, while keeping her old bamboo spear tucked safely behind her back.


  

  "The photos came out great."


  "Right? A lot of my friends contacted me saying they saw Jeho's photoshoot too."


  Jeong Seongbin and I sat together, looking at Choi Jeho on the official Naidas website.


  That's Choi Jeho for you. The kid's a bit self-willed, but he always does his job properly.


  "Wow, did Jeho sell everything out?"


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked as soon as he got home from school, without even putting down his backpack. He draped his arms over both our shoulders, squeezed between us, and peered at the monitor.


  "That's amazing. I don't think I could do that."


  "A jewelry ad is different. You were cast to make the brand more luxurious. You just have to do your part."


  Lee Cheonghyeon still looked dissatisfied with my explanation. He seemed disappointed that his situation was different from Choi Jeho's, who could show results with a string of 'sold out' items.


  "Next time, I'll definitely become a home shopping model, and I'll buy everything myself to set a sold-out record."


  "Isn't that fraud?"


  "It's fraud if you don't pay, and it's bulk-buying if you do. I'm telling you now, I won't let the words 'bulk-buying' appear next to spArk's name, so drop that thought."


  Lee Cheonghyeon turned away at my words. "Of course, bulk-buying is no good," he said.


  Not long after, Lee Cheonghyeon leaped from being a simple promotional model to becoming the muse of a luxury jewelry brand.


  Chapter 340: Modeling Debut (3)


  I knew little about fine jewelry or high-end brands because spArk had never worked in that field. I also didn't wear rings or necklaces.


  When Lee Cheonghyeon's photoshoot was released, I only vaguely thought 'it came out well'. I couldn't be sure if it would go viral. An advertisement must appeal to its target audience, after all. A good photoshoot and Lee Cheonghyeon succeeding as a model were two different things.


  At first, I struggled to check the public's reaction. I pieced together mentions from blog influencers and online cafes. I checked my subscribed fashion newsletters for any mention of the model change. I also checked if the brand used Lee Cheonghyeon's photo in their promotional emails. The reviews I found showed a different pattern than what I usually monitored.


  ≫ Linys's new collection is being promoted by a male model~


  I went to the department store and was surprised. I wondered if it was a boyish model. I don't think I've seen that often, so it was fascinating. The male model looked great with the jewelry~


  I originally planned to buy something else, but this new arrival tempted me~ The product is so pretty, and the seller kept saying it was a perfect match, so I ended up bringing this baby home~


  ≫ Linys, New Model Appointed After 3 Years


  Linys has chosen a new muse for the first time in three years. This is the official first step of the Three-ization Project mentioned at the first-quarter conference.


  The contract with the new muse, Cheonghyeon, is also explained to be part of the Three-ization Project, which aims for 'change', 'luxury', and 'blossoming'.


  .


  .


  Attention is focused on whether the introduction of the new muse will lead Linys one step closer to the 'borderless beauty' it pursues.


  ≫ The New Face of Linys Korea is ○○○!


  Remember the 'My Favorite Brand' survey we conducted with our subscribers last April?


  The news is that Linys, which ranked third with a whopping 29% preference rate, has chosen none other than a male idol as its new model.


  Isn't it fascinating that a jewelry brand, not even a watch brand, hired a male model for women's fine jewelry?


  Surprisingly, this kind of thing happens often in the jewelry industry. Shall we find out why?


  Though each post was slightly different, they all concluded with, 'The new model? Not bad.' Lee Cheonghyeon had coolly broken the barrier of being too young for a luxury brand.


  Though I doubt any advertiser or client would remain unconvinced after seeing this.


  I pulled the image for the outdoor billboards onto the screen.


  His straight black hair was neatly styled without a single stray strand. His thin, long eyebrows gave a sharp, clean impression, and his slightly parted, slender lips looked like an orchid drawn with finely ground ink. A finely crafted chain necklace and a thick golden one were layered on his long, pale neck. A matching bracelet shone on the wrist of the hand lifting his chin. Another gold bracelet gleamed over his black shirt's sleeve, and a small pendant necklace sparkled above his white collarbone. His simple outfit didn't distract from the jewelry. However, his captivating face kept drawing one's gaze back to the photo. Lee Cheonghyeon was the ultimate showcase, making the accessories stand out perfectly.


  However, it would be absurd to say that Lee Cheonghyeon succeeded just because of his face. Many handsome people exist in the world (of course, Lee Cheonghyeon is the most handsome). Even more people were in a more advantageous position than him, with factors like experience or recognition among the 30s and 40s customer base.


  Lee Cheonghyeon overcame all these demerits and confidently accepted the offer. The interview between Lee Cheonghyeon and Linys also played a big part in this.


  When I heard an interview was scheduled to coordinate the offer, I started preparing materials for Lee Cheonghyeon. I figured he would memorize it on the way there if I told him to. I organized everything from the Linys designer's tastes to their collections' similarities and differences over the past three years, including anticipated questions and expected effects…….


  Hyung, you busy?


  Not really. Why?


  I organized some stuff for the Linys interview. Can you read it over for me?


  ...Lee Cheonghyeon had been doing the same thing. Surprisingly, the materials Lee Cheonghyeon organized were almost identical to mine.


  While some points needed supplementing, there were also parts I had missed. He considered which accessories would have good synergy with him as a model and which wouldn't, and how the main customer base would view him.


  You think you don't suit products with logo play, right?


  I'm sure they'd suit me. Everything does. I just think logo play is tacky when you're hiring a new face for luxury's sake.


  Even so, you can't say that on site. You don't know what you'll end up advertising.


  I wanted to add that even Lee Cheonghyeon couldn't pull off being a rusty cyber-warrior from the old spArk days. I held back because his effort was commendable.


  Their opinion is probably similar. Logoless brands are on the rise for a reason. You know the recent F/W trend was old money, right, Hyung?


  You're well-informed.


  Half my clothes are luxury brands anyway. You're probably the only one who knows, Hyung.


  Lee Cheonghyeon shrugged. Just as he said, his personal wardrobe mixed ordinary clothes with incredible luxury items. It didn't matter to me, since I had long seen through his fashion choices, but most of spArk had mistreated his clothes, tossing them in the wash simply because they lacked logos.


  You did your research well for your first fashion modeling job. Weren't you not that interested in fashion trends?


  You learn a lot if you tag along to the Gangnam District 8 school parents' meetings for ten years, even if you're not interested.


  Lee Cheonghyeon laughed dryly. "I never thought I'd have a reason to thank my mom," he added.


  Lee Cheonghyeon was a prepared talent who lacked nothing. Constant practice shoots gave him a natural feel. He also had the inner glow effect and the Camera Massage skill, both essential for an upper-body jewelry photoshoot. What was there to fear?


  I can confidently say it will be hard to find another model like him. A face like Lee Cheonghyeon's is one of a kind. As the industry realizes this, his rarity will only increase.


  Knowing what you can't have is what hurts the most.


  Once the new model gets a good response and Lee Cheonghyeon's value rises, Linys Korea will want him as their flagship model. He is active in the country and constantly exposed to the public.


  Whether he can move to an even higher-tier brand will depend on his management... but we'll see.


  For someone like Lee Cheonghyeon, once he's on track, I believe there's a 90% chance that offers will pour in from everywhere. The advertising world prefers stable models, and a few celebrities take up most of the market.


  I should take him to see the outdoor billboard soon and take a picture for him.


  No model is better than one who cherishes the brand he advertises. I contacted the photoshoot manager and shared the department store visit's location and time with Lee Cheonghyeon.


  

  Choi Jeho and Lee Cheonghyeon worked constantly even after their photoshoots.


  Lee Cheonghyeon's event schedule increased tremendously. He was busy with Linys events like brand pop-ups and collection red carpets. His routine was to barely make school attendance in the morning, head to Apgujeong and Cheongdam-dong for the red carpet, then go to the practice room. He even carried a tablet around, saying he was writing songs.


  Choi Jeho had overlapping interviews, additional shoots, and magazine photoshoots, so I barely saw his face. He said the photoshoots were fine, but interviews drained his energy. He felt like he used a year's worth of words in a single interview.


  The content was funny. You could tell just by watching the latest Metube video, 'Digging into Naidas's New Muse, Jeho.'


  『Jeho, you became a hot topic for revealing a closet full of Naidas clothes on Instar. Is this... for show?!』


  『The clothes are comfortable and look nice. I thought they were great, but after seeing my photoshoot, the members told me to throw away all my old clothes. When I came to my senses...』


  『Ah, so it was the spArk members' idea! Did you get the company model discount?』


  『Yeah. The members just told me to hand over my card, so I did.』


  『The track jacket photoshoot was especially popular, wasn't it? In your opinion, Jeho, do you like this photo?』


  『My fans... they seem to like it when I show some skin.』


  『That's a very direct way of putting it! Do you often hear that your first impression is different from your actual personality?』


  『I hear it a lot.』


  『In what kind of situations does that usually come up?』


  『When we went to a deserted island for a variety show shoot, at that time....』


  The marketing team staffer conducting the interview couldn't hold back her laughter, but you were wrong on the deserted island. I still can't forget Jeyoung calling and saying the banana brought shame to the family.


  Still, the interview imprinted the formula 'spArk's Jeho = Deserted Island Banana Leaf Guy = Naidas Model' on the public. His imperial aura is fluctuating, but isn't that what star power is like?


  Things were developing well. They were growing faster than the old spArk and heading in a better direction. More importantly, the results matched my expectations.


  Now that things have come to this, perhaps, soon....


  I tapped my diary with my pen. As if on cue, a message notification popped up on my laptop screen.


  Manager Chanyoung [Iwol]
[A personal schedule came in. When you come to the office tomorrow, should we head up together first?]


  Hmm, I knew this would happen.


  Chapter 341: Modeling Debut (4)


  I became convinced that I had to meet my parents at least once, so I formulated a plan.


  To resolve their refusal to associate with me, I had to make them realize they could gain something through me. I had to make them come to me on their own.


  For that, I needed to create the image of a celebrity successful in anyone's eyes. However, it would take time for an idol targeting the 10-20 age group to make a name for himself among the middle-aged.


  There were several ways to drastically reduce this time. Among them, no method was as morally sound and quick to spread nationwide as an advertisement.


  Dramas take a long time before the footage is released, and long-running variety shows only start getting exposure once they're established.


  Besides, UA wouldn't even have to promote the advertisement. That was the domain of the advertiser or the agency. My goal was to achieve maximum effect with minimum effort.


  After deciding on my approach, I researched which advertisers to appeal to. No industry ran more ads than the financial sector, but a male idol had almost no precedent for being cast, so I aimed for something more plausible. I looked for a field that sought models with an upright image, often promoted the brand or company itself rather than a specific product, and had a generous budget for long-term contracts with platforms.


  After some diligent research, I reached a conclusion. I needed to become a public relations ambassador or do a public service announcement. The hurdle to becoming a model for those was lower than for major corporations or luxury brands, while the marketing scale could expand to a regional or even national level.


  Next, I just had to use my legal assets. I used my newfound status as a 'labor-side idol' from past activities, speaking my mind without holding back as a substitute for the 'Concern Sharing Group' and giving another special lecture for WebCell. When invited to a Metube variety show, I discussed the dark side of the entertainment business and ways to improve it, staying within a line that wouldn't get UA into too much trouble.


  At the end of this series of events, I...


  Hyung, did you see this? Your nickname got super long.


  Nickname?


  The man whose personal color is Yeouido office-worker gray, the megaphone of the worker who created the revolution's light stick, the soul of a proletarian trapped in a young body, the one who uses two brains named Do Younghwan and Iwol, the true Iwol High School, the walking Law Office Specializing in Labor Standards Act, the man who can't live without the Labor Standards Act...


  That's really long.


  ...That's what happened. It meant I had properly established my working-class image.


  My efforts finally bore fruit.


  "A public relations ambassador?"


  "Yeah, they said you were the number one candidate!" Jukyung said with a bright smile.


  I was relieved it worked out. It was even for a nationwide public relations ambassador role. I couldn't have found a more perfect fit.


  "For the Ministry of Employment and Labor... you mean?"


  Except for the part where I had become a real union idol.


  I was a little flustered. I never thought I'd be chosen by such a high-level institution. I expected to promote a startup support policy or a workplace harassment counseling service at most. I would have considered it a success just to be in a video playing on the Line 2 circle line during commutes.


  "The government has been pushing youth policies lately. It seems they were looking for a young face to promote them," Jukyung added.


  I had already guessed as much.


  I didn't look like I made so much money that people would say, 'I can't relate to some out-of-touch idol who makes easy money advertising this.' As a freelancer, I was a good face for promoting support for young artists. It was a casting with good excuses all around.


  Looks like my face is really going to be all over the country.


  An ad from the Ministry of Employment and Labor would be broadcast across all media, including TV and radio. If it was to promote a new policy, the budget would be on a completely different level.


  "It's a public service announcement, so the appearance fee isn't high, but it's an image other idols haven't shown before. I think it's a great opportunity because it fits your vibe well. Iwol, what do you think?" Jukyung asked.


  The answer was, of course, yes.


  

  Adults have dreams too, and they say there's no age limit to achieving them.


  『We paint a better world.』


  After waiting for 30 years, a certain everyman, Mr. Kim, also achieved his dream.


  『A future where labor becomes a part of life, not just a means to live.』


  He became the Ministry of Employment and Labor ambassador he had dreamed of... no, the public relations ambassador. If you wish for something desperately enough, anything can come true.


  『We protect your value. Ministry of Employment and Labor.』


  To be honest, I didn't wish for it that desperately, but I was so stunned I was just spouting nonsense. I thought if I ever appeared in materials from the Ministry of Employment and Labor, it would be as a case study for in-house power abuse. You never know what life will bring.


  Seeing myself in a proper suit, cosplaying as a professional office worker, felt surreal. I lost my sense of reality the entire time I watched the rough cut.


  "Where exactly did you say this would be shown?" I asked Manager Chanyoung, who was next to me.


  The manager replied, "On the electronic billboards in Seoul's subways and inside the trains, at over 200 major bus stops including Seoul Station, and in the elevators of the Ministry of Employment and Labor and its affiliated agencies. It'll be on TV, too."


  "Will it only be on public broadcasting channels?"


  "The frequency will be lower, but it'll appear on other channels too. It might show up during commercial breaks on sports channels, but they said that's not certain yet."


  "You said there would be print ads too, right?"


  "They said an official notice will go out to have the posters put up on the bulletin boards of community service centers, and a smaller version will be in the KTX monthly magazine."


  My face was really going to be plastered everywhere.


  What will those people think when they see the face of the son they kicked out?


  When you're curious about things like this, you can just use a search engine. I searched for terms a normal person might think of, like 'public relations ambassador salary', 'public relations ambassador benefits', and 'public relations ambassador activity fees', to get a rough idea from the results.


  Many articles covered that 'while a public relations ambassador is effectively an honorary position, it is common for them to receive a high appearance fee in reality.'


  Once they realize the child they threw away is making money and gaining fame, they'll be the first to take a favorable stance and reinitiate contact. The chances are low, and the articles might not explicitly say it's big money, but they won't fail to anticipate the butterfly effect. Once they start thinking, they'll begin to assign a potential value to me on their own.


  I don't think one ad will have an immediate effect, but still.


  You can't be full on the first bite. For now, I decided to be satisfied with this luxurious first step. I would use this favorable environment as a foundation to set the bait more thoroughly.


  What will those people say when they see me? That they need to get paid back for raising me? That I've succeeded beyond my station?


  I thought about it for a moment, then stopped. I made a pinky promise with Jeong Seongbin not to dwell on bad thoughts. There were many other ways to spend my time than getting bogged down.


  

  ≫ Congrats Kim Iwol on becoming the Ministry of Employment and Labor PR Ambassador


  Not a lie, it's real (photo)


  └ Him in a full suit lolololol I'm so triggered TTTT


  └ The Muse of the Ministry of Employment and Labor, Kim Iwol


  └ lolololololololol


  └ I thought this might happen, but now that it's real, it feels weird


  └ My own little labor expert consultant has become world-class


  ≫ An article is out


  "spArk's Iwol, Appointed as Ministry of Employment and Labor PR Ambassador... An Unconventional Move"


  └ It really is an unconventional move


  └ So like the man who made us memorize 'dial 1350 without an area code when you need a consultation'


  └ But he's an idol...


  ≫ Specs of the newly appointed Ministry of Employment and Labor PR Ambassador


  Knows how to tie a manual necktie. Possesses practical skills to create school record templates. Uses over twenty WebCell shortcut keys. Holder of the 10-minute record for creating a business Dotion page. Debuted on an OTT platform by acting as an office worker. Set the all-time highest viewership record for a program by acting as someone who quit their job. Conducts free public consultations for office workers, and finally, has experience with numerous lawsuits due to labor disputes. From now on, if Iwol writes another complaint, UA, you better do your job properly if you don't want to be named in it. Get your act together.


  └ Totally agree with the last line T_T On the cover of the dispute casebook, it'll say 'You're next.' Behave yourselves if you don't want to become the defendant.


  └ This is a guy who was writing a dark history diary before he even got his national ID card... He was born different from normal people.


  └ How can a regular worker even compete with this... I feel a sense of relative deprivation.


  └ Labor-spoon


  └└ What the heck is a labor-spoon lololol


  └ Writing it all out like this, it's absurd and hilarious how consistent his career path looks TTTT


  After the announcement that I had become the public relations ambassador for the Ministry of Employment and Labor, fiery reactions poured in from all over.


  Some said the concept act was getting old, while others just found it hilarious. Fortunately, the majority of fans accepted it with a 'you don't see an idol like this every day' attitude.


  To the opinions telling me to tone down the concept, I just had to respond by thoroughly separating my work as a PR ambassador from my idol activities. I had no intention of pushing it further after landing the ad anyway. I didn't want people to feel fatigued from being overexposed to me.


  Now that I had achieved my goal, I decided to wait for my face to get the right amount of exposure while preventing my image from being consumed in an overly strange direction.


  No matter what, the most important thing is our next promotion.


  I checked the calendar, my fingers busily pressing the left and right arrow keys. According to the annual plan, we had to start planning the album right away to release the next one at the right time and prepare for a year-end concert.


  Just as I opened my notepad to see if I had shelved any good ideas, Jeong Seongbin's phone vibrated.


  "Hyung, is it okay if I take this call?"


  "Hm? Go ahead."


  After asking for permission, Jeong Seongbin gave a slight bow and answered the phone.


  "Yes, Hyung."


  Jeong Seongbin always called his school seniors 'sunbae', so his use of 'Hyung' meant the caller was one of our managers. After all, Jeong Seongbin wasn't close enough with any other older figures to have a phone call with them.


  The call came at this hour, so it had to be Manager Chanyoung. He still handled most urgent matters and emergency contacts.


  I had rudely presumed who he was talking to without realizing it. I mentally scolded myself and tried to focus back on my laptop when Jeong Seongbin replied.


  "The members? They're all at the dorm."


  UA tells us not to wander around carelessly at night, but they have almost never strictly monitored spArk. The spArk guys aren't the type to cause trouble, and our schedules became so packed after our debut that we would all head to our rooms without needing any supervision once we were back at the dorm.


  So why would they suddenly do a surprise check-in on spArk?


  I had a bad feeling. Something was wrong.


  "...What?"


  Jeong Seongbin's voice grew louder, his face colored with bewilderment.


  "Yes, yes. I'll tell the members right now. Yes, I understand."


  I can feel it. Our schedule is about to be thrown into chaos.


  Chapter 342: Text Message Voting


  Jeong Seongbin hung up the phone and immediately summoned the members. The guys were preparing for school the next day, since Action School was still a school, but they hurried to the living room.


  "I just got a call from Chanyoung. He said we might be getting ahead of ourselves, but we should know about this."


  "What is it?" Lee Cheonghyeon asked, slouching on the floor.


  I glanced at him, and he straightened his back on his own, so I didn't bother nagging him.


  "IDC Season 2 starts in the second half of the year, right?"


  "That's right."


  "Apparently, a spot opened up this season. They're planning to pick one additional team from the previous season's contestants."


  "What?" Lee Cheonghyeon furrowed his brow, disbelieving. "Weren't Parthe supposed to go from our season? They won first place."


  "He said a spot opened up separately from them. Even Chanyoung doesn't know why."


  Kang Kiyeon asked, "How are they picking the new contestant?"


  The standard procedure would be for spArk, who came in second, to join. However, that would just advertise a problem in their casting process. It seemed unlikely they would simply go down the list of rankings.


  "They're holding a vote for the group people want to see again on IDC."


  "Ah..." Park Joowoo murmured. Even this once-naive kid now seemed to understand how the industry worked.


  We were being thrown into a fire we couldn't refuse. Few agencies can turn down a notice from a broadcasting station, especially small companies with rookie idols. In other words, you have to do what you're told.


  Those broadcasting station bastards found a decent excuse. This way, it looks like there are no problems on the surface.


  "It'll be decided by fandom size, then," Choi Jeho said nonchalantly.


  Do you share a room with Park Joowoo and learn nothing?


  "If it's an internet vote, the battle of pride between fandoms will be intense. Just like with the rookie award voting."


  "The fans have to go through so much, forming alliances and providing proof of voting. It also weighs on my mind when they offer prizes just to get us on the show."


  Kang Kiyeon and Lee Cheonghyeon, having experienced a survival program and a year-end voting system, each added their thoughts. Their comments mirrored my own.


  And above all else...


  "Our second-half comeback... is."


  ...It would be hard to release an album. Just as Park Joowoo worried.


  It might be possible if we split our egos into 'Survival Idol' and 'Miscellaneous Tasks Idol' and worked in two shifts, but there was no way these guys would allow it.


  "We need to be prepared," I said.


  The guys wore bitter expressions. They seemed to understand this meant there was a real chance we would appear. Smart guys.


  The company didn't sit on its hands. The next day, the dedicated team gave us a contingency plan.


  "Everyone's sacrificing their golden promotion period for the show, so the finals will likely be a new song performance, just like in Season 1. We released 『Viewer's Song』 as a fan-dedicated single because the program focuses on medium-tempo ballads, but this time, let's assume we're releasing a proper single and start working on the B-side tracks as well."


  "If we end up joining, we'll negotiate the best deal possible. It'll only make their position awkward if we win first place in the vote and then turn them down because of internal schedules. They started on the wrong foot by demanding our forced participation, not us. They're the ones in power who need to bend, so I don't want you to think we absolutely have to go on the show."


  There was nothing to add. I just listened attentively and smiled.


  Lee Cheonghyeon whispered so Jeong Seongbin couldn't hear, "You didn't sweep the floor with your back this time?"


  I laughed quietly. "Everyone's doing a great job, so why would I?"


  Lee Cheonghyeon smiled back. His expression was a stark contrast to the complaints he always had during meetings with Yoo Hansoo. His face looked free of worry.


  

  Less than a week after the notice, a voting announcement appeared on the IDC Season 2 homepage.


  The online communities went into an uproar. The comment section on the Metube announcement board became a sea of fire.


  ≫ The group you want to see again, what a great concept ㅎㅎ


  ≫ Don't they usually just bring on the 1st and 2nd place groups in these situations? It's kinda weird that they're holding a new vote


  └ Seems like it'll be fairer! Judging by view counts alone can be skewed by organized video streaming


  While this was the public's general reaction, the idol fans...


  ≫ Fucking bastards, stop with the damn voting


  The fans were about to take a sabbatical, so why do we have to get dragged out by our hair again? You guys go have fun with your crappy survival show that's based on a single-page proposal


  └ They tried to come up with a concept to hide the fact that they were just riding the coattails of the survival show craze, but it was just a fashion version of the Annals of the Joseon Dynasty, wasn't it?


  └ The writers seemed to do a fucking lazy job, I'm amazed this show even got a Season 2 ㅋㅋㅋ


  └ Anyone who watched Season 1 knows, right... ㅋㅋㅋ The staff carried the whole show by the collar ㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ Seriously, if it wasn't for Kim Tae's fighting spirit through his injury, the final episode wouldn't have been glorified that much


  └ Tae didn't just have fighting spirit, he literally put his life on the line ㅠ


  ≫ They say they're only accepting verified votes to prevent macros, but then they open up paid voting ㅋㅋㅋ


  The show hasn't even started and it's already so fucking lame ㅠㅠ


  └ There isn't a single new song from the program, but seeing them already release streaming pass packages tells you everything ㅋㅋㅋ They're 100% adding an overseas fan vote this time


  └ I can see it now... a script full of bullshit on the level of a Joseon Dynasty envoy... a situation where they make one of the Hellas members do a paid remote interview in between their overseas schedules...


  └ Is the person above an IDC writer?


  ≫ Was this vote agreed upon with each group?


  They were already revealing the lineup for Season 2, so it's suspicious that they're suddenly holding a vote for an additional contestant...


  └ Absolutely not. If you look at Parthe, MYTH's IR materials from last year already announced their plans to have Parthe on IDC in the second half of this year... I don't know the exact filming start date, but picking another contestant at this point via a vote instead of direct contact shows zero consideration for the new team


  ...And so on. People in the know are scary. Their insight was incredible because they understood the internal situation. Even if spArk entered Season 2 with such fiery support, it looked like we would at least start with sympathy votes.


  I asked the guys, who were stretching, "How would you feel if you ended up on IDC?" I received a variety of answers.


  "I'd be grateful, but... it seems daunting. The preparation period is shorter than Season 1, and the other groups we'd be competing against have more experience."


  "That's right. The company said they'd support us as much as possible, but our resources would be more divided than when we're just working on one album."


  Kang Kiyeon and Jeong Seongbin tended to view the situation rationally. Perhaps because of that, a shadow never left their faces after the voting announcement was posted.


  "I'm trying to think positively. It's not that it isn't burdensome, but objectively, there's no better way to show a variety of stages in a short period, right? The fans are worried because they think it'll be hard for us, but I think they'll like that we get to show many interesting stages! And we'll get a lot of screen time."


  "Me too. I like that I can sing a lot..."


  Lee Cheonghyeon and Park Joowoo, who enjoyed trying new things, showed a favorable attitude.


  "And this time, I'm going to sing 『New World』 too..."


  "You know not everyone who goes to the position battle gets to sing 『New World』, Joowoo."


  Park Joowoo became visibly sullen. I would have to make sure he got to the position battle this time.


  Just in case, we were in the middle of a training session on prohibiting the use of communication channels like live streams or Bubble Pop to force votes or complain.


  "Guys." Manager Chanyoung opened the practice room door and came in. He held a phone with its screen on.


  "We need to prepare to appear on IDC..."


  Why? Hasn't the voting... just started?


  

  An emergency response committee was formed, but I honestly thought our chances of taking first place were about fifty-fifty.


  spArk had achieved good results on the show. The theme was 'the stage you want to see again', so it made sense for us to go. After all, our 『Viewer's Song』 held the overwhelming first place in view count among all IDC stages.


  It's just that the market doesn't always operate objectively.


  The fandoms of All Over, who were on the rise, and Log, who had strong streaming power from their large fanbase in their 20s and 30s, immediately started events to encourage voting the day the announcement was posted.


  There was even an idol who became the subject of heated debate for showing himself looking at the live voting status and voting for himself during a live stream.


  Reactions were sharply divided between, "He knows the fans don't like this situation, so why is he being so draining? It's obvious he's just pretending to be pitiful," and, "Our boy is going this far and you're not voting? Can you even call yourselves fans?"


  Amidst all that, spArk remained quiet. The Sparklers were indignant, but in official settings, they focused on quietly raising the vote count. We and our fans knew nothing good would come from us making a statement, since we were a group that had already received so much attention from IDC and held the video with the number one view count.


  In a society where the nail that sticks out gets hammered down, spArk ironically benefited from staying quiet simply to avoid controversy.


  ≫ No matter how shitty the other groups are, could they be as bad as spk?


  They set a high standard at the start and raised the quality of all the stages, only to get evil-edited like crazy. They shed blood fighting their own company's PD while filming this show. In that situation, they never complained about how hard the program was, created two stages with five million views, and even finished in second place. Now they're stuck in another vote, making their position awkward for no reason.


  └ They probably wouldn't want to appear even if they got 1st place


  └ Seriously... watching the other guys tell behind-the-scenes stories after the show ended, it seems like these guys did the most work during the training camp too


  └ And yet spArk rarely even mentions IDC ㅋㅋ... it was just such an unfairly harsh promotion for the kids...


  └ When they say they shed blood, they mean they literally shed blood... They probably wouldn't want to appear even if the show offered to pay for their showcase


  ≫ The production team is probably hoping spArk gets picked too


  They're the group that maintained some semblance of identity in this trashy program. If I were the PD, I'd be praying with a bowl of water for them to get 1st place


  └ If the PD truly cared about the program, he shouldn't be praying with a bowl of water, he should be buying 100 paid voting tickets a day and voting for spArk


  └ This is the one ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ They say true feelings are expressed with money ㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ Isn't it actually weirder if spArk doesn't get 1st place in this?


  There was already a lot of talk about Parthe getting 1st place at the end. If spArk doesn't get 1st even without Parthe in the running, does 'the stage you want to see again' even have any meaning? ㅋㅋㅋ It's just a popularity contest


  └ You don't know that survival shows = popularity contests?


  └ The idea of fair results lost its meaning a long time ago... That's why it was so amazing that spArk achieved those results back then


  └ That was before they even had the recognition they have now. Both the idols and the fans were putting on a feat of strength ㅋㅋ The program itself was boring, but I found myself watching spArk's stages separately on Metube


  Whenever a few fans got happy about this trend, other Sparklers would appear from nowhere, chasing them with lightsticks. They would then encourage us and leave behind an image of 'No badmouthing other groups'.


  And so, while the other groups self-destructed again and again, we silently racked up votes, buoyed by a wave of public sympathy. The result...


  "spArk is already the sole frontrunner."


  ...If this were a vote-counting broadcast, we would have been declared the presumptive winner. It felt like just yesterday we were trying every trick just to get cast. Now, we had risen tremendously in status.


  Chapter 343: Side Story. A Certain September 22nd


  Celebrating Park Joowoo's birthday was a long and arduous process. The person known as Park Joowoo was uniquely peculiar and unlike anyone else.


  If I had to describe Park Joowoo in one sentence, it would be, 'His five senses are sensitive, but his heart is a kind, round stone fist.'


  He was picky about many things but never used it as an excuse to bother others. He had a strong fist but never recklessly showed off his strength. Within his dazed-looking eyes, he held a tenacity for rock music.


  In short, preparing a gift was difficult.


  "Considering how Joowoo-hyung washes our blankets whenever he has a spare moment, we should replace all of his bedding..."


  "What if it's not his style? Joowoo-hyung is the type who couldn't say anything even if he didn't like it."


  Worry filled the faces of Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon. As the younger members, they had received a lot of care from Park Joowoo. It seemed they wanted to properly celebrate their hyung's birthday before their debut.


  Jeong Seongbin was no different. He had diligently practiced power hard rock for Park Joowoo but was saddened. He said that no matter how hard he tried, he couldn't imitate the harsh screams that leaked from Park Joowoo's headset.


  "Can't we just buy him a new headset?"


  Choi Jeho said something stupid.


  A new headset for a guy who has been buying and using the exact same pillow cover for years? Does he want to see the recipient's pupils tremble, not knowing what to do with the gift?


  We held our meeting while taking advantage of Park Joowoo being in the shower for 30 minutes. According to his routine, we definitely had another 30 minutes to spare.


  Park Joowoo was that kind of person. He was spotlessly clean, with his own firm set of rules. While he was flexible in other areas, he would never go against those few rules.


  Something Park Joowoo is confirmed to like, that won't become a burden even if he doesn't like it by not taking up real estate, and yet still feels like a birthday celebration...


  I ransacked my brain, reviving the experience of once diligently searching for farewell gifts. After a long search, I reached a single conclusion.


  "Let's prepare a birthday meal for him!"


  

  Park Joowoo's palate, officially certified by Jeong Seongbin, was as follows.


  
    Lukewarm milk, low-acidity yogurt (around the level of Onesome Place's plain yogurt, no smoothies or frappes)


    Bone broth (no salt), clear rib soup (no pepper)


    White porridge, plain white rice


    Salad (only egg and sweet potato as toppings, no dressing)


    Plain-flavored chicken breast

  


  "Can we even make a birthday meal with this?" Choi Jeho muttered as he read the list.


  For once, I agreed with his remark. What on earth did this guy eat to survive before becoming an idol?


  "It just seems like a normal diet meal..." Lee Cheonghyeon added, covering his mouth.


  "How about a rice cake?"


  "I'm not sure, but don't you think Joowoo would hate how it sticks to his teeth?"


  "Ah."


  Kang Kiyeon immediately agreed with Jeong Seongbin's opinion. You're a really difficult man, Park Joowoo.


  After racking our brains, we decided to use the 'one of these has to be your taste' technique. We would prepare every bland dish that Park Joowoo might possibly like.


  "Let's split into a cake team and a cooking team. One side will prepare the cake, and the other will handle the actual cooking."


  Choi Jeho and Lee Cheonghyeon, who would use store-bought items, were on the cake team. Kang Kiyeon and I, who needed to control the stimulating flavors by hand, were on the cooking team. Jeong Seongbin took on the role of supervisor for both sides.


  "Everything has to be prepared in advance, out of Joowoo's sight. Got it?"


  Our future main vocalist has sharp ears. If we tried to do anything in the dorm, he would notice with uncanny intuition and sneak out to see.


  The members nodded grimly. The birthday preparations, reminiscent of a spy movie, had begun.


  

  The night of the 21st, the day before Park Joowoo's birthday, arrived. After group practice, Kang Kiyeon and I would stay behind at the company under the pretext of supplementary training. Choi Jeho and Lee Cheonghyeon would say they were going to the gym. They would wait, then move the cake and ingredients we had picked up when Jeong Seongbin gave the signal.


  "Hyung and Kiyeon, are you doing extra practice again today...?" Park Joowoo asked us, sprawled out on the floor.


  "Yeah. You go on ahead."


  "......"


  Park Joowoo stared at Kang Kiyeon and me, then opened his mouth.


  "Should I stay a little longer too..."


  "......"


  Kang Kiyeon's eyes sent a signal. 'Do you think he's already figured it out?!' I forced myself to remain calm and asked back.


  "Why? You're tired."


  "Everyone's working so hard, I feel like I'm being too lazy..."


  "Joowoo-yah, you're a big hexagon person, so you don't have to put in the same level of effort as a small hexagon person like me."


  Park Joowoo stared at me with dazed eyes.


  "What I mean is! Let's save our stamina and use it efficiently! It's a bigger loss if you overdo it today and can't practice tomorrow."


  The metaphor seemed too difficult for him, so I quickly changed my phrasing. Fortunately, Park Joowoo was quick to agree.


  Before the guy could say anything else, Jeong Seongbin swiftly took Park Joowoo and returned to the dorm. Once the two of us were finally alone, Kang Kiyeon and I repeatedly clutched our chests in relief.


  "What's with that hyung's intuition?"


  "It's extraordinary. I don't think I can lie in front of Joowoo."


  We even showered at a nearby sauna and changed into clothes we had prepared in advance to become clean chefs. Then we headed to a shared kitchen that was open 24 hours.


  The actual cooking wasn't difficult. I was just slightly concerned for Park Joowoo, who would have to eat this completely unseasoned food.


  "Want to have a taste?"


  I cut a small piece of freshly pan-fried tofu, made only with tofu and cooking oil, and offered it to Kang Kiyeon. After chewing for a moment, Kang Kiyeon nodded.


  "It doesn't taste like anything."


  "A success, then."


  It was a good start. After that, we poured our sweat into cooking for a solid three hours.


  

  We returned in our socks, a bundle of sealed containers in one hand and our shoes in the other. The dorm was quiet. Jeong Seongbin came out to greet us, practically barefoot himself.


  I wonder if Park Joowoo knows. That to celebrate him, just one person, everyone was enduring going barefoot with one heart and one mind.


  "You worked hard. You too, Kiyeon."


  "It was nothing. How's Joowoo-hyung?"


  "He washed up and fell asleep as soon as he got here."


  Kang Kiyeon and Jeong Seongbin whispered back and forth about Park Joowoo's status.


  "What about Choi Jeho and Lee Cheonghyeon? Are they in their room?"


  "Yes. They're in the room decorating the cake."


  Jeong Seongbin pointed to our room.


  However, something was strange. Not a single sliver of light leaked from the room.


  "Looks like they're already done. Are they sleeping?"


  "Well... you'll see when you go in."


  Jeong Seongbin avoided my eyes.


  Honestly. Can't they decorate a single cake if I'm not watching? At this rate, how are you going to film deco content after you debut?


  I grumbled internally as I opened the door. What was this?


  Choi Jeho and Lee Cheonghyeon decorated the cake relying solely on their phone flashlights. They looked like primeval humans in a cave who had just discovered fire.


  "What are you doing?"


  "We're afraid Joowoo-hyung will find out if he sees the light on while going to the bathroom...!" Lee Cheonghyeon said in a voice that sounded like he was swallowing tears. He must have been in the middle of a solo 'try not to laugh' challenge.


  I closed the door and sat on the floor. Choi Jeho shoved a spare phone at me. The flash from the back of the phone suddenly blasted Lee Cheonghyeon, who rolled on the floor.


  "Is this how we were supposed to make it?" Choi Jeho asked nonchalantly, ignoring his younger brother collapsing from a laser beam attack.


  "Uh... sorry, but I can't see the cake."


  "Ah."


  Choi Jeho shone the flash on the cake again. Was he pretending not to know that the design was now invisible, or did he genuinely not know? I didn't want to nag on the eve of a happy day, so I held my tongue.


  The cake was entirely white, even though they had clearly piled many things on it. The problem seemed to be putting marshmallows and white chocolate on a milk cake.


  "What are the mints for?"


  "You said to put white stuff on it."


  "You didn't consider the flavor combination at all, did you?"


  "He can just eat them separately."


  Choi Jeho was merciless even to the birthday boy, and here Kang Kiyeon and I were, having just survived an oil bomb.


  "Hyung."


  Lee Cheonghyeon, who had successfully readjusted to the darkness, slowly crawled over to my side.


  "We drew a picture with whipped cream, too."


  Lee Cheonghyeon brought his phone even closer to the cake. The 'ㅇㅅㅇ' face that Park Joowoo often used in messages was drawn on it. On the side, it said, 'Birthday of Park Joowoo, the Crystal of Purity'.


  "The detail is amazing. You must have worked hard."


  "The drawing on top might be a bit thick. Jeho-hyung and I kept covering it and redrawing it, so we layered the cream."


  "You layered it with low-fat cream. It's fine."


  Buoyed by the encouragement, Lee Cheonghyeon began the finishing touches, decorating the surroundings with sugar flowers. His delicate handiwork stood out.


  "I hope Hyung likes it!" Lee Cheonghyeon said excitedly.


  He might not like this bizarre cake, but wouldn't he recognize our sincerity? We talked about how we hoped that would be the case as we hid the cake deep inside the refrigerator.


  

  The morning of Park Joowoo's birthday dawned. The alarm, set a little earlier than usual, jolted me, Choi Jeho, and Lee Cheonghyeon wide awake. Jeong Seongbin and Kang Kiyeon lay in wait in their room, trying to create a normal environment for the surprise event.


  While we set the table, we heard noise from Park Joowoo's room. The sounds of an early-woken Park Joowoo and a voice stopping his excursion to the living room reached all the way to the kitchen.


  Despite many twists and turns, we safely set up an all-white birthday table. We even wrote a birthday message on the white tablecloth, which we made by tearing off last month's calendar and placing it back-side up.


  "Can I come out now...?"


  Jeong Seongbin, who had run out of excuses, got the signal via a knock and let Park Joowoo out of the cage. The door opened, and the birthday boy entered.


  "What is this...?"


  Every element was perfect. The pure white cake was extravagantly decorated like a wedding cake. The meal was devoid of all color. The utensils were wrapped in white napkins.


  "It's your birthday. We all prepared it together."


  At my words, Park Joowoo's eyes widened.


  "All of this...?"


  Park Joowoo's eyes sparkled. It might have been my imagination, but he also seemed a little conflicted.


  "You always have such a hard time because of food. We wanted you to eat comfortably today, just the things you want, without having to pick anything out," Jeong Seongbin said gently.


  Emotion colored Park Joowoo's face.


  "Hyung, we couldn't buy white candles, so..." A hesitant Lee Cheonghyeon pulled out a bundle of candles from behind his back.


  "They might look like this, but they're not for ancestral rites, they're scented candles! Really! They said you put them on top of other candles for decoration! I'm serious!"


  At Lee Cheonghyeon's cry, Park Joowoo laughed brightly.


  "I like anything."


  Park Joowoo smiled radiantly as he blew out the flame of the fist-sized candle I had lit.


  "...Thank you, everyone."


  Park Joowoo's cheeks turned pink. He ate half of the milk cake and cleanly finished the rice with pan-fried tofu and the bone broth. He carefully folded and took the calendar with the members' letters written on it.


  "I'll never forget today's party. I promise..."


  Park Joowoo looked genuinely happy. From the perspective of those who celebrated his birthday, there was nothing more joyous.


  Chapter 344: Audition (1)


  Work was rude. It always showed up unannounced and brought more work with it.


  This time was no different. After an unexpected public service announcement and a return to a survival program, a new job offer arrived. I was asked to play the villain in a drama.


  Reading the script, I guessed many actors would want this role. The character had a small presence at first, but his impact exploded in the second half. He wasn't one-dimensional, so any actor wanting to show their range would find him attractive.


  However, the reality of the drama world was a little different.


  I called Gu Jahan just in case, and he explained the situation.


  ―What was the writer's previous work?


  There isn't one. I heard it's their debut work.


  ―That must be why no one's taking it. The drama scene is tough these days, so getting a programming slot is hard. If the broadcast is uncertain, most actors would be reluctant.


  Gu Jahan asked me, ―You're going to do it?


  We're not in a position to turn down offers. Since they made a proposal, I'm planning to go to the audition.


  ―Find out who the PD is and text me.


  I did as Gu Jahan asked. Not long after, he called again.


  ―It won't hurt to do it, then.


  Is that so?


  ―He's got good instincts. Though he and I didn't get along.


  I didn't ask why they hadn't gotten along. Very few people probably got along with the Gu Jahan of the past.


  The call ended after I thanked him and said I enjoyed his recently aired drama.


  I glanced at the members, planning to ask them to understand my personal schedule, but there was no need. Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo were swamped with final exam assignments. Kang Kiyeon was nowhere to be found, always disappearing to play his guitar. Even if I had gotten them a job, they couldn't have made the time.


  Thanks to them, I had to accept my overflowing fortune of work all by myself. My diary grew more and more packed.


  

  Jeon PD racked his brain over the difficult casting. Actors' fees soared into the hundreds of millions, but orders from higher-ups to cut production costs put immense pressure on Jeon PD.


  The project itself is good, though.


  A passionate rookie actress filled the female lead role, but the male lead and other major supporting roles remained vacant. The scripts had been sent out a while ago.


  Was it because this wasn't a guaranteed hit like a romantic comedy? Jeon PD sighed and flipped through the first episode's script. People often complained that mass-produced rom-coms were taking over the Korean drama scene, but when a niche genre actually appeared, no one gave it a second glance.


  Still, he had high hopes for one of the villains. The character was a mid-boss, but an attractive one who showed a different kind of charisma from the main villain.


  Jeon PD had already singled out the person he wanted for this character. It was difficult to persuade the writer since he wasn't an actor, but he was someone with the talent to completely change the atmosphere with a single video clip.


  That person was Kim Iwol. He had received the highest praise in the last season of 『Act On』 for his quick thinking and his ruthless elimination of anyone who stood in his way.


  Jeon PD saw the entertainment clip last year. After taking on the new drama and reviewing the script, he had a flash of inspiration, remembering the Kim Iwol he had seen. That night, Jeon PD binge-watched 『Act On』 and observed Kim Iwol, analyzing every detail.


  Kim Iwol had an immersive ability to create a tense atmosphere even without a script. His appearance alone exuded a powerful aura just by standing still.


  His tall stature and sharp features, combined with how naturally he wore a suit, as if born in one, were more than enough to portray the villain in the drama.


  『Should I cut off the limbs first...』


  Added to this was a voice that was smooth yet held a charm as cold as thin ice. By Jeon PD's standards, this more than met the passing criteria.


  There aren't many people like him.


  He wasn't completely without acting experience either. The character of Do Younghwan didn't demand incredible acting skills, but watching the drama showed his acting sense wasn't bad.


  Jeon PD also liked that Kim Iwol had an upright character. In the drama industry, where replacing actors due to problems was all too common, the cast's private lives could not be ignored.


  While some people had a good public image but were different in reality, Kim Iwol had a good reputation even within the broadcasting industry. Some even thought his attitude was underrated because he was an idol.


  Kim Iwol's wholesome image was so firm that he filmed a public service announcement right when Jeon PD made the casting offer, and the ad's character completely contrasted with the drama's villain. Jeon PD couldn't describe his frustration on the day he saw a smiling Kim Iwol in a suit, promising to stand by everyone's side.


  In any case, Kim Iwol accepted the audition offer. It was called an audition, but it was more of a meeting to see if they were a good fit with the production team. Thanking him for the quick reply, Jeon PD diligently scheduled the meeting.


  Please, let this casting miraculously work out. Let's just lock down one spot, please...


  Jeon PD prayed silently, hoping the heavens would recognize his desperation.


  

  The atmosphere on set felt much more comfortable than it had during 'In My Office', maybe because I had experienced it before. Knowing a bit about the internal situation also helped.


  Besides, the people from the production company were kinder than they had been at the 'In My Office' audition.


  ―The villain is just as important as the lead, and the fact that they contacted you first means they won't be rude. They're the ones in a tight spot, so don't just grovel.


  Gu Jahan was right.


  So this is how I use a well-raised Gu Jahan.


  Not that I would have changed my attitude just because of his advice.


  "We explained this when we first contacted you, and as you know from the synopsis, this is a villain role that requires emotional acting," the PD said. "The emotional arc is more complex than the role you played before. Won't that be a burden?"


  "My personal capabilities might be lacking, but I'll do my best to match the image that the writer and the PD have envisioned," I replied.


  "You're an idol. Are you okay with playing a villain?"


  "Since I've never committed any illegal acts or shown an insincere attitude, I believe my fans can distinguish between my real self and my acting."


  "What are your plans for the second half of the year? There are a lot of scenes to shoot, and many require coordination with the main actors, so it would be better if you could have a flexible schedule."


  "I'm scheduled to participate in a survival show, but it's the same program I was on last year. I know the SYSTEM, so I plan to expend as little energy as possible. If you can accommodate the show's recording dates, I'll invest all my other time into the drama."


  The interview questions were within the expected range, so answering them wasn't difficult.


  "This isn't confirmed yet, but... are you okay with some upper-body exposure? Just your back!" the PD suddenly asked.


  I was hit with a question I had never imagined.


  "My back?"


  "The setting is that Cheon Yunseong has a large tattoo on his back. It's a device the writer put in for characterization, so it's not certain if it'll remain in the final draft. For now, there's a scene around episode 10 where he shows his back while changing his dress shirt."


  I was momentarily flustered.


  The son of a villainous conglomerate chairman has a tattoo on his back...? Isn't that a bit old-fashioned? Or am I just ignorant of drama world trends?


  "Has the type of tattoo been decided?"


  "A dragon."


  "......"


  The PD's expression wasn't exactly bright either.


  I could roughly imagine the scene. With the vast city nightscape at his feet, the mid-boss who fed on injustice would sling on a dress shirt, fasten an expensive watch, and utter some vile line.


  But no matter how I looked at it, a dragon tattoo seemed like it would make the character Cheon Yunseong look petty. I could understand if Cheon Yunseong's family group was named Mir Group, but it wasn't.


  Or could it be that? Symbolizing the tragic Imoogi that failed to become a dragon...? Hasn't that become a very common metaphor by now?


  "I have a scar on my back," I explained. "If it's a one-time thing it might be fine, but if it's multiple times, it will require a lot of work in video editing. We had similar directing for a music video, and I heard the post-production correction was difficult then too. I also can't be sure if it will look good on screen."


  "Covering up most scars isn't that hard. Is the scar very big?"


  "Yes. About this big..."


  As I showed him the approximate size with my hands, the PD's jaw dropped.


  "Were you in an accident or something? No, maybe I shouldn't ask things like this."


  "It's not from doing anything bad!" I insisted.


  "Oh my, that's not what I meant. I'm sorry. My mouth runs away with me," the PD apologized.


  He fell into thought. I waited quietly until the PD had sorted out his thoughts.


  "You don't want the scar to be shown? We won't decide whether you pass or fail based on this, so please be honest. That way, I can talk to the writer about removing or replacing the scene."


  "......"


  I hadn't thought this far, so I took a moment to consider. Still, the answer wasn't difficult.


  "As long as the viewers aren't uncomfortable, I don't mind."


  I had a similar thought when we filmed the music video, anyway. It's not like it was my fault it was there.


  "But it's quite unsightly. If you're going to ask for the writer's opinion, how about you see it for yourself and then discuss it?"


  The PD looked flustered as I undid the top two buttons of my shirt and spread the collar to create an opening over my back.


  I might look desperate to be chosen, but I don't want to create a bigger problem later by not explaining properly.


  The PD asked for my permission, moved behind me, and pulled at my shirt collar. From above my head, I heard a sharp intake of breath. "Gasp."


  With everyone reacting like this, I'm starting to think I really should get scar removal surgery before I meet my sister.


  Chapter 345: Audition (2)


  The meeting's atmosphere was better than Jeon PD expected.


  Having filmed his entire life, Jeon PD noticed appearances first. Kim Iwol's handsome face stood out immediately, guaranteed to look good on camera from any angle.


  Kim Iwol's soft voice held power. His cultured tone, perfect for the character, was especially impressive. He used words like someone ten years older, but it sounded completely natural.


  His polite attitude and character were impeccable. He spoke calmly and clearly, with humility ingrained in his words.


  Thanks to Kim Iwol, the conference room stayed friendly right up until the script reading.


  When did it start? The moment the smooth conversation suddenly became uncomfortable.


  Jeon PD swore he never treated Kim Iwol like 'some idol punk trying to act'. It wasn't just because Jeon PD was in a weaker position. He truly meant it.


  When Kim Iwol showed his scar, Jeon PD didn't think, 'He's doing whatever it takes to land a role.' Instead, he thought, 'This person truly pays attention to the finest details.' He felt Kim Iwol had approached the meeting with a professional mindset.


  "Finally, I'd like to see some free acting..."


  Jeon PD had been at ease until he asked for the free acting, a mandatory part of any audition.


  "For Cheon Yunseong, the key scene is when he drops his sociable, competent heir facade and reveals he's a villain. So, I'd like you to show me an act that can portray this reversal."


  Was Jeon PD mistaken because he was looking at such an ideal actor? Or had he unconsciously assumed the man before him would never dare to defy him?


  "......"


  Kim Iwol clasped his hands and tilted his head.


  "They told me I just had to come and answer a few questions. This is different."


  "Pardon?"


  The intimidating presence from 『Act On』 was perfectly recreated before Jeon PD's eyes. If that was all, Jeon PD would have just thought Kim Iwol had a decent sense for acting.


  "It's just that you're demanding quite a lot."


  But there was a difference between the Kim Iwol on screen and the Kim Iwol in person.


  A subtle irritation, displeasure, and an arrogant, high-handed gaze fixed on Jeon PD.


  "Wouldn't you agree? Who wouldn't be pissed off if they came here thinking the role was obviously theirs, only to have their qualifications questioned now?"


  A disbelieving laugh followed.


  "You should've just been honest. If you'd said you can't trust me because I'm young, or that it feels like you're gambling with many people's livelihoods, I would've at least understood. This is just toying with me."


  Is this the free acting?


  But Kim Iwol's words were pointed directly at the current situation. He used formal language, but with no courtesy at all.


  Above all, Kim Iwol looked genuinely upset. His aura, one only a person raised with innate arrogance could possess, also helped confuse Jeon PD.


  "Wouldn't it be better to change your profession now? If you're going to conduct yourself like this while dealing with people."


  His insolent attitude treated others as less than human. The unwavering belief that he held the upper hand seeped from his fingertips and his gaze.


  "Excuse me."


  A staff member from the production company cut in. As the staffer glared angrily, Kim Iwol's cold expression returned to its usual neat and composed look.


  "......"


  "......"


  The staff member watched Kim Iwol straighten his back and place his hands neatly on his knees, then asked with a bewildered expression.


  "...Was that the free acting?"


  "Yes. You asked me to show a reversal, so I tried to appear as different as possible from how I was earlier."


  "Was there... a particular part of the dialogue you emphasized?"


  Jeon PD asked, pretending not to be flustered. The shock from 'It's just that you're demanding quite a lot' still lingered.


  "The premise is that the female protagonist, a reporter, is digging into a chaebol family's corruption, so I figured Cheon Yunseong would confront her eventually. I imagined a situation where the media questions the heir's qualifications, and as you mentioned, PD, if it's a scene where he reveals his villainous nature, it would likely be a confrontation with the protagonist. So I tried to show a relaxed yet overtly hostile attitude."


  The actors only received the synopsis and the first three episodes. Jeon PD knew the exact scene Kim Iwol predicted appeared later in the story, which was nothing short of astonishing.


  Moreover, on reflection, Kim Iwol's lines could be interpreted not as 'the tantrum of a disgruntled idol', but as 'Cheon Yunseong, the top-ranked heir, displeased by the media's games'.


  'So this is why the director of 'In My Office' praised him for being smart.'


  Jeon PD marveled inwardly. Just then, the staff member beside him made a joking remark.


  "For an act, those lines seemed to have some bite to them."


  No, why are you ruining the good mood! If he doesn't take the role, we'll have to search again! Did his words hit a nerve or something?


  "My acting is still lacking in many ways, but I believe that if I can't convey my intended message to the people right in front of me, I won't be able to show anything to the people beyond the screen."


  I think it was conveyed just fine. I think everyone was about to get seriously pissed off.


  "I need to convince you two to convince the viewers, but I don't have many techniques to evoke enough anger to make the protagonist feel betrayed. I apologize if you were offended."


  Kim Iwol stood and bowed politely. The production company staff member waved both hands and made an excuse.


  Was it an exaggeration to think even Kim Iwol accepting the apology and sitting back down was like Cheon Yunseong, who holds everything in his grasp and manipulates the world? Even if Jeon PD was just seeing things through rose-colored glasses, he desperately wanted to cast Kim Iwol.


  

  As soon as I got in the car, Manager Chanyoung asked how the audition went. I didn't mean to crush his expectations, but I answered honestly.


  "I don't think I'll get it."


  "Why? Did they ask you to play a role that's too evil?"


  "It's not that. I think I might have misunderstood the questioner's intent."


  "No way. They must have asked an ambiguous question."


  Manager Chanyoung took my side without hesitation. My conscience pricked me. From the looks of it, one of the interviewers definitely thought I was throwing a fit.


  "We're going straight to the practice room, right?"


  "......"


  While Manager Chanyoung started the car, I took my diary from my bag. I planned to mark the audition, the day's biggest event, as complete.


  The moment I took out my pen, the diary began to glow. The page shimmered, and the SYSTEM appeared.


  + [SYSTEM] A work directive from the 'Manager' has arrived.


  ▶ Assistant Manager Kim, these are some documents that were stashed away in that cabinet. They're old, so just give them a quick look and throw them out. I'll have them brought to Assistant Manager Kim's spot.


  + My spot? Does it mean my suitcase?


  I quickly checked the time. To check what the SYSTEM had given me, I needed to wait until the members weren't at the dorm. It would be a pain if one of them suddenly appeared and asked what that was.


  They should all be out by now, so if I say I left something behind and stop by the dorm...


  "Manager Chanyoung, is my lunch box in the car?"


  "Yeah. I picked it up earlier to give to you as soon as you got to the practice room."


  "If it won't disturb your driving, can I eat it now? And I'm going to stop by the dorm for a moment!"


  "The dorm? Okay, we'll go to the dorm first, then the company?"


  Manager Chanyoung turned the car around. The lunch box disappeared so fast I barely knew if it went into my mouth or my nose.


  I left Manager Chanyoung in the car and headed to the dorm alone. When I opened my room door, the crack of my suitcase flashed brightly.


  Is this SYSTEM crazy? What if someone sees? Why would it put a disco ball in someone else's bag?


  Huffing, I opened the suitcase and found an old plastic document case. It was an ordinary file box with blue latches. Through the translucent case, I could see it was full of papers.


  You're not really making me work again, are you?


  I asked inwardly, but the SYSTEM didn't answer.


  My workload is overflowing at this point. Aren't they going to hire any new recruits?


  Muttering to myself, I opened the file box's lid and was struck speechless.


  Everything inside was a document I recognized.


  An old diary, prescriptions, a copy of an apology letter I wrote after getting demerits in high school, and...


  ...dozens of Certificates of Facts Concerning Incidents.


  Some papers were so old their edges had discolored. Others were as crisp as if they had just been printed. There were two to four copies of the same paper, and the originals were sorted separately.


  Why is this here.


  The moment I discovered the forgotten items, an old memory surfaced.


  

  You said you were applying for regular admission, so you must have some free time, huh? Coming all the way out here.


  Around the time the autumn wind began to blow, I had gone to see my sister one Friday evening. Though she chided me, my sister still took me to a stone pot rice restaurant she claimed was the best near her company.


  She said the food would take some time. In the meantime, my sister poured water into a cup and asked me.


  What's wrong? Is studying not going well? Are you worried you'll have to retake the year?


  It's not that.


  I just couldn't meet my sister's eyes. I remember lowering my head as far as it would go, fixing my gaze on the floor.


  See, I told you to go to a goshiwon for the month before the CSAT. They're not that expensive. Should I look for a short-term rental for you now?


  It's not that, really.


  Then I took a deep breath. I don't know how many times I hesitated before handing the plastic file box to my sister, even as I took it from the bag on my lap.


  What's this?


  My sister's eyes widened. Taking the file box, she glanced between me and the papers inside, then opened the lid to check the contents.


  Her hands flipped through the papers faster and faster.


  You...


  For domestic violence... I heard the statute of limitations begins once you become an adult.


  So?


  Back then, I couldn't say anything. I felt a slight anxiety that my sister might try to stop me if I said I was going to sue our family. No matter how much she resented our parents, she always tried to fulfill her duties as their child.


  Before we end up turning on each other... I was wondering if they would agree to a settlement. I came to ask what you think.


  A settlement?


  I'd take the money and leave for good. Before it turns into a legal battle.


  Am I being too naive?


  I remember how much I trembled when I asked that.


  And how sad my sister's eyes looked as she gazed at me.


  Chapter 346: Debut Costs


  How far did you get?


  Noona asked. Her voice was pressing, yet helpless.


  You're a high school senior. The CSAT is next month. Instead of worrying about this, you should be...


  What's the point of the CSAT if I can't pay tuition?


  So you're bringing this up now? At such a critical time?


  If we don't settle this now, I'll miss the deadline.


  Those papers documented nineteen years of my life. I needed them to escape, even if it meant suing those two. They were proof of my struggle, collected with that single purpose.


  I had planned to use this card right before the CSAT. That way, I could leave home the moment I became an adult.


  I have to pay the entrance fee by late January or early February at the latest. This isn't a conversation that'll end in a week or two. We'll be arguing for weeks.


  You're going to talk to them just for tuition money? Don't you know what they're like by now?


  It's not 'just' tuition, Noona.


  My words, driven in like a wedge, silenced Noona.


  No matter how many part-time jobs I work, I can only save enough for the entrance fee. I know it sounds like an excuse, but I don't have enough time to work. I can't be sure what my CSAT score will be, so I can't just apply to a lower-ranked school with a scholarship. I want to leave home, but nothing's going my way. Since I'm going to sue them later anyway, they'll probably accept a settlement beforehand, right?


  I stammered, unsure if I was making any sense. I tried to speak persuasively, but my mind went blank. Noona grabbed my hand. Her grip was incredibly tight.


  It's not your fault. The situation's just so bad it's hard to know what to do first. Let's pack your things and go to my place right now. I have a job, so I can get a loan for a few million won...


  I don't want to be a burden.


  Who said you're a burden?


  Even Noona, who rarely raised her voice at me, flared up. I already knew she was that kind of person, which made it even harder to look at her.


  If you weren't going to ask for help, why did you come to me?


  Her angry voice made me feel guilty. I did not want to be a bother. I wanted to solve this myself, but it was painfully clear that my decision would seem inadequate to Noona, who had lived through so much more.


  Because you're an adult, Noona.


  ......


  I thought... you'd be a better judge of whether this is enough to threaten them...


  Hyoil, please.


  Noona sighed in despair. I exhaled a deep, long breath.


  That's your right. It's your only chance to be justly compensated for what you've suffered.


  Her words dripped with resentment. I hated hearing Noona's voice like that.


  Don't waste your only chance on something so trivial.


  Noona lowered her head and cried. Tears fell onto the plastic cover.


  The same Noona who said this never filed a lawsuit herself. She worked day and night at every job imaginable to earn money. After moving out, she secretly sent me allowance money, letting the statute of limitations run out, yet, she was telling me that I, at least, should get compensation. She hoped that even if the wounds would not heal, the painful memories might lessen.


  The food arrived, but I could not eat. We sat in the crowded restaurant, unable to even pick up our spoons, as the customers at the next table were replaced several times.


  I did not have the guts to go against my crying Noona's wishes and confront my family. That evening, after we parted, I texted her that I would focus only on the CSAT.


  A short while after the CSAT ended, Noona found me. She held an envelope that looked ready to burst.


  You can't open a bank account without Mom and Dad's consent, right?


  "......"


  Keep it in cash. I've already set aside the security deposit, so don't even think about using it for anything else.


  I could not reach for the envelope. I knew what kind of money it was.


  But Noona was firm.


  This isn't a handout. I'm going to get it all back later.


  She then took a long sip of the cheapest iced americano in the cafe.


  So I worked myself to death. I had no time to think about reorganizing or changing jobs. I just looked straight ahead and lived without flexibility.


  ...I'll pay you back as soon as I can.


  Because I said I would pay her back quickly. Because I truly felt like a burden.


  Because I had become an adult too, and I wanted to tell her not to worry anymore.


  But I could not become a strong adult like Noona. To become a solid adult, her absence alone was enough to make me collapse.


  

  The documents were exactly as my past self had collected them. The only difference was my name, now 'Kim Han'.


  What's the motive behind giving me this?


  Are you telling me to sue those people in this life? After I've become an idol and my face is known all over the world? In a situation where I'd be lucky not to get countersued?


  I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, but it did not help. My head was spinning.


  Then, a thought struck me.


  ...The bank account.


  The one with 15 million won. It had the full amount when I returned to the past. I would have had no reason to open that account if I had not gone to university.


  My hands trembled as I opened my banking app. The short loading time felt unbearable.


  The moment I checked the account creation date...


  Account Creation Date 20XX.12.26.


  ...I felt my breath catch in my throat.


  It was settlement money.


  Noona must have used these documents, promising not to escalate it into a family issue.


  The papers crumpled weakly in my grasp.


  Where was Noona while all of this was happening?


  I think I'd feel better if Noona had at least sued them and left home first, and was just being this clean with me because I was the one following in her footsteps.


  What if Noona wasn't by my side even before I hurt my back?


  I wonder if Noona... is doing okay right now...


  I sat blankly in my room for a long time. My manager, who had been waiting in the parking lot, eventually came up to the dorm, saying he was checking on me because I was late.


  I told him it was nothing, closed the file holder, and shoved it into my suitcase. A bitter feeling churned in my stomach, and my eyes threatened to well up with tears. I forced myself to change the subject, suppressing the surging emotions.


  

  My personal circumstances were difficult, but work would not wait.


  So I silently did what I had to do. I felt the full weight of my helplessness, but I hoped to make even the slightest progress in finding my sister.


  "Hyung, are you okay?"


  Park Joowoo asked. I tried my best to hide it, but he noticed I was spacing out as if he had a sixth sense.


  "What about?"


  "You look tired..."


  "It's probably because my schedule is so packed. Look at my planner."


  When I turned on my Dotion calendar to show him, Park Joowoo's expression clouded. The schedule, tangled like a game of Tetris, reminded me of a university course timetable.


  "Maybe you should... cut back on work a little...?"


  "I've already cut back a lot."


  "Just because a guy who used to build pyramids by himself is now only building the Sphinx doesn't mean it's not hard labor..."


  For once, Park Joowoo was quite talkative.


  "I'm going to get even busier from now on. I passed an audition."


  "...A drama?"


  Park Joowoo's eyes widened.


  "Yeah. The company got the call a little while ago. I'm about to play Tetris with my schedule on the calendar again."


  They said they would release articles soon with headlines like, 'spArk's Iwol Joins Suspense Drama...' They even wanted to write 'Will He Join the Ranks of Acting Idols?', but I had to protest vehemently to stop them.


  "So we need to finish all the IDC related meetings this week. You're done with your assignments, right?"


  "Yeah, the semester's over now..."


  Park Joowoo, who was sitting on the floor, flopped onto the sofa and pressed his cheek against the leather.


  I found out that Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo had been diligent in their university life from an unexpected source. I happened to see a screenshot from a university community forum during a monitoring session.


  ≫ I actually had a prejudice against having an idol in my group


  It's cool and all to have a class with one, but I was hoping he wouldn't be in my group, but once he was, he was so reliable... He showed us a new horizon in data research, and he kept buying us stuff, saying he was sorry for not being able to make offline meetings often. We only suggested online meetings because we were too lazy to go out, but I guess he thought we were being considerate of him. Thanks, J.W. Thanks to you, our group was the only one that didn't get any criticism for our survey statistics...


  ≫ Looks like Seongbin is really diligent about school


  There are so many sightings and proof shots of him, but why is he so dedicated to group projects but when it comes to exams...


  └ That's him being smart lol. People who only care about their own grades and ditch group projects get a lot of hate, even if they're not idols.


  └ So he might not do his own assignments because he has no time, but he doesn't cause trouble for others? That's actually a plus.


  The flowers that grew in UA's barren environment were blooming brilliantly. To commend their efforts, I decided to grant a leave of absence to the guys who had burned through a whole semester.


  "Anyway, Cheonghyeon said he had something to talk about, so let's book a meeting room before the week is over."


  "I'm good with that. Seongbin probably is too. ...What about Jeho-hyung?"


  Park Joowoo asked, lifting his head slightly.


  "Doesn't matter."


  Choi Jeho replied without a glance, stretching his shoulders. I really needed to erase 'doesn't matter' from that guy's shallow vocabulary.


  I was warming up with some simple basics when Manager Daeyeon rushed into the practice room with the other members. Lee Cheonghyeon immediately started taking off his school uniform. Kang Kiyeon had already stuffed his tie in his pocket. Jeong Seongbin's face was pale from spending so much time in a meeting room. None of them looked normal.


  "Everyone, we have an additional schedule, so I'll announce it now," Manager Daeyeon said, taking out his phone.


  "What else came up?!"


  Lee Cheonghyeon exclaimed in horror, but he still quickly pulled a planner from his bag. Ballpoint pens clicked all around the room.


  "Next Thursday, we have a profile photoshoot for IDC Season 2. We've scheduled it for after Cheonghyeon and Kiyeon finish school. We'll also be separately recording a thank you message for winning first place in the vote and a video with your thoughts on participating, but the schedule for that isn't set yet, so just keep it in mind. Also, they said the date and storyboard for the group commercial we talked about before are out. The dedicated team has uploaded it to Dotion, so please check..."


  The announcements never seemed to end. See, Joowoo? I don't think cutting back on my work is going to be a remote possibility.


  Chapter 347: Mental Management


  Articles about spArk grew with our busy schedule. Choi Jeho sold out Naidas promotional products, Lee Cheonghyeon made a fashion magazine cover, and spArk filmed a carbonated drink commercial. There were even articles about my own supposed hidden passion for acting. If you clicked the entertainment tab on any news site, spArk popped up at least once every two days.


  We needed stamina to handle our overflowing schedule. We spent three hours a day at the gym, sucking on the caffeine-free red ginseng sticks Kang Kiyeon's mother had packed for us. It was a kind of reinforcement training.


  "Get up. It's time to work out."


  Lee Cheonghyeon lamented, his face flushed red as he struggled to breathe.


  "I'm really sorry, but can either Seongbin or Joowoo please knock out Mr. Iwol?"


  But Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo, who might have granted their younger brother's request, were already sprawled out like limp dishcloths.


  "You were as frail as paper a little while ago. How did your resilience get so good?"


  "I wasn't paper, I was a pulp scrubber. I revived after soaking my organs in red ginseng."


  "At this rate, you'll become the promotional ambassador for the ginseng corporation."


  Lee Cheonghyeon covered his face with a towel, completely fed up. I took it off, worried he would get skin trouble if he left his sweaty face damp. The kid threw a fit.


  "Hyung, you just don't understand the heart of an adolescent teenager at all!"


  "If you'd rather, do you want to go to Choi Jeho? He might not understand your heart as well as I do, but he'll nag you less."


  I pointed to the other side of the gym, where Choi Jeho was wringing out Kang Kiyeon. Kang Kiyeon did leg presses with an expression that said he was more dead than alive.


  "Our team is emotionally barren. It's horrible," Lee Cheonghyeon muttered.


  Regardless of what he said, I peeled Park Joowoo off the ground, where he was stuck like a piece of gum, and resumed our workout routine.


  

  I ran into Choi Jeho in front of the water cooler, and he started a conversation. Seeing he had a water bottle, I let him go first.


  "About what? The workout?" I asked.


  "......"


  "I'm doing about the same as usual."


  "You're overpacing."


  "No way."


  Choi Jeho didn't even pretend to listen. He just drank his fill of water. After downing half the bottle in one go, he wiped his mouth and said sharply, "If you work out the same way you did before you got sick, that's overpacing. If you could just skip the intermediate steps and build muscle like you used to, why would rehabilitation even exist?"


  "Why are you still talking about something that happened so long ago?"


  The year had changed since I was rushed to the hospital. The seasons had changed more than twice and were now approaching a third. This meant my physique had naturally recovered over time, and Choi Jeho's comment was just meddling.


  However, Choi Jeho was adamant.


  "It's only been half a year."


  "......"


  "Do you think 'overload' is just a word?"


  Choi Jeho's gaze fixed on me. Faced with his clearly reprimanding eyes, I turned my head away before I knew it. I sighed in surrender and explained, "It's because I've been having a lot of distracting thoughts. If I use my body, I can think a little less. I figured it was a relatively healthy method."


  My words implied it was better than taking medicine. Choi Jeho frowned.


  "Does your head still hurt these days?"


  "It's fine when I'm working out. So don't tell Seongbin."


  Choi Jeho closed the lid of his water bottle.


  "Before that happens, you should moderate yourself."


  It was a warning, as if he would report my workout volume to Jeong Seongbin at any moment. I said I understood and moved busily, but inwardly, I scoffed.


  Anyway, it's a world where only the regressor suffers unfairly. He has no idea my distracting thoughts include worrying about his back, yet he only picks on me.


  

  spArk was the last to be revealed, completing the cast of IDC. We had suddenly joined Season 2 thanks to the viewers' support. UA had torn into the production team like a dog after they announced they would simultaneously reveal spArk's participation and the team that was still debating joining.


  ‘Aiming for a synergistic effect’ is just a nice-sounding excuse. It's obvious to anyone that the attention would be divided.


  The dedicated team's phones never stopped ringing. Thanks to that, spArk sent off our seniors first and entered last with a very splendid fanfare.


  Lee Cheonghyeon burned with enthusiasm, as if he had been waiting for this moment. He also looked a little crazy.


  "Let's ask for the budget we couldn't get last time because the company was being noisy. If they don't give it to us, I'll make the company noisy myself."


  "Why are you so hung up on money?"


  Kang Kiyeon explained, "Just leave him be. It seems he's still bothered by the fact that you handed out money envelopes during the position battle."


  Lee Cheonghyeon's eyes were bloodshot with madness, but Kang Kiyeon said he would cool his head on his own if we left him alone. We decided to give him some time.


  In another corner, a debate already raged over a spot in the position competition, which might not even exist this time.


  "I'm going to be the one in charge of vocals..."


  "No one knows if the competition format will be the same this time, Joowoo."


  "It could be the same..."


  "And your throat might get tired."


  "It's fine because I took a leave of absence from school...!"


  Park Joowoo basically started a sit-in protest. It was getting to the point where we would have to create a competition that didn't exist. More importantly, I had no idea when he realized that taking a leave of absence was the ultimate solution.


  It's too great a truth for a first-year to realize.


  "We're the youngest again this time. Are we going with a rude concept like last time?"


  "It's not like we were that rude last time, Cheonghyeon," Jeong Seongbin gently corrected.


  Right, we didn't have a rude concept. We just put up a wall because there were a lot of people to avoid.


  Anyway, it's a headache that we're still the youngest. I heard that as many as 100 idol groups can debut in a year. I don't know why IDC won't pick any rookies.


  Is the only thing that's changed the absence of Yoo Hansoo?


  This alone was something to cheer about, but I wanted to gain something from this long-term program. We traded our comeback plans for the second half of the year for this appearance. Wouldn't any person feel the same?


  I looked between Park Joowoo, still fighting a lonely battle, and the extremely excited Lee Cheonghyeon.


  "It wasn't that different in Season 1, but this time, let's do everything we want to do," I said.


  A thread of reason returned to Lee Cheonghyeon's pupils.


  "Let's ask for a big budget. Let's do Joowoo's vocal stunt show, and let's show them Kiyeon's dancing too."


  "Why am I suddenly being brought up?" Kang Kiyeon asked.


  "If we're going to occupy a whole channel for months, we have to do at least this much. What about you, Seongbin? Since it's the annals of a dynasty, you want to go out holding the royal seal? Should we carry you in a palanquin? Choi Jeho and I can carry it."


  Choi Jeho let out a disbelieving scoff.


  What a brat, not even grateful when I'm offering him a job in this era of youth unemployment. If he keeps living like that, he'll be nothing but the center emperor for a thousand years.


  

  After that, the moment we opened our eyes, we faced a series of conferences and meetings. One day, we had a video conference on the way to a script reading. Another day, we were in the middle of dance practice and had to go up to the conference room for a single album planning meeting.


  Lee Cheonghyeon muttered while Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo supported him on both sides.


  "If the hyungs hadn't taken a leave of absence from school, I wouldn't have survived."


  He said he wanted to take the wheel for this season of IDC, so I gladly handed it over. It seemed it wasn't easy for him to clean up the mess he had made.


  Fortunately, the middle line, seasoned by years of research and group projects, actively supported Lee Cheonghyeon and helped the debut of the next-in-line planner. I stepped in for check-ins and feedback from time to time, like today.


  "I told you to ask the dedicated team for help with the planning. You're already contributing enough just by composing."


  "Don't block the promising Cheonghyeon's challenge. If it doesn't work out, I'll send an SOS before we hit the deadline."


  "Weren't you actually just not trusting me?"


  "Nope, not at all, so please don't suddenly change direction~."


  Looking at Lee Cheonghyeon, who had his bangs clipped up and stared only at his laptop, I was suddenly reminded of the past. I remembered learning that Lee Cheonghyeon had decided to learn composing after debuting. I also recalled the side of him that 'couldn't help but be desperate', which I didn't know until I saw the past data.


  "Cheonghyeon."


  "Why? Unless you're going to throw me a flash of inspiration, a list of 50 publicly-picked musical numbers, or a catchy melody, please don't disturb Cheonghyeon for a moment."


  After his firm declaration, Lee Cheonghyeon took his hands off the keypad just a few minutes later. He looked at me and leaned back in his chair, as if to ask what I had to say.


  "Writing songs, is it fun?"


  Lee Cheonghyeon made a strange face, as if it was an unexpected question.


  "I asked if it's fun. I was wondering if you were forcing yourself to do it even though it's burdensome."


  At my words, Lee Cheonghyeon crossed his arms and tilted his head.


  "......"


  "......"


  "Do I look like it?" he asked. He crossed his legs out of habit, though he quickly uncrossed them at my glance.


  "It wasn't that there was no pressure. Until recently. To be precise, rather than pressure... I was anxious. You saw during 『FOUR』. I was really obsessed with the results."


  Lee Cheonghyeon smiled with one corner of his mouth raised. It was a very rare smile he showed when he was displeased.


  "I thought that if I didn't get results, I couldn't prove it. That I was capable. Looking back, that's how it was."


  "And now?"


  Lee Cheonghyeon looked at me and burst out laughing. It wasn't a mocking laugh, but one that seemed comfortable.


  "I'm doing it because I want to. This level of drive can't be shown unless it comes from the heart."


  "Really?"


  "Well, if you ask if I have a ton of confidence in myself, I'm not so sure about that," Lee Cheonghyeon shrugged. "At least I don't feel impatient. The obsession with having to show results has also lessened a lot. Maybe it's because I let go of the thought that I needed to be acknowledged by my mom and dad."


  Saying that, Lee Cheonghyeon looked much more mature than usual.


  Maybe the kid really is more mature than me. I still become precarious whenever I think of my sister, but Lee Cheonghyeon has succeeded in solidifying what was, in a different sense, his weak spot.


  "...That's a relief."


  "In the first place, if it looked like I was doing something stupid, would you or Kang Kiyeon leave me alone? You'd come right over with the loving body pillow to give me a mental education, wouldn't you? Cheonghyeon is too scared to live."


  A scoff escaped from my side. The kid had become quite slick over the past few years. Or maybe the expression 'smooth' fits him better.


  "Think of about 80% of my complaints as me just whining. If I really think I can't do it, I'll immediately grab onto the hyungs' pant legs and cling to them. I have four hyungs, if I don't use you guys at times like this, when would I?"


  "You're right. So please, use us. Especially Choi Jeho. Leaving that physique alone is a waste, a total waste."


  I don't know what part of my words was so funny, but Lee Cheonghyeon laughed until he was out of breath, saying something about the pot calling the kettle black. In any case, he seemed to be having fun, so I left him alone.


  

  Even during the sweet-as-rain break in the middle of practice, spArk's conversations were all about work.


  "I heard another article about us came out today. Did everyone hear?"


  "What article?"


  "A music critic reviewed our album. Should I share the link?"


  "Unless it's 5 out of 5 stars, please send it to me via private message. I request that only unconditional praise be delivered to Cheonghyeon during his composing season."


  "It's not a star-rating system. Besides, during the blind test for the B-side tracks, the one you criticized the most was your own song."


  "Wouldn't it be weird if I heard my own song there and went, 'Oh my, where did such a god of music come from...!'?"


  They seemed to be enjoying themselves, so I didn't interfere, but they were all a bit fanatical. Being a workaholic isn't good for your mental health.


  Just as they started telling silly jokes, the practice room door opened. Manager Chanyoung appeared instead of the trainer and looked for me. He deliberately called only me out into the hallway, and my head went cold. The atmosphere around me changed in an instant, as if I had been abruptly dropped from my daily life.


  "......"


  And I, having been trained for many years to develop a good intuition for these kinds of things...


  "Your family members contacted the company. They want to see you."


  ...confirmed that my premonition was correct. As always.


  Chapter 348: Family Matters (1)


  My manager asked after a moment's pause.


  "What do you want to do? I'm only bringing this up because you asked me to, but if you've changed your mind, we can cut them off on our end."


  "No, it's okay. I was thinking I needed to see them at least once anyway. Can I call them if you have their contact information?"


  "Hmm, they did leave a number."


  My manager hesitated for a moment, then continued with difficulty.


  "Have you thought about communicating through the company?"


  "With my family elders?"


  "I know it's nosy, and I didn't want to butt in... but I think it'd be better than you contacting them personally."


  I understood after a brief explanation. They had apparently argued about me during their call with the company.


  "They didn't even come to the hospital when you had surgery. I'm worried they might harm you, not just fail to act like guardians. If you have to meet them, I'd really prefer you do it inside the company building. I can reserve a conference room for you anytime."


  "......"


  "Sorry, is this uncomfortable to talk about? I just thought I should at least suggest it."


  "It's not uncomfortable. You're just looking out for me."


  The matter was settled with Jukyung acting as a bridge between my parents and me. I tried to buy Jukyung a drink to thank her, but my manager declined. "Jukyung already gave a stern warning not to accept anything from Iwol," the manager said. I could only convey my gratitude.


  A few days later.


  
    Min Jukyung (UA -spArk Dedicated Team)


    [Iwol, let's meet this Saturday at 2 PM in the 2nd-floor conference room!]


    [If you change your mind before then, tell me anytime! Even at night is fine!]


    [Do your best today~]

  


  A meeting was arranged for me to see those two people for the first time in several years. It was no different from before or after my regression.


  

  My mind had been half-checked out ever since the date was set.


  I burned one side of the bread while baking and brought my tablet without fully charging it. Lee Cheonghyeon had chided me with concern about my strange behavior, but after the manager called me in, Lee Cheonghyeon just kept his mouth shut and watched my expression. I told him there was no need, but the guys' attitude toward me didn't change.


  "Two, three... and turn!"


  "......"


  My feet even tangled during practice. If Park Joowoo hadn't caught me, I would have rolled right onto the floor.


  "Whoa, I almost twisted my ankle."


  "Are you okay...?"


  "I'm fine. Joowoo, your reflexes are amazing. You saved me."


  "I don't think this is something to joke about," Kang Kiyeon said, approaching with a frown. He made me sit on the floor and expertly felt my ankle, as familiar with it as his own.


  "Doesn't it hurt?"


  "Not at all. My steps just got tangled."


  I dusted myself off and stood up. All the members' eyes were fixed on me.


  I knew what they were thinking without them saying a word. They wanted me to call it a day.


  "......"


  I felt awkward and scratched the back of my head.


  "Do I look that out of it?"


  "Totally," Lee Cheonghyeon said with a gloomy face.


  "Relax your face. You'll get wrinkles."


  "......"


  Normally, Lee Cheonghyeon would have said, "Alright, I'll ease your worries, hyung!" But he answered with all the playfulness gone from his voice.


  "...Are you going to meet with just the three of you?" Lee Cheonghyeon asked hesitantly, referring to my parents and me.


  "Why? You want to come too?"


  "Can I?"


  "Why would you come? It's just someone else's family."


  "But you went to a cafe with my dad, just the two of you."


  "Your father is a gentleman, though, isn't he?"


  Lee Cheonghyeon instantly caught my hidden meaning and raised his voice.


  "What if you get hit again?"


  Silence fell again.


  This atmosphere is so heavy. I shouldn't have told the guys.


  "We're meeting at the company, so that won't happen. They wouldn't do that with people watching."


  "That's even creepier. It's the worst."


  "Then what should I do? Bring Choi Jeho?"


  I said it as a joke, but Lee Cheonghyeon furiously rubbed his eyes.


  "Do it."


  "......"


  "Take him and have him stand outside the door. There's no better visual for crime prevention than Jeho. You wouldn't even consider me or Kang Kiyeon, right?"


  "And Choi Jeho's opinion?"


  "When have you ever asked for my opinion?"


  Despite his sarcastic tone, Choi Jeho didn't refuse to go.


  

  I must have been overly stressed. The night before the meeting, I had that old dream again.


  I stood alone in the hospital corridor, jolted back to my senses by my sister's vibrating phone.


  On the shattered, partially missing screen, I saw the name of my sister's friend.


  ...Hello?


  ― ...Isn't this Wonju's phone?


  The unfamiliar woman's voice spoke a name I couldn't recall, no matter how hard I tried. My eyes squeezed shut on their own.


  ― Hello, I'm a friend of the phone's owner. Did you perhaps find this lost phone?


  I'm... Kim Iwol...


  ― Ah, you're Iwol! I've heard a lot about you! I'm Wonju's friend. She said she was going to meet you. I guess she left her phone behind?


  I could feel her cheerful energy even through the phone.


  I had no choice but to drag that bright mood down.


  ― I should probably hang up quickly. Your sister might need to borrow a phone to call...


  No.


  Cold sweat broke out on my palms. My hand stopped wiping my pants and unconsciously gripped my collar. There was nothing else to hold onto.


  My sister was in an accident.


  I continued, stammering.


  My sister passed away... and. This is the first time I've been in this situation. I don't have anyone to ask, so, um... I... I received the death certificate...


  My hand shook. Afraid I would drop the phone, I grabbed my wrist with my other hand and asked.


  Where do I start with telling people?


  ― Oh my god.


  I heard the rustle of clothes and the thud of someone collapsing.


  ― Oh my god, our Wonju. What happened to Wonju?


  The sobbing, the funeral hall employee calling for Kim Wonju's family, the ringing that pierced my ears. It was all too much to handle. I didn't even have the presence of mind to cry.


  My sister's friend rushed to the funeral hall.


  I wore a borrowed mourning suit, and she wore a black dress. We recognized each other instantly.


  Only the redness under her eyes hinted at her sorrow.


  ...So you're Iwol.


  ......


  I never thought we'd meet like this.


  If this was how we were meant to meet, it would have been better if we never had. A silence filled with shared emotion slowly crossed the space between us.


  My sister's friends arrived one by one and handled various tasks. All I could do was answer questions about what was needed and what to do after the funeral.


  You don't have any relatives to watch the condolence money box... do you?


  Ah... I'll do it.


  The bereaved family isn't supposed to worry about things like this. If you're okay with it, her alumni will take turns. Just contact Wonju's company for us.


  Everyone rolled up their sleeves to help with my sister's affairs. It wasn't just their last goodbye. They all knew we had no one else to ask for help.


  For some reason, I thought my sister was a truly brave person.


  It struck me, even then, how different her life was from mine. I had never shown weakness to the outside world.


  I could imagine my sister's attitude. She would never have been ashamed of or hidden something that wasn't her fault.


  After my sister's company, I had to inform my own. Assistant Manager Hwang answered my weekend call tensely. After hearing my story, he said he would come right away. I could even hear a closet opening over the phone.


  You don't have to do that. Please just inform the company for me.


  ―Still.


  Even if you come, I don't think I can attend to you. I'll just accept the sentiment.


  I finally dissuaded him and hung up. There was nowhere else to call. My shallow relationships were laid bare.


  I quietly looked at my sister's photo, now her funeral portrait, when someone approached me. It was one of her high school classmates.


  Iwol, take this.


  She held out a white envelope. It was a familiar condolence money envelope, the kind stocked in my office cabinet for company funerals.


  The alumni all pitched in a little. Don't record it in the guest book or put it in the box. Keep it separately.


  It was my first time as chief mourner, but I knew basic funeral etiquette. I also knew this situation wasn't normal.


  Your parents might show up, you know.


  Those words struck a nerve.


  A funeral costs a lot of money. Don't let anyone take this from you... keep it safe and use it when you need it.


  Everyone barely held their composure and did their best. They wanted to give my sister a proper send-off and protect me from potential threats while I struggled to return to reality.


  I saw traces of my sister in this unfamiliar warmth. Their kindness resembled how my sister had treated me.


  Maybe that's why I didn't want to accept it. I couldn't imagine a world where that warmth had completely disappeared.


  

  Just as I saw off a group of reluctant mourners, new visitors arrived. It was Assistant Manager Hwang and Song Juim.


  Daeri, have you eaten? Assistant Manager Hwang asked as soon as he finished paying his respects.


  Why are you here...


  What do you mean, why? How could we not come when a team member is going through this?


  Still.


  We know your situation... it's obvious. How could we not come? Song Juim also wanted to come today, so we came together.


  Song Juim bowed his head beside him. He looked even closer to tears than I did.


  Assistant Manager Hwang managed the personnel files. He had once asked if it was correct that I listed my sister as my emergency contact. He seemed to remember that trivial detail.


  I couldn't refuse Assistant Manager Hwang's insistence, so I had a late dinner with them. My mouth moved, but I couldn't tell if I was chewing or had already swallowed.


  After downing a shot of soju, Assistant Manager Hwang spoke.


  Assistant Manager Kim.


  "......"


  If you get a call from the company, don't answer it.


  Song Juim nodded silently.


  I'm going to tell the Team Leader and the Department Head not to contact you... but they're so beyond common sense, I'm saying this just in case.


  ......


  Even if they do call, ignore it. I'm telling you this because I know your personality.


  Assistant Manager Hwang wiped his face with both hands.


  The only thing you need to do, Daeri, is give your sister a proper send-off. Don't worry about the company. Got it?


  Assistant Manager Hwang and Song Juim only left after I finally said 'okay'. I couldn't see them off far since no one else was watching the mortuary. They told me not to bother, gave my hand a firm squeeze, and left. The image of their retreating backs replayed in my mind.


  And then, very late at night.


  The people I had met once before came to visit.


  ......


  It was the young couple from the hospital corridor, dressed in black suits.


  They were the parents of the young child my sister had protected. If not for her sacrifice, they might have been in my place as the chief mourners.


  Chapter 349: Family Matters (2)


  My sister died in an accident. A car swerved onto the sidewalk in a traffic accident. She passed away right at the scene and never even made it into an ambulance.


  However, my sister's belongings were found some distance from where it happened.


  The CCTV footage showed a large car about to hit a child waiting behind the safety line for the walk signal.


  My sister, who stood next to the child, threw down her bag and phone and ran toward them. The detective paused the video at the exact moment she embraced the child, her back to the car. That was the last image I ever saw of my sister.


  My sister, who might have lived, died. The child, who might have died, miraculously survived. Our two families first met in a white hospital corridor where life and death were decided. We met again at the place where we said our final goodbyes.


  What was I supposed to say in that situation?


  As I stood there, unable to speak, the two of them bowed deeply before me. Their shoulders trembled so precariously that it was too painful to watch, and I had to look away.


  We're sorry.


  People who had done nothing wrong apologized. My loss was too great to refuse their apology.


  We should have brought the child, but they were in too much shock. We just couldn't bring them with us.


  For a child waiting quietly for the signal, nothing could have been more sudden or dangerous than a mid-sized car rushing toward them without slowing down.


  They had probably been held in the warm embrace of their family before, but it must have been the first time a stranger whose heart had stopped beating held them.


  Amid the screams of passersby and the wail of sirens, who could possibly remain unscathed?


  We're sorry, we're so sorry...


  They were people who had received help but couldn't say thank you. They were grief-stricken but couldn't cry in front of me. They could do nothing to soothe my sorrow. They apologized over and over, unable to even straighten their backs.


  I looked back and forth between the two of them and the ceiling of the funeral hall.


  Thinking of the sister I knew, I could only say one thing.


  "Is the child okay?"


  The moment I asked, my senses, which had felt disconnected and adrift, came rushing back.


  I had just admitted it. My sister had already crossed a river from which she could never return.


  All the living could do was take care of what was left behind.


  The child's mother broke down. Dark blue veins stood out on the back of the father's hand.


  I tried my best not to cry. I held back my tears, letting out only ragged, shallow breaths.


  The moment I let my sister go from my heart was terribly lonely.


  

  I repeatedly sat down and stood up in the small space, losing all track of time.


  My phone rang several times. Some calls were about handling the accident, while others were meaningless calls from work.


  I answered some and ignored others. At some point, after stating my intention not to settle with the perpetrator, I cut myself off from the outside world and just sat in front of my sister.


  Except for Manager Ahn and a few of my university classmates who heard the news, all the mourners were my sister's acquaintances. They all tried to take care of me, despite losing a friend so senselessly at such a young age.


  Perhaps that was why. Even though I was in agony, I wasn't wounded. I was sad but not miserable. It was so hard I could barely breathe, but it wasn't enough to kill me.


  Not until they set foot in the room.


  "Who's that standing next to the money box? Shouldn't the funeral director be telling them that only relatives are supposed to handle that?"


  Hearing a familiar voice, I staggered to my feet. A few people were gathered at the entrance of the funeral hall.


  Sensing a crisis instinctively, one of my sister's classmates blocked the condolence money box with her body.


  A middle-aged man grabbed the thin woman's shoulder.


  "What do you think you're doing right now."


  At my words, everyone's gaze turned to me.


  "Have you lost your mind? How could you entrust so much money to a stranger?"


  It was my mother's voice, which I hadn't heard in years. Her eyes, which I hadn't met for even longer, pierced my heart like an awl.


  I felt like I was going to throw up.


  As soon as they arrived, the two of them opened the condolence money box. I had to stop a scuffle that was about to break out over their audacity, opening it before the funeral was even over.


  They were people from whom I expected nothing anyway. I just wanted to send my sister off in peace.


  My sister had always tried to fulfill her minimum duties as their child. I figured if they came here under the pretext of having given birth to and raised her, I had no right to stop them.


  "Is this all the mourners she got for someone who supposedly had a social life?"


  "Wait. Let me see the guest book."


  Their conversation and deep sighs drifted out for all to hear as they checked the condolence money.


  "Pathetic girl. If she'd thought about all the money her parents spent on her, she should have at least gotten married before she died."


  "If she was sane enough to think about things like that, would she have died so early? Dying before your parents without even fulfilling your duties, that's the definition of being an unfilial child. What else could it be?"


  I desperately wanted to ask the funeral director if we could turn her portrait around. I didn't want her to see this.


  I wanted her to be able to leave on her long journey without a heavy heart, thinking, 'At least the people I considered family came to see me at the end.'


  Or maybe, I was just exhausted.


  "Kim Hyoil."


  My dad called my name. When I just sat there looking up at him, the guest book came flying at my head.


  "Where did you stash the money?"


  "What do you think you're doing?"


  A few of my sister's friends, who had been hesitant to interfere in a family matter, stepped in front of my dad.


  "You bastard, I knew it when you let a stranger handle the money box. You were planning to use them as an excuse later, weren't you? To say some stranger you didn't know well must have skimmed some off the top?"


  "You think everyone in the world is like you?"


  "......"


  "That's enough. You're going to take all the condolence money anyway. I won't fight you for it, so don't make a scene."


  I lowered my voice, afraid my sister would hear. However, my dad's voice only grew louder.


  The image of my sister's friend, who had tearfully told me there would be many expenses after the funeral, flashed before my eyes. My ears were ringing.


  "Raising kids is useless. One of them dies without fulfilling her basic duties, and the other throws away the name we gave him to live however he wants."


  The insults carved into me like a sculptor's chisel, but I felt nothing. My mind was just blank.


  "A grown man just sitting there with no backbone. How is it that the useless one is the only one left?"


  "I told you to stop. Just be quiet until the funeral is over. If you have something to say, you can say it then..."


  "Is that why you dragged your feet and didn't answer the settlement calls?"


  At that one word, whatever had filled my head washed away like sand.


  "Settlement?"


  "They finally called us because you were acting like this."


  I belatedly remembered the calls I had stopped answering. Why hadn't I noticed sooner that the flood of calls had been cut in half?


  "Don't tell me you settled?"


  My voice trembled. My vision was so blurry I had to lean on the wall to stand up.


  Clutching my throbbing head, I forced my eyes open to see my dad's unfazed expression.


  "He seemed genuinely remorseful, and he compensated us generously."


  One of my sister's friends standing between me and my dad covered her mouth. The room fell so silent that not even a breath could be heard.


  "The living have to go on living."


  Why did those words sound like they were spoken in another world?


  "...You settled."


  "If only you had communicated properly from the start."


  "What is there to communicate with a bastard worse than an animal? How can a person talk to livestock? Or can you, Dad, because you're on the same level?"


  "What did you just say?"


  "You should think about what you just said. Is telling me you settled with the man who killed your daughter something a human being would say?"


  Nausea rose in my throat even as I said the word 'daughter'. I was dizzy. My eyes couldn't focus.


  "Money? I'm sure he gave you a lot. A bastard who drives a sedan drunk in the middle of the day wouldn't be short on cash, right? And you just gratefully accepted it?"


  "You think I was happy to take it? What good does it do if that man goes to prison! The living have to go on living!"


  "If you can't live without the money from your daughter's life, then you should just die!"


  People tried to pull me and my father apart. I shook off the hands holding me back and screamed with all my might.


  "If you were so worried about the condolence money you've given out over the years, one of you should have died first. Then the other one could have lived just fine! Why did you even come looking for the children you abandoned?"


  I wasn't even hoping for them to feel a shred of guilt.


  Still, this was wrong. They shouldn't have insulted a person like this.


  "Where else would you find a child who did everything for you despite growing up with nothing? Can you put your hand on your heart and say you even raised her? Do you really want to show such an ugly side of yourselves until the very end?"


  Even if they took the condolence money before the funeral was over. Even if they cursed her for dying without fulfilling her duties as a child.


  "No matter how subhuman you are. How could you settle before we've even sent her off!"


  Even if they had never once held her in their hearts.


  "We haven't even had the funeral procession, how can it be so easy for you to sell out your own child...?"


  They shouldn't have done this.


  "...Hyung."


  They shouldn't have trampled on her final moments.


  "...Iwol-hyung!"


  They could do it to me, but they shouldn't have done it to my sister.


  "Hyung, wake up!"


  My body was shaken violently. I gasped for air as if I were vomiting and woke from the dream.


  The first thing I saw was Jeong Seongbin's pale face. He clutched his chest in relief and explained that he'd woken me up because he thought I was having a nightmare.


  My whole body was drenched in a cold sweat. My breathing was ragged, and my hands were shaking. My head spun, so I pressed a hand to my forehead and closed my eyes.


  "Should I get you some water?"


  "No, I'm fine. ...Thanks for waking me up."


  Could there be anything more horrible than continuing to have that dream?


  It was hard to open my eyes. I was so dizzy I felt like I was going to pass out.


  "...Hyung."


  Jeong Seongbin's voice cut through the ringing in my ears. When I managed to open my eyes, I saw him still watching over me, unable to leave.


  "Your parents, can't you just not meet them?"


  'Never let them take it from you... Keep it safe and use it when you need to.'


  'Don't answer if the company calls.'


  The deep affection in those memories choked me. I walked deeper into the mire as I answered.


  "I'm sorry. I can't do that."


  Chapter 350: Family Matters (3)


  On the way to work, Jeong Seongbin had me ride in his car. Jeong Seongbin sent Park Joowoo to Manager Chanyoung's car and sat silently beside me.


  I wondered if the ride had ever been this quiet. Choi Jeho sat in the passenger seat with his eyes closed, but he wasn't wearing earphones. The car was silent, with no radio or music playing.


  "Are you that worried?"


  Jeong Seongbin turned his head toward me at the sound that broke the silence.


  "If you think you'll be too distracted to practice, Seongbin, you can stand guard with Choi Jeho."


  "......"


  I jokingly offered him a way out since he seemed so desperate to come, but he became extremely flustered.


  "If you think I'm talking nonsense, just splash some cold water on my face. I heard they replaced the break room's water purifier with one that makes ice."


  I felt bad for startling him so early and added the pointless comment, but Jeong Seongbin's expression didn't soften.


  "I understand."


  "......"


  He had actually taken my joke seriously.


  "I'll stand on either side of the door with Jeho. Is that okay, Jeho?"


  "Do whatever you want."


  "What do you mean, do whatever I want!" I yelled.


  Choi Jeho glanced at me in the side mirror.


  "Didn't we already settle this?"


  "Hah..."


  I couldn't get through to them. My chest tightened for a completely different reason.


  When I glanced over, Jeong Seongbin's expression had visibly relaxed, which was also disturbing.


  

  Feeling like I would get indigestion, I skipped breakfast and lunch. I hadn't eaten in nearly eighteen hours, but I wasn't hungry. My mouth was dry, so I just kept drinking water.


  At 1:50, I stopped practicing and picked up the document case. When I stepped out of the vocal practice room, Choi Jeho and Jeong Seongbin were standing right outside the door.


  "Are you really going to do it?"


  Neither of them answered. Choi Jeho just jutted his chin, signaling me to lead the way.


  Jukyung was waiting for me in the conference room.


  "Do you need anything? Would your parents like a drink?"


  "Could I just have a glass of water? As for my parents... you don't need to get them anything. It'll take them a while to get here anyway."


  "But it's almost two."


  "They're not the type to be on time."


  These were the people who were late to their own child's funeral. They would never be on time unless it benefited them.


  After Jukyung brought me water and left, I finally leaned back in my chair. A faint, persistent headache nagged at me. I repeatedly locked and unlocked the latch on the document case.


  I wonder when they'll come.


  Twenty minutes late would be normal. Asking to talk over the phone would be a bad sign. The worst would be if they stood me up completely. My expectations were so low that I just prayed they would show up at all, even late. I was always at a disadvantage in this relationship.


  Feeling suffocated, I tilted my head back and exhaled. I saw the tops of two heads over the opaque privacy film on the glass wall. That film was high enough to hide most people's hair completely.


  That's not what they promised. They said they'd stand on either side of the door.


  The sight of Choi Jeho and Jeong Seongbin standing side-by-side against the wall was amusing. I laughed as I watched them.


  Just then, I heard murmuring from the end of the hall near the elevators. Beyond the film, silhouettes of several adults mingled. Some pointed toward the conference room, while others looked around.


  Two o'clock. Exactly the appointed time.


  Their perfect timing had a clear meaning.


  They were desperate for this meeting but wanted to establish the upper hand without seeming too eager. What else could it mean?


  Looks like they came prepared to squeeze a huge sum out of me.


  I braced myself for a tough fight and tightened my clasped hands.


  The conference room door opened. Manager Chanyoung escorted the party inside. Two respectably dressed people entered.


  "Two coffees, please."


  My mother pulled out a chair, blatantly expecting to be served.


  "You don't need to get those."


  Both the manager and my mother turned to look at me.


  "I'd rather not have coffee thrown at me."


  "Is that what you say the moment you see me, instead of a proper greeting? I can tell how you've been living on your own."


  Even as she chided me, my mother gave the manager a meaningful look. Her intentions were obvious. We had such a hard time raising this one. You must have gone through a lot, too...


  But this was UA. The company chose this location for my mental well-being, not to entertain an idol's parents. The people here knew there was a reason for everything I said and did.


  Above all, everyone at UA would never bring coffee and place it in front of me.


  "I'll give you some privacy."


  My mother's eyebrows shot up when she read the displeasure on the manager's face. Before she could protest, Manager Chanyoung told only me to call if I needed anything, then closed the door and left.


  

  "You disrespectful little shit."


  My father's greeting was even cruder than my mother's. His foul mouth hadn't changed.


  "Just tell me why you wanted to see me. You didn't come to ask how I've been."


  "What kind of parent wouldn't correct their child for acting like this?" he retorted.


  "Whether the child you abandoned is well-behaved or not is none of your business, is it?"


  "Is that how you talk to your parents?"


  I had plenty to say if I wanted to argue. You didn't even value my life, yet my behavior gets on your nerves? Then why didn't you lecture me for not calling you myself when I cracked my head open? But I held my tongue. I had no intention of dragging this out with a verbal sparring match.


  When I didn't retort, my father sat down. A dreadful silence fell over the room.


  Since I remained quiet, the side that had something to say spoke first.


  "I saw you filmed a commercial."


  "......"


  "Heard you're doing a drama, too?"


  His eyes blatantly raked over my clothes.


  "You're not hurting for money, are you?"


  "I am," I answered immediately.


  "Maybe it's because I've lived with nothing, but every last penny is precious to me."


  "What have you ever gone without?"


  "We've been over this before."


  Both of their faces flushed. They seemed to realize 'before' meant the time they had extorted fifteen million won from me.


  For better or worse, my records from that period were similar before and after my regression, except for the missing treatment history for the scars on my back. I had stayed up all night reading them, afraid I might slip up, but the contents were largely the same.


  Their reaction to my words meant my hypothesis was correct. They were the source of the money I thought my sister had left behind.


  "If you're going to be so calculating with your own parents over money, you should be prepared to pay back the cost of raising you."


  "The cost of raising me? How much was it?"


  "It costs hundreds of millions to raise a child. That's what everyone says."


  "Ha."


  They had the arrogance to believe they were ordinary people and the conceit to think they had fulfilled their duties like any other guardian. How did these people find spouses so perfectly like themselves? And after getting together, why couldn't they have had a selfish child who took after them? Why did they have to give birth to someone like my sister, who gave them undeserved 'basic filial piety' for so long?


  "I didn't realize you'd invested so much in me. I just assumed you gave me fifteen million because you'd already calculated that cost into it."


  "How can you say that after taking over ten million won?"


  "That was the price for shredding someone's back. You offered that amount thinking you were getting off easy. So why are you now framing it as some generous settlement you offered because you knew my earnings?"


  A mistake slipped out, and my thoughts began to race.


  The word 'settlement' was painful to even say. I never wanted to hear about settlements again in any matter involving them, whether legal or private. Once was more than enough.


  I calmed my chaotic mind and took a slow, deep breath. I needed to get something out of this conversation, too.


  "Fine. Let's say you came here wanting to get paid back for giving birth to me and raising me."


  I swallowed hard and carefully spoke.


  "So with that excuse, how much did you take from my sister? It's not fair that I'm the only one paying when we were born to the same parents."


  The word 'sister' fully left my mouth. It was the first time since I returned to the past.


  My sister isn't gone.


  It was uncertain if my sister existed in the past where I lived as Kim Han, but this confirmed it. My sister definitely existed.


  Relief at avoiding the worst-case scenario pushed away the disgust from this uncomfortable situation.


  However, the joy didn't last long.


  "...How did you know you had a sister?"


  My mother's face was pale, her reaction completely unexpected.


  "...What?"


  "Did you hire someone to follow us? That's illegal! Can a celebrity do that? Aren't you scared of what we might say about you?"


  The gears in my head ground to a halt. My mind felt stuck, as if clogged with sand, and refused to work.


  "So your plan was to threaten us so you wouldn't have to pay. You're giving me the chills. There's a limit to how disgusting you can be."


  "Calm down," my father said. "Is this the first time that little shit has acted up? It's all a ploy. The statute of limitations ran out years ago. You think he can report us now?"


  The two of them chattered away in front of me. I was the only one who couldn't get a grip. Only me.


  We couldn't sleep because we were cold, so Mom said we were being spoiled and kicked us out. Don't you remember? It was the middle of winter.


  I don't remember at all.


  Wow, I'm the only one who loses out. How can you forget that when you even got frostbite?


  We had a conversation like that once, and after that...


  The things Mom said even appear in my dreams.


  Like what?


  It's always the same. 'They say a daughter is the foundation of a household, so when are you going to be of any help?' 'If you're not going to make a fortune, just find a man with a decent job and get married.' Ah, but the words that appear most often in my dreams are these.


  I steeled my heart and went all the way to the orphanage to abandon you.


  But on some whim, I just brought you back. Ever since then, raising you has cost so much money and stress that I can't live.


  "You abandoned her?"


  I regret not leaving you there.


  A warning siren blared. My vision turned white.


  + [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'The Manager'-nim has arrived.


  ► Assistant Manager Kim, we've decided to discontinue one of our existing welfare programs. Just so you know.


  [SYSTEM] Some performance-based correction effects will be removed.


  ▷ The 'Negative Emotion Recognition Rate' adjustment function, granted for achieving 'Excellent' in 'Attendance Management', has been extinguished. +


  I traced the letters with my eyes but didn't understand a single word. That wasn't what was important right now.


  "My sister... did you abandon her?"


  Something snapped.


  Chapter 351: Family Matters (4)


  It's quiet.


  Choi Jeho leaned against the glass wall. It was quieter than he had worried it would be. When he peeked into the meeting room, Kim Iwol was just sitting there with his usual expression.


  Then again, Kim Iwol was always strong when it came to the real thing. He would whine constantly during practice, but on stage, he was perfect.


  If all his distracting antics were just preparation for today, Choi Jeho could understand.


  Kim Iwol's family, whom he had met in front of the room, seemed ordinary. They didn't reek of alcohol like his own father or wear clothes that looked unwashed. Still, their actions were unforgivable.


  Did I really need to follow him here?


  Choi Jeho glanced down at Jeong Seongbin, who fidgeted restlessly beside him. Out of courtesy, Jeong Seongbin tried his best not to look inside.


  "Why don't you go in first?"


  At Choi Jeho's words, Jeong Seongbin's eyes widened. He thought Choi Jeho had spoken quietly, but he frantically shook his head, worried they might have heard inside.


  Choi Jeho lowered his voice.


  "It doesn't seem like anything will happen. It should be fine if I just stay..."


  A heavy table scraped loudly across the floor, cutting Choi Jeho off. His head snapped toward the sound.


  "Jeong Seongbin, go get the managers."


  Choi Jeho shoved the door open and rushed in. The table was pushed far back. Even more shocking, Kim Iwol had one knee on it and was grabbing his father's collar.


  But all Choi Jeho could see was the man's hand reaching for Kim Iwol's head.


  Not his head.


  Choi Jeho grabbed the man's arm. With his other hand, he pulled Kim Iwol into an embrace, shielding his head. He felt a bumpy scar under his fingertips.


  "How can you even call yourselves human?"


  Kim Iwol gasped for breath.


  Choi Jeho shook the man's arm off and pulled Kim Iwol from the table. The moment Kim Iwol's feet hit the floor, he lunged at his father again. Shouts and the sound of people rushing in filled the air.


  "How can you make a worse choice than expected every single time? Why the hell do you live like that?"


  Choi Jeho grabbed Kim Iwol by the scruff of his neck, but Kim Iwol pushed back against Choi Jeho's arm with all his strength.


  "Let go."


  "When you calm down."


  "Why should I?"


  He put more strength into his hands. Even with both his arms held back, Kim Iwol remained resolute.


  Choi Jeho himself got angry easily, so he understood how Kim Iwol felt, but he couldn't let Kim Iwol continue.


  If he hurts his head... The thought was unavoidable.


  "Just leave him. If he hits us, we won't just stand by. We'll call the police right away."


  Kim Iwol's parents seemed nonchalant. They only brushed off their wrinkled clothes a few times.


  "You're quick to think of the police for people who did a good job abandoning your child. How did you live in fear until the statute of limitations ran out? Did you decide not to abandon me because you'd already gone through that nerve-wracking experience once?"


  Kim Iwol screamed. Even then, Choi Jeho couldn't fully understand what Kim Iwol was saying.


  "The important thing is that we kept raising you."


  "So what? Am I supposed to be grateful for that?"


  Kim Iwol's body trembled. Choi Jeho saw veins bulging on the back of Kim Iwol's hand and thought he was gripping too tightly. He loosened his hold, but the veins bulged all the way to Kim Iwol's temples.


  "You should have just abandoned me instead."


  "......"


  "My sister, to you people, my sister..."


  Unable to continue, Kim Iwol clutched his throat. He muttered in a hollow voice.


  "Why..."


  "...Kim Iwol?"


  Choi Jeho bent down to check Kim Iwol's face. His eyes stared into empty space.


  "Why, are you stopping me from saying this too..."


  "Hey, Kim Iwol."


  "This just makes it unfair for my sister. My sister..."


  His fingertips turned white as he scratched at his neck, applying more pressure. Long, red marks appeared where his fingers had passed.


  "Why, why...!"


  Kim Iwol screamed, filled with indignation. Beads of blood formed on his scratched throat.


  "......"


  "I should at least be able to say this much. I have to make them realize what they've done!"


  Choi Jeho grabbed Kim Iwol's wrist, but Kim Iwol's hand had lost its autonomy and wouldn't loosen its grip.


  Choi Jeho forcibly dragged Kim Iwol away from his family. Kim Iwol's body shook, and his voice cracked wretchedly. His breathing had been irregular for some time.


  "Not once, but twice. How am I supposed to accept this?"


  "......"


  "How many years did she dedicate? She tried so hard without ever hearing a single good word."


  A torrent of words without a subject poured from Kim Iwol. Hearing the choking sounds, Choi Jeho looked for a bag.


  Choi Jeho quickly picked up a paper bag and stood, but he couldn't approach Kim Iwol right away. He faltered when he saw Kim Iwol's state.


  "At least to my sister... you shouldn't have done that."


  Tears streamed down Kim Iwol's flushed face.


  Jeong Seongbin finally appeared. His face turned deathly pale when he saw Kim Iwol's wretched state.


  "Chanyoung, get these people out of here."


  "We're not done talking yet," Kim Iwol's family protested at Choi Jeho's words. The managers forcibly made the two stand up.


  "What more is there to talk about? Look at the state he's in. Please get up."


  "Decide right now. When are you giving us the money?"


  "I said stop!" Lim Chanyoung raised his voice.


  "I'm not giving it to you."


  Kim Iwol said, wiping his tears with the back of his hand. The rough gesture turned his skin red.


  "I can't. Why would I give you that?"


  Though his face was dazed, Kim Iwol's pronunciation was clear.


  "That's money my sister gave me. There's no reason to give it back."


  "Do you know that unfilial behavior like this is subject to severe punishment?"


  "Sue me if you want. I'm not scared."


  As Kim Iwol spoke, he looked less accustomed to the situation and more exhausted.


  The woman watched Kim Iwol curl up, his breathing loud enough for everyone to hear. She clicked her tongue.


  "They say it's easy to get a mental illness when you become a celebrity."


  Pyeong Daeyeon, who had come in with the managers, pushed the two intruders on their backs.


  The moment the outsiders left, Jeong Seongbin rushed to Choi Jeho and Kim Iwol.


  "Are you okay?"


  "...Headache medicine, please."


  Kim Iwol clutched his head.


  "My head hurts. I need... some medicine..."


  "Go get the medicine he takes, and a bandage... no, just bring the whole first-aid kit. We have water."


  Jeong Seongbin glanced at Kim Iwol's neck, then at Choi Jeho's face, and quickly stood up.


  Kim Iwol's legs gave out, and he collapsed to the floor. He pressed one hand to his temple while his other scrabbled at the dusty floor.


  "Hey, I... medicine..."


  "I told you, Jeong Seongbin is getting it."


  His nails looked like they would break from scratching the floor, so Choi Jeho had to firmly grab Kim Iwol's wrist.


  "He can't... find it, I guess. Because it's... hard to see, maybe," Kim Iwol stammered.


  Just as Choi Jeho was about to stand and get him a glass of water, Kim Iwol said something incomprehensible.


  "That's because... I hid the bottle."


  "The department head doesn't like it... so I put it behind the calendar, out of sight. He won't see it right away. I... I should go find it..."


  He had been angry when he heard the news that Kim Iwol was badly injured. He had been shocked when Kim Iwol collapsed clutching his heart.


  And now...


  "Sir, just... to my seat... please..."


  ...he was scared. He was scared seeing Kim Iwol with unfocused eyes, spouting incomprehensible words.


  Kim Iwol passed out before Jeong Seongbin returned with the medicine. When Jeong Seongbin came back, he covered Kim Iwol with a blanket and put a bandage on his neck. Choi Jeho silently supported Kim Iwol's limp body the whole time.


  

  "I can't focus."


  Lee Cheonghyeon flopped onto the practice room floor.


  "I'm so worried..."


  Park Joowoo and Kang Kiyeon didn't argue. They turned off the music and quietly sat beside Lee Cheonghyeon.


  "Nothing bad will happen, right?"


  Kang Kiyeon nodded at the rhetorical question. Lee Cheonghyeon sighed.


  "Yeah, worrying here won't change anything."


  Lee Cheonghyeon dusted off his pants and stood. At that moment, the practice room door opened without warning.


  Park Joowoo was about to play the music again and dropped his phone.


  Lim Chanyoung caught his breath.


  "Guys, let's stop practice for today and head home early."


  "......"


  Kang Kiyeon blinked. Lee Cheonghyeon, who stood with a dazed expression, quietly said, "Kang-geon." He nudged Kang Kiyeon's arm and started packing.


  The atmosphere was tense all the way to the parking lot. Lee Cheonghyeon swallowed hard.


  "...What about Iwol?"


  Park Joowoo asked from the passenger seat the moment he buckled his seatbelt.


  "He went back to the dorm first with Jeho and Seongbin."


  The three of them could tell Lim Chanyoung was choosing his words carefully.


  No one dared to speak for the rest of the ride. They had many questions but forced themselves to hold back.


  After parking the car, Lim Chanyoung called out to the members.


  "......"


  "......"


  "If anything happens, don't worry about the time. Just call me immediately. Got it?"


  Park Joowoo, Lee Cheonghyeon, and Kang Kiyeon rarely heard such words. Jeong Seongbin or Kim Iwol usually handled notices.


  The implication was clear. It meant Jeong Seongbin and Kim Iwol were in a state where they couldn't even handle a simple request.


  With tense faces, the three entered the dorm. Jeong Seongbin, who must have been on the sofa, walked out with a pale complexion.


  "...You're back?"


  It was hard to tell if Jeong Seongbin looked exhausted or just flustered. Seeing his half-dazed face, Park Joowoo called his friend's name.


  "...Seongbin."


  "......"


  "Are you... okay?"


  Jeong Seongbin quickly lifted his head, then immediately covered his face with one hand and lowered his gaze.


  "I'm sorry. I should... explain, but I don't think I'm in my right mind right now," Jeong Seongbin said with difficulty, his head still bowed.


  "Iwol is sleeping, so don't be too loud, and Joowoo... if you're okay with it, could you spare me a moment?"


  "...Yeah."


  Park Joowoo put an arm around Jeong Seongbin's shoulder. He gestured for the others to go in first, and Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon gave a small nod.


  Jeong Seongbin burst into tears before the door even closed.


  "...What do we do? I feel so bad for him."


  Jeong Seongbin's voice was choked with an emotion that could make anyone tear up as he desperately suppressed his sobs.


  "I know I shouldn't pity him carelessly, but for him... it's too much..."


  Jeong Seongbin couldn't finish. Once the door closed, silence enveloped the living room.


  Chapter 352: Family Matters (5)


  "...Hyung?"


  After a soft knock, Lee Cheonghyeon opened the door to the room by the entrance.


  "You're here."


  Choi Jeho greeted the two of them. He sat on a chair pulled up next to the bed, both of his hands massaging the sleeping Kim Iwol's right arm.


  "Hyung, are you sick?"


  Lee Cheonghyeon studied Kim Iwol's complexion. His face was pale and bluish, and only the areas around his eyes were red.


  "And what's with his neck?"


  Gauze and tape covered his white neck. The patch was about the size of two palms, and Lee Cheonghyeon could not hide his bewilderment.


  "It's not a serious injury," Choi Jeho answered calmly.


  "...Is his arm hurt, too?"


  "No, this is just to help his circulation."


  Choi Jeho's placid expression was the same as usual, but his aura felt different. It was not annoyance or indifference, but a third emotion.


  I know I shouldn't offer sympathy carelessly, but...


  The words they had just heard from Jeong Seongbin echoed in their minds.


  "Lee Cheonghyeon, Kang Kiyeon."


  "......"


  Choi Jeho called his younger brothers' names. His gaze remained fixed on the sleeping Kim Iwol.


  "I think you guys are better at handling this kind of thing than I am, but," Choi Jeho requested in a strained voice, pressing down on Kim Iwol's arm.


  "For the time being, don't do anything that will stress Kim Iwol out."


  In that moment, they understood why Lim Chanyoung had told them to call if they needed him. Kang Kiyeon managed a difficult reply, and he and his friend took heavy steps away.


  

  I don't want to open my eyes.


  That was my first thought upon waking. I was exhausted, as if all the energy had been drained from my body.


  With my eyes still closed, I tried to recall yesterday's events, but most of it was a blur. My mind was a complete blank towards the end, like a cut film.


  The only things I remember are the things I couldn't say that pierced my heart.


  Noona was so good to you, how could you do this.


  I forget things quickly, but Noona remembers everything.


  I had lived my life thinking it would have been better without a family like ours, but after learning my sister had been abandoned, the selfish thought 'they should have at least taken minimum responsibility' had crossed my mind.


  What if she can't forget being abandoned like that?


  What if it remains a painful memory for the rest of her life?


  This thought captivated me endlessly. The unbearably sad feeling lingered in my mind like residue.


  Was I wrong to have expected anything from my parents in the first place?


  I knew they were people I couldn't expect anything from. How pathetic.


  My head throbbed. I pulled the blanket over my head and curled my body into a tight ball.


  Noona, what are you doing right now?


  When I asked into the empty air, the SYSTEM appeared.


  +


  [SYSTEM] 'Welfare Service' Usage History


  ▷ Relationship: Blood Relative


  ▷ Health Status: Good


  ▷ Psychological State: Good


  ▷ Other: Sleeping


  +


  Really?


  I asked, knowing I would not get a reply. I felt like I would go crazy if I did not.


  "She must be sleeping in since it's the weekend..."


  Even though I muttered quietly, my voice was hoarse, as if I had swallowed sand.


  

  I lay still for a long while longer. I just did not want to get up.


  The door opened as I stared blankly at the ceiling. The dorm was so quiet I thought no one was here. I guess I was mistaken.


  I was debating whether to pretend to be asleep or say I was awake when an unexpected person showed their face.


  "Mr. Iwol? Did you sleep well?"


  It was Manager Daeyeon.


  I tried to get up and greet him, but the manager desperately stopped me. I ended up lying down while he sat.


  "Are you uncomfortable anywhere?" the manager asked, looking at me.


  I wondered about the depths of the manager's kindness. How deep must a person's heart be to naturally ask someone who seemed to have fainted if they slept well, instead of asking if they were hurt? My so-called family was busy talking about my illness.


  I answered that I was fine and stayed still. Then, with a word of apology, a hand rested on my head. The back of the manager's hand touched my forehead.


  "......"


  "Your fever has almost completely gone down."


  He then wrote something in his notebook. The scratching sound filled the room.


  He's a mature person. Unlike me.


  I watched the manager in silence. I thought of the adults who seemed forever out of reach, like Deputy Chief Ahn, my sister's friends, and my sister, who had been the biggest adult figure to me.


  "How can I become more mature?"


  "Pardon?"


  The question slipped out on its own. My eyes met the manager's, who had no idea what I was talking about.


  "No, it's just..."


  My head felt hot, so much so that I wondered if my fever had really gone down.


  "In three years, I'll be twenty-five. If you round that up, it's thirty, and they say thirty is half of sixty, so..."


  "......"


  Even after hearing my absurd explanation, the manager did not laugh. Instead, he asked seriously, "Mr. Iwol, do you want to be more mature?"


  I don't know.


  Do I want to become an adult, or am I just pathetic for not being able to become one when I should?


  "I think I should at least be able to take care of myself."


  "......"


  "But I'm not very good at it."


  My true feelings, which I had wanted to hide, slipped out. Admitting I was a flawed person was depressing, no matter how many times I did it.


  "Actually, I think you're quite mature for your age, Mr. Iwol."


  "You think so..."


  "When it comes to maturity, you're almost too mature, Mr. Iwol," the manager said, closing his notebook. "That's why I'm worried, though."


  "......"


  "It seems like you don't have many people to lean on."


  "Do adults also need someone to lean on?"


  "Of course," he said, his tone making it sound obvious.


  I thought an adult was someone who could take full responsibility for themselves, both financially and mentally.


  "Whether you're thirty, in your late twenties, or twenty-two, Mr. Iwol, you need someone to rely on."


  The manager neatly arranged and tucked in the blanket I had messed up.


  "Seongbin and Joowoo are adults, but they rely on you a lot, don't they, Mr. Iwol? I also received help from Jukyung when I was changing jobs, and for work-related matters, I often consult with the CEO or Chanyoung."


  "......"


  "It might seem like a grown adult isn't independent, but I believe that as you get older, you shouldn't hesitate to receive help."


  I thought of my sister's friends who came to the funeral, the ones who knew her weaknesses.


  "You have more responsibilities to bear. It's hard to endure it all alone."


  My sister must have seen them as a pillar of support when she could not lean on any family. She must have thought I needed someone like that too.


  But her little brother was not as confident as she was. He did not know the value of deep friendships either.


  So she was trying to at least open a door for me, right? To create an opportunity for me to change.


  "Perhaps that's why they say humans are social animals."


  I think I understand now.


  The business card for the hospital where my sister rested at the end was not just out of pity for me. She wanted my life to change in some way. It was a kindness born from the hope that I would find a place to rest my heart and become even a little more comfortable.


  The manager smiled and asked if I needed anything. After some thought, I asked if I could sleep a little longer.


  "I'll go to the practice room when I wake up."


  "You don't have to push yourself."


  At the manager's words, I shook my head, hoping the slow gesture would convey my intention.


  "I think I'll feel more at ease then."


  I just... want to see everyone.


  Saying he understood, the manager drew the curtains. As the room darkened, drowsiness washed over me. It was the first time I had ever said out loud that I wanted to sleep more. That one thought remained clear even as I drifted off.


  

  After Kim Iwol fell asleep, Pyeong Daeyeon carefully closed the door and left. He then sent a text to Min Jukyung, asking her to call him when she was free.


  The reply came in two minutes.


  — Hey, what's up?


  "Can you talk? Isn't it your lunch break?"


  — I have something to do, so I said I'd eat later. You? Did you have lunch? Is Iwol awake?


  "I was planning to eat a little later too. Mr. Iwol was up for a bit, but he's sleeping again. He must have been tired."


  Over the phone, he could hear Min Jukyung let out a sigh of relief.


  —...How is Iwol doing? Min Jukyung asked cautiously.


  "He wasn't like he was yesterday. I guess yesterday was just particularly hard for him."


  — I see...


  Min Jukyung, who had acted as the intermediary, had blamed herself until the end of the workday after yesterday's incident. He had tried to console her, saying that since all parties wanted to meet, there was nothing she could do as an employee to stop it, but she felt sorry for hurting the kid without even trying to persuade them, despite being an adult.


  Nevertheless, Pyeong Daeyeon had a favor to ask of Min Jukyung.


  "The members receiving psychological counseling right now are Mr. Iwol and Kiyeon, right? Just those two?"


  — That's right. Why?


  "I think it would be good to talk with the other members too."


  Pyeong Daeyeon took a seat at the kitchen table.


  "It's not easy to go about your daily life after seeing someone collapse. Jeho and Seongbin, in particular, witnessed it up close."


  — Yeah...


  "I heard something similar happened before, so I'm worried. Even if it's not just because of this incident, it's a tough environment to work in at a young age, so I think we should take care of that aspect."


  Pyeong Daeyeon added that he was not blaming her. Min Jukyung let out a small laugh.


  — You don't have to come back to the office today, right? Other than dropping the kids off at the dorm tonight.


  "I promised to take Mr. Iwol to the practice room when he wakes up."


  — He's coming in? You should have told him to rest. Iwol listens to you well.


  "Does he?"


  — Among the company staff, he probably listens to you the most.


  Pyeong Daeyeon laughed silently.


  "Anyway, so I'll probably go to the office in the afternoon, and in the evening, like you said, I'll pick up the members."


  — You're working hard.


  "It's nothing."


  Pyeong Daeyeon, who had been listening to his dejected colleague's voice, checked the time and then spoke.


  "So you're eating a late lunch today, right?"


  — Yeah. I'll probably be working late, so it's better this way.


  "Let's have dinner together if you have time. I'll treat you."


  Min Jukyung laughed, asking if it was in return for the meal celebrating his joining the company. Pyeong Daeyeon ended the call with a final remark for her to think whatever she was comfortable with.


  Chapter 353: Family Matters (6)


  My mind felt clear after more sleep, and I felt a bit better.


  My resilience has definitely... improved.


  I couldn't just brush it off, but I recovered faster than expected. Waiting to meet my parents had been the right choice.


  They said I had a wound on my neck, so I wore a turtleneck despite the still-hot weather. After a late lunch, I went to the practice room, where the guys rushed over as always.


  "Why are you here?" Choi Jeho demanded, his brow deeply furrowed. His scowl wouldn't budge even if I told him to smooth it out.


  "You should've rested more..." Park Joowoo said glumly.


  "I was bored being alone."


  One of Kang Kiyeon's eyebrows shot up crookedly at my words.


  "So that's why you came? Not to practice?"


  "I will if you let me."


  "No, you don't have to. The sofa's free, actually."


  Jeong Seongbin was already grabbing a blanket and a cushion. Before I knew it, I sat awkwardly on the sofa, wrapped in the blanket and hugging the cushion.


  "Watch us from there and see how well we do! Got it?" Lee Cheonghyeon winked.


  I gave a slight nod and gestured for the guys, who kept glancing my way, to focus.


  

  The guys finished practice earlier than usual. They claimed they were hungry, but it was an obvious lie.


  "You guys are really terrible at lying."


  "Still, you like the innocent Cheonghyeon, right?"


  "I think I'd prefer a Cheonghyeon who knows how to navigate the world with a bit of tact."


  "He's not falling for it." Lee Cheonghyeon shook his head and went to pack his things.


  Only Choi Jeho, who had nothing to pack, finished early and loitered near the entrance.


  Manager Daeyeon, who had come to escort us to the parking lot, called out to me. "Mr. Iwol."


  "I bought the thing you asked for. It's in our car, I'll have Seongbin bring it to you. I've already told Mr. Chanyoung, so you don't need to mention it separately."


  "Thank you. Did Manager Chanyoung say anything?"


  "He just said to make sure Cheonghyeon and Kiyeon absolutely don't drink any, but he also said that Mr. Iwol and Seongbin would know to cut them off."


  Choi Jeho approached as Manager Daeyeon and I chuckled.


  "What did you buy?"


  "Right. I was going to tell you beforehand anyway."


  Choi Jeho placed his hands on his hips as if to say, 'spit it out'.


  "Can I have a drink?"


  "Are you crazy?"


  "Have you lost your mind? Can't you speak nicely?" My eyes darted faster than lightning toward Manager Daeyeon and back.


  "What do you mean, a drink?"


  "I already checked with the manager. He said it's fine as long as I don't overdo it."


  "Why the sudden change? You never do this." Choi Jeho didn't hide his displeasure.


  The manager excused himself, allowing me to face Choi Jeho and talk.


  "I'm not drinking because I'm having a hard time. You don't have to worry about dependency. I didn't even take a headache pill today."


  "What I mean is, why do you have to drink at all?"


  "There's something I want to say, but I don't have the courage."


  "......"


  "So, about that, would it be okay if I drink on the veranda? If not, I'll just drink on the stairs and come in."


  "Are you going to chug a bottle on the street again?" Choi Jeho's expression turned grim.


  "Drink in the dorm. With the veranda window open."


  "Thanks."


  "If you get drunk, I'm throwing you out."


  Leaving behind his chiding permission, Choi Jeho walked away.


  On the way back, I sent a message to the guys from the car.


  [Is everyone busy tonight?]


  Cutie Pretty Visual Lee Cheonghyeon [Kang-geon needs to grow taller so he's going to sleep early]


  "......"


  Me [There's something I want to talk about, it's not work-related, just personal]


  [It's about yesterday's incident and all]


  [Wondering if anyone has time]


  Super Cute Kang Kiyeon [Lee Cheonghyeon wrote that wrong.]


  [I decided to start sleeping early from tomorrow.]


  Cutie Pretty Visual Lee Cheonghyeon [Oh right]


  [I said it wrong ㅠㅠ We were going to pull an all-nighter gaming today, so I'm totally free!!!]


  20-Year-Old Metal Marble Park Joowoo [I took a nap after lunch so I'm not sleepy :D>-<]


  Mental Pillar Jeong Seongbin [Everyone get ready for bed and meet in the living room at 12:30!]


  [Get ready for bed... has been registered as an announcement.]


  As soon as we arrived at the dorm, the guys quickly washed up and cleared the living room table. Jeong Seongbin reluctantly handed me a heavy-looking plastic bag.


  "This... Daeyeon asked me to give it to you..."


  "Ah. Thanks."


  Inside were two small liquor bottles from a convenience store. There was also a cup of ice for a highball. It seemed they had included two large ice packs to keep the round ice from melting.


  Lee Cheonghyeon came up behind me as I poured the liquor into a glass cup with ice at the sink.


  "Isn't this whiskey?"


  "You seem to possess knowledge a minor has no reason to have."


  "No, I mean, you can kinda tell just by looking at a bottle like this."


  "And how do you 'kinda tell'? You'd need some prior big data for that."


  "Our glass cabinet at home is full of these, why! Want me to steal one for you?"


  "Don't say such scary things. If you guys so much as touch alcohol, I'll have to hold a press conference immediately."


  "It's not like I'm scooping it up with my hands, is it that serious?"


  While we chatted, a cost-effective glass of liquor was ready. When I went to air the place out, I saw that Choi Jeho had already opened the veranda door.


  Jeong Seongbin, Park Joowoo, and Kang Kiyeon were already sitting at the table. Park Joowoo was even pinching the inside of his arm to stay awake.


  "Joowoo, why are you doing that?"


  "In case I fall asleep..."


  "If you're sleepy, you should sleep."


  "No, I'm not sleepy..."


  You don't even seem to know what you're saying.


  I shot Jeong Seongbin a look, telling him to send the kid to bed, but Jeong Seongbin pretended not to notice. I should have told them earlier that I wasn't going to say anything particularly important.


  I didn't have a story grand enough to meet his expectations. My throat was dry, so I poured the liquor down my throat.


  "Can you drink it like that?!"


  "Whether you sip it or chug it, it all ends up in the same place."


  Ignoring the horrified Jeong Seongbin, I quietly found my seat. It was a comfortable corner spot on the sofa where I could lean back. Having Park Joowoo next to me was a bit concerning, but I figured he'd be better than Choi Jeho, at least when it came to the smell of alcohol. He'd probably move on his own if the smell got too strong.


  Even after sitting down, my throat was still dry, so I took a few more gulps. It was a bitter aroma I hadn't tasted in a long time.


  "First of all, I heard you all went through a lot yesterday because of me."


  "......"


  "I feel very sorry, but... thank you."


  Kang Kiyeon, who sat across from me, gulped down some cold water.


  "I felt I should at least explain what happened yesterday."


  Watching Kang Kiyeon made my own throat feel parched. I wet my throat again before I began to speak with difficulty.


  "The reason I met my family even though you guys tried to stop me was..."


  My hands were trembling. I lowered them under the table, pretending to be calm.


  "Because of my sister."


  The memory was faint, but it was there. Choi Jeho bursting into the meeting room where I was arguing with my family.


  If he heard the conversation back then, he must have heard something about my sister. This made it certain. Speaking about currently known facts was not subject to the SYSTEM's control. At least, within the scope where the past I knew and the present aligned. Through yesterday's events, I confirmed that my sister definitely exists. Therefore, the SYSTEM wouldn't stop me from talking about her in front of these guys. However, I couldn't bring up the memories of my sister that only I knew. Just like how I couldn't speak of them properly in front of my mom and dad. Now, those memories would probably remain only in my mind forever.


  "I have a sister. An older sister. I don't have much information, but... I've been looking for her for several years."


  "......"


  "I knew asking them directly would be the fastest way, but I couldn't do it because I didn't have the courage."


  It felt awkward. Disclosing personal matters beyond the usual threshold was like a challenge.


  "To cut to the chase, I didn't get much out of it. Still, I now know what I need to do, and it's not like there are no options, so I won't be seeing them separately again. You don't have to worry too much."


  The living room was as quiet as if cold water had been thrown over it. I also drank my liquor in silence.


  The long silence was unexpectedly broken by Park Joowoo.


  "...What are you going to do now?"


  "......"


  That was a problem I also needed to think about.


  However, it wasn't as if I had no answer at all. I wiped the condensation from the surface of my cup with my hand and replied.


  "I'll have to start by looking for the facility. It'll take time since I don't know much."


  "Facility...?"


  "It seems they abandoned her not long after she was born. I heard about it yesterday."


  Park Joowoo's expression clouded over. The sight of him trying to say something before giving up was poignant.


  Kang Kiyeon, who had been silent, asked, "Were you still looking for your sister when you joined UA?"


  "I was."


  "......"


  "I feel sorry to you guys about that part."


  "......"


  "Because you guys were sincere, but I was the only one thinking of our debut as a means to an end."


  It was embarrassing to bring up a story that others didn't need to know. It felt like I was displaying my lowest point, which no one was curious about.


  "You asked me why I go this far, right? If I wasn't doing things that weren't my business."


  "......"


  "It was because I felt sorry. I still feel similarly now... but anyway."


  My glass was empty. I lifted the empty cup and shook it, and the poor ice cubes just swirled around, clinking against the glass.


  "As you know now, I'm on bad terms with my family, and it's not going to get better. I used to just say we weren't close because I didn't want to make you worry."


  My eyes met Lee Cheonghyeon's. There was something I needed to say to him.


  "The reason I told you not to rush into sorting things out was because I wanted you to make the best choice after your heart found peace."


  "......"


  "If you decide later that you can't forgive your family, I'll support you. Because I'm the same way. I just want you to know that I wasn't dismissing your worries as something trivial."


  Lee Cheonghyeon avoided my gaze, saying he hadn't thought that. The area under his eyes was red.


  Still, what could I do if it kept bothering me? I couldn't let him misunderstand and think I was pressuring him to get along with his family.


  With a much lighter heart, I refilled my glass.


  After closing the bottle cap tightly, I was about to have another drink when...


  "What the?"


  ...Choi Jeho, who had been sitting at a distance, took my glass.


  And then he brought the drink inside to his lips. The alcohol. This strong stuff.


  Chapter 354: Family Matters (7)


  Choi Jeho frowned. Disliking the taste, he roughly wiped his mouth with the back of his hand again and again.


  "Fucking tasteless."


  "What's with you?"


  "I was curious what's so great about this that everyone drinks it."


  Choi Jeho slammed the cup down. The other guys, confused by the sudden outburst, just stared at us.


  "My parents are divorced."


  "......"


  "My dad was an alcoholic and a gambling addict."


  The guys who didn't know Choi Jeho's story stared with wide eyes.


  "I don't see my dad either. I didn't even drink because I was afraid I'd end up like that man."


  "Are you trying to comfort me?"


  "I'm just saying it's okay if you want to live without seeing your family."


  Lee Cheonghyeon felt touched by the blunt comfort.


  "Since we're on the topic, ask if you have any questions."


  "......"


  "I'll answer them."


  The other guys didn't understand what I meant, but Lee Cheonghyeon did. He knew this continued a conversation we had started once before.


  "If you don't have any, let's just go to sleep."


  "No! Let's talk some more!"


  Lee Cheonghyeon slapped the table. Jeong Seongbin got up, rummaged in the fridge, and returned with sliced cucumbers. He clearly expected a long conversation.


  Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo fired off questions nonstop, as if they had motors in their mouths.


  "Who's listed as your guardian? The company keeps an emergency contact, right?"


  "I'm a grown adult, do I need a guardian? Besides, the filming manager handles almost everything."


  "Is there anything we can do to help...?"


  "You're already helping me enough. If it weren't for you guys, I wouldn't have even made it back to the dorm. I don't even remember how I got here yesterday."


  Lee Cheonghyeon was no exception.


  "How much don't you remember? Does this happen often?"


  "It only happens when I'm really stressed. I'm fine normally."


  "Did you talk about this during your counseling sessions?"


  "I did. I answer faithfully every time."


  He didn't give me a moment to breathe, just as you'd expect from a rapper. I struggled to answer everything. Kang Kiyeon also chimed in with questions now and then, showing he wasn't entirely without curiosity.


  Amidst it all, everyone tried hard not to touch on family-related topics. It was as if they had all become more considerate.


  "...Your neck?" Choi Jeho, who had been silent, asked.


  I lowered my collar slightly to show him the new bandage. He turned his head away, apparently satisfied.


  

  Kim Iwol finished a whole bottle of whiskey by himself and opened the next without hesitation. His face was a little paler, but he otherwise seemed unchanged.


  So Jeong Seongbin wasn't kidding when he said that Kim Iwol could hold his liquor.


  Lee Cheonghyeon was inwardly amazed. Choi Jeho had made it sound like Kim Iwol had gone on a drinking broadcast in his place early in their debut, but now he thought it might not have been a broadcast that was completely unsuited for Kim Iwol's aptitude. Of course, they wouldn't send him on one in the future, given his health issues.


  "You should eat something while you drink," Kang Kiyeon said.


  Kim Iwol flatly refused. "I'll gain weight if I eat side dishes."


  "It's just cucumbers, how could you gain weight from that?"


  "That's right. You'll ruin your stomach."


  At Jeong Seongbin's words, Park Joowoo shot up from his seat. He returned a moment later with blanched tofu and stir-fried kimchi.


  "Eat this too..."


  A rare pair of Pororo chopsticks also appeared. With a troubled expression, Kim Iwol ate the side dish, unsure if it was a good pairing.


  Kang Kiyeon watched Kim Iwol chew the tofu and asked, "...Is it okay if I ask what the age gap is between you and your sister?"


  Lee Cheonghyeon kicked Kang Kiyeon's thigh under the table. Kang Kiyeon's tense expression showed he hadn't asked without thinking.


  "...years?"


  "Pardon?"


  Kim Iwol's pronunciation was mumbled. He never talked with food in his mouth, so the alcohol must have been slurring his words.


  "I'm not sure. Between seven and nine years... about that. Yeah."


  "That's a big gap."


  "It is."


  Kim Iwol calmly admitted the gap was large, even though he didn't know the exact number. Lee Cheonghyeon felt a sense of dissonance at times like this. It was the same feeling he got when he'd asked when Kim Iwol started the bass, or when he couldn't figure out where Kim Iwol learned his social skills.


  "Kim Iwol."


  "......"


  "The reason you're not telling us everything... is it because you don't trust us, or is there some other circumstance?"


  Kim Iwol blinked. His long, dark eyelashes moved slowly.


  "At first, it was because I was cautious about trusting anyone."


  "......"


  "The reason I still can't explain everything properly is because of my circumstances."


  The reply was more honest than Lee Cheonghyeon could have imagined.


  "......"


  "......"


  "Did you think I'd lie?"


  "I just didn't think you'd tell me this much."


  "Because hiding things isn't exactly comfortable."


  Kim Iwol sipped his drink, his expression showing no discomfort.


  "So what about now?"


  "It's much better."


  Perhaps relieved by the refreshing answer, the tense Jeong Seongbin smiled.


  Throughout the conversation, Kim Iwol finished two bottles by himself. He even nagged Choi Jeho just like always.


  That's why no one dared to think that Kim Iwol might be drunk.


  "...Don't you think he's drunk?" Lee Cheonghyeon finally whispered, glancing suspiciously at Kim Iwol.


  Startled by his friend's voice in his ear, Kang Kiyeon rubbed it for a moment. He then realized what Lee Cheonghyeon had said and turned to look at Kim Iwol.


  "He seems the same as usual?" Kang Kiyeon whispered back.


  Lee Cheonghyeon covered his mouth and spoke in a low voice. "He just leaned his head on Park Joowoo."


  "......"


  Kang Kiyeon doubted his ears, but Lee Cheonghyeon wasn't lying. Kim Iwol was really leaning his head on Park Joowoo's shoulder.


  The reverse was a common sight, but this was not. As Kim Iwol himself once said while selecting a photo of a Hanal B-diche that had been microwaved incorrectly, it was usually the younger members who were clingy with their hyung. A sight like this was truly rare.


  Moreover, the one doing it was 'that' Kim Iwol. The Kim Iwol who never stood with his weight on one leg, who always maintained a ramrod-straight posture everywhere he went, to the point of kneeling to measure angles with a protractor.


  The eldest member who never crossed his arms when facing people, who insisted that manners came from one's attitude and always maintained an upright demeanor, was leaning on someone else?


  It was a major incident. Park Joowoo, unable to adapt, sat stiffly in a formal posture.


  "What are you whispering about?"


  "Look at that. He's jumping in because we're talking without him. Normally, he just watches us like someone holding a glass on the third floor of an opera house," Lee Cheonghyeon muttered.


  "You're right."


  Ignoring Kim Iwol's intervention, Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon continued their serious discussion.


  "He's definitely drunk."


  "Should I get a hangover cure?" Jeong Seongbin asked, agreeing with the youngest members. Their fridge still held four bottles of the hangover cure they had carefully brought when they moved in.


  "His body is cold..." Park Joowoo added.


  Choi Jeho suggested clearing away the alcohol, but he clicked his tongue when he saw the bottles were completely empty.


  "The guy who used to drink soju like that gets drunk off two of these small bottles? He needs to quit drinking. From now on, we're having serious talks over grape juice."


  Lee Cheonghyeon shook his head. "It's probably because the alcohol content is high. What's the proof on that?"


  "Is that written on the bottle?"


  Jeong Seongbin turned the small whiskey bottle, looking for the alcohol content. Kang Kiyeon reached for the other bottle out of curiosity but flinched back when Kim Iwol roared.


  "Where do you think you're touching, a minor touching a liquor bottle...! Give it here. I'll clean it up."


  "I won't touch it, so just sit down."


  As Kang Kiyeon obediently put both hands under the table, Kim Iwol became docile again. He leaned his head back on Park Joowoo's shoulder as if made of shape-memory alloy.


  "Aigoo, without our eldest, who's going to drink on behalf of spArk at company dinners now?"


  "I'll drink."


  "I'll drink too, Jeong Seongbin...!"


  "Just say we're all taking herbal medicine."


  Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo declared their tear-jerking friendship in response to Lee Cheonghyeon's question. Choi Jeho offered a rare, sensible solution, but it didn't reach the younger members.


  The lighthearted joking lasted only a moment. Lee Cheonghyeon rested his chin on his hand and asked, "Kim Iwol."


  "What is it?"


  "Do you... like promoting with us?"


  Lee Cheonghyeon swallowed. It was a question he had hesitated to ask, one he had kept buried until now.


  Kim Iwol was lost in thought for a moment. Seeing him even cross his arms, Lee Cheonghyeon thought he had said something unnecessary.


  "It's not a matter of whether the work is fun! I mean, are you okay living with us? I was worried that you might be pushing yourself too hard because of your circumstances."


  His frantic explanation grew longer as Kim Iwol remained silent. Everyone watched Kim Iwol's reaction. Lee Cheonghyeon broke out in a cold sweat.


  "I just... hope you don't think of us as too much of a burden..."


  Kim Iwol picked up on his trailing words. "Do you think I see you guys as a burden?"


  "Sometimes, I think you might. When it comes to being idols, there isn't a single thing you haven't had a hand in. Right down to our selfie angles."


  Lee Cheonghyeon remembered what Kang Kiyeon had said when he was struggling mentally.


  I feel bad for only receiving help from him. I feel like I'm someone who can't be of any help to him.


  It seemed to Lee Cheonghyeon that all of spArk felt indebted to Kim Iwol, including Lee Cheonghyeon himself.


  Everyone relied on Kim Iwol in one way or another, but they couldn't be a pillar for him to lean on. He felt even more concerned after learning that even Choi Jeho had received help from Kim Iwol with household chores.


  I wish he would just say he's glad we finally know.


  He wished Kim Iwol would say, 'I need to rest now! Live your idol lives proactively!' Then, even if Kim Iwol's memory was hazy the next day, he could insist, 'You gave us notice yesterday, so I'll listen to you!'


  However, Kim Iwol's consideration always ran deeper than Lee Cheonghyeon could imagine.


  "This seems to be the question you really wanted to ask."


  "......"


  "I don't think that way."


  His words felt like a firm, supporting hand.


  "I think of you as admirable guys."


  Kim Iwol smiled.


  There were no cameras, no outsiders, and this wasn't a nonsensical chat or a conversation that required social graces.


  A gentle, natural smile, the kind a man in his early twenties would make, appeared on Kim Iwol's face for the first time.


  "Wow... I guess I'm getting drunk."


  Returning to his usual faint smile, Kim Iwol pushed himself up from the sofa.


  "I'll put the bottles in the sink. I'll rinse them and put them out tomorrow, so don't you guys clean them. The dishes too."


  "Just wash up and go to sleep."


  "Choi Jeho, unless you're going to clean up, be quiet."


  "I'll put them in the sink, so just go to sleep. As long as you don't make the kids do it, right?"


  "Oh." Kim Iwol expressed his admiration dryly.


  "Then I'm just going to brush my teeth and sleep, okay? Everyone, head in. See you tomorrow."


  Then, Kim Iwol really did brush his teeth for three minutes and came out of the bathroom. He strode into his room, lay down on the bed, pulled the covers up neatly, and fell asleep the moment his head hit the pillow. Kang Kiyeon, who had watched the whole series of actions, let out a hollow laugh.


  "He's something else, really," Kang Kiyeon muttered, leaning against the doorframe.


  Lee Cheonghyeon quietly watched their eldest member, now a drunkard, before turning off the room's light and gently closing the door.


  Chapter 355: Preliminary Coordination


  The alarm woke me, but a strange headache immediately set in. It felt like someone was drilling an ice fishing hole into my frozen skull. My stomach churned, and I saw a vision of something hot and spicy.


  The complimentary soup from the snack bar nearby is really delicious.


  When my thoughts reached that point, I finally identified the unfamiliar pain. It was my first-ever hangover.


  Now I understood why Assistant Manager Hwang groaned after every company dinner. My head felt like it would split open, and the ceiling spun. Assistant Manager, I'm sorry I could never truly empathize with you...


  The door opened while I was scrolling through my phone's contacts for the snack bar's number.


  "Hyung, are you up?"


  "No, I can't get up."


  "......"


  "I'm being punished for my foolish, excessive drinking."


  After a moment, Jeong Seongbin understood and brought me a hangover-relief drink. GLUG. GLUG. From that day on, I decided to call the beverage the water of life.


  "You should eat something. Do you want some rice?"


  "I'm fine. If I eat now, I'll just create an embarrassing new memory."


  "Is it that bad?"


  Why? Do you think I'm pathetic too? Not that I can say anything against it.


  "Joowoo made some bean sprout soup... you can't even eat that? Should I order something else for you?"


  "What did you say?"


  "After seeing you drink yesterday, Joowoo ordered ingredients. He said he had to make you hangover soup."


  "I'll have it."


  I clutched my sore stomach and got up. When I went out to the living room, the smell of bean sprout soup filled the air.


  "Did you sleep well...? Want to eat?"


  "I don't need the rice, but please give me some of the soup."


  Park Joowoo served a large bowl of hot bean sprout soup to me as I reeked of alcohol. A single sip felt like a ball of fire washing away all the alcohol.


  "How is it...?"


  "I feel like I've been saved."


  It was the best taste ever. The master of soup dishes in my heart changed overnight from the snack bar owner to Park Joowoo.


  

  While I had been out of my mind for the past few days, the drama had progressed quite a bit.


  The biggest change was that they had decided on a title.


  "'Exclusive Report'?"


  "That's what they said."


  The title made me wonder if it would even appear in searches. Do drama titles not need to consider search optimization?


  Idols have to fight to survive on portal sites with their group and stage names. We had been fighting with a car for two years.


  "They said they'll be setting the filming start date soon."


  "I hope it's before the IDC meetings start. That won't be easy, will it?"


  "I told them we want the earliest possible schedule."


  "Thank you."


  The production supposedly had casting trouble, but it ended up with a star-studded cast. I heard an actor connected to the PD accepted the role after long deliberation.


  Once the famous celebrity's participation was confirmed, appearance offers apparently flooded in, giving the production company the upper hand.


  The atmosphere at the script readings was friendly each day, perhaps because everyone already knew each other. It was a complete reversal from the icy tension of 'In My Office'. I realized again that the world is full of variables.


  Next, we discussed the amount of filming and the character's background. Since my character dies midway through the story, a review was needed to determine my exact number of episodes.


  "You mentioned the scar during the audition, right?"


  "Yes. I was worried it might be a problem."


  "About that, they asked if it would be okay to film it as is, without covering the tattoo or using CG, as long as you're fine with it. They said they've started the final work on the latter half of the script."


  The dragon tattoo will be visible, and they're skipping the touch-up work too?


  "But the scar will be shown as is?"


  "They must have judged that it would suit the character better after seeing the later parts of the script."


  My manager double-checked with me. I was okay with anything.


  "Oh, and about that assignment you submitted last time."


  "The questionnaire?"


  "Yeah. The writer apparently loved it. He said he was so pleased that I had to tell you."


  When I went for the audition, I had received an additional assignment. It was a questionnaire asking, 'How would Cheon Yunseong react in X situation?'. It felt like a situational interview, so I just wrote whatever came to mind, but it seems to have influenced my final acceptance.


  "I was worried, so that's a relief."


  "What's there for a kid who's good at everything to worry about? That's all for the drama. I'll let you know as soon as there's any more news."


  With that, one meeting concluded. The next one awaited me.


  

  "Sorry I'm late."


  "It's okay, we were just organizing what we've come up with so far!"


  Jeong Seongbin greeted me with a smile as I entered the meeting room. We could have asked the dedicated team for ideas, but for IDC, we decided the members would lead the meetings. We agreed it's no fun to just do what others say on a survival stage chosen by fan votes.


  Truthfully, we should have finished this sooner, but the compilation was delayed because I was out of it. I bought the guys a meal earlier as an apology.


  "How far have you gotten?"


  "We've discussed most things except for the self-PR stage. We've also prepared countermeasures in case the rules change."


  "You must have worked hard."


  None of the ideas were bad. Seeing 'Joowoo's #1 Priority!!!' written in the position battle section, it looked like everyone had gone through a lot to appease our main vocalist.


  "Wasn't there anything you wanted to do for the self-PR stage?"


  "It feels difficult because this stage is our first impression. I'm also worried about our performance order..."


  Jeong Seongbin trailed off. He seemed worried that if a hastily added group like ours got an ambiguous slot, we had a high chance of standing out in a bad way, even if we tried something new.


  "We can just do something traditional. We'll showcase IDCs key member."


  "A key member?" Kang Kiyeon asked.


  "We have one on our team. A member who is IDCs golden boy, a perfect fit for the program, and suitable for handling the intro."


  "We had a member like that...?" Kang Kiyeon asked again, as if to himself. I said to him.


  "Kiyeon, you learned Korean dance, didn't you?"


  Kang Kiyeon's eyes widened.


  "Don't tell me you're going to make me do it?"


  "If not you, then who?"


  Kang Kiyeon's mouth hung open. Lee Cheonghyeon gently closed his friend's mouth with both hands.


  Kang Kiyeon didn't seem happy about becoming the centerpiece of the self-PR stage. He argued that there must be someone more suitable.


  "Choi Jeho is the center."


  "Choi Jeho's features lack that Eastern beauty. Anyone would believe you if you said he was catching salmon in Russia yesterday."


  "Because you put it that way, now I can't stop seeing Choi Jeho as a brown bear!" Lee Cheonghyeon protested, but I didn't listen.


  "It's already been years since I danced..."


  "Are you the type of person to completely forget after just a few years away from it?"


  "I'm not exactly a member who gets a lot of buzz."


  "Among the IDC clips, the only one with steadily rising views is the random play dance video. People who've seen it watch it again, and those who saw short clips look for the full version. You're the one who's gotten the most buzz individually."


  Kang Kiyeon finally declared his defeat after a fierce back-and-forth. In the keyword column of the shared sheet labeled 'Self-PR Stage', someone entered 'Korean Dance'.


  

  It had been a while since we met the IDC production team. Only a few writers had come when we took our profile pictures, but this time everyone was there, from the PD to the main writer and the camera directors.


  "Sigh, spArk..."


  The PD offered a handshake, his expression awkward.


  "Have you all been well?"


  "......"


  Everyone in this room must know. They know spArk couldn't possibly have been well because of them.


  Still, the production team acting this way was quite decent. In any relationship with celebrities, the broadcasting station always holds the power.


  There's a reason why, in the decades-long history of the idol market, agencies have boycotted other agencies but never a broadcasting station.


  For a celebrity who needs airtime, having one of the few markets blocked is a huge blow.


  For a production team in that position to even feign an apology was very telling. It meant they felt indebted to spArk, enough for people who didn't have to, to act humbly.


  Thanks to that, we avoided provocative questions during the preliminary interview. In the past, they would have asked trashy questions like, 'Which group do you think you can beat?' just to stir up trouble.


  "What, if anything, has changed since Season 1?"


  "In a way, spArk could be considered a senior in terms of IDC experience. Could you give a piece of advice to the groups appearing on IDC for the first time?"


  "It couldn't have been an easy decision to appear..."


  They were trying to draw out somewhat meaningful answers. It was an unusual move for a broadcast, as most of them remain silent even when their viewer forums are on fire.


  Except for the assassin-like questions in between. Are we in any position to be giving advice? We're the youngest again this time. Did we even have the right to decide to appear in the first place?


  I laughed, but I was seething inside. I also resolved not to stand by idly if they were going to use the other contestants to prop up Parthe 논 again.


  I'm not saying I don't know why they're acting like this.


  'Exclusive Report' secured a good lineup thanks to its director's influence, whereas IDC was the exact opposite.


  Agencies were reluctant to send their idols, knowing the show's poor planning would have been buried if other survival programs hadn't self-destructed. They also knew of its amateurishness in gathering only low-tier rookies to compete, despite how much rookies fear being hated.


  spArk had jumped into Season 1's sorry state because we had something to gain, but other groups would have had no reason to take on such a demerit. That's probably why they opened up the voting floor again with easy-to-handle rookies.


  So, the talent pool for Season 2 became wider. I don't know why they keep tearing off those damn rank insignias, but under the excuse of doing it again, the seniority of the participating groups varied wildly. I'm not sure which is more pathetic, saying you're tearing off ranks but only pitting rookies against each other, or this.


  This was the background for how they gathered such a mix. There were groups that debuted long ago but had almost no recognition, groups that returned with a new lineup after members left due to scandals, rookies from major agencies, and newly rising digital chart-toppers.


  "'What kind of image do you want to show in Season 2 of Idol Dynasty Chronicles?'"


  So what did spArk decide to do in this jungle?


  "Our goal is to bring our fans as much joy as possible."


  Because that's the best we can do for our fans.


  "We're going to have a blast, do everything we want, and show ourselves having fun. Then we'll become 'my kids,' someone our fans can be proud of anywhere."


  Chapter 356: Image Makeover (1)


  The protagonist, 'Ham Iseo', dreamed of becoming a reporter. He lost his father at a young age, but the mother and son joined forces to live steadfastly with their positive mindset and strong will. Unyielding to his difficult circumstances, Ham Iseo entered the journalism department of a top university and landed a job at a major media company with a free pass.


  One day, a man appeared in front of Ham Iseo's workplace, holding a one-person protest.


  Denounce the Cheonju Group?


  Aren't there always one or two people protesting here? Besides, is there any company as clean as the Cheonju Group?


  The man took issue with the Cheonju Group, one of the country's leading conglomerates. It was a commoner-friendly company that consistently ranked number one in brand reputation. Ham Iseo’s colleagues paid the man no mind, but the picket sign bothered Ham Iseo for some reason. Leaving the office last as usual, Ham Iseo approached the man, who stood motionless with his sign in front of the nearly dark building.


  "Excuse me."


  "......"


  "Protesting here won't make the employees bat an eye. They're used to it."


  The man wordlessly handed a crudely designed flyer to Ham Iseo.


  [Exposing the reality of the murderous Cheonju Group.]


  Ham Iseo left behind some words of encouragement and returned home.


  Later, while getting ready for bed, Ham Iseo discovered the flyer he had carelessly shoved into his bag. It told the story of a man named 'Gong Jichan' whose father had passed away without a sound or rumor.


  [My father, who showed no warning signs whatsoever, passed away last fall without leaving any will.]


  For some reason, the words on the paper were strikingly similar to his own dad's final moments.


  .


  .


  .


  ...That was the synopsis for 'Exclusive Report'. It was a rare suspense thriller about two bereaved families digging into the cause of their family members' deaths, caught in a massive corporate conspiracy. I was cast as the only son of the parent company's president and the grandson of the Cheonju Group's chairman, a conglomerate with an exceptionally well-marketed public image.


  This was the introduction for Cheon Yunseong. He had handsome looks and a flawless attitude, a 'picture-perfect' prince who stood out among the troublemaking chaebol third-generation heirs. Lacking nothing in character or eloquence, he embodied noblesse oblige, practicing genuine service and sharing rather than performative donations.


  Isn't that amazing? I was at a loss with such a well-defined character.


  My first appearance was in the second episode. I felt troubled because they asked me to portray the most gentle and well-mannered man in the world. I felt like I was showing off in front of So Saeyeong, who played Ham Iseo. She mentioned it was her 10th year in the industry.


  The setting was a ceremony for high-amount donors. Everyone, including me, was dazzling. The set was packed with camera operators and extras playing reporters. When I watch the news, reporters get chairs, so I wondered why they made this place look like a chaotic marketplace.


  "Iwol doesn't seem nervous at all."


  "I'm trying my best not to show it!"


  "You don't seem to stiffen up even when the camera's rolling, though?"


  So Saeyeong praised me highly. It felt like just yesterday that we dropped formalities at the script reading, agreeing to work well together. Now she was practically raising me like a praise onion.


  Besides the set's generous compliments, I heard a lot of talk about how 'I don't get intimidated in a room full of seniors'. It was the same at UA and during 'In My Office'.


  Truthfully, I don't really feel pressured by most people older than me unless they're in their 40s or 50s. The big age gap with my older sister was probably a factor.


  I think my office life hardened me to it, so I don't feel much pressure unless someone is around Manager Nam's age. Should I be happy about this?


  For these reasons, I became the set's rising star of steel nerves. Since my role also required shamelessness, you could say I established a good image.


  "I saw that too, 'Act On?'"


  "Really? How did that friend end up on your algorithm!"


  "I was so surprised when I saw you in person because you look so young."


  The Kim Iwol from 'Act On' had the vibe of a department head who got the job through connections. Still, it was a relief I didn't look that intimidating in person.


  "You do look mature in person, though. You're the first 20-something I've seen who looks so good in a metal wristwatch like a grown-up."


  The wristwatch, more expensive than my per-episode appearance fee, sparkled.


  Originally, the character wasn't supposed to wear a watch in the first shoot. To avoid looking awkward, I had been training with one Manager Daeyeon gave me, saying he didn't use it. I also learned 'how to take off a wristwatch nonchalantly' from Jeong Seongbin, who often wears one.


  Did you perhaps learn this from Jeong Seongjun?


  Uh... is it that weird?


  I was surprised to hear it was Jeong Seongbin's own technique. Anyway, thanks to my good colleague, I could stand before the bathroom mirror and take off the watch without a single mistake.


  "We'll begin filming the next scene. Cheon Yunseong, please stand by!"


  The chat time was brief, and my turn came. The scene involved Cheon Yunseong having a short conversation with his secretary in a hallway after the ceremony, revealing what a decent golden spoon he was.


  I might have been able to do better if I were playing the secretary.


  However, I gave up on that thought. I lacked the confidence to do as well as the actor. This wasn't the time to think about someone else's role. I shouldn't covet another's rice cake when I couldn't even handle my own task.


  "Cheon Yunseong is ready!"


  I shouted energetically. Everyone around me held their breath.


  Aja aja, let's do my best and become the absolute worst villain! Fighting for my second life!


  

  S#9. Hallway (Day)


  Cheon Yunseong


  What did you say my next schedule was?


  Go Sugyeol


  (Matches his pace, following Cheon Yunseong) You have a dinner appointment with the chairman at 6 o'clock.


  Cheon Yunseong


  We'll be eating something delicious, then. Chief Go, would you like to join us? The chairman's menu choices are never a miss.


  Go Sugyeol


  Thank you for the offer.


  A running child bumps into Cheon Yunseong's leg.


  The flustered child and the mother who appears late.


  Cheon Yunseong sends Go Sugyeol, who is trying to pull the child away, back.


  Cheon Yunseong


  Are you okay?


  Child


  (Flustered)


  Mother


  Hyeongyo, I told you not to run around in crowded places! I'm so sorry.


  Cheon Yunseong


  So your name is Hyeongyo. (Bends his knees to make eye contact with the child) You have to listen to your mom, okay?


  Child


  ...I'm sorry.


  The child runs to their mother. Cheon Yunseong gestures to the mother, who is bowing repeatedly, that it's okay.


  Go Sugyeol


  Are you all right?


  Cheon Yunseong


  What's there not to be all right about. More importantly, I saw a lot of reporters at the ceremony today.


  Go Sugyeol


  They say one of the new members is a recently popular model. It seems they flocked here thinking it would make a good story.


  Cheon Yunseong


  "......"


  S#10. Building Entrance (Day)


  Cheon Yunseong exits the building.


  Ham Iseo, spotting Cheon Yunseong, pulls Gong Jichan.


  Gong Jichan is flustered.


  Ham Iseo


  (Mouthing the words) Cheon Yunseong...!


  Gong Jichan


  "......"


  Ham Iseo hides behind Gong Jichan, waiting for Cheon Yunseong to pass.


  He gets the illusion that he made eye contact with Cheon Yunseong, who was looking around.


  Go Sugyeol


  Is there something you're looking for?


  Cheon Yunseong


  No, it's nothing. I just thought, 'Ah, it's spring'.


  After confirming that Cheon Yunseong has gotten into the car, Ham Iseo pulls away from Gong Jichan.


  Ham Iseo


  ...There's no way he saw me, right?


  Gong Jichan


  Did you even make eye contact?


  Ham Iseo


  I'm not sure... Maybe it was just a feeling.


  Gong Jichan


  How was he? Cheon Yunseong in person.


  Ham Iseo


  He was kind. Even where there were no cameras.


  Gong Jichan


  Is that so...


  Gong Jichan looks conflicted.


  Ham Iseo stares blankly at Gong Jichan.


  According to the script, these were consecutive scenes, but filming them required a major move. The camera, lighting, directing, and sound teams all had to move their equipment from indoors to outdoors to set up the new environment. They had no choice but to make the actors wait, but Jeon PD disliked these gaps.


  From an actor's perspective, it was difficult when the flow was broken. Maintaining the same atmosphere before and after a scene change wasn't easy. This was why flaws, like a stray hair suddenly appearing, were common after a scene change.


  There were also concerns about entrusting such a scene to the young and professionally untrained Kim Iwol.


  "The transition is natural, isn't it?"


  The assistant director exclaimed in admiration. Jeon PD had been thinking the same thing.


  "He's maintaining almost the exact same vocal tone and expression. Even if we cut and paste the scenes, I don't think it will look out of place."


  "Right?"


  Jeon PD marveled inwardly.


  Is his personality usually this consistent?


  It was different from being simply easygoing. Treating anyone without awkwardness, not being greatly influenced by his surroundings, and maintaining his chosen persona to the end was not something just anyone could do.


  The way Kim Iwol seemed like a good person yet exuded an unapproachable aura was also part of it. The stylish three-piece suit, the metallic wristwatch, and the dignified shoes all contributed. The Kim Iwol before Jeon PD was, to anyone's eyes, a young golden spoon in his early 30s. He seemed like someone who grew up with a good education, was broad-minded enough not to sweat the small stuff, and had the wit to lighten a heavy atmosphere.


  In a suspense drama with many supporting roles, Kim Iwol became another lifeline. He went from being a risk factor to a smart cookie who produced better results than expected.


  I'm looking forward to the reactions when the middle part is released.


  Even though they had just started filming the early episodes, Jeon PD was filled with anticipation.


  "By the way, Iwol, do you know how to drive? You won't have to drive on set, but I'm just curious."


  "No, I don't even have a license. If Chief Go isn't here, I have to take the bus home."


  And just as he'd heard, his personality was genuinely good, too.


  I'm glad I contacted him.


  The challenge was worth it, even after getting an earful from the higher-ups. Enthusiasm surged within Jeon PD's heart.


  Chapter 357: Image Makeover (2)


  The Cheon Yunseong that Ham Iseo had seen in passing was perfection itself.


  Ham Iseo even asked her senior in the social affairs department, who confirmed that Cheonju Group, and especially Cheon Yunseong, was so clean you couldn't find a speck of dust.


  Cheon Yunseong was the treasure and future of Cheonju Group. He had grown up under the protection of all the executives to ensure he could fulfill that role.


  "That's why it's even stranger. Can a perfect person really exist in this world?" Ham Iseo asked.


  "It's just hard to create, but once a good image is established, it doesn't change easily," Gong Jichan said.


  "Isn't it the opposite?"


  "The 'I knew it' reaction only comes out for people who seem like they'd do such a thing. If someone who seems like they'd never do something bad does something wrong, people..."


  Gong Jichan fiddled with his old leather wristwatch. The watch, a memento from his father, was full of the traces of time.


  "...say things like, 'There must have been an unavoidable reason...'"


  News about Cheon Yunseong flowed from the television. Ham Iseo and Gong Jichan stared at the screen in silence.


  At that same moment, Cheon Yunseong sat in the back seat of a luxury foreign car and called for his chief.


  "Chief, is there anyone in the secretarial team with a free hand?"


  "What task should I assign them?"


  Cheon Yunseong admired the scenery outside the window and replied.


  "You know that female reporter who came to the ceremony? The one with her hair in a ponytail, wearing a sky-blue blouse and white pants."


  Cheon Yunseong's memory was extraordinary, and Cheonju Group had the power to solve problems with just a small piece of information.


  That was why Cheon Yunseong never asked 'if it was possible'. For him, the impossible did not exist.


  "It would be good to find out who she is."


  "I'll take measures so you can confirm within the day."


  Cheon Yunseong's eyes curved into a smile as he thanked him. The black vehicle cut through the city center.


  After episode three, Cheon Yunseong looked like he was straight out of a drawing of someone with a shady background.


  He didn't seem like a stupid character who would fall for a scheme due to personal feelings, but his presence in the actual script was even greater. I had no idea why they had cast me.


  They say the scariest person is the one who says things with a smile.


  I remembered one day when Department Head Nam did something ridiculous. Chief Song, who always returned looking dejected, came back unusually calm.


  Back then, Chief Song burst into a hollow laugh as soon as he sat down.


  Assistant Manager Hwang and I worried that Chief Song might request a resignation interview. In the messenger, we friendly passed the buck, repeating 'Assistant Manager, you should talk to him' like a parrot. The smile of a person harboring malice is just that frightening.


  I drew strength from remembering how Kang Kiyeon had said my first impression was scary, but I wasn't sure if it was working. Even when the 'NG' sign came up, I couldn't erase the possibility that they had given up on me long ago because I showed no room for improvement.


  I hesitated before approaching the PD.


  "Um, PD."


  "What is it?"


  "By any chance, was that not an NG...?"


  I clasped my hands in a plea, a gesture that makes a person look as servile as possible. Fortunately, the PD's expression was bright.


  "Don't worry. Starting this episode, Mr. Iwol looks like a total mastermind!"


  This couldn't be happening.


  Me, who's supposed to be aiming to be a youth idol... has become a classic mastermind character...? My very next schedule is to play the lead in an amazing oriental youth drama...?


  I was flustered. Despite my state, everyone around me showered me with praise and encouragement.


  

  "How's the villain acting going?"


  "It's going smoothly. I think I'll be going to jail soon."


  "Well, as long as you get out before IDC."


  "Sometimes I don't get the context of the conversations you and Hyung have," Kang Kiyeon said, sounding dumbfounded.


  However, there was a reason we were spouting nonsense at the crack of dawn.


  Today was the first day of filming for IDC Season 2.


  As fellow passengers, Lee Cheonghyeon and I had to help ease the tension for Kang Kiyeon, who was set to be the center for his self-PR stage.


  Ahead of his first stage, Kang Kiyeon went through a period of deep contemplation. He visited his former teacher for advice and scoured traditional markets and Dongmyo to find the fan he wanted. After obtaining the best high-quality bamboo fan, he and Manager Daeyeon lacquered it together.


  While Kang Kiyeon took the lead in planning the stage, I had to take dance lessons from Choi Jeho again...


  I've erased all of that time from my mind. All that remains is the memory of it being a long and difficult time.


  "How much rehearsal time do you think they'll give us? I want to run through it at least three times," Kang Kiyeon said.


  "Won't they give us more than last time?"


  Kang Kiyeon and Lee Cheonghyeon continued their serious discussion. They seemed to be enjoying themselves, so I decided to leave them to it.


  While we moved to the filming location, I checked the lineup of participants once more.


  First was Parthe, who earned their spot by winning Season 1.


  They were an eight-member boy group from the major agency MYTH. Their center, Song Minil, had gotten on my bad side by making a backhanded diss at Lee Cheonghyeon on a variety show.


  In the last season, Parthe had revealed MYTH's planning capabilities to the world with their half-hearted stage production. All eyes were on what kind of performance they would bring this time.


  Next were Terkit, Slea, Onde, and Blider. They were a five-member, nine-member, eight-member, and seven-member group, respectively.


  All the participating groups were senior to spArk. Except for Parthe, there was a career gap of two to three years or more with spArk.


  Perhaps because of that, Season 1 had a prevailing feeling of freshness, but the cast of Season 2 had many unique groups based on the images they had built up over the years.


  Two groups caught my attention. Onde and Blider were those two.


  Onde was the first group from the IDC Season 2 lineup to have their pre-interview released. In that interview, Onde picked spArk as the group they were most looking forward to.


  『We were really impressed by spArk's performances.』


  『I'm a fan of Jeho!』


  『If we do a position battle, they're a group I'd really like to be on the same team with.』


  『What if we end up facing them in a team battle after saying this? No, if I say it, it'll really happen. Please edit this part out...!』


  『Why! I want to try singing a spArk song!』


  I couldn't shake the suspicion that they had deliberately released the interview mentioning spArk first to quell the controversy over 'spArk's late entry, is this the broadcaster's abuse of power?'. Still, it was an undeniable fact that they had spoken well of us. Their sincerity showed on their faces, so I decided to accept it gratefully.


  I couldn't help but pay attention to Blider for a different reason.


  Among the older generation of idols, they were the group that had first taken the 'physical idol' route that spArk was currently on.


  In terms of physical conditions, including average height, spArk had a slight edge. However, doesn't the first mover always shine?


  ≫ The original door-idols are coming


  Guys, I've filled my wallet and I'm waiting


  ≫ Right... this was the taste


  I was fooled by the new and forgot the familiar


  ≫ When everyone was stanning MYTH's boy groups, I was stanning Blider alone


  Looking at it now, my choice wasn't wrong


  └ I acknowledge your insane foresight


  ≫ Back in Blider's day, live vocals were a must


  The kids who survived back then are legendary for their tenacity


  └ I agree with this, I still haven't seen a main vocal with such a sharp tone...


  └ It was undeniably the golden age of idolsㅠㅠ I still haven't moved on from that eraㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ Is Blider that old of a group?


  └ Don't misunderstand because people are saying 'Back in Blider's day~'. They've actually only been around for 5 years. Anyone would think they were from the 2nd generation or something.


  Under equal conditions, the side with nostalgia was bound to have an advantage. The news that Blider, who had been everyone's idols even if just for a moment, was returning through a survival program spread like wildfire.


  In fact, the group that was said to have been contemplating joining until the very end was Blider. Thanks to that, Blider and spArk were consecutively named as the final participants for IDC Season 2.


  ≫ The IDC screen is gonna be packed


  There won't be any empty space on the Blider-spArk side


  └ Truly... groups with no gaps


  └ LOL


  ≫ Old door-idols vs. Current door-idols


  It'll be fun no matter which side you root for, at least for me


  └ Look at how transparent the OP's taste isㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ You... your taste is so consistent


  ≫ Looks like a lot of people who stanned Blider moved on to spArk


  Judging by the posts after the lineup was revealed


  └ The age range of Sparklers themselves is probably a bit high, right? All the people who used to be fans flowed into the fandom


  └└ Why?? Is it because their pursued aesthetic is similar???


  └└└ When you stan idols for a while, there's a point where you get disillusioned, but spArk is really good at avoiding that... Should I say they don't give their fans fatigue? A lot of people who quit being fans started stanning idols again with spArk.


  └└└└└ Weren't there quite a few issues with spArk? Even I, who don't stan them, think I've heard a few things.


  └└└└└└ The kids didn't do anything wrong... hehe


  └ I'm the opposite of this postㅋㅋ I saw Blider and kinda fell for them. I've been gobbling up Blider content since yesterday.


  └└ If you look closely, there are probably some small differences, but the impression they give on the outside seems similar!


  It was a huge relief that our participation wasn't announced at the same time. If it had been, spArk would have been called a copycat group rather than a junior group following a specific lineage.


  "Hyung, we just have to go in and be friendly, right?" Lee Cheonghyeon asked, poking his head between the driver's and passenger's seats.


  In Season 1, there were problems everywhere, but in this season, we only had to be careful of Parthe. I had already shared this with the members early on.


  "Yeah. As long as you don't get so excited about meeting new seniors that you never come back to our waiting room, you can do whatever you want."


  "This hyung is a funny one. My waiting room is comfortable for me too, you know? I'll play outside all I want, but I'll sleep in my own house, okay?" he said, laughing cheerfully as if something was very amusing. For a guy who was supposed to be the busiest in the world, he seemed full of energy.


  "Yeah, just don't forget you said that later."


  I recalled the video of Lee Cheonghyeon's first online housewarming party. He had been the first to leave the dorm in the past.


  I wondered if Lee Cheonghyeon would get a new house soon after becoming an adult this time, too.


  Would he not bring anyone to that house except for Kang Kiyeon? Just like back then.


  The Lee Cheonghyeon of now... might actually throw a housewarming party.


  Just as I had narrowed down the list of potential housewarming gifts to about three, our surroundings grew dark. The now-familiar parking lot of the broadcasting station greeted us.


  Chapter 358: Filming Begins (1)


  Before filming began, we visited the other groups' waiting rooms to greet them, just as we did in Season 1. The atmosphere was warm. The teams, all veterans of the entertainment industry, offered encouragement instead of engaging in childish power struggles.


  "Why'd you come all this way to see us? Thank you! It's great to see you!"


  One group, Onde, showed us exceptional favor.


  "Kiyeon, I heard you're a junior from our school! Is the cafeteria finished yet? They said they were building a new one when we were graduating."


  "With spArk here, the waiting room feels so full. How big is your waiting room? Is it the same size as this one?"


  "Jeho, did you happen to get an offer for a permanent spot on Deserted Rest Island?"


  Onde was the first group to have memorized all our names by our first meeting. Their excessive attention overwhelmed us, leaving us flustered and unsure how to react.


  The last waiting room we visited belonged to Parthe. It was as cold as ever. Only Han Gayun welcomed us.


  Song Minil immediately picked a fight with Lee Cheonghyeon. "Cheonghyeon, I hear you haven't been home lately?"


  I had no idea where Song Minil heard that. He acted high and mighty, even after his thorough defeat on that quiz show. I wondered if he had a terrible memory.


  Lee Cheonghyeon didn't back down. "I've barely been able to keep in touch because of my schedule. Still, I hear a lot about you, sunbae, through my brother!"


  He landed a solid blow. Lee Cheonghyeon, who usually stayed quiet about family, had just implied, 'Your brother tells my brother all about you.'


  Song Minil likely took the bait because he knew Lee Cheonghyeon had gone viral as 'the idol whose whole family went to prestigious universities'. An idol's younger brother attending KAIST and asking people to 'Please take good care of my brother' must have looked incredibly heartwarming.


  Song Minil's face clearly showed his desire to know what they talked about. Lee Cheonghyeon just smiled brightly, pretending not to notice.


  After we returned to our waiting room, I approached Lee Cheonghyeon and asked quietly, "Are you in touch with your Hyung?"


  "No."


  I realized then that Lee Cheonghyeon had been bluffing.


  "Ah, did you think what I said to the sunbae was real?" he asked.


  "Uh... yeah."


  "It was a lie," Lee Cheonghyeon said calmly. "He texted me a few times, but I didn't reply."


  "He seems to be trying in his own way, but like you said, Hyung, I'm planning to take some time. It's not that I hate him or anything, it's just..."


  "Right. Your feelings are what's most important." I patted his shoulder.


  Lee Cheonghyeon grinned. "For now, I have four hyungs, so I'll see how it goes and think about it if that's not enough!"


  "I doubt you'll find that's not enough."


  "Right?"


  Lee Cheonghyeon smiled mischievously. When news came that the custom in-ears had arrived, he ran off excitedly. His steps were so light that his tall frame seemed to float.


  Shortly after our IDC appearance was confirmed, UA suggested that spArk get custom in-ears.


  The others, unaware of the Sparklers' demand for them, tried to refuse the company's goodwill. They asked if our current ones weren't good enough. I screamed my head off and promised to send the desired designs by Monday.


  Me [Decide on keywords and colors and report them by today, and attach three reference images each by Saturday]


  [Here's a link to an image reference site]


  [bat.ly/re8]


  Cutie Pretty Visual Lee Cheonghyeon [I can send this today]


  Super Cute Kang Kiyeon [Color-Black // Keyword-Match or Firecracker or Birthday Cake Candle]


  Cutie Pretty Visual Lee Cheonghyeon [Ayy, that's too obvious]


  Super Cute Kang Kiyeon [Let's see what amazing thing you come up with]


  Mental Pillar Jeong Seongbin [Hyung, would it be okay if I organize mine and give it to you by tomorrow? I'll compile the final list!]


  Me [It's not urgent, so take your time~]


  Center Emperor Choi Jeho [I want red]


  Me [You didn't read my message, did you]


  20-Year-Old Metal Marble Park Joowoo [This message has been deleted.]


  Me [Joowoo, I saw it. You didn't read my message properly either, did you]


  20-Year-Old Metal Marble Park Joowoo [Sorry...8ㅅ8]


  After a long chat, the members each decided on their designs. The design team produced clean final drafts, and everyone began pestering Manager Chanyang about when the in-ears would be ready.


  Those in-ears were finally ready to be revealed to the world. They would debut on a TV program, filmed with high-definition cameras, perfect for capturing dozens of screenshots.


  "......"


  Lee Cheonghyeon gasped in admiration as he opened the case.


  "This is mine, right? It came out exactly like the mockup!"


  "Yeah, it came out really pretty," Jeong Seongbin praised.


  Lee Cheonghyeon's in-ear shimmered with a holographic coating. Its light blue body had scattered pink accents. His keywords were round-cut diamond, glitter, and high jewelry.


  Park Joowoo's pure white in-ear had six small gray dots in a row on the right side. I was surprised he added a design, as I expected him to choose plain white.


  "What do you think? Do you like it?" Jeong Seongbin asked.


  "Yeah..." Park Joowoo nodded, fiddling with the round gray dots.


  My in-ear, next to his, was a glossy, all-black piece that embodied the 'simple is best' philosophy.


  Thankfully, Jeong Seongbin, or rather Jeong Seongjun speaking through him, had advised against something too plain. I added a very dark, navy-blue wave pattern with coarse particles, so subtle it was only visible when it caught the light.


  As we reached for our in-ears, a stylist's hand stopped us.


  "You have to do some post-processing on them today."


  "......"


  The buyer does the post-processing, not the manufacturer?


  This isn't Hanpyeong Industries, so what's with this 'manpower is cheaper than automated machines' talk!


  While I reeled from the shock, the stylists brought out scissors, cutters, and mother-of-pearl stickers shaped like the in-ears.


  "There's a concept for the opening stage," one explained. "We thought it might look messy if you all wear different things. For the sake of harmony, we want to give them some uniformity. You can show off the new in-ears on the next stage."


  They added that we could use our old in-ears if we didn't want to put stickers on the new ones. We discussed it and decided to use the new ones, since their performance was better. A sticker wouldn't wear them out.


  Dressed in our stage hanboks, we looked like elite escort warriors. The only problem was that we seemed ready for a different kind of dance, not our choreography.


  "Have the six of us ever performed with black hair before?" Lee Cheonghyeon asked, looking around the room.


  "Nope. An idol—"


  "—should promote as if they're trying out every color chip in the world. I've memorized it, I've memorized it."


  Kang Kiyeon applauded Lee Cheonghyeon's imitation of me.


  It feels like the two of them are ganging up to tease me. I'll believe it's just my imagination.


  All preparations were complete once a well-crafted mask was placed in Kang Kiyeon's hands.


  An announcement declared that filming would begin soon, so we all moved to the set.


  

  The set for Season 1 had been ordinary. This time, it had distinct features that were obvious at a glance. The sincerity was on a different level compared to the typical survival program set they used before.


  I expected the production team to prepare diligently. The program had been heavily criticized before it even started.


  ≫ If you don't have a brain, just read the script


  You guys didn't get popular because you were good, you were just fucking lucky


  ≫ If you know you barely survived with the lamest concept among all survival shows


  do a better job this time, please. We'll turn a blind eye and pretend the first season was a pilot


  ≫ Super boring show


  It's back again, not even dead


  The higher-ups seemed to think Season 1 succeeded because their program was entertaining, but that wasn't the case at all.


  Season 1 was simply a case of sitting still while the enemy general's head floated down the river.


  The production team had a budget, a cast, and a broadcast slot, but public sentiment was terrible. They had to save the program no matter what.


  Thanks to this pressure, the set quality and filming equipment improved significantly. During rehearsal, I saw that even a simple geometric window pattern on the background made a huge difference.


  I also liked the dancheong five color decorations on the contestants' seats. It was annoying that they could have done this from the start, but I let it go. At least now we could show the fans many beautiful scenes.


  When the recording began, Parthe, the Season 1 winner, entered first.


  "Are we the first ones?"


  "Hello, we are Parthe!"


  "There's no one here, what are you doing?"


  "I'm nervous!"


  We could hear Parthe's comments from the waiting stage. I thought they would act relaxed as second-time participants, but apparently not.


  Did they decide that MYTH's signature celestial image doesn't match the Joseon Dynasty background?


  It wasn't my business, so I didn't dwell on it. My own conduct was more important than Parthe's new concept, especially with cameras everywhere.


  To prevent controversy, the other groups entered in alphabetical order. Since spArk was last, we cheered for the sunbaes as they left one by one.


  The moment Blider entered, Parthe's comments became non-stop.


  "Sunbae, it's an honor to meet you!"


  "Is this for real? Seriously?"


  "My heart is pounding so hard."


  The press releases came out ages ago, what do you mean 'is this for real'. Of course, you had to be perfectly respectful to seniors to avoid trouble.


  Polite greetings were good, but I felt a strange sense of deja vu. My doubt peaked when Onde appeared.


  "Hello, we are Onde!"


  "Onde sunbaes are on the show?"


  "Don't you think we came to the wrong place...?"


  They used words that excessively praised others while putting themselves down. It was a false humility, suggesting they were not yet ready to compete with such great sunbaes.


  But it wasn't sincere. After a while, they just started repeating the same expressions.


  I think they've chosen a weird concept.


  I realized then that Parthe had adopted a completely wrong image.


  It felt perfectly aimed at spArk.


  Chapter 359: Filming Begins (2)


  The gods of mythology are arrogant. They think beyond human understanding, act without caring what others think, and easily achieve their goals.


  The groups of MYTH were similar. This image started with Yuur, the leader of Hellas, and became MYTH's identity. I heard that Polo, who had a different personality, needed several years just to get approval for a solo radio appearance.


  Parthe embodied the essence of the MYTH spirit. The group’s one-line introduction called them the ultimate beings, closest to humans yet never able to become human. That said it all.


  Perhaps that was why Parthe seemed so well-crafted from head to toe. Their level of polish was high.


  Parthe seemed like a meticulously woven world, from their sharp, synchronized greetings—a recently decreasing trend—to their uniform-focused outfits and relaxed attitude. A rumor even circulated that they deliberately avoided filming horror content so the members wouldn't show any fear.


  This was also why Song Minil didn't face backlash when he occasionally made a slip of the tongue. Everyone knew about MYTH's intense concept. No matter what arrogant nonsense Song Minil spouted, people reinterpreted it as, 'Wow, he was trained well...' or 'He must have a hard time in society...'


  In contrast, today’s Parthe was polite, filled every potential pause with words, and acted as innocent as if it were their first time on a survival show. They were just like spArk from Season 1.


  spArk hadn't been exceptionally friendly to senior groups or shown extreme humility by bowing 180 degrees. Back then, we maintained a proper distance from all the groups.


  Therefore, it was correct to assume that the current Parthe was selectively imitating specific aspects of spArk.


  Am I overthinking it?


  Anyone would think this way after having their work performance stolen three times. There's a reason they say your gut feeling is life's big data.


  The moment we entered the stage, my suspicion became certainty.


  Parthe's outfits were white t-shirts, denim jackets, and jeans. The only differences from our Season 1 outfits were the added jackets, the darker pants, and the wide-leg cut.


  Shouldn't MYTH... really reorganize their planning team?


  Some people would curse them out or compare them for wearing luxury brands, but Parthe's fans would prefer a more high-end look. The MYTH fans of Parthe liked the human-Versace aspect of their idols.


  It would be one thing if Blider, who had an overlapping fanbase, had targeted us, but what group appears on a fan-voted survival program while ignoring their own fandom's tastes? Don't they have any basic courtesy for the people who vote for them?


  The people who planned this as their main stance... and the people who are just doing as they're told...


  Parthe was past their rookie years. They were experienced enough to offer their opinions. To take no action was a dereliction of duty.


  Then again, only those with opinions can make suggestions.


  I stared at the backs of the spArk members as they found their seats after our group greeting. If someone suggested, 'Our concept this time is gorgeous,' they would swarm like bees asking, 'Why?', 'Have you considered the dissonance from our existing image?', and 'Do you think the new concept's advantages can offset the disadvantages of changing it?' How reassuring.


  Anyway, it just goes to show you need to raise people well, whether they're your juniors or idols.


  

  Yuur was the MC for this season as well. However, this time he was not a solo MC but part of a duo.


  "Nice to see you, this is Polo!"


  Polo had joined him. I was sure only Yuur had been in the waiting room. Startled by the surprise, the junior groups shot to their feet and bowed like they'd been struck by lightning.


  After the new MC briefly introduced himself, a full introduction of the program followed. The main theme was a competition of princes to determine which team would sit on the throne. The core content involved selecting the greatest talent through various banquets.


  "What makes Season 2 different from Season 1?"


  "Idol Dynasty Chronicle Season 2 will provide our viewers with a variety of entertainment through a total of six stages. For the winner of each competition, excluding the Proclamation Ceremony... we'll produce a historical draft [史草] video documenting your preparation process!"


  A powerful prize came from an unexpected place. The term 'historical draft' suggested they would provide a raw, roughly edited video. It would be much longer than the short, edited broadcast cuts and would feature only one team.


  High-definition content that the broadcast station even subtitles and serves up for you? A full version of our members being nervous, which we knew was filmed but could never see or had to watch in edited form? It was a prize any fan would covet.


  Besides, imagine if all the other fans get to see one, but your group's video isn't released. Most idol fans wouldn't be able to just watch that happen with a clear mind.


  "What benefits are given to the final number one in the line of succession to the throne, Polo?"


  "He who is to be king will need a coronation. To the final victor whose name will be recorded in history, we will provide the cost of a lavish fan showcase to cheer on their good reign!"


  "......"


  The venue buzzed at the extraordinary prize.


  A fan showcase, not a press showcase? Surely they weren't just going to pay for the stage installation and call it a 'lavish showcase,' were they?


  "This question isn't on the script, Yuur."


  "......"


  "When you say a lavish showcase... how much support are we talking about?"


  That was Polo for you. A man well-versed in the market with years of experience was unstoppable. Yuur, despite his troubled smile, recited the benefits like he was explaining an insurance policy.


  "The venue rental and stage installation costs are covered, of course. A small budget for snacks will also be provided for the fans who attend. This is the information I received beforehand."


  His understanding of the program was incredible. He even paused for a beat before explaining that this was the part he had been told beforehand, making it easy to edit. They were truly exemplary seniors.


  "Awesome. I want to win."


  Meanwhile, Lee Cheonghyeon, who had fully embraced capitalism, had shining eyes. I have no idea what made him this way.


  

  Next was the core of today's filming, the Proclamation Ceremony, which was formerly the Self-PR Stage. The performance order was decided by jegichagi. I was chosen as the team representative because I'd foolishly said my favorite sport was soccer.


  "Shouldn't spArk get bonus points for their outfits?" Polo joked.


  It made sense, as my pants were the flowiest among those who came out to kick the jegi. To exaggerate a bit, my pants were even more over-the-top than those of Parthe's dance member, whose pant legs looked as wide as his waist.


  "May I request some time to adjust my outfit?"


  "By all means."


  Thanks to Yuur's generosity, I reluctantly gathered up my hanbok pants.


  I did my best, but my score unfortunately landed me in second place. Tertit took first place with a gravity-defying performance. The sight was so incredible that I couldn't stop clapping.


  When it was our turn to pick a performance slot, I chose sixth. I had gotten the members' approval beforehand that any time was fine, but I was curious how Parthe would react if we took the exact same number as in Season 1.


  Judging by the seniors' slightly but definitely flustered atmosphere, a difficult future was painted before me.


  Nothing to be done about it. I guess I'll have to ask if UA has any plans to go public when I get back.


  

  Among the rough youths, spArk alone pursued the image of flower scholars. Over their flowy hanboks, they each wore a translucent durumagi of a different light orange hue. It created a voluminous effect while adding a touch of sophistication.


  Thanks to all the preceding groups, except for Parthe, attempting strong image-making, spArk stood out even more.


  "We're the only ones without smokey makeup... or hair wax..."


  "It's too late even if you want to transfer. Our team is doomed without you."


  At my words, Lee Cheonghyeon mercifully said he would stay out of necessity. I don't know when this kid will ever take my words to heart.


  Cheonghyeon, your face is most beautiful when you do nothing to it.


  When it was spArk's turn, we went on stage, each holding a fan. Kang Kiyeon had spray-painted the fans white, and Jeong Seongjun, a Korean painting major, had drawn on them with light ink.


  I also learned that the dignified paintings hanging in the hallway of Jeong Seongbin's house were also Jeong Seongjun's work.


  As I lightly tapped the fan against my palm to straighten it, I heard Iwol's voice from afar, saying I looked like a hunjangnim. I felt it was unfair. Even by my real age, I could still pass for a Sungkyunkwan scholar.


  I wanted to say it.


  "I know spArk is a group of very talented idols. So, this fan, by any chance..." Polo said, showing interest in the fan Jeong Seongbin held next to him.


  Before we had built up a record of activities, we had to explain our efforts ourselves for anyone to know. Even if people knew spArk had handled everything from A to Z in IDC Season 1, it was hard to expect them to know that 'A to Z' literally meant from the floor to the ceiling.


  However, it was different now. Many people knew that spArk didn't do anything carelessly and worked harder than anyone could imagine.


  Once we were acknowledged, the need to explain ourselves decreased. The other party showed interest first and wanted to hear the answers from us. It was nothing short of a human victory.


  "Yes, we bought them and customized them ourselves."


  "In your dorm?"


  "Spray painting is bad for your lungs, so we did it in the UA building's parking lot. Everyone, please make sure to use spray paint in a well-ventilated area!"


  At my comment, a quiet Kang Kiyeon gave a thumbs-up to the camera. It seemed like spArk's nickname would soon change from 'cottage industry idols' to 'safety ambassadors.'


  Chapter 360: Filming Begins (3)


  Polo walked to the designated MC seat as spArk prepared their stage. It was finally the last turn.


  The staff constantly talked about spArk's live performances.


  Polo, your promotions never overlapped, so you probably haven't seen them! I hear a lot of people go to watch spArk's rehearsals whenever there's a music show.


  You heard them sing live on the radio? You have to see them on stage too!


  They say the impact is different when you see the whole performance in person without camera cuts. There's a reason the camera directors especially adore them.


  Those words prompted Polo to look up videos of them himself. They sounded like innocent rookie boys on the radio, but their main job transformed them into passionate, youthful sports stars in an all-star game.


  Changing a group's color was difficult, but spArk's outfits suggested they intended to maintain their usual style today.


  On the other hand...


  Polo glanced at the junior groups, and the corners of his mouth lifted into a smile. It was a habit from his idol years, one that often appeared in frustrating situations.


  He recalled the conversation he had with Yuur a little while ago in the waiting room when they were alone.


  The kids' outfits are different from usual, aren't they?


  Are they?


  The vibe is completely different. It's not like spArk from last season either...


  Yuur laughed awkwardly when Polo said this.


  "......"


  He couldn't help but be amazed. This was the moment he realized why the company had so readily passed on the offer for him to MC this new program.


  How much did they spend?


  Even when no one was around, Polo never forgot to be mindful of listening ears.


  Yuur, who had also worked in the entertainment market for many years, answered concisely.


  Enough to protect their reputation.


  They'll be pouring water into a bottomless pit.


  It's not like their skills are completely lacking.


  That's only when you're not comparing them to the other side.


  I already told them... but they don't listen. It's always like that.


  Objectively, Parthe's skills were not bad. Enduring a major agency's trainee period to join the debut group guaranteed a certain level of ability.


  However, the situation changed when they were placed next to spArk.


  They were a peculiar group with both skill and success, but their fandom was not particularly large, yet, for a group supposedly liked by only a few, they were riding a wave of success and receiving love calls from broadcasting stations.


  Because it was ambiguous to clearly define their 'tier', spArk became a subject of debate in various online communities.


  ≫ They're so good at singing, why aren't they more popular?


  └ Isn't spArk already successful? They debuted last year and even won a rookie award.


  └ It's true they aren't as popular as their skills would suggest.


  └ Idols don't succeed on skill aloneㅠ Still, seeing them on a lot of variety shows, it seems like they're at least a moderate hit?!


  ≫ So there are people who think spk isn't popular.


  └ For a small-to-mid-sized agency, aren't they doing super well??


  └ Some members are filming solo commercials, and I heard Kim Iwol is filming another drama.


  └ It's kinda... like they would've been more successful if their agency wasn't ua...


  └ I agree with the comment above lol. If they were at another agency, and broke even after clearing their debt just six months after debut? The company would've gone all-in on them.


  └ Their agency is stressful because they're bad at their job, but they do take feedback quickly and you can see they're trying, so I won't say anything, but still... it's a shame.


  The scene was already noisy with debates over a single group's success. What would happen when a comparison group emerged?


  Among the top groups of the second tier, just shy of the first, Parthe was ahead in sales, while spArk led in public appeal and recognition. At this point, a clash between the two fandoms was inevitable.


  ≫ I really don't get Squiddles. How can a group that's never even held a concert be considered first-tier...? While other groups are on world tours, it's a fact that 'that' group has never held a single overseas concert, right?


  └ Exactly lol. Shouldn't they at least release enough albums to fill a concert setlist before trying to make a name for themselves...?


  └ Setting everything else aside, just look at the music video views. They're in a different weight class. It's hilarious... They should know it too if they have eyes.


  └ Just look at how IDC divided them, Parthe -All Over -Log // spArk -Berion. The answer is right there,, Our boys don't even mention you guys.


  ≫ Let's not fight dirty with fabrications and just stick to the facts. You held a 'cost-effective' concert with 17 songs, 30% of which were covers and unit stages + guesting on your seniors' overseas tours. Is that something to be so proud of???


  └ Besides Song Minil, people probably don't even know who the other members are, and you're talking about a landslide victory in recognition lmao.


  └ They debuted last year and had 5 comebacks in one year, when would they have time for a concert? lol. Do you think spk takes 4 or 5-month breaks like you guys?


  └ You guys go amazingly silent when people talk about how you went into the red because you couldn't fill seats even after handing out tons of free tickets lol. Hurry up and copy-paste that comment about how overseas tours aren't for making money but for getting your name out there. That's your specialty, isn't it?


  └ ↳ How can you stab them with daggers like that without a single curse word?


  Things like this were commonplace in the market, so he had let it slide. He just didn't expect the company itself would want to keep adding fuel to the fire.


  Having seen his leader, who was affectionate but strict about work, Polo could tell. His hyung didn't like this situation either.


  What should we do? Should I say I don't want to do it and find a replacement? I can find one for you too, Hyung.


  It's fine. I already drew the line and told them I wouldn't be taking sides.


  That's my hyung.


  Smiling, Polo lowered his posture. He then spoke in a small voice into his hyung's ear.


  There's no manipulation involved, right? If there is, it's not just that I don't want to be involved. I can't do this job.


  "......"


  To me, working without shame is more important than everyone succeeding together.


  He didn't want to know something and then pretend he didn't. Polo always wanted to be upright.


  Yuur smiled, looking at his honest younger brother's expression.


  If that were the case, I would have told you before the company even made you the offer.


  It's true, you're not the type to stand by and watch something like that happen.


  The conversation in the waiting room ended there. As he greeted the juniors who came to say hello, Polo tried to predict how well their blessed younger brothers could meet the company's expectations.


  Returning to the present.


  spArk, who had become MYTH's target for obstructing Parthe's path to becoming the unrivaled top group, was on stage...


  "......"


  ...or not. Under the dim lights, only a single person's silhouette was visible.


  It's not a solo stage... is it?


  The seats where spArk had been sitting were empty.


  He turned at the sound of a spotlight switching on and belatedly saw several figures overlapping in a single line.


  The person at the very front wore a mask that didn't cover the chin. It was not a faithful replica of something ancient but was shaped to blend naturally into the stage.


  spArk had chosen 『With List』 for their first performance. Their song choice contained their aspirations for this IDC.


  A lyrical, traditional Korean-style instrumental began to play, something unimaginable for an album's title track.


  The member at the front walked out in time with the music. The other members stood spread across the stage, showing no other movement. Above the masked member's light footsteps, gentle lines danced.


  The choreography for the lyricless instrumental was fluid and elegant. Traditional movements mixed exquisitely with refined motions, creating a beautiful picture. An unfurled fan covered the white mask, catching the yellow light and casting a sunset-like shadow.


  Is he a major?


  There was no immaturity in his masked dance. It was not a clumsy imitation.


  Among idols, some members had majored in a different genre of dance. This member seemed to be one of them.


  Each time he spun, a light, thin, double-layered durumagi spread out in a circle. The wide sleeves resembled clouds in the evening sky.


  Is this part an interlude, or does it have lyrics? If it's the latter, what kind of lyrics would appear? The deep immersion stimulated his curiosity.


  The music stopped.


  Flames erupted from the fingertips of Kang Kiyeon, who had thrown off his mask. The pure white mask, perhaps made of paper, vanished in an instant like magic, leaving no ash behind.


  "Are you ready to have a blast?"


  His face now revealed, Kang Kiyeon laughed heartily.


  Fireworks shot up with a POP, and the stage was covered in firework lighting that rained down like a shower. Sparks seemed to fly across the display.


  The song returned to a familiar K-pop sound, but the varied percussion and other instruments did not lose their oriental feel. From a distance, it sounded like a fireworks festival.


  His gaze couldn't leave the group's synchronized dance, which created paths like an ink wash painting. Lighting like embers settled upon their white hanboks and orange durumagis.


  They say the impact is different when you see the whole performance in person.


  If not now, when would you use the saying 'seeing is believing'?


  Every movement was calculated for 'how it would look'. As someone who had danced longer and monitored far more performances, he could tell.


  To think they would try to beat this team with imitation. Parthe.


  Could they? While one side is busy copying, this team will come out with something new. By what trick could they possibly win?


  After the music concluded, Kang Kiyeon smiled from the center of the gathering members.


  He slapped his palm with the fan, and with a CLACK, the bamboo ribs folded neatly. Kang Kiyeon blew on the fan's tip as if extinguishing a candle. FWOOSH. Cheers erupted from the contestants' seats.


  

  spArk's indoor 'falling flower' festival took second place. Even setting aside that I'm a member of spArk, I thought it was an objectively good performance...


  In the sense that we're looking forward to their new challenge, we'll give our vote to Blider!


  We'll choose Terthet, from whom we had much to see and learn!


  ...Everyone had a good sense for broadcasting. In Season 1, everyone was too honest, but this time, they all came with a sense for mind games and an unyielding aura.


  This way would be more entertaining for the broadcast, so I was satisfied. It's not like winning here gets you a behind-the-scenes video anyway.


  Beside me, Kang Kiyeon repeatedly stroked his chest. He seemed overwhelmed after successfully pulling off the fire magic trick without any mistakes. Jeong Seongbin, who had passed on the fire-starting skill, proudly massaged his younger brother's shoulders.


  After the rankings were decided, it was time to choose a group to swap songs with. Terthet, who took first place, pointed to Blider, who had promoted around the same time, heralding a fiery battle between peers. Then it was our turn.


  "spArk, which group would you like to compete against?"


  Yuur kindly held out the microphone.


  Just then, a booming voice came from somewhere.


  "Just a moment!"


  One of the members of Onde had his hand raised high.


  "I'm sorry, but could you please give us a moment to appeal?!"


  It was an incredible courtship. The seniors themselves graciously walked over to us as we stood there, not knowing what to do.


  Chapter 361: An Opportunity For Senior-Junior Interaction


  "Could we hear why you want to compete against spArk, Onde?"


  Yuur passed the microphone to Doa, the youngest member of Onde. Doa had been waving his hand eagerly from his seat.


  "I've seriously watched every single one of spArk's cover performances!"


  "That's really true. He watches them a ton at the dorm," his housemates confirmed from the side.


  Doa pointed at us as we bowed our heads in thanks.


  "Looking at the last season, it seemed like there was only one exchange stage, so I decided to be bold and step up," Doa said. "I want to see spArk cover one of our songs!"


  His proactiveness was incredible. He must have known that asking a senior group to cover their song could seem like he had low self-esteem, yet he showed no hesitation.


  Was what he said during the pre-interview real?


  He wanted to show that they were interested in the program and had personalities that could get along with other artists.


  Beyond just appealing with those points, I could feel he genuinely wanted spArk to sing their song.


  "However, the choice lies with spArk," Yuur said gently. "I'm sure spArk has also thought a lot about which opponent to choose for the first competition. What is spArk's opinion?"


  We didn't really have any other choice.


  "We'd love to!"


  A senior group called on us, so of course we had to accept gratefully. What choice did we have?


  

  Parthe naturally became a team with Slay. The filming ended, and everyone was told to prepare well for the next competition.


  As we exchanged greetings with the other teams and prepared to leave, Polo called out to me. He then waved his phone.


  I returned to the waiting room and checked my phone. A text from Polo was there.


  ┌──────────────────┐ │ Hellas Polo Sunbae │ │ [Mr. Iwol ] │ │ [Do you have plans after this??] │ │ [If not, wanna grab a meal~] │ │ │ │ [As thanks for the radio substitute gig!] │


  The time was a bit awkward for a meal. The radio substitute gig was last year's business, and this was the first time he had arranged a meeting so suddenly.


  The MC didn't have voting rights, but it was still strange for him to call out a competitor on a survival show where his junior group was appearing. Someone with Polo's experience wouldn't fail to predict the repercussions if this meeting were discovered.


  He must have a good reason to call me out like this.


  ┌──────────────────────────┐ │ [Won't your fans be waiting for you after work?] │ │ Hellas Polo Sunbae │ │ [They probably all went home after seeing Yuur-hyung leave] │ │ [Only the production staff knew I was appearingㅠㅠ] │


  After confirming there wouldn't be any issues, I informed my manager and headed to the parking lot. Polo waited for me in the driver's seat.


  "Mr. Iwol, do you like sushi? There's a delicious place nearby."


  "I do. Shall we go there, if you're okay with it, Sunbae?"


  "Sounds good. Let's go after I make a quick call to the restaurant."


  It seemed to be a regular spot, as Polo quickly made a reservation. The expensive car started moving without even a hint of motion.


  Light conversation flowed on the way there, mostly about catching up.


  "Mr. Iwol, do you have a driver's license?"


  "No, I don't."


  "Right. I guess spArk isn't at the stage in your career where you can go out and have fun yet, right?"


  "Of course. We have to work hard!"


  Polo laughed loudly. My answer must have sounded insincere. I urgently needed to check my external attitude.


  After thoroughly unsettling me, Polo leisurely finished parking. The kind of restaurant I had only ever looked up when booking a family dinner for Director Nam stood right in front of me.


  "Sushi..."


  "Yes, a sushi place."


  "Aren't sushi and omakase quite different?"


  "Think of it as interest being added because the appointment was delayed!" Polo said nonchalantly.


  All I could do was squeeze my eyes shut.


  We were guided to the innermost room of the restaurant. As the door closed, Polo took off his outer jacket.


  "Sorry for calling you out so suddenly. You must be tired from the filming just now."


  "Not at all. You had it tougher, Sunbae."


  "How could the host be more tired than the person who performed? Besides, Yuur-hyung did most of the work. I just had it easy."


  He seemed accustomed to giving credit to others or speaking humbly, yet it didn't feel like he was excessively putting himself down.


  It wasn't a matter of 'don't be so humble or people will look down on you'.


  Then what?


  Self-deprecation has become a habit for him.


  Perhaps because I remembered what Choi Jeho had said, I found myself needlessly thinking about the differences between the person in front of me and myself. I also thought about my own tendency to be cautious and suspicious of every little thing, even a common social situation like this.


  Just as I was pondering how to accept this favor, the appetizers arrived with perfect timing.


  "How is it, appearing on IDC? Wasn't it burdensome?" Polo asked as he scooped up a spoonful of the Japanese-style steamed egg.


  "There was only one answer I could give!"


  "Was that a bit of an inappropriate question for the program's MC to ask?" Polo laughed heartily.


  I couldn't bring myself to laugh. Where are you trying to bury me...


  "The reason I asked to see you today, well, there's the radio thing, but..." Polo put down his spoon.


  I straightened my posture.


  "It's because I found out something rather unsettling today. I called you to tell you about it."


  Polo's hand reached for a steaming cup of water. I wondered what he was going to say that required such a long pause.


  "It's embarrassing since this is like spitting on my own face... but I think MYTH is planning to benchmark spArk to a significant degree."


  "Ah, yes."


  For a major corporation that lacked nothing, it was an utterly despicable act. Thinking about it again made it seem so childish I could only laugh. I held it back, though, since it wouldn't be polite in front of someone from MYTH.


  "You knew?"


  "Pardon?"


  I was waiting for what he would say next, but instead of continuing, Polo asked a question. Did he really think I wouldn't know when they were being so blatantly stupid about it?


  "I only guessed because I know the internal situation, but Mr. Iwol..."


  "I don't know why we were the target, but it was obvious."


  "......"


  Polo let out a small sound of admiration. It seemed he really had come just to tell me this.


  "But Sunbae, why did you..."


  I didn't finish the sentence with 'tell me on purpose'. The intention would be conveyed well enough.


  The conversation was briefly interrupted by the arrival of the next course. Once the server's footsteps faded away, Polo gave a bitter smile.


  "I'm not trying to act like a good guy. The moment I recognized the company's wrongdoing and didn't raise an issue, I became the same kind of person. It's a poor excuse, but Yuur-hyung tried to talk to them once, and it seems the conversation didn't go well."


  "......"


  "But, um... spArk works so hard at everything," Polo said, laughing awkwardly. "I was worried you might feel powerless if you found out later."


  It wasn't a situation anyone could interfere in anyway. Parthe hadn't stolen our unique IP, and I had rarely seen cases where ambiguous plagiarism disguised as a 'similar concept' was ever stopped in the idol industry. If they just excused it as an overlap, there wasn't much the copied person could do. It was like when someone subtly imitates you, and you're the only one who feels offended.


  Besides, how easy would it be for an idol responsible for a company's stock price to challenge the company? I could only ram into them like that because I didn't have any staff under Yoo Hansoo or Hong Yoonsub. If I had, I would have hesitated. Whistleblowing isn't easy.


  "You don't have to worry about us."


  "Won't you be stressed? It's really annoying when someone keeps nipping at your heels."


  "It's not like Parthe are our only competitors."


  When I indirectly said that we refused to be distracted by his junior group, Polo covered his mouth and held back a laugh.


  "Newri-noona must be happy. To have such strong juniors in her company."


  "Wouldn't the members of Parthe be happy too? They have you, Polo-sunbae."


  "Is that your way of asking me to buy you dessert too?"


  "Of course not."


  Because the serious talk concluded smoothly, we enjoyed light conversation during the main part of the meal. I couldn't just laugh off his comment that Yuur-sunbae was counting the days until he could have a meal with me, but other than that, it was enjoyable.


  While waiting for Manager Chanyoung, Polo asked a question as he drank the palate-cleansing coffee.


  "What are you going to do when you get back, Mr. Iwol?"


  "Tonight?"


  What do you think I'll be doing?


  "I have to find a way to survive."


  I'm going to come up with 101 ways to crush your agency. I'll tell the spArk guys not to even associate with Parthe. Last year, All Over was the one to block. This year, it's your junior group. Just because I'm not going to report you doesn't mean I won't put up a solid wall.


  At my words, Polo made a chilling comment about how he regretted re-signing with MYTH. Scared someone might hear, I double-checked that the door was closed. Then I lifted his coffee cup with both hands and presented it to his lips.


  

  spArk wasn't particularly surprised to hear about Parthe's 'Grand Plan to Take Down spArk'.


  "Why would they bother, when their environment is in no way inferior to ours?"


  ...No, they were surprised. Just in a slightly different way.


  "Maybe they think they got beaten during the last IDC. There was a lot of talk about Parthe winning first place, wasn't there?" Kang Kiyeon explained his conclusion to a disgruntled Lee Cheonghyeon.


  Lee Cheonghyeon nodded stiffly.


  "We'll just trust in what we've decided to do and move forward," I said. "But even if you feel fine now, it could be a blow when you see our ideas laid bare right in front of you. Everyone, brace yourselves. Got it?"


  "......"


  Only Jeong Seongbin answered energetically. The other guys had the souls of rebels in their eyes.


  "If they take Cheonghyeon's song too, I won't be able to stand it..."


  "That won't happen. That would be actual plagiarism."


  By the time I had calmed down the revolutionary Park Joowoo, it was already dawn. I was shooing everyone off to bed when Jeong Seongbin quietly called out to me.


  "Hyung. The script for the middle part of the drama came in. I left it on your desk."


  Usually, the manager delivered drama-related things, but it seemed Jeong Seongbin had become the delivery boy since I came in late.


  "Thanks. I'll just..."


  "......"


  "...I'll just skim it and go to sleep!"


  "You're not saying you won't read it. Read it comfortably and then sleep. Just set your morning alarm a little later."


  "Okay, good night."


  Thanks to our leader's generosity, I could check the script before sleeping. I couldn't be more grateful that Jeong Seongbin shows flexibility when it comes to work.


  I remained alone in the empty living room after everyone had gone to bed and read the script. Only the intermittent sound of pages turning echoed in the quiet space.


  This peaceful atmosphere was short-lived.


  "...Huh?"


  The drama's rapidly shifting story left me bewildered.


  Chapter 362: Character Study


  First of all, Cheon Yunseong was a bad guy. A really bad guy, the worst of the worst. He deceived the media, pretending to be the world's nicest person while setting a grand trap for the protagonists chasing him.


  "Why do you look so surprised?" Cheon Yunseong asked.


  Gong Jichan was speechless.


  "It'd be troublesome if you think you've found me out," Cheon Yunseong said. "It makes me wonder if I was that underestimated."


  "What..." Ham Iseo trailed off.


  "Reporter," Cheon Yunseong said. "Do you still think this is a secret meeting of business figures that you and Gong Jichan uncovered?"


  Ham Iseo and Gong Jichan had infiltrated the meeting, thinking it was their chance to uncover Cheon Yunseong's hidden connections. Instead, bodyguards in suits dragged them before Cheon Yunseong.


  "Vice President Choo Gwiyeon, the one who made you certain you had to come here, should have been in Japan according to her original schedule, right?" Cheon Yunseong continued. "Didn't you gamble on this, thinking it was such a big deal she'd cancel her schedule to be here?"


  "...No way?" Gong Jichan whispered.


  "As expected of a firefighter. You're quick to grasp the scale of the situation," Cheon Yunseong noted. "Though you're a bit late, only now realizing what's going on despite all the clues."


  Cheon Yunseong approached them.


  "It was all fabricated," Cheon Yunseong stated. "The meeting, the information pointing to this place. Everything."


  "That's impossible," Ham Iseo argued. "Then why did Choo Gwiyeon..."


  "I called her," Cheon Yunseong said, then whispered so only Ham Iseo could hear. "Aren't you underestimating the influence of the Cheonju Group? Whether it's the vice president of a major corporation or the executives of the Cheonju Group, if I tell them to come, they come. No reason or justification is needed. If I say, 'I need to kill a few flies, so come and spray some pesticide,' then whoever it is must come running and do as they're told."


  When asked why he would do such a thing, the character Cheon Yunseong would retort, "I'm the one doing it, so why are you questioning it?"


  For Cheon Yunseong, summoning figures from renowned corporations for a fake party was not a waste. It was simply a way to make those digging into his background realize the insurmountable wall of reality.


  Cheon Yunseong showed the two protagonists the wall of reality and returned to his residence. This was the scene where his much-discussed scar was revealed.


  A flashback overlapped with the present, showing Cheon Yunseong looking up at a family photo.


  Chairman Cheon spoke to a young, bleeding Cheon Yunseong who had collapsed on the floor.


  "Don't forget, Yunseong," Cheon Kanghyuk said. "You are to do as this father tells you. As long as you were born into the Cheonju Group, that is your destiny."


  He was an elite forged by the rule of fear. The truth was that even Cheon Yunseong, who seemed to take on the Cheonju Group's dirty work to win the chairman's favor, was nothing more than a pawn.


  Is this a coincidence?


  It's too soon to say it was written with my circumstances in mind. UA only recently found out about my family's affairs. The character's past isn't unprecedented or special, either. They said the script and character setup were decided long before I joined.


  Still, it's exquisitely unsettling, even though I understand the logic.


  A thought belatedly surfaced.


  +


  [SYSTEM] Some correction effects based on performance will be removed.


  ▷ The 'Negative Emotion Recognition Rate' adjustment function from achieving 'Top Performance in Work Ethic' has been extinguished.


  +


  When I met my parents, the SYSTEM retracted the emotion recognition function. The blood still rushed to my head, so I can only guess I hurled all sorts of words at them.


  But now, another element reminding me of the past has appeared. Can I really say the SYSTEM had no hand in me getting this role? Is it a stretch to think that making me appear in 'In My Office' was also part of the process leading me here?


  The SYSTEM makes me feel negative emotions in their entirety, doesn't penalize me for expressing them, and repeatedly exposes me to similar environments...


  ...Does it want me to overcome it?


  Considering the SYSTEM has been strangely favorable to me, it isn't a baseless assumption. I already know its methods are inhumane, so this isn't surprising. I just don't know what the SYSTEM gains from it.


  Besides, its methods are too difficult to understand. If I had learned Cheon Yunseong's backstory without meeting my parents, I might have just felt slightly uneasy and moved on. As long as I reach the destination, the SYSTEM probably doesn't care about the details.


  The inexplicable relief I felt after 『Act On』 was probably because of this too. At the time, I felt like the wounds from Hanpyeong Industries had healed, even if just a little.


  After this drama ends, will my pent-up feelings toward my family be diluted the same way? Before that, shouldn't I stop covering up how much I despised them and how much I suffered because of them?


  The advice from my counseling session, that forgetting isn't the best solution, keeps ringing in my ears. The things I let go because they were too hard to bear, things I didn't even know how far they had drifted, now fill my mind like a hazy fog.


  The image of Cheon Yunseong from the script, gazing at the night view, appeared vividly in my mind.


  He was a person who thought the ground he stood on was a barren land hidden in shadow, only to realize it was the dark side of the moon. A human who had never once seen a bright sky from his own space.


  "......"


  "It's strange," Ham Iseo said.


  "What is?" Gong Jichan asked.


  "I'm talking about Cheon Yunseong. If he has that much power, it would've been faster to make us self-destruct rather than just warn us. Just like how he deceived us. Cutting off our livelihoods would've been the easiest way to get rid of obstacles."


  "Are you saying Cheon Yunseong revealed himself on purpose?" Gong Jichan asked.


  "I don't know the reason, but... it seems like he wants us to back off, but he doesn't intend to bury this case."


  "So you're saying he has an intention."


  ...A being who plots alone, voluntarily isolated from everyone.


  If Cheon Yunseong is really similar to me, then this bastard probably isn't a completely evil character. He must have at least a shred of morality.


  If so, I might really feel sympathy for Cheon Yunseong. Just like I pitied myself on the day I died in my studio apartment.


  At this rate, just tell me Cheon Yunseong has a hidden older sister too.


  I used my troubled mind as an excuse to take my frustration out on the script. I couldn't crumple the precious document, so I just glared at the cover.


  

  The lines were getting longer, so this shoot took more time than before. It was lucky I wasn't playing a role that was always in the background during office scenes, like in 'In My Office'.


  "Iwol, do you really not know how the second half develops?"


  "I'm dying to know too...!"


  To prevent leaks and ensure a pure performance, all the actors received their scripts in parts. I also received the script for each episode nervously, not knowing when Cheon Yunseong would be written off.


  Thanks to that, break time on the 'Exclusive Report' set became a sort of mystery game. Since I had switched from a good guy to a villain, my seniors grilled me one by one.


  "There's definitely something about Cheon Yunseong that Iwol isn't telling us."


  "I'm being framed. Please give me a chance to prove my innocence."


  But no one gave me a chance to speak. Unable to bear the attention, I fled the set.


  "Iwol? Why are you out here?"


  The PD, who was smoking next to a box truck, quickly put out his cigarette. I came out thinking I'd help carry something if needed, worried I'd seem rude just stretching out in the car, but with seniors there and a superior here, a newcomer like me couldn't survive.


  "I had to make a call, so I stepped out for a moment! I'm sorry for interrupting your break."


  "Not at all, I was about to head back in anyway."


  After making sure the cigarette was out, the PD called to me.


  "How's the script? I think it turned out pretty well."


  "I enjoyed reading it. It's a bit pressuring, though!"


  "You did well today, what's there to be pressured about."


  The PD asked if filming was manageable and if I'd gotten closer to the other actors. I did my best to answer without seeming socially inept.


  "Iwol, what episode's script have you received?"


  "I've received up to episode 10!"


  "You have a good memory. The scriptwriting is finished, but the writer asked me to ask you something."


  "What might that be?"


  "You know, the assignment."


  The assignment again. What on earth did I write in there? Has my discipline gotten lax just because it's been a while since I went to the office?


  "The writer was asking if they could use it as dialogue."


  "My answer?"


  "Yes. They said your interpretation was excellent, even though they've only seen the early drafts."


  Just how much did the writer like it? And what did I even write...


  "I don't think it can compare to what the writer writes!"


  "Sometimes, sincerity is what's important!"


  I indirectly pleaded for them to forget my writing practice notebook, but it didn't work. I was even more anxious because I couldn't remember what I wrote.


  It's common sense to make a copy when submitting documents to a department that doesn't return the original. My discipline really has gotten lax.


  "......"


  I was about to hurry away, but the PD continued.


  "I think you're really good at character analysis."


  "Thank you for the compliment. It's an honor."


  "I'm not just saying that, I mean it. There are areas you can improve through study, and areas you can't."


  Maybe it's just because I regressed. I've met more than enough people, after all.


  As if reading my thoughts, the PD looked me in the eye.


  "It's easy to define a person, but it's difficult to understand them. Iwol, you're the type who understands people deeply, whether the subject is a character or a colleague."


  "......"


  "Knowing how to love humanity is a talent for an actor. I hope you continue acting even after this project is over, Iwol."


  When the PD told me to head back in, I creakily followed him.


  A talent, not a habit born from being overly perceptive of others, nor a skill inevitably acquired from working.


  It was an impressive expression, a good one that made me feel less unfortunate.


  I thought it was a wonderful compliment.


  Chapter 363: Phone Call


  The drama and IDC filming filled my calendar like stepping stones, so not a single day was boring.


  Still, I think the variety show is better.


  Last night, I returned to the company feeling like a wrung-out dishcloth. The role of a rich, domineering chaebol heir was just that exhausting.


  But IDC was different. I could say whatever I wanted, do what I had to do, and even get paid. My mindset was gradually becoming more positive.


  In the meeting room, the members debated heatedly over the tracklist for Onde's album, which we were set to cover.


  The dance line duo was, unsurprisingly, the most intense.


  "A calm song is for self-PR... no, we already did that during the demonstration stage. We have to show a different look this time."


  "How can you call it calm with that many steps?"


  "That was only in the second half! It wasn't even like an idol dance-pop song."


  "Does the genre matter? As long as it's a dance, it's fine."


  "This is the 'Idol' Dynasty Chronicles!"


  Lee Cheonghyeon left the two to their shouting match and wiped under his nose with his finger.


  "Haha, this is a problem."


  I'm starting to think we shouldn't aim for first place for this stage. I can't show this mess to our fans.


  "Let's get a quick summary. We're choosing between 『Memory』 and 『Ground』, right? And Joowoo and Cheonghyeon will follow the members' opinions."


  Jeong Seongbin diligently summarized the situation.


  "Cheonghyeon, are you really okay with anything...?"


  Park Joowoo asked Lee Cheonghyeon. He knew his younger brother was usually very assertive.


  But Lee Cheonghyeon was nonchalant.


  "I'm gonna steal all the hyungs' right to speak when it's our turn to perform. It's one step back for the future."


  "You're plotting your schemes so openly."


  Lee Cheonghyeon winked at my words. I gestured with both hands toward the camera filming him, telling him to do it for the camera if he was going to do it.


  "It's not easy to narrow down the opinions..."


  Jeong Seongbin looked troubled. He seemed overwhelmed, stuck at the very beginning with a mountain of work ahead.


  Besides, Jeong Seongbin was a kind-hearted leader. He wanted to make a choice that satisfied everyone if possible.


  "Let's change our starting point. We have that idea note we organized, right?"


  As soon as I finished speaking, Park Joowoo pulled up a new window. It was the 'spArk Idea Note (for filming)' page, which we created after hearing Parthe might be copying spArk's concept.


  "Let's first pick a concept we want to show our fans, then select a song that fits it. Both are masterpieces, so let's go with one that suits a new genre or concept we haven't tried."


  The members' gazes turned to the large monitor.


  "The jewelry shop... Iwol wrote that one, right?"


  "I did, but let's save it. It's not time to bring it out yet."


  "You'd probably wear three layers of lace around your neck."


  Lee Cheonghyeon joked.


  Just you wait. The day I open a jewelry shop, I'll put you in a solo showcase all by yourself.


  "How about this...?"


  While everyone talked, Park Joowoo's cursor circled one spot.


  "A teacher?"


  "It's a concept we haven't tried, and it's a style that's been requested often at fan meetings..."


  "Who wrote that?"


  At Choi Jeho's question, Jeong Seongbin shyly raised his hand as the proposer.


  "The fans really liked the daycare teacher special...!"


  So that was the reason, and here I thought you just wanted to wear a modern hanbok and hold a danso.


  Kang Kiyeon, who had been quietly observing, also reacted positively.


  "I like that we can show how we've grown from our student concepts in 『Flowering』 and 『With List』. Does the teacher here mean a subject teacher? Like Korean, math, and so on?"


  "I haven't thought about the details, but Jeho would look great as a gym teacher...!"


  Choi Jeho stopped himself just before making a sour face. He shamelessly managed his expression, thinking I wouldn't notice.


  But I can read his mood from a single twitch of his eyebrow. Once this filming is over, you're booked for a 100-hour nagging session.


  "If we're doing a teacher concept, 『Memory』 would be good. I think we'd just need to change the lyrics a little. Should we ask our seniors for permission?"


  Lee Cheonghyeon proactively took out his phone. We already had permission for arrangements and lyric changes from our mutual cover agreement, but each team was told to call for broadcast footage.


  He made the call, and it connected before the ringtone finished.


  ― Yes, spArk friends-!


  "Hello, sunbae! This is spArk's Cheonghyeon!"


  ― I'm not doing so well. spArk's songs are too loud.


  "We feel like we're gonna fall over backward singing your songs too, sunbae!"


  Onde had two more members than us and used their large group to create songs with a huge vocal load. Parts were passed around quickly or sung together, a harsh task for Lee Cheonghyeon, who handled almost all of spArk's rap himself.


  ― So? Why'd you call? We're in a meeting right now. Don't tell me... you're investigating? A mind game?


  "Hey, we're not so classless as to act sordidly toward our seniors!"


  ― We're on the sordid side. What song did you pick?


  Our seniors, who knew their way around variety shows, landed a heavy preemptive strike. Lee Cheonghyeon's eyes widened. Before the momentum shifted, I quickly snatched the phone from his hand.


  "Sunbae, this is Iwol! We're not making any progress, so I called to brazenly spy on you."


  ― I'm a little scared of Iwol... anyone else want to take the call?


  These guys, seriously. Where could they find a junior as respectful to his seniors as me?


  The other end of the line grew noisy, then quieted.


  ― Ah, these hyungs treat their youngest member so badly.


  Doah took the call. On our team, the younger members were higher in the hierarchy. Just look at how bold and uninhibited Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon were.


  Since we were both filming our meetings and had a lot to do, the conversation ended quickly. We also received their encouragement to change things as much as we wanted.


  ― But I think we'll get stoned if we wear school uniforms. Can we change the outfits?


  "If you go with the 'land of dreams and adventure, Efferland' concept, everyone will understand!"


  ― No. We'll just switch it out discreetly.


  The call ended, hinting they would perform a song that required school uniforms. I waited for our senior to hang up first. Only after the screen went dark did I return the phone to Lee Cheonghyeon.


  "Alright, now all our problems are solved."


  "It seems like our seniors are in a more difficult position now, though?"


  Kang Kiyeon retorted, but I didn't reply. Their business was their own to handle.


  "Well then... shall we decide on the school subjects?"


  The fun time for role distribution had arrived. We put up an image of 'teacher outfits by subject' and debated heatedly about who would have to wear the middle-aged man's shirt.


  

  Anyone who has been through school probably has a favorite teacher or two, whether respectable or funny.


  spArk also had unforgettable teachers. We decided to embody them as realistically as possible. As soon as we got back, our dorm was in an uproar as everyone turned their closets upside down.


  The current high school students had, by far, the highest level of completion.


  "Behold, my coordination."


  I thought I would faint when Lee Cheonghyeon walked out of his room. The square silver-rimmed glasses, golf top, suit pants, and thick leather belt created a strange distortion in space-time. He even wore a black watch on his wrist. A brown leather belt with a black leather watch. I felt dizzy.


  "What are those clothes?"


  Kang Kiyeon asked, horrified. So many golf shirts with nice necklines existed these days. It drove me crazy wondering where he found such an ambiguous collared shirt that was neither a proper shirt nor a t-shirt.


  The pants were no better. They were definitely part of a wide-fit, retro-style luxury suit set with the jacket, but with slippers on, they just screamed "teachers' office."


  "Did you buy it secondhand?"


  Choi Jeho, who had become an expert in secondhand deals from hanging out with Park Joowoo, also chimed in.


  "Prepare to be amazed. This... is casual wear I 'originally' owned."


  "Oh my god..."


  Park Joowoo covered his mouth with both hands. To him, the pioneer of all-white fashion, Lee Cheonghyeon's color combination must have seemed excessively radical.


  Still, it was fascinating. That kid had never dressed like that before. It just showed how clothes could make or break a person depending on the combination.


  "It doesn't end here. I will now do an impression."


  "You're seriously the worst."


  Empowered by Kang Kiyeon's enthusiastic support, Lee Cheonghyeon pushed his glasses up slightly.


  "Hey! Who's that sleeping in the back! Wake him up!"


  "Don't tell me the sleeping one is Choi Jeho?"


  "Your class is the furthest behind! If you don't want supplementary lessons, let's focus today. Got it?"


  Lee Cheonghyeon roamed the living room, tapping his shoulder with an imaginary 30-centimeter ruler. It felt like we should find a textbook and open it.


  Thanks to Jeong Seongbin's active support, Choi Jeho was assigned the gym teacher role. When he asked if he should just wear his practice clothes, I told him to shut up and wait.


  Then I left a comment on Dotion asking for a nice anorak set. I couldn't let the team's center play a 50-year-old male gym teacher. He had to be a handsome young teacher, a former athlete who started teaching after his career ended.


  I wanted to give Park Joowoo the home economics teacher role, but someone suddenly suggested 'Park Joowoo would suit a school nurse well...'. So, he became the guardian of the nurse's office. A cozy turtleneck knit and clean pants suited Park Joowoo's atmosphere perfectly.


  "But why am I the Korean language teacher?"


  "There's probably no one among us who reads with their heart as much as you do."


  Lee Cheonghyeon resolved his friend's curiosity. Kang Kiyeon still looked confused, but we all saw a teacher-like side to him. He meticulously used periods in our group chat messages, and his sharp personality also matched the image of a Korean teacher.


  Jeong Seongbin took on the role of a social studies teacher, specifically social culture.


  Seongbin just looks like a social culture teacher.


  With that, Lee Cheonghyeon tossed the subject to Jeong Seongbin. He said Jeong Seongbin was the epitome of diligence, had a kind side, and could gently command students. After receiving such high praise, Jeong Seongbin gladly accepted the role.


  Finally, as for me...


  "Hyung, you don't need to find any clothes. You're already perfect."


  ...I became the discipline master.


  I was a terrifying young fogey of a teacher who had been in the profession for over five years. My nickname was Viper, and my subject was technology.


  Chapter 364: First Contest (1)


  I immediately raised my doubts.


  "Why am I the only one with such a heavy responsibility?"


  "Because with great power comes great responsibility."


  "Is giving out demerits really that great of a power?"


  "Isn't that the greatest power you can have in a school?"


  Lee Cheonghyeon relentlessly tapped my shoulder with a ruler and mimicked the expression of a tired, worn-out teacher.


  "I think you'd be a good ethics teacher too. What do you think?"


  "How about a three-section t-shirt for the outfit? It's our school teachers' favorite."


  "They have tons of those at Dongmyo. Should I go buy one?"


  Jeong Seongbin, Lee Cheonghyeon, and Kang Kiyeon relentlessly cornered me.


  Is a normal teacher not an option? Like an art or music teacher, someone you don't see often.


  Despite my strong opposition, I became the technology teacher. It seemed the time had come to show off the sawing skills I honed in shop class.


  "The clothes... let's ask them to get something prettier and add some more details."


  The guys excitedly put together a Dotion at my words. I could only hope the dedicated team wouldn't hate me too much.


  Fortunately, the dedicated team didn't hate me.


  Instead, everyone was fired up with enthusiasm. The challenge notification window was blowing up.


  
    Jukyung


    [...Iwol, how did you end up becoming the technology teacher?]


    Iwol


    [...I have no idea either.]

  


  I was only a student dean with a scary title. I didn't actually plan on yelling on stage. After all, spArk wanted to show a slice of a joyful school life.


  After uploading the reference video, I felt like I had overcome a huge mountain. The mountains I still had to climb were 170,080,000 peaks. I had a long way to go.


  

  Won Chaehee was momentarily tired of fangirling. The fandom had been stirred up from all sides since IDC.


  Even though she wasn't the type to take the lead and express her opinions, Won Chaehee felt a sense of fatigue. It had already been over ten days since she last logged into her private account.


  She knew it wasn't spArk's fault. However, she was disillusioned with the dirty reality.


  Because she loved them, she diligently edited and uploaded photos, but she had to do something about the loss of her faith in humanity.


  At least I can heal by watching the boys, which is a relief...


  The biggest driving force behind her support for spArk was that they neither ignored their fans' hard work nor were they careless with their main job.


  spArk was not one of the countless groups that said, 'we do everything for you, so why are you like this'.


  Just looking at a few famous fan-made YouTube videos...


  ≫ spArk works so hard


  It makes me reflect on my own laziness


  ≫ The boys are really diligent about saving money


  To follow their example, I turned off my data and watched this on the subway Wi-Fi


  └ Isn't it usually the other way around?


  ...comments like these were often seen.


  And that wasn't all. In the idol world where controversies over fan entitlement erupted almost daily, Kim Iwol's collection of quotes was constantly updated and circulated through all sorts of online communities.


  ≫ The Idol's Textbook, Kim Iwol's Quotes (Revised Edition)


  · · · [NEW!] No matter how long our waiting time is, we don't wait as long as our fans do Even my family doesn't watch me come and go from work [NEW!] There are many idols people can like, but the only ones who like us are the Sparklers


  └ What's with the revised edition? kkkkkk Is it a real textbook? kkkk


  └ We should start calling him a law codex instead of a textbook


  └└ kkkkkkk


  └ The great Teacher Iwol, who is both the Minister of Idols and the promotional ambassador for the Ministry of Employment and Labor, compiles this textbook for us every time, so what's with the guys who don't read it and just go, 'Oh, really?'


  └└ The updates are so frequent they can't keep up


  └└└ Teacher said since last year that without fans, there are no idols


  The reason Won Chaehee, who, after years as a fansite master, would quickly let go once fangirling became tiring, couldn't bring herself to leave spArk was right here. What pissed her off were the surrounding circumstances, not her idols.


  So, Won Chaehee filled out an audience application for IDC again today. For Won Chaehee, who had big data on 'audience applications that writers love', filling out a few lines for a story was a piece of cake.


  She didn't know why they didn't prioritize the fan club for selection, nor why they even collected these for something that wasn't a radio show, but if she wanted to see spArk's faces even once, she had no choice but to obediently write it.


  They won't manage a spArk concert like this later, will they?


  Checking spArk on the list of groups she supported, Won Chaehee prayed earnestly that UA wouldn't learn any strange habits.


  A few days later, Won Chaehee received a text proudly informing her of her acceptance and the audience schedule. Won Chaehee's camera bag, which was always ready to go, welcomed its owner.


  

  The outdoor queue in the middle of a July day was terribly hot. They had tried to form the line in the shade, but the heat radiating from the narrow, windless passage and the surrounding walls or metal sheets was boiling people alive.


  Waiting to get a number tag, waiting after getting the number tag, waiting inside to test the voting devices, and now waiting for the recording to start... A wait even longer than going to the bank during lunch hour dominated Won Chaehee. Even though she was so used to long waits that she was sick of them, she couldn't shake the thought that she was wasting hour after hour on the ground.


  At least when Yuur and the MC came out, some life returned to Won Chaehee's body. There was a time when Won Chaehee had quite liked them too. If MYTH hadn't spouted that nonsense about opening a new era of K-pop with a boy group that would surpass Hellas, she might still love them.


  Why do they keep spouting XX when the founding contributors who already opened the new era are right there. That was the last thing Won Chaehee had posted on her private account before deleting it.


  How many years ago was that already.


  She hadn't even known when Parthe, the junior group she had so vehemently opposed, actually debuted, so it must have been quite a long time ago.


  After all sorts of nerve-wracking fights with the fans, MYTH's junior group project was stranded several times. After fumbling around for a few years like that, they barely managed to debut Parthe. They were almost a 'nephew group' rather than a junior group.


  Why did they have to shoot themselves in the foot...


  It was a time-honored tradition for large agencies to try and bundle a new group with a successful one. Naturally, the fans of the established group did not welcome this practice.


  ≫ Our boys practically built the MYTH company building, so why are there so many bastards trying to get a free ride, fuck ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ


  I'm so pissed. Is this some kind of communal bibimbap bowl, where everyone gets to take a spoonful?


  └ kkkkkkk communal bibimbap kkkkkk


  └ Older fandoms always show their age like this... Why is the repertoire always the same? I don't think I've ever seen a fandom that doesn't claim 'our boys built the building'


  └ Adding to the above, 'I at least paid for one of the windows' << this one kkk. Hey fangirls, your influence isn't that big... do some self-reflection...


  └└ What do you mean why, it's because it's a fact, you fucker... If it weren't for Hellas, MYTH idols with less than 7 years of experience would still be in a basement practice room...


  └└└ I'm asking why that's all thanks to Hellas;; From Rims, the girl group line has been doing well, and Parthe won a rookie award right after they debuted


  └└└└ Yeah, without Hellas, your oppas might have done an overseas performance once or twice, but Hellas was the first in Korea to tour several countries. MYTH didn't know its place and brought in a string of high-priced actors, then almost went bankrupt ^because of the contract fees^~ Hellas's world tour profits covered all of that. If not for that, the later groups wouldn't have gotten a push or anything, they couldn't have even debuted.


  └└└└└ What do you mean the money I spent isn't even worth a single window...? Isn't it just because you're a 'cost-effective' fan that you see it that way...?


  └ Let's ignore everything below. Don't feed the troll. ㅇㅇ


  It pained her to think that spArk might face a similar situation someday, if a company like UA couldn't grasp its own standing and debuted a junior group.


  However, the absurd event came sooner than expected, and without any warning.


  Isn't Parthe's concept too similar to spArk's last one?


  Her own agency was still quiet, yet another agency was sticking its leg out, asking to ride the bus together.


  

  The atmosphere at the venue was not great. There was no reason for the audience's mood to be good at a survival show.


  However, it wasn't terrible either. It was thanks to the fact that the first episode hadn't aired yet, so there was no reason for feelings to be hurt.


  The fandoms of Parthe and spArk, who had a war of nerves since Season 1, were desperately treating each other as invisible, but perhaps the production team thought a dogfight might break out, so they placed the fan sections for each group as far apart as possible. Except for when entering, they never had to face each other.


  She let the introduction of the program go in one ear and out the other. The explanation would be on the broadcast anyway. What was important now was to take in as much of the stage as possible with her own eyes.


  "...Second team, please come out!"


  After the unremarkable first performance, it was the new group's turn. Won Chaehee craned her neck, clapping moderately. Cheers erupted from the Parthe fandom, who were assigned the section right in front of the stage.


  Even after seeing the figures of Parthe walking out in a group, she didn't do something as ill-mannered as stopping her applause. It was because the age-old saying, 'the fan is the face of the artist', was engraved in her body.


  However, this sentiment did not last long.


  "What the?"


  The Sparklers who saw Parthe began to murmur in low voices. A staff member gestured for them to be quiet with an index finger.


  No, but still.


  It's too similar to spArk.


  For their cover stage of Parthe's song, spArk's volleyball concept for 『Desire』 had shown a three-on-three team match through their outfits.


  And the Parthe in front of her were paired up in fours, wearing gym clothes in complementary colors. It seemed to be a concept like an inter-school competition.


  However, what did it matter if one was a pro athlete and the other was a school sports team?


  The important thing was that they were presenting a similar item to what the other team had done before, of all things! In the same round! While wearing similar outfits!


  No one opened their mouths further for fear of being kicked out of the audience, but she could feel it in her skin. The Sparklers were furious.


  "This is very different from what Parthe has shown so far. Is there a reason for attempting this new change?"


  "We haven't had many opportunities to show an experimental stage, so we wanted to take this chance to show our fans the diverse sides of Parthe!"


  So you're showing your fans a ripoff of spArk because...?


  Anger surged within her. The bitterness of her past, when she had loved Hellas, seemed to be returning.


  Chapter 365: First Contest (2)


  Parthe’s stage was, objectively, decent. That only made it more infuriating. It took a special kind of talent to mess up a performance copied directly from someone else.


  A cold silence fell over the spArk fan section. Only occasional scoffs of disbelief broke the quiet.


  The internet is going to be in an uproar.


  Just imagining it was exhausting. The old saying about the hitter sleeping worse than the one who was hit didn't apply to idol fandoms. The victims, the Sparklers, would obviously be the only ones seething with resentment again.


  spArk wasn't the type to escalate things. Kim Iwol must have noticed the blatant plagiarism, which was obvious even to the fans, but he also wasn't the type to add fuel to the fire by saying, "Everyone, we're okay!"


  Just confront them! The Sparklers will fight for you with torches, so just say it, that plagiarism is lame, regardless of seniority!


  However, she liked spArk precisely because they weren't that kind of idol. Won Chaehee barely clung to her sanity as it swung back and forth like Jekyll and Hyde.


  The next few stages passed in a blur before Won Chaehee's eyes. Whether it was because of her anger or because the performances were genuinely unimpressive, she didn't enjoy any of them. She felt they were better overall than in Season 1, but that was it.


  As she stood there with a resigned attitude, Lee Cheonghyeon appeared, waving both hands.


  "Hello!"


  The square, retro, silver-rimmed glasses suited his fair, small face surprisingly well. The white shirt and black dress pants reminded her of a young elite from the early 2000s.


  The other members appeared in a group right after him. They wore vaguely neat outfits that had no sense of unity.


  "It's hard to guess the concept just by looking at the clothes. What is spArk's concept for today?"


  At Yuur's question, Jeong Seongbin took the microphone. He wore a polo shirt and ivory-colored cotton pants. It was the least stage-like outfit Won Chaehee had ever seen spArk wear.


  "It's a... teacher's office concept!"


  "......"


  "I'm in charge of Social Studies!"


  Jeong Seongbin awkwardly declared his and the group's identity.


  It's not often you use the words 'teacher's office' as an idol. I get it.


  After hearing the theme, Choi Jeho, who looked like a solo brand ambassador for a Naidas anorak—though he wasn't actually wearing Naidas, as spArk was always wary of causing fatigue from excessive PPL—and Park Joowoo, dressed like an autumn man, also made sense.


  "What subjects are the other members in charge of?"


  At Polo's question, the members took turns introducing themselves with a new version of their profiles.


  "I'm the tech teacher."


  "Iwol is also the discipline master!"


  "That suits you well, doesn't it?"


  Several people laughed at the exchange between Lee Cheonghyeon and Polo. Meanwhile, Kim Iwol stood between the two with a smile that seemed to transcend everything.


  "Tech class involves practical training, right? Is that why your forearms are..."


  At Polo's words, Won Chaehee's gaze shifted to the forearms revealed beneath his rolled-up sleeves. They were magnificent and perfectly toned without a trace of fat, not disappointing a fan's expectations.


  Looks like this is a fan service stage.


  These were the members who had said on BubblePop that they would make every IDC performance exciting. If they had gritted their teeth and worked hard in Season 1, perhaps their goal for Season 2 was to show a unique stage.


  It's spArk, so they must have prepared well on their own.


  The trust built up over time put Won Chaehee's mind at ease.


  The performance began. A narration, sounding like it came from a cheap microphone, played from above.


  "Next up, we have a surprise stage prepared by the teachers for their students!"


  "A special performance by the teachers of Spark High School! It starts right now!"


  As soon as the youngest members’ perfectly synchronized intro ended, the instrumental began. An exciting drum beat and electronic sounds pulsed through the venue, bringing the rhythm to life.


  『Recording starts, Start, we're the main characters!』


  Lee Cheonghyeon burst out right from the intro. His great sense of rhythm, a specialty of his, met the energetic dance track and shone brightly.


  『This is a page from our youth』


  『So pay close attention, because it'll last forever』


  Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo, the members known for their fresh sentiment, delivered an amazing cheek-poking performance. Their usual warm, gentle smiles were gone, replaced by mischievous grins. Rainbow-colored, star-shaped glasses, which hadn't been there during the interview, now made a statement on Jeong Seongbin's face.


  『We'll kill it, now smile, smile!』


  The members cutely gathered around Gawoon in time with a camera shutter sound. Choi Jeho, who was in the center, grinned and bit down on the whistle around his neck.


  That's the number one scene to watch when the fancam comes out.


  『I hope we always look bright in our memories』


  『I hope we're always the happiest whenever we look back』


  Kim Iwol took over from Kang Kiyeon's emotionally swelling voice.


  That bewitching smile. The same smiling face that said 'I love you' during 『The Third Letter』 now said 'be happy'.


  It was Kim Iwol's ability to make even the viewer feel good, even when daily life was tiring and harsh, and she had no interest in anything else, that made Won Chaehee stand here right now.


  As the song raced towards its climax, the members threw off their toy glasses and gaudy flower necklaces. Lee Cheonghyeon's eyes sparkled like stars under the lights.


  『If you're still just sitting there, get up and jump!』


  When the famous dance break arrived, everyone in the audience started bobbing along to the beat. spArk stomped their feet, kicking out their legs. They truly looked like young teachers who, despite their usual demeanor, revealed their amazing true colors on stage.


  A backup dancer handed Lee Cheonghyeon a money gun. He fired it, and sparkling paper bills showered the stage like Park Joowoo's high notes.


  This idol group... what would they be like at a company dinner?


  The thought made her truly curious.


  Thanks to the spArk teachers who knew how to have fun, the venue was fired up. Only then did Won Chaehee feel thirsty. She opened the bottle of water she had received at the entrance and shoved into her bag, gulping it down.


  

  "My glasses!"


  "Who told you to throw them?" Kang Kiyeon chided Lee Cheonghyeon, who was pretending to cry.


  Lee Cheonghyeon ignored him, feigning a wail as he held the broken glasses.


  "You were supposed to do something other than the glasses-throwing performance. Why'd you do it?"


  "I was just so excited..."


  It seemed he couldn't stay still while Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo were throwing their rainbow star glasses and melting hologram heart glasses from either side.


  "Our Cheonghyeon, I was wondering who you took after, and it turns out it's Choi Jeho."


  When I spoke, Lee Cheonghyeon's gaze shifted to the utterly destroyed remains of the whistle. The pieces he had diligently collected after the performance were scattered on the waiting room table.


  "How can you say something so sad?"


  "Is being told you're like spArk's best center sad? Why? You should consider it an honor."


  "Because your words are full of mockery!"


  "Don't misunderstand. I just want to praise your immersion."


  Lee Cheonghyeon completely ignored my explanation.


  "I'll get my revenge. I won't let you get away with this."


  "If you don't let me get away with it, what are you going to do?" Choi Jeho chimed in from the sofa where he was lounging.


  "Didn't I tell you? Giving up on the song choice this time was a retreat for the bigger picture."


  "......"


  "From now on, I'm controlling the members' schedules. I won't take orders from anyone except Seongbin."


  "At least he listens to Seongbin..." Park Joowoo said, as if proud.


  Just how do these guys' minds work?


  "I should make an announcement while I'm at it. I was already planning for the next stage..."


  "Wait, Cheonghyeon!"


  Jeong Seongbin watched Lee Cheonghyeon rummage through his bag, then suddenly stopped him. He then picked up the UA vLog camera that was set up in a corner of the waiting room.


  "You have to hold the camera when you're talking about something important!"


  "That's right. That was a close call!"


  Hearing Lee Cheonghyeon's sly response, Park Joowoo also bustled over and brought another camera. Including the cameras held by the video team, a total of four cameras were now focused on Lee Cheonghyeon in a one-shot.


  Choi Jeho looked at me with a face that said he had a lot to say. I deliberately ignored his gaze.


  

  It's no exaggeration to say that the second contest of Season 1 was Lee Cheonghyeon's stage.


  The best visuals in survival program history, stage effects boasting an unrivaled aesthetic sense, and music that was pure and not provocative were still being talked about as the greatest output of IDC.


  "...We need to continue this organic connection, is what I'm saying."


  Lee Cheonghyeon's face was directly illuminated by the light from the beam projector. He spoke confidently, but the ghastly blue light on his face made the scene absurd.


  "I have a question. What exactly is this 'organic connection' of the second contest that the proposer is talking about?"


  When I raised my hand and asked, Lee Cheonghyeon applauded me.


  "An excellent question. Click-man, please move to the next slide."


  Choi Jeho, now dubbed 'Click-man', unenthusiastically changed the screen. The slide had a red velvet background with ornate gold lace on top.


  This guy isn't bad at making PPTs, so this infuriating layout has to be 100% intentional.


  A xylophone version of 『What I Want to Say』 played from the speakers.


  Kang Kiyeon asked with a bizarre expression, "What's with the background music?"


  "I recorded it myself to avoid copyright issues."


  "Can we have copyright issues with our own song...?" Park Joowoo wondered aloud, but Lee Cheonghyeon didn't answer.


  Instead, he signaled to the Click-man again.


  An animation of thick, gold letters spun out from somewhere and filled the screen.


  [I want to do new music!] Hmm.


  "Wait... can we stop recording for a moment?"


  "Why! Just listen to me!"


  Lee Cheonghyeon bounded over like a water deer to stop me.


  But, Cheonghyeon, I can't just stand by and watch you get drunk on your excessive artistic ego...


  Chapter 366: Genre Change


  "I can't even pull a prank. Jeho, switch the slide. Hurry!"


  The proper presentation returned just before I lost my temper. I caught my breath and slowly read the text on the screen.


  spArk's Goal: To show a new side of ourselves


  Season 1, 2nd Competition's Success Factor: A stage with excellent aesthetic elements


  Summary: A challenging song choice accompanied by gorgeous and beautiful costumes and stage design


  To the right, the text 'The Awesome spArk' was written in brackets. I thought I was raising a tiger cub until just a moment ago, but I was mistaken. It seemed I had raised a unicorn, or something like it.


  "I get the kind of image you're going for. What song do you want 'The Awesome spArk' to perform?"


  Kang Kiyeon cut straight to the point. Lee Cheonghyeon spoke with grim determination.


  "I'll get straight to the point."


  "......"


  "I want to sing a musical number."


  "What the hell?"


  The person holding the clicker stopped changing the slide and chimed in. Our reactions were not much different.


  "A musical is..." Jeong Seongbin began, then trailed off. He probably wanted to mention how the vocalization is completely different, but Lee Cheonghyeon surely knew this, so Jeong Seongbin did not feel the need to finish his sentence.


  "It'll be a difficult attempt. To be honest, I'm not confident either!"


  "But you still want to try it?"


  "It won't be easy, but I've made a plan to pull it off regardless."


  The next slide showed a large August calendar. The schedule was packed with entries leading up to the mid-August recording date.


  "We'll pour all our remaining time into vocal practice. As long as the blocking isn't too complicated, based on the time it takes us to learn choreography, we can learn it in two days. I'm not planning on arranging it separately to preserve the originality, which leaves more than enough time for distributing the harmony parts."


  Lee Cheonghyeon said this all without taking a breath.


  "Having all the members sing the same long phrase together isn't easy in a dance track, right? The part transitions are fast, and the melodic sections aren't very long. Don't you think it would be cool to sing together from the beginning of the song to the end?"


  The members' gazes turned to me.


  There's a clear difference between something others haven't tried and something others don't do. I believe musicals fall into the latter category. It was not for nothing that even the most acclaimed idol vocalists received new training when they transitioned to the musical theater market.


  No matter how well we copy and reproduce the blocking, the reviews won't be good. What meaning was there in just singing without immersive acting in a genre that mixes drama and music?


  I wondered if supporting Lee Cheonghyeon's idea was the right choice, knowing we would not hear good things about it.


  Considering our goal for appearing on the show, it's the right thing to do.


  It's highly unlikely that spArk would ever wear old-fashioned clothes as a group and sing a musical number. You can't just remove the performance aspect from a dance group, can you?


  That was why I also thought that nothing fit the objective of 'showing a new side of ourselves' better than this.


  "There are two things to consider. First, Jeho and Kiyeon's opinions. Second, the matter of our scores. It's a big burden for the dance line, are you two okay with it?"


  "If we decide to do it, we have to do it."


  "I'm fine with it too. Our stage was the demonstration stage performance anyway."


  Fortunately, the dance line gave admirable answers. They were both in charge of dance because they were exceptionally good at it, not because they could not sing, so there was no need to worry about their skills.


  The only thing left was the scores.


  "I'm against doing something new just for the sake of it. Even if it's a challenge, we have to produce a result that will satisfy the people watching."


  It meant that it would be a problem if people said things like, 'Are they making a mockery of musicals?' or 'It looks like they're just messing around.'


  If we released a song on our own and it failed, spArk and UA would be the ones to drink the bitter cup.


  However, if we messed up a performance on broadcast, the fans would be the most upset. They were the ones who saw the ridicule and criticism from the outside in real time.


  It might be different for our own content that we would just watch among ourselves, but a stage for broadcast had to be at a level where we would not be embarrassed for others to see it.


  Lee Cheonghyeon instantly understood the intent behind my words.


  "I'll make sure they're never disappointed."


  And so, spArk's item for the second competition was decided to be a musical.


  

  spArk got a new vocal teacher. A schedule of singing from the moment they opened their eyes until they closed them began.


  Park Joowoo adapted to this routine the quickest. A daily life of controlling his physique through diet, since there was no time to work out, and singing day and night seemed to suit his constitution.


  "I wish it was like this every day..."


  He was so happy just learning the fundamentals that Jeong Seongbin and I grew incredibly anxious that Park Joowoo might suddenly declare he was leaving for the musical scene.


  Lee Cheonghyeon was also full of energy. When everyone sang the same verse together for the first time, his excitement was plain to see.


  On the other hand, some guys grew more haggard with each passing day. Choi Jeho's condition was especially serious. Perhaps his vocal cords were also being trained, because his voice never got hoarse, but his irritation doubled as he complained about being antsy from not using his body. If we had not brought a Smith machine into the dorm, someone would have ended up dead, crushed between Choi Jeho's eyebrows.


  Though he pretended not to be, Kang Kiyeon was in a similar state. You could see with your own eyes how stifled he felt. If you told him to go out and run on the treadmill, he would strongly refuse, but after about five minutes, he would head out, muttering, "I'm just gonna... go to the gym..."


  "You guys really are people who can't live without dancing."


  "What are you talking about."


  "We were different species from the start. I think I can finally understand you now."


  I worried about what I would do if they suggested something like acrobatics for the next stage, but I decided to enjoy the present.


  A stage without dancing, so precious. I'm sorry for being a hopeless idol...


  Just as I was savoring my happiness, Lee Cheonghyeon called for me.


  "Hyung, can I see you for a second?"


  "......"


  The guy's expression was serious for once. His laptop showed several performance videos of the numbers we had decided to cover.


  "A problem's come up."


  "What is it?"


  "I think Joowoo's voice will stand out too much."


  It was a very big problem. Park Joowoo's vocal tone was like a treasured human electric guitar. It was a talent that could produce the best efficiency in spArk's songs, where each member has their own part and a designated member leads the harmony sections. This unrivaled individuality was now being held back by the prerequisite of harmony.


  "And we can't just give all the solo parts to him."


  "You're right. We'll have to think about this."


  We put our heads together, trying to figure out what to do with our proud vocal fairy.


  "If we go in a direction that emphasizes his individuality... I wonder if it'll stray too far from the feel of the original."


  "Our goal isn't to copy the performance, so wouldn't it be okay?"


  "I'm worried people will say that only Joowoo sounds out of place."


  I don't want to let Park Joowoo suffer humiliation. As I wracked my brain with this single-minded thought, Lee Cheonghyeon, who had been watching me, spoke.


  "Are you anxious?"


  "About what?"


  "You're being super careful because you're scared we'll get hate. You're usually the type to prepare so we don't hear any criticism, but right now, you just seem really worried."


  "......"


  "If you can't feel at ease, should we change the genre now?"


  Lee Cheonghyeon did not look pleased. It was probably because he was not worried about the same things I was.


  This suggestion was solely for my sake, not for the team or the fans. It was no different from asking if he should concede a step for me.


  "Do you think I've become overly defensive?"


  "A little?"


  "Is that so."


  "In the past, you were desperate to make sure we lacked nothing. Now, it feels like you just want to keep us from getting hate."


  He was not wrong. I was full of worries, and my heart was filled with anxiety.


  It was not because I did not trust these guys...


  They say it's easy to develop mental illnesses when you become a celebrity.


  ...It was because I remembered what my mom had said.


  Having had my own mental state shattered, I found myself hoping the other guys would not have to go through the same experience.


  I did not mean to make it so obvious, but I had been living without being careful enough. While I was busy reflecting internally, Lee Cheonghyeon called me.


  "Hyung."


  "......"


  "Among people trying to become idols, there's no one who thinks they won't get any hate at all."


  Lee Cheonghyeon rested his chin on his hand and looked at me.


  "Of course, it'll be tough if we get bashed left and right, but it's not like we've never imagined that situation. If it happens, we'll say that it's tough. You don't need to take care of all of this. You know all the members are getting counseling now, right?"


  "Not everyone can recognize their own state right away whenever they're struggling. There might be times when they need help immediately."


  "If that's what you're worried about, then talk to us more. Either lay down the law and say you're watching us like you usually do, or order us to make regular reports on our own since it takes too much effort to worry about each and every one of us. Don't use up your energy all by yourself."


  His dark eyes stared at me as if to pierce right through me.


  "If you're worried, I hope you'll just say so. After seeing what happened with Lee Soohoon, I've been thinking about this even more."


  "......"


  "I'm saying this because I'm worried about you too."


  I had been so busy that I momentarily forgot that no one could grasp the members' moods as well as this guy.


  A dry laugh escaped me. When did the guy who ran away saying he did not want to debut with his own song get so much nerve?


  "Alright. You're still not monitoring online reactions, right? If I catch you browsing weird sites, I'm telling the manager to change your phone to a kids' phone, and Cheonghyeon, you know you're the one who's most often late to team meetings, right? Telling me to talk more when you're the one who doesn't show up... I'm going to hold a hearing about that soon, so be prepared."


  "Ah, that's because of work!"


  Lee Cheonghyeon shrieked in protest. I cleanly ignored his excuse.


  

  Going back and forth between IDC and the drama was surprisingly manageable. The fact that a major schedule item like choreography practice was gone while I was busy with the drama filming played a big part.


  If there's a position-based competition for the third round, Park Joowoo will be the one to participate, so I'll have plenty of time until the end of this month.


  Compared to Season 1 when I barely had time to breathe, we had more people to prepare with and there were no issues. It was nothing short of a godsend.


  Thanks to Lee Cheonghyeon taking the lead and declaring, 'We will now begin a mental health survey of the members to alleviate Iwol's worries,' we even had time to check our happiness index as a group.


  It was quite embarrassing, but since I traded that shame for peace of mind and body, I believe it was by no means a losing deal.


  And in a moment when things around me had settled down, there was something I needed to check.


  I brought up the SYSTEM window and reread the message I had read a long time ago.


  + [SYSTEM] The 'Final Achievement Reward' is announced.


  ▷ Nullification of older sister's (blood relative) death and provision of an opportunity for reunion + 'SYSTEM.'


  When I called for it, the screen flickered for a brief moment.


  "This... this expression, 'opportunity for reunion,' I think you need to explain it more clearly."


  Chapter 367: A Heart-Pounding Balance Game


  My conversation with my parents revealed that my sister had left their care long ago, unlike before. They didn't know where she was abandoned or where she went after that.


  If that's the case, can I really call this 'sister (by blood)' the sister I know?


  The fact that she's my only family doesn't change. Even if she doesn't remember me, I won't give up on my KPI just for that.


  But it's absurd to think I could reunite with a sister abandoned before I was born. The sister the SYSTEM means must be the one who was with me, right?


  After putting someone through so much hell, to call it a fraudulent contract...


  As I steeled my resolve, the SYSTEM sent a signal to explain itself.


  + [SYSTEM] A work directive from the 'Manager' has arrived.


  ▶ Why are you talking so scarily? You think we wouldn't have a handover document? Our company isn't some hole-in-the-wall operation, you know?


  + A handover, huh.


  Don't tell me you're going to shove memories into my sister's head.


  + [SYSTEM] A work directive from the 'Manager' has arrived.


  ▶ Don't worry. We have all the data. I'm telling you, she can perfectly familiarize herself with the work with this.


  + You crazy bastard.


  I didn't know how my sister was living, or if she would even want the memories of her past life. She must have had good experiences. She might have precious relationships she doesn't want to forget.


  Are those memories so precious that they're worth enduring all her past wounds? Am I the one who gets to decide that?


  I thought of the closest example. If I inserted the memories of the five-member spArk into one of the current members, would they want that?


  I can't be sure.


  They all live such different lives now. Even if their memories returned, they might not recognize a once-close friend. It felt wrong to restore my sister's memories just because I missed her, relying only on this uncertainty.


  I thought that even if it wasn't humane, it didn't want to torment me.


  I had been thinking this way ever since the negative emotion recognition rate disappeared. It showed me that a function I hadn't touched, fearing I'd become useless if I relied on it too much, existed only until it was needed and then vanished. I thought it wanted me to be able to lead a somewhat normal life. It's a shame I lost my reason in the process, though.


  Still...


  I can't just make a selfish decision for my own sake without knowing my sister's opinion.


  Maybe I should just be satisfied that my sister is alive. This is how I know greed has no end. I completely forgot the time I just wished she was alive. Now that I have an opportunity, I find myself wanting more.


  Seeing how I wished for the sister from back then to return just as she was, it seems my heart never let her go.


  

  The only ones left to practice today were me and Park Joowoo. When I said I wanted to practice more, Jeong Seongbin assigned Park Joowoo to me. He figured Park Joowoo's stamina wouldn't last long and he'd head back to the dorm.


  Jeong Seongbin then left the practice room with Choi Jeho without a second thought, saying he had to put Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon to bed early. Our leader gets tougher every day, which is a big problem.


  In any case, Park Joowoo and I diligently practiced our singing. When it came to singing, it seemed Park Joowoo had more total energy. I had to take the lead in cleaning up while he was still full of vigor.


  I quietly watched Park Joowoo as he slowly got ready to leave.


  "Joowoo."


  "......"


  "Do you like philosophical conversations?"


  "Uh...?"


  Park Joowoo choked on the last of his water and coughed.


  "I... I like talking, but I'm not confident if the topic's difficult."


  "Then I'll lower the barrier. Let's play a balance game."


  "I think it got a little too low...?"


  Despite his quip, Park Joowoo sat down quietly beside me.


  "What is it?"


  "It's a simple question."


  I blurted that out, then hesitated for a long time.


  "Let's say, for example, there's a really delicious cake."


  "......"


  "But to eat that cake, you have to eat a spoonful of gochujang made from Cheongyang peppers."


  "Okay...?"


  "So, Joowoo, would you eat the cake?"


  "That's assuming the cake is that delicious, right...?"


  "Maybe not. I think that was a bad analogy. Let me rethink it."


  I hadn't considered that from my sister's perspective, her memories with me might not be precious.


  I quickly changed my phrasing.


  "Imagine someone offers to make you a photo album. It's filled with pictures of people precious to you. It could be friends, or it could be family."


  "......"


  "But the album also has a picture of someone you hate. You can't just take that one person's picture out. You have to keep the album as a whole."


  "Aha... so you're saying I have to endure the part I don't like."


  Fortunately, Park Joowoo perfectly understood what I was trying to say.


  "In a situation like this, Joowoo, do you think you'd choose to receive the album?"


  My heart pounded, even though I knew this wasn't a matter to be decided lightly.


  After a long pause, Park Joowoo answered.


  "I'd take it."


  "You would?"


  "I wouldn't want to give up good memories because of one bad one."


  Park Joowoo stated his opinion in a calm, clear voice. It was an answer befitting someone so affectionate and fond of people.


  "This... I should make you an album when I have time."


  "Really?"


  "I'll fill it only with people you like, Joowoo, excluding the ones you hate. How about it?"


  "By using a photo printing service?"


  "I can just edit the layout and print it as a photobook. I know how to use design tools."


  "I don't want to give you overtime work..."


  Park Joowoo's eyes had been sparkling, but he sadly rejected my offer to make it all by hand.


  He then glanced at me cautiously before asking a question.


  "Me too... just one balance game."


  "What is it?"


  Park Joowoo fidgeted with his fingers as he began.


  "You have a very precious friend. You like that friend very, very much... but other people say that friend is a bad person, so it's better not to be close to them."


  "What would you do then?"


  It was similar to my question, yet different in nature.


  I wouldn't be friends with someone others call human trash in the first place, but that assumption is meaningless here.


  "That's a difficult question. It would require a lot of thought."


  "...Right?"


  "Still, if I had to choose, I'd want to follow the advice of the people around me."


  "......"


  "My desire to protect the problematic friend is for that friend's sake, but the people telling me to distance myself are likely advising me for my own sake."


  Park Joowoo blinked at my words.


  "Of course, some people might be doing it on purpose to drive a wedge between me and my friend! But that complicates things... People who know that's my only friend wouldn't go so far as to... do that just to isolate me, right?"


  "Ahaha."


  Park Joowoo laughed quietly. It seemed he understood I was trying my best to answer his question.


  

  Living one day as a musical novice, another as a chaebol heir, and another as a monitoring agent for a troublemaker, even seven bodies wouldn't have been enough. On top of that, I divided my routine into being the professional worker by day and a relentless nag at night, so even fourteen brains would have been insufficient.


  I was so out of my mind that I seriously considered using the time stop the SYSTEM gave me. I barely resisted, as it was too powerful a force to use on something like this.


  The time was 10 AM. It was chaebol heir day. I had to act as the friendly youngest member on set when the cameras were off, and as a young master who feared nothing when they were on.


  During my few days away, Ham Iseo and Gong Jichan's secret investigation had progressed significantly.


  They had uncovered the full truth that when a problem arose within the Cheonju Group, they would pick a civilian completely unrelated to the group, threaten them by cutting off their livelihood or mentioning their family, make them do the dirty work needed to solve the problem, and then induce them to take their own lives.


  Ham Iseo: Why would they do this to people who aren't even part of the same group...!


  Gong Jichan: It's precisely because they aren't part of the group. They themselves have to remain flawless.


  They didn't even make sweet offers like in a typical drama, such as, 'If you just sacrifice yourself, your family will live without financial worries for the rest of their lives.'


  A warning that if you don't listen, you won't be able to set foot anywhere in the Republic of Korea, and the power to make that threat a reality instills terror in people who have no experience with such fights. Because they only target the weak, who can't even find a way to refuse.


  Cheon Yunseong was at the center of all these acts. Choosing the method to drive a person to their death and ordering its execution were all up to Cheon Yunseong.


  Judging from what's been revealed, it seems Cheon Yunseong will be murdered in the story. His crimes were too heinous for an ending where he could sleep with his feet stretched out. If this was the case, they should have warned me he wouldn't die a peaceful death.


  It's going to be hard to refresh my image, isn't it?


  I cried internally, picturing a future where I die as a piece of trash second to none in the world. I've heard that once you play a villain, your image often gets fixed. I don't think my villainous acting will be that impressively memorable, but I can only hope it doesn't negatively affect my spArk activities.


  "Iwol, you have a lot of lines today, don't you?"


  Sosaeyeong approached and started a conversation. Today was practically my one-man show. An entire page of the script was just me talking. Thanks to that, I stayed up all night.


  "There are a lot of emotional scenes, so it must be tough. You ate well, right?"


  "I'll do my best..."


  "I feel a sense of disconnect whenever I see you like this, Iwol. You're so different from how you are on screen..."


  The actor playing Gong Jichan gave me such undeserved praise.


  I had to work hard after hearing that. I summoned every calorie from the jjolmyeon I ate this morning and burned with passion. Fortunately, the shoot finished without a hitch.


  Chapter 368: Second Contest (1)


  I had never doubted my belief that I was the best extreme stylist for spArk. My seven years of accumulated big data from proxy stanning convinced me I had done my best to showcase spArk's many wonderful sides.


  Today, however, I was forced to reflect on that arrogant attitude.


  "Hyung, what am I going to do? I think Cheonghyeon has strayed a bit far from 'cutie' today."


  I realized it while watching Lee Cheonghyeon fix his slicked-back hair in the mirror. I had been a frog in a well. Everything Lee Cheonghyeon had shown until now was merely his unpolished state.


  The navy-blue outfit suited the black-haired Lee Cheonghyeon stunningly well. Its creases shimmered every time they caught the light, and brilliant gold embroidery covered the coat.


  The heavy makeup, characteristic of a musical actor, made Lee Cheonghyeon's features stand out even more.


  How on earth can blue eyeshadow look good on a human being...


  "Is it bad? You're not giving your usual unconditional praise, are you?"


  "There are no words on Earth that can dare to express your beauty."


  "Okay, I'll give you points for style."


  Style, my ass. I was genuinely speechless. A person is this powerless in the face of true beauty. All I could do was hand Lee Cheonghyeon a Polaroid camera and a cell phone for taking selfies.


  Nearby, a stylist adjusted the clockmaker Kang Kiyeon's clothes. A monocle with an antique chain gave Kang Kiyeon's sharp face the image of someone neurotically pursuing perfection.


  His shirt, work clothes, and boots were filled with details that kept them from looking plain, evoking the atmosphere of an old newspaper illustration. If we put the matching newsboy cap on Kang Kiyeon and had him stand under a set lamppost, he would monopolize all the nostalgia in the area. It probably wouldn't be the kind of nostalgia citizens of the Republic of Korea would feel.


  Jeong Seongbin, scheduled to write a novel with a quill pen at a desk, wore a calm, reddish-brown coat. I had worried the ivory-colored shirt, full of frills, would overwhelm him, but it was a needless concern. Once he put on the coat and shoes, Jeong Seongbin looked like a European literary figure heralding the 20th century.


  For reference, Lee Cheonghyeon had suggested that if they were going to dress this way, they should do it properly. He held up a picture of a top hat.


  Is that a magician's hat?


  Choi Jeho's single comment settled the matter. If it looked that way to someone with zero knowledge of clothing, others would likely see it similarly. Lee Cheonghyeon immediately deleted the image without another word.


  Park Joowoo became a painter immersed in nature. His denim apron, messy with paint, had faux leather straps and pockets that gave it a rustic feel. I was surprised at how large his frame looked with the apron layered over a loose white shirt. Our dorm's chinchilla looked like he could hit a 400kg total on the big three lifts.


  Then there was Choi Jeho. He held a plastic shield to protect his makeup while a ton of setting spray was blasted onto his hair.


  Your concept is... a suspiciously competent nobleman whose business is a mystery to everyone.


  "......"


  Choi Jeho played the part of a mysterious, up-and-coming nobleman. I had tossed him some reference materials to help him understand, but I had no idea if he had actually read them.


  Still, befitting the 'center of a millennium', Choi Jeho magnificently pulled off an outfit that could have easily looked over-the-top. We had dyed his hair an ashen color with a very faint violet tint, and it was a choice I didn't regret.


  spArk's visuals looked as if they had jumped straight out of a musical's promotional poster. They drew attention even while waiting. Everyone focused on spArk, paying special attention to their makeup.


  "Cheonghyeon is really... amazing."


  "He looks like he's from another world."


  Their words stuck out clearly even with so much noise. I had to make sure to relay this news to the stylist team.


  Though their concepts were different, the other contestants' outfits were also dazzlingly splendid. It would have been a disaster if UA had budget issues this time as well.


  The dazzling idols gathered to decide their performance order according to the electronic display. There were no MCs for this round. Since they couldn't make everyone wait until the actual competition, they had only called in the less senior contestants beforehand to film the segment.


  Park Joowoo exercised his supernatural insight and drew the marked lot first, so spArk got to choose their desired spot. We had wanted an earlier spot to give us more preparation time, since we had a lot to set up on stage. Luck was on our side.


  "Joowoo-hyung, how did you know that was the winning lot?"


  "There were tape marks left on the stick..."


  "......"


  It wasn't luck, but an achievement gained from his meticulous eye for detail. After hearing the full story, Lee Cheonghyeon clapped his hands and exclaimed how amazing it was.


  spArk confidently chose the first spot. It was also a necessary choice to free their skin from foundation as quickly as possible. We would finish our performance, change into lighter makeup, and then enjoy the following stages with skin that could finally breathe.


  "Cut! We'll begin admitting the audience in 30 minutes. All contestants, please prepare in your waiting rooms!"


  Thirty minutes until audience admission. One hour for admission, filming etiquette announcements, venue organization, and voting device instructions. Another thirty minutes for filming opening remarks. In total, we had two hours of waiting time left.


  Just you wait, spArk's silky skin. Mr. Kim Iwol will save you soon...


  

  The musical 『Night』 tells the story of a 20th-century novelist's life. The plot's core is about finding freedom by experiencing various professions and artistic worlds. While not overly dramatic, it was a masterpiece renowned for resonating with modern audiences.


  Of its many musical numbers, spArk chose to sing 『Loneliness』. Lee Cheonghyeon had selected both the musical and the song. He made a good choice, picking a piece with a balanced mix of solo and chorus parts.


  These lyrics are a combination of the prose and poetry the author published during his lifetime...


  Before memorizing the lyrics, we even got a crash course lecture on them. Our improved understanding helped everyone learn the song quickly, despite it not being our own.


  Although the protagonist lived an intense life, he could not avoid hardship. Feeling isolated from the world, the mentally exhausted protagonist dreams of his past.


  In the dream, his past selves gathered, looking toward the front where he stood.


  A light shone on one side of the stage.


  『To my brother, near and yet so far』


  Bathed in a white spotlight, Jeong Seongbin sang as he sat at a mahogany table, writing a letter. The audience murmured at his voice, as Jeong Seongbin boasted the most perfect vocalization among us. I tried not to be conscious of it, but a corner of my heart swelled with pride.


  『Oh, pitiful people, do you remember the days past, the nights past』


  Jeong Seongbin set down his quill pen and neatly folded the paper. The letter, now in an envelope, passed into my hand as I slowly brushed past his side.


  I walked to my space in front of the bookshelf, leaned my shoulder against it, and untied the string on the envelope.


  『I gazed at the stars and dreamed for the long pain to vanish, for respite to come』


  I acted as if I were reading the letter. I recalled the key points of my role, articulating each note as if it were a word on the page.


  With the final syllable, the spotlight moved from me to Kang Kiyeon.


  Sitting alone on a small chair, Kang Kiyeon fiddled with his monocle's chain, his expression detached.


  『Did I wish for comfort? To whom did that desperation reach?』


  As Kang Kiyeon sang while looking up at the sky, Lee Cheonghyeon shielded his eyes from the pouring light with one hand.


  Lee Cheonghyeon looked down at Kang Kiyeon and smiled forlornly.


  『Is the starry night so pale because my heart is empty? The joyful days seem to have vanished without a trace』


  For the next part, Choi Jeho stood on the opposite side of the stage and extended his arm toward Park Joowoo.


  『For what do these raised hands pray? A sweet, fleeting salvation?


  A hopeless hope for which I yearn?』


  Park Joowoo took up the question Choi Jeho had posed.


  『I want to wake from this agonizing sleep, let me breathe』


  His pitch-perfect tone stood out even more against the calm, monologue-like accompaniment.


  The music swelled. The orchestral instruments surged all at once. Everyone walked forward, looked at one another, and synchronized their breathing.


  『An endless long night, a dark and sorrowful, deep night』


  Choi Jeho took the lowest vocal range and Park Joowoo took the high notes, while the other members sang the parts in between. A blue light shone down on Lee Cheonghyeon, who had a hand on his chest, and on Kang Kiyeon, whose eyes were closed.


  『A starless sky, a hopeless tomorrow, and yet, the morning dawns』


  Reaching the highlight, Park Joowoo and Jeong Seongbin faced each other, filling the hall with their full voices. The other four flawlessly covered the lower register. I took out my left in-ear monitor to better harmonize and clearly heard the explosive volume of the members' voices.


  Thick smoke pooled at our feet. The stage was dark, with only six blue spotlights on us, yet it didn't feel empty.


  『You, my friend, do you still remember the blue sky, our time together, oh, my companion』


  The final, long-held note, sung with controlled breath, ended without a single flaw. All the lights went out. Only Choi Jeho remained illuminated by a single, small light.


  『I leave my last farewell. When you open your eyes, wave to me as we greet the rising sun』


  Choi Jeho's whisper-like voice mingled with the sound of a cello and faded away. A wave of relief that we had pulled it off washed down my throat.


  Chapter 369: Second Contest (2)


  The following stages were incredibly splendid. Elaborate sets appeared one after another, making spArk's simple desk, fake bookshelf, and few chairs seem like they weren't even props.


  Tercut, in particular, perfectly showcased their veteran experience.


  Their concept was ordinary, but their skill compensated for it. The performance was so good that once the video was on Metube, comments like 'The sunbaenims who came to discipline the idol scene' would surely line up.


  "This is the finals... It's the finals."


  "Maybe we were the ones who came here with a half-hearted attitude..."


  Jeong Seongbin and Kang Kiyeon grew extremely serious. I could feel them completely immersed in their sunbaenims' performance.


  But was it really something to worry about so much? Objectively, spArk's performance was excellent.


  When spArk had to cover a Parthe song, they changed direction and decorated their stage with a youth concept. That choice allowed spArk to show their best quality at the time.


  This time, however, they chose a new concept for themselves. They knew it could be a weakness but took on the challenge and succeeded brilliantly. It's not easy for a group to show so much growth in such a short period.


  Looking at just the thumbnail, one might think the stage seemed plain.


  But what did that matter? The impact and harmony from the six of them singing half the song together would compensate for any perceived plainness.


  Next was Parthe's turn. They chose the complete opposite route from us. Their kitschy, sky-blue outfits gave a different impression than their usual style.


  "Oh, Parthe!"


  Lee Cheonghyeon, who had even sprayed fixer over his new transparent makeup, hurried over and sat on the sofa.


  With the retro boom and nostalgia craze, a kitschy style was no longer unique. Just because spArk wore similar clothes during 『IRREGULAR』, we couldn't and shouldn't claim that Parthe copied spArk.


  If an overlapping concept appeared throughout the entire promotion period, it would be a different story, though.


  Even if that were the case, pointing it out would do us no good. I had already warned the members about this.


  Fortunately, the guys showed no signs of being conscious of it or awkwardly pretending to be unfazed.


  "This is fresh. I wonder what song they'll do?"


  "Judging by the outfits, it might be a song from a slightly older generation."


  Be curious only about what's being shown. Don't feel the need to praise them excessively, and don't stress out trying to find similarities. Don't exhaust yourselves pointing out something that people in the know would already understand.


  I couldn't describe how proud I was to see them following my words to the letter. Perhaps thanks to them, I also watched Parthe's stage with a heart that wasn't entirely heavy.


  My overall impression could be summed up in one word.


  Disappointing.


  The reason spArk could attempt such bold makeup was because the image they had shown so far had not been excessively over-the-top.


  When kids who always wore makeup as clear as a mountain spring suddenly appeared with death metal makeup from hell, it was impossible not to notice.


  On the other hand, Parthe's usual stage makeup was on the heavier side. They went viral for their colorful makeup on year-end stages and established their character with face accessories during their comeback week.


  So what happens when a group like that appears with only a little blush and a few stickers?


  It's plain.


  Moreover, their clothes were also monotonous, perhaps because they wanted to continue the light and fresh image from the proclamation ceremony.


  Parthe is handsome, sure, but do you think people's aesthetic standards these days are satisfied with just 'pretty good'? Relying only on their faces and acting arrogant is a negligence of duty.


  Do you think spArk wore mesh and chokers for no reason during the 『IRREGULAR』 cover? What were the kids lacking that they'd do that? If you put effort into the makeup, you have to add a point of interest elsewhere. Do you think we attached a ton of patches to our jumpers during our self-PR stage for nothing?


  Compared to the incredible vocal skills showcased by the previous contestants, the song also lacked a strong focal point.


  In the idol scene, older generations have stronger pride in live performances. It wasn't baseless confidence, but a badge of honor cultivated in poor stage environments.


  Perhaps that's why many teams in IDC Season 2 put on performances that highlighted their live singing. High-note ad-libs piercing through the AR and the intermittent sounds of breathing were typical examples.


  For spArk, this was a development with no downsides. In fact, in an environment where they had to lip-sync, they would have become the stars of new GIFs every day.


  Nevertheless, Parthe stuck to their own winning strategy. This meant they worked hard to create a visually pleasing screen, led by their visual center, Song Minil.


  If they aren't going to sing much, at least give the killing part to Han Gawoon!


  Perhaps because of his calm appearance, Han Gawoon's position was near the very end of the formation. From there, Han Gawoon sang a single line, threw in a brief high note, and did nothing but dance for the rest of the time.


  So this was how they filmed a master singer like Han Gawoon. I was reminded of the old UA, who rarely gave up on EDM instrumentals despite having Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo, and my anger flared.


  Parthe, striking their ending pose, was the personification of freshness itself. Everyone was handsome, wore refreshing smiles, and made cute finger hearts. It was a stage where nothing but the color sky blue remained in memory.


  If Parthe's rank is high today, I'll shave my head and go live in the mountains to reflect on my poor judgment. I made a firm resolution inwardly.


  Fortunately, I wouldn't have to do a temple stay. My hair was saved as Parthe took 5th place and spArk took 1st.


  

  After the audience left and the rankings were announced, the announcement for the third contest followed immediately.


  "When it comes to the qualities of a true gentleman, you can't leave out being well-versed in both literary and martial arts."


  "That's right. Then, what are the indispensable qualities for an idol?"


  In response to Polo's question, answers like 'dancing' and 'singing' came from the contestants.


  "For the third contest, we will hold a position battle where you can show your qualities in greater depth!"


  "I heard that this position battle has some changes compared to last season. Could you explain them, Polo?"


  Polo took the microphone again. There were two key points.


  This position contest will only involve vocal and dance positions, with no rap.


  "For the sake of cultural exchange, from this contest onward, we will be reflecting the evaluations of a delegation selected from overseas!"


  This meant the overseas voting demons, who had been quiet since the 'stage you want to see again' vote, had been resurrected.


  Did they remove the rap position battle for fairness since Tercut doesn't have a rapper?


  It was actually for the better. It would be reassuring if Lee Cheonghyeon participated, but forced participation could lead to accumulated fatigue.


  The fact that only one person from each team could participate per position was also good. It was a relief that Berion was small. If it had been another group, I might have ended up huddled in a corner alone.


  Aside from the overseas voting, it was a satisfactory change. Just as I was about to breathe a sigh of relief, Yuur flipped over a cue card with a strange smile.


  "It doesn't end here. A true prodigy (奇才) should be able to display their abilities anytime, in any situation."


  Seriously, how talented did they want us to be?


  Even if they ask us to send out our best genius, spArk only has two members in charge of dance. They're both prodigies, though.


  While I grumbled inwardly, a staff member appeared from the studio corner, pushing a wheeled cart. On the cart, covered with a cloth, were six lottery boxes.


  No way. It can't be, right?


  They aren't having the audacious thought of drawing participants randomly, are they?


  My heart pounded and the back of my head prickled. With Jeong Seongbin and Kang Kiyeon sitting next to me, it was obvious who among the remaining members was staring at me.


  Please, let's not commit the irrational and illogical act of betting something on uncertain probabilities.


  If you want to produce a good stage, you should let people make the best choice. Don't you want to enjoy the sweet pleasure of exploding view counts? We're offering to personally send down a god of vocals, and you're going to kick away this golden opportunity?


  However, the heavens were cruel, and the production team had no sense. Tragically, the fateful ball drawing proceeded regardless of our will.


  "Ack...!"


  spArk's leader, Jeong Seongbin, ended up drawing his own name as the representative for the vocal position.


  

  "Joowoo, I'm sorry."


  "No, I'm really okay...!"


  Even after returning to the dorm, Jeong Seongbin couldn't lift his head. According to Choi Jeho, Jeong Seongbin had been apologizing profusely the entire car ride from the broadcast station.


  On site, everyone was utterly shocked but managed their expressions like professionals. Jeong Seongbin, too, had stated his resolve with trembling lips, saying, "I'll work hard!"


  Why were the heavens so unwilling to give Park Joowoo a chance? There were still many stages left, but I regretted not insisting on giving the mic to Park Joowoo back in Season 1 instead of stubbornly going myself.


  "It's not like this is the only chance."


  "Still..."


  "Everyone, you don't have to walk on eggshells around me...!"


  Despite Park Joowoo's efforts to change the mood, everyone except Choi Jeho was gloomy.


  "I'm sorry too..."


  "Kiyeon, why are you apologizing too!"


  Kang Kiyeon, who had been hovering around Jeong Seongbin, suddenly bowed his head.


  "I was the center during the proclamation ceremony, and now I'm going again... If I had known this would happen, I would have made Jeho the center like usual."


  "Who would have known it would turn out like this!"


  Lee Cheonghyeon tried to cheer his friend up by patting him firmly on the back. It wasn't very effective.


  "Kiyeon, you don't have to feel so guilty. Choi Jeho went as the representative last time."


  "Still."


  "Ask him yourself. He's probably thinking it's a relief he doesn't have to go."


  At my words, Kang Kiyeon's expression changed to one that asked, 'Really?'


  Choi Jeho, who had been watching us, said indifferently.


  "That's true."


  "......"


  "Working with other people doesn't suit me."


  How stressed was Choi Jeho last time when he had to coordinate with another team? Kang Kiyeon didn't know because he wasn't roommates with this guy at the time, but Choi Jeho probably would have hated going even if he had been chosen by the lottery.


  "Me too."


  Park Joowoo said with a gentle smile.


  "I'm not good at working with other people either... so I think it's a good thing that you were chosen, Seongbin."


  Strictly speaking, Park Joowoo had expressed his desire to participate even if it meant singing with others. At his friend's comfort, Jeong Seongbin's drooping eyebrows slowly returned to their usual place.


  Chapter 370: Side Story. A Certain November 3rd


  Mom [Happy birthday, son]


  Noona [Congrats]


  Choi Miho [Happy birthday]


  Me [Yeah]


  Noona [Call Mom if you don't want to be the world's biggest bastard son]


  Mom [Something's weird about that]


  Mom [If he's a bastard son, doesn't that mean I'm a bastard?]


  Choi Miho [Oh my...]


  Noona went silent after that. He had known his noona for twenty years, but she was a truly strange person.


  The day came back every year. Choi Jeho had been alive for twenty years and saw no point in celebrating it every single time.


  Mom said she felt sorry for not celebrating his first birthday properly. He didn't understand why that was something to be sorry about. Still, Choi Jeho dutifully called to thank her for giving birth to him.


  There was one more unread message.


  Kang Kiyeon [Happy birthday.]


  It was a congratulatory message from a younger trainee. The message felt random, coming after a Metube link with a video checking in on him from three weeks ago.


  Didn't he congratulate me last year too?


  His memory was hazy. It was too much trouble to scroll up and check, but he thought he had received congratulations from him a few times before.


  Maybe it was because a culture of celebrating each other's birthdays had recently developed. Not long ago, they all celebrated Park Joowoo's birthday together.


  However, when it was his turn to be celebrated, he couldn't help but think, Is this really necessary?


  The new trainee was particularly diligent about celebrating his colleagues' birthdays, but Choi Jeho didn't think he would do the same for his. It seemed like that guy didn't like him very much.


  No one was in the living room. Park Joowoo belatedly opened his door and came out.


  "Morning..."


  "......"


  He suddenly realized that whether by mouth or by finger, he only ever said 'Yeah'. He didn't say anything more since there was nothing to add. People like his noona or Kim Iwol, who said different things every day, were the truly strange ones.


  Choi Jeho headed to the kitchen, lost in useless thoughts. Seaweed soup and rice were set on the table, just like on Jeong Seongbin's birthday. There were more side dishes than usual, too. A small piece of paper was stuck to the empty spot next to the soup bowl.


  You two, make sure to eat before you come - Iwol -


  "Did you see him?"


  "No. I think he already left for work..." Park Joowoo said, looking at the empty chair.


  Choi Jeho sat down at the table without a word.


  

  Kim Iwol, whom he met in the practice room, was the same as always. He struggled with a simple move or spouted strange nonsense.


  "When did you leave?"


  "When the kids were heading to school."


  Even the atmosphere would sink when no one else was around. Kim Iwol was bright and polite to the company staff and gentle with the younger trainees.


  Despite his consistent attitude, Kim Iwol would become strangely gloomy whenever he was left alone with Choi Jeho. He couldn't tell if that was his real personality.


  His outward appearance was the same. It was just what Choi Jeho felt.


  His noona often nagged Choi Jeho, saying that if he kept living like this, he'd grow old without a single friend to his name.


  Choi Miho, whose social circle was even smaller than his noona's, would take his side, but he never felt it was helpful.


  Having never needed friends, Choi Jeho always let her words go in one ear and out the other. So it probably wasn't surprising that Kim Iwol treated him differently from others.


  I get that he doesn't want to get close.


  Then wouldn't it be easier to just not celebrate my birthday at all?


  Kim Iwol's actions made no sense. No one was forcing him, so why go out of his way to do something he didn't want to do? It was just seaweed soup. Was anyone going to cry if he didn't eat it?


  Just then, Jeong Seongbin and Kang Kiyeon arrived from school. Choi Jeho approached Kang Kiyeon, who was filling a plastic bottle at the water cooler, still wearing his backpack.


  "Thanks for the congratulations."


  "Ah... yes."


  After that, neither of them said anything for a long while. Only the sound of dripping water could be heard in the hallway.


  "If you need a drink, go ahead."


  "That's not it."


  Kang Kiyeon gave him a strange look. This happened often, so Choi Jeho paid it no mind and asked.


  "It's about Kim Iwol."


  "......"


  "Doesn't he seem upset?"


  Kang Kiyeon's expression shifted from 'utterly confused' to 'looking at a piece of trash'. Even for Choi Jeho, who was told every year how clueless he was, this much was clear.


  "Is this... are you talking behind his back..."


  Only after hearing the rest of the sentence did Choi Jeho understand the exact problem.


  I must have phrased that weirdly.


  "No. I'm asking if he looks like he's in a bad mood."


  Choi Jeho chose his words carefully, for his standards. It was a huge improvement.


  "Today?" Kang Kiyeon let out a small sigh. "He seems the same as usual."


  It was an answer he couldn't relate to.


  Kang Kiyeon stopped filling his bottle and asked, "Hyung."


  "......"


  "You're not acting like this because Iwol didn't get you a cake, are you?"


  "Am I a kid?"


  Kang Kiyeon looked like he had a lot more to say. However, his mouth didn't open again after that.


  When they returned to the practice room, Kim Iwol unleashed a storm of nagging at Kang Kiyeon. He asked why he was walking around with his bag on, questioning what he'd do if it strained his shoulders. Kang Kiyeon grumbled as he took off his backpack.


  He really does seem to be in a bad mood.


  He was about to ask if his birthday was such an unpleasant occasion for him, but he decided against it. He thought it would just make Kang Kiyeon uncomfortable like before.


  

  Just as Choi Jeho had thought, his birthday passed ordinarily. Aside from the occasional congratulations from those around him, it was no different from any other day.


  "Hyung, are you sure it's okay for me to leave first?"


  "Yeah. Go put on a face mask and sleep."


  Jeong Seongbin hesitated with a look that said, Is this really okay? before saying his goodbyes and leaving. Somehow, only Choi Jeho and Kim Iwol were left in the practice room.


  Choi Jeho sat on the floor, drinking water and watching Kim Iwol.


  Beyond the mirror, Kim Iwol looked alternately at the ceiling and the floor, then let out a sigh.


  "Choi Jeho."


  "......"


  "I'm sorry."


  Kim Iwol apologized out of the blue. His gaze, which had been fixed somewhere in the empty air, was now on him.


  "For what?"


  "Just because."


  He was the type to explain every little thing to the other members even when they didn't ask. Choi Jeho didn't feel the need to press him, so he let it go.


  "If it weren't for me, you could have put more power into the choreography," Kim Iwol said again.


  Choi Jeho didn't really agree. Whether Kim Iwol could dance it or not, Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon wouldn't have compromised. Kang Kiyeon would just push Kim Iwol until he could follow along.


  "You think you're the only trainee who can't dance?" Choi Jeho had said it because he genuinely thought so.


  Kim Iwol gave an awkward laugh. He must have taken it as a form of comfort.


  Just for not taking his harsh words badly, Kim Iwol was a good enough guy. It was a mystery why a guy like him felt indebted to him.


  Since there was nothing to be sorry for, there was no need to receive an apology. So Choi Jeho didn't add any unnecessary comments to Kim Iwol's apology.


  

  As he punched in the door code and entered, the kitchen light was on. He could hear voices too.


  Is someone still awake? Kim Iwol is going to say something.


  However, no ominous aura came from Kim Iwol, who followed behind him. Instead, his expression was calm, as if he already knew.


  "Hyung! Welcome back!" Lee Cheonghyeon greeted Choi Jeho.


  It was almost midnight, but the other guys came out one after another, following Lee Cheonghyeon.


  "Hyung, this is..." Park Joowoo, who came out last, held a small cake with lit candles.


  "You guys aren't asleep?"


  "Shouldn't you thank your dongsaengs first, Jeho," Kim Iwol chided from behind him. His voice wasn't sharp.


  "Before that, can we blow out the candles? The wax is going to drip on the cake," Kang Kiyeon pointed out.


  Everyone hurriedly sang the happy birthday song in the entryway. They could have just blown them out, but everyone was making a fuss.


  Once they gathered at the table, Jeong Seongbin cut the cake. It was a small cake to begin with, so dividing it into six pieces didn't leave much for anyone.


  Isn't there a weight check the day after tomorrow?


  It was the first time he had ever felt disappointed about a weigh-in. He didn't think he usually cared at all.


  Just as he was about to finish his plate, an untouched slice of cake was passed to him from the side. Kim Iwol held out his plate.


  "I don't really like sweets."


  Kim Iwol beat him to the punch before he could even ask why he wasn't eating. It did seem like Kim Iwol wouldn't like a rich chocolate cake. He could still remember him saying that one should always be wary of excessive sugar intake.


  "Should we have bought a different cake...?" Jeong Seongbin, holding the cake knife, looked between Choi Jeho and Kim Iwol with a troubled expression.


  Kim Iwol answered nonchalantly. "You should buy what the birthday boy likes. I was the one who suggested we get chocolate."


  "I don't mind either way."


  "Well, I mind. I can't eat chocolate. You eat a lot."


  "Why can't you eat chocolate?"


  "I'm sensitive to caffeine."


  Lee Cheonghyeon, who sat across from him, chimed in, "It must be severe if you can't even eat chocolate, let alone coffee."


  Perhaps feeling the topic was focusing on him, Kim Iwol changed the subject.


  You should buy something the recipient likes.


  Choi Jeho had never once thought that way. He couldn't find a reason for both parties to get tired out when they could just not exchange gifts in the first place.


  Watching Kim Iwol take the initiative to do such a troublesome thing made him feel as if he were living his own life wrong.


  "Why are you staring at me like that?" Kim Iwol, who was sensitive to others' gazes, noticed right away and asked.


  Choi Jeho brushed it off, saying it was nothing.


  Kim Iwol, who had been staring intently at Choi Jeho, ruffled his hair roughly.


  "Sigh... what glory was I hoping to achieve by doing this."


  "What's with you all of a sudden?"


  Without a word of reply, Kim Iwol went into his room. A moment later, he kicked the door open and came out with an envelope in his hand.


  "......"


  "......"


  "Birthday present." Kim Iwol held out a crisp gift certificate envelope with a department store logo on it.


  "Why are you giving me this?"


  "It's a birthday present, I told you." Kim Iwol shook the envelope, urging him to take it quickly.


  The envelope, which he reluctantly took, was completely uncreased.


  "When's your birthday?"


  "It passed."


  Kim Iwol didn't say any more. The guy just gulped down cold water.


  I have no idea what Kim Iwol is trying to do.


  Whether he wanted to keep his distance or get along to some extent. Because of Kim Iwol, he found himself agonizing over a problem he had never considered in his entire life.


  "That apology from before."


  And Choi Jeho wasn't considerate enough to fathom the complicated feelings of the troubled-looking Kim Iwol.


  "Was it because you felt forced to celebrate my birthday?"


  He didn't know the first thing about beating around the bush.


  Kim Iwol's dark eyes turned to Choi Jeho. However, it was only for a moment. His gaze quickly shifted away.


  "If I were forcing myself, I would've used a different method. I'm an expert when it comes to celebrating birthdays."


  "If not, then fine." Choi Jeho turned the envelope over in his hands. "Thanks."


  To the very end, Kim Iwol didn't glance at Choi Jeho's meaningless fidgeting. He guessed that just as there were easy-to-read people, there were also people like Kim Iwol.


  Since they'd be spending a lot of time together after their debut anyway, Choi Jeho decided to just maintain their current relationship. It wasn't a bad relationship, after all.


  Thinking that was enough, Choi Jeho went to bed.


  Chapter 371: Broadcast Schedule (1)


  'Exclusive Report' did not match the level of IDC, but it still boasted a whirlwind plot. The story twisted when it finally revealed the true objective of Cheon Yunseong, who had constantly pushed the protagonists into crisis with his money and power.


  Outwardly, Cheon Yunseong followed the group's orders, but he secretly worked for a greater cause. He vowed to one day bring down the Cheonju Group with his own hands.


  The scene filmed today depicted a sharp confrontation. Cheon Yunseong faced the protagonists, who had lost their families while he waited for the right moment. Aware of a shadow unknown even to them, Cheon Yunseong declared he would overlook necessary sacrifices to eradicate the problem's root.


  While memorizing my lines, I empathized more easily with the protagonists than with Cheon Yunseong.


  Who could dare justify the harm someone has suffered?


  It might be a cowardly choice, but if it were me, I would have stayed far away from this problem, even if it meant giving up everything.


  Nevertheless, my role was Cheon Yunseong, not Gong Jichan. I had a duty to understand and embody the character. I mulled over Cheon Yunseong's lines until they felt worn. They belonged to a man born with everything, yet none of it was his. He knew he could not rely on public authority and had never been able to make his own choices.


  I recalled my experience as a deprived child in a financially stable family. I remembered how violence in a seemingly stable home is easily ignored, and the days I spent just trying to survive.


  Dredging up old emotions felt unpleasant. However, it added a layer of realism to the character of Cheon Yunseong. After much time, I finally understood why Cheon Yunseong did not choose the single option of running away.


  All that remained was to convince the audience of Cheon Yunseong's actions.


  I embraced the heavy responsibility and closed the script.


  

  Haneulchae.


  The small diner that had shown kindness to Chairman Cheon in the past, when he didn't even have money for a single meal after pouring his entire fortune into his business, had transformed into the high-end Korean restaurant it was today with the Chairman's full support after his success. It was a monumental place for the Cheonju Group, one that Chairman Cheon visited whenever there was a happy occasion. At the same time, for Cheon Yunseong to be summoned to Haneulchae when the Chairman was displeased meant that someone had to die.


  Cheon Yunseong had invited Ham Iseo and Gong Jichan to this very place. Knowing Haneulchae's significance, both had left wills at home before coming to meet Cheon Yunseong.


  Following instructions from Cheon Yunseong's secretary, Director Go, they handed over their phones. They entered the innermost room, where Cheon Yunseong greeted them with a smile.


  "We meet again, two people who aren't exactly happy to see each other."


  "......"


  "Won't you sit?" Cheon Yunseong offered with a smile. Ham Iseo and Gong Jichan sat side-by-side across from him.


  In the silent room, only the sound of Cheon Yunseong sipping tea echoed. Steam rose from the teacup like incense.


  "How is it? Searching for secrets others don't know."


  "......"


  "Is it fun?"


  "......"


  Ham Iseo grew furious at Cheon Yunseong's shameless attitude after his evil acts.


  "After killing people?"


  "Such scary words, Ham Iseo."


  Neither Ham Iseo nor Gong Jichan could corner Cheon Yunseong with the evidence they had gathered. If Cheon Yunseong knew they had a weakness to exploit, he would surely take action. Facing their families' enemy, who lived well and flaunted his wealth, all the two could do was suppress their anger.


  "How can you do these things and still wear a human face?"


  "What exactly do you mean by 'these things'?"


  "The way you operate under a benevolent image, using dirty tricks to get rid of any person or company that gets in your way of making money."


  Even when lumped in with trashy reporters and cursed at, Ham Iseo had only ever written articles she could be proud of. To Ham Iseo, who had lived her whole life with her head held high, Cheon Yunseong's behavior was all the more incomprehensible.


  "You value faith quite highly, Ham Iseo." Cheon Yunseong remained composed before the indignant Ham Iseo. His gaze shifted to Gong Jichan.


  "That's what he says, Gong Jichan."


  "......"


  "Ham Iseo, are you aware that Gong Jichan was once a member of the Cheonju Group?"


  Ham Iseo's eyes widened. Cheon Yunseong kept his eyes on Gong Jichan, who could only stare at his own tightly clenched fists.


  Cheon Yunseong smiled brightly at Ham Iseo. He then leisurely savored the expression on Ham Iseo's face, who must have felt betrayed by the colleague she trusted most.


  "What is this..." Ham Iseo looked back and forth between Cheon Yunseong and Gong Jichan. Gong Jichan's silence was his answer.


  A dizzying feeling struck her, as if she had been hit on the back of the head. A trembling rage at being deceived washed over her.


  Gong Jichan managed to speak to the seemingly explosive Ham Iseo. "When we get out of here... I'll explain everything."


  "You say that as if you can get out." Cheon Yunseong seized the opening. "You called it a company of murderers, didn't you? That we get rid of anything in our way with dirty tricks."


  "Are you threatening us?"


  "No, I'm just curious. How you could possibly think you'd walk out of here safely when you're in front of a man you suspect of murder."


  Cheon Yunseong leaned back firmly against his chair. His head turned toward the wide-open window.


  "You came here knowing what kind of place Haneulchae is, right?"


  "......"


  "It's a really nice place, you know. Maybe because it's old, but there's a smell coming from here and there."


  "......"


  "Especially from that pond."


  "......"


  The pair gasped. Cheon Yunseong watched his guests' reactions with a smile.


  "I'll have to tell them to clean up properly. This won't do for a place where we host our valued guests."


  Cheon Yunseong was the Cheonju Group's cleaner. He never entrusted cleaning to others, so his comment about the pond was no mere joke.


  "To think you'd get scared by a single word. What guts did you have to mess with the Cheonju Group? You even wrote wills, so I thought your resolve was tragic, but it's disappointing to see it's below expectations."


  "We did it because it had to be done," Gong Jichan said. "It wasn't a matter of whether to do it or not."


  "Starting something you can't handle is just stubbornness and arrogance." Cheon Yunseong's gaze changed. An overwhelming pressure that could freeze a person's body just by meeting his eyes dominated the room.


  Ham Iseo broke through the pressure with her own strength. "Is it arrogance for people like us to challenge you, but a great cause for you, Cheon Yunseong?"


  Gong Jichan looked at Ham Iseo, as if asking what she was talking about. However, Ham Iseo's eyes were fixed solely on Cheon Yunseong.


  Cheon Yunseong laughed as if he found it absurd.


  "Ham Iseo."


  "......"


  "Who do you think you're threatening right now?"


  "I know you have one. The list of victims." Ham Iseo did not back down. It was information she had discovered just before coming here, which she had not even shared with Gong Jichan.


  "For someone who claims faith is important, you don't seem to trust even your own colleague," Cheon Yunseong said with a smile. His eyes, however, were cold and sunken.

"It seems you were planning to release it when the time was right."


  "Your deduction skills are extraordinary. Why couldn't you figure out that you're interfering with my work?"


  "Why should I have to?"

Ham Iseo's father was murdered while Cheon Yunseong waited for the 'right time'.


  Bulging veins on his neck and trembling hands revealed Ham Iseo's raw emotion. Gong Jichan, who shared the same pain, could not say a word.


  "A businessman and an individual are bound to differ in this regard."


  "What are you trying to say?"


  "I'm saying you can't uproot the problem if you get emotional over a few deaths. As a businessman, I'm enduring minimal sacrifices for maximum profit."


  "What did you say?"


  "Ham Iseo." Watching Ham Iseo shoot up from her seat, Cheon Yunseong asked in a calm tone, "In matters related to the Cheonju Group, can you exert more influence than I can, Ham Iseo?"


  "Of course...!"


  "Didn't you write a will because you know you could disappear without a trace at my word? What can you do with that pathetic power? Do you think the Cheonju Group can't even bury an article?"


  An irrefutable reality crashed down on Ham Iseo. Since Gong Jichan was an insider, if the Cheonju Group dismissed their claims as 'malicious rumors spread by a disgruntled former employee', public opinion would quickly turn in the group's favor.


  "...What is it you want to say?" Gong Jichan opened his mouth. The two men's gazes clashed in mid-air.


  "From the moment you leave here, do nothing."


  "......"


  "Keep your mouths shut and live like you're dead. Don't get caught in my sight, let alone the Cheonju Group's."


  As soon as he finished speaking, the sliding door opened and Director Go appeared. On the wooden plate Director Go placed on the table lay two cell phones.


  "The voice recorder will be useless. You came knowing this room is treated to prevent recordings, right?" Cheon Yunseong pushed the plate toward the two of them.


  "Take them."


  With a hand trembling from a myriad of emotions, Ham Iseo picked up her phone.


  Gong Jichan, who was checking his phone beside him, suddenly snapped his head up. Cheon Yunseong offered a gentle smile.


  "Seamless, isn't it?"


  At Cheon Yunseong's words, Ham Iseo hurriedly checked her phone's serial number. A different set of numbers was listed than the device number he had last checked.


  The number was the same, and the contacts were the same. No text message announced a new activation. No messenger app sent a login notification, and yet, while they talked, everything had been transferred. In the process, every conversation Ham Iseo and Gong Jichan had and all the data they saved had been wiped. The moment made things like personal verification or ARS connections seem laughable. Could an individual ever win against Cheon Yunseong, who exerted his influence even in this small way just to control them?


  "Get home safely. We've taken care of the wills, so don't bother looking for them."


  Behind the brightly smiling Cheon Yunseong, the black pond glittered under the moonlight. Ham Iseo and Gong Jichan fled Haneulchae as if they had been chased out.


  Chapter 372: Broadcast Schedule (2)


  "Good work!"


  "You've all worked so hard!"


  The long, suffocating scene was finally over. The moment I heard "cut," I repeatedly swept a hand down my chest in relief. The angry Ham Iseo was terrifying.


  I heard one of Cheon Yunseong's lines was cut because it might not pass the censors. The line was, "Pushing two people into a pond and burying them would be nothing." It was a horrifying thing to witness. I worried that only more terrifying things were to come.


  "Mr. Iwol, you worked hard!"


  "You all worked so hard. Thanks to you, sunbaes, we filmed this scene well too!"


  "Well, Cheon Yunseong did all the work today."


  So Saeyeong waved her hand dismissively. She had to lead the entire drama, so my part was probably minuscule from her perspective. Still, her praise for my small contribution and her professional demeanor reminded me of Manager Ahn.


  I wonder if Manager Ahn is doing well.


  He was a good person, a talent far too precious for a place like Hanpyeong Industries. It was a shame things turned out this way before I could repay him for his help.


  In this timeline, Manager Ahn should be working at some company. I hoped his workplace was among the things that had changed with my regression.


  

  As preparations for the position battle began, people came and went from the dorm every day. It was like Gangnam Station during rush hour.


  When one guy left, another came in. Two guys would leave, and only one would return. One day, three guys who had gone to handle separate schedules came back together, saying they had met at the entrance.


  I wasn't too worried about Kang Kiyeon's side. He was in the same group as Blider and seemed well-liked because of his extremely respectful attitude.


  The fact that Kang Kiyeon had shoulders that wouldn't lose out anywhere also played a part. Surviving next to the original door-sized idols wouldn't have been easy with just any physique.


  While Kang Kiyeon may be the shortest in spArk, he was generally above average. Fortunately, his partner was a similar height.


  Jeong Seongbin was paired with Parthe. The image of him awkwardly exchanging numbers with Mr. Han Gawoon after filming was still vivid in my mind.


  "How are the competition preparations? Is it going well?"


  I approached Jeong Seongbin, who was making unsalted popcorn as always, and asked.


  "Of course. My sunbae is taking great care of me."


  "Is that so?"


  His face had good color, so it didn't seem like he was just saying that.


  "I'm more worried about the reaction today..."


  Jeong Seongbin smiled bitterly. The first broadcast of IDC Season 2 was just around the corner.


  Ever since the first competition recruited a live audience, the online communities had been in turmoil. A seed of doubt, once planted, spread silently, piercing through the defensive barrier of non-disclosure agreements.


  ≫ Why are people saying Parthe copied spArk??


  I mean, I could see it the other way around, but I don't think Parthe has any reason to do that


  └ I think they're saying Parthe copied spArk's IDC Season 1, but I'm not sure


  ≫ It hasn't aired yet so I'm not saying anything but


  If it was just me feeling weird, whatever, but if everyone's feeling it? That's suspicious enough, right?


  └ For sure, the Sparklers who went to the recording are sharpening their knives...ㅋㅋㅋㅠㅠㅠ


  └ What was the atmosphere like there??


  └└ Worse than getting a bucket of cold water thrown on you


  └└└ After their stage ended, people were murmuring everywhere...


  One time could be a coincidence. Having gone through so many ups and downs in a short period, the Sparklers never jumped to conclusions. They had likely learned that there was nothing to be gained from a preemptive strike when the damage wasn't clear.


  Sadly, the Sparklers were about to find out that their ominous premonition was not wrong.


  ≫ Parthe S2 first broadcast outfits vs spArk S1 first broadcast outfits


  Am I the only one who thinks they look similar????


  └ spArk's stage outfits are even more similar...


  └ Ah, you're right;;;


  ≫ You guys are being so extra, for real


  Like they're the only ones who can wear white t-shirts and jeans


  └ Acting like they have a monopoly on 'youth'... Did they really have to pick an 'artist you want to see again'~ Honestly, it's so lame. There's a clear winner, so why bring back a lower-ranked team~~


  ≫ Is it normal to be this pissed off from the first episode


  When the reviews from the first round recording came out, I thought maybe we were just misunderstanding a few overlapping items because we have a grudge against them~ but nope, the possibility of it being a fact just shot up


  └ Just look at how the points people said felt weird in the reviews are exactly the same... When a coincidence repeats, it's a plan...


  ≫ I wish Sparklers would stop being so overly invested


  Kim Iwol isn't the only producing member among idols, and countless idols succeeded with a refreshing concept before spArk, but the way they media play like they're the one and only self-produced group is so cringe, for real


  └ Oh, if you're cringing so hard then turn off your phone. No one is screaming at you, "Please watch spArk's journey!!!"


  └ Yeah, Iwol isn't the only producing member among idols. So who does the planning in Parthe? Surely the rapper isn't just taking dictation for his lyrics and still calling it self-produced, right?


  └ ㅋㅋㅋspArk wasn't the first to do a refreshing concept, right, but didn't Parthe say they wouldn't do a refreshing concept? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ That they had no intention of doing an obvious concept^^


  "It's already a mess."


  At my words, everyone laughed awkwardly. The reaction wasn't unexpected, so no one was particularly surprised or flustered.


  We set aside the chaotic real-time reactions and checked the main broadcast. The sets were definitely prettier, which made the visuals much better.


  spArk stood out remarkably, dressed in hanboks on a set decorated like a grand palace. Sitting on chairs with traditional patterns, dressed in orange and white hanboks, they looked like snow-covered ripe persimmons hanging from a tree in an old palace garden.


  Competition program sets are often dark, so we had kept spArk's outfit colors in a bright palette since Season 1. I felt it was a good choice.


  We had put so much effort into preventing spArk from blending into the background.


  If they're going to copy something like that without a second thought... it's infuriating.


  A scoff escaped me as I watched Parthe perform. They performed a bright, rearranged version of their debut song, which was originally intended for concert encores, not the well-known original version.


  When a group interview cut was cross-edited in, where they claimed to have worked hard with their original intentions in mind, I couldn't even manage a scoff.


  I could see Mr. Han Gawoon over Song Minil's shoulder, who held the microphone. Mr. Han Gawoon wore a faint smile but said nothing during the opening or the interview.


  Is their internal atmosphere bad?


  From what I'd felt when we shared a waiting room, the members didn't seem to get along well. It seemed Mr. Han Gawoon had been cleaning up after Song Minil since their trainee days, so perhaps he was a little tired of it.


  I glanced back and forth between Mr. Han Gawoon on the screen and Jeong Seongbin sitting next to me.


  I didn't think Jeong Seongbin would lie.


  But I would have to keep my attention on Jeong Seongbin, at least until the position battle was over.


  

  Life is a bitch...


  At the end of her struggle, Baek Haewon closed her textbook. For three straight hours, Baek Haewon had done nothing but homework, without a moment to watch the IDC broadcast.


  This was the first time she was so grateful that a survival program aired so shamelessly late at night. If it hadn't, Baek Haewon would have had to watch spArk's stage for the first time on the shuttle bus tomorrow morning.


  She could watch the opening on replay. However, she could not forgive herself for seeing the stage later than everyone else. That single-minded determination had kept Baek Haewon glued to her chair until now.


  After battling her own fiery inner self, Baek Haewon finally finished her homework. Now it was time for a sweet reward.


  She hurriedly turned on her computer. One team had just finished their performance.


  『Blider sunbaes are so cool...』


  『Really. Their power is on another level.』


  A shot of Park Joowoo and Jeong Seongbin clapping and admiring them appeared on screen. Their fluffy and cute appearance, like cotton bolls in a snowy field, made Baek Haewon's heart pound.


  After getting so much flak, they finally spent some money on the set.


  The background of traditional Korean window lattices and colorful patterns was bright and pretty. In Season 1, they had locked the boys up in something that looked like a cave. She could taste the flavor of success.


  『Now for the final performance. spArk, please get ready!』


  Yuur announced, pointing to the stage. It was already the last one. The world was so unfair.


  However, the hem of Kim Iwol's durumagi, brushing past his neat footsteps, cleanly swept away Baek Haewon's despair.


  How could his ankle look so sexy when he was wearing a hanbok and not a suit? Not a single flaw was visible. She really couldn't understand it.


  Moreover, the members had unfamiliar in-ears. They were custom-made!


  We begged them to let us send fan gifts, but they wouldn't accept any!


  Tears of joy welled up. Don't all fans want their idols to have everything that everyone else has?


  What were their boys lacking that they had to perform live without their own dedicated in-ears? If spArk had been a group that accepted fan gifts, Baek Haewon would have organized a hundred events. Even then, it was obvious all the Sparklers would have been defeated by Kim Iwol's insistence!


  The song was completely unexpected given their outfits, but it was still good. Sparklers had an underlying belief that spArk would, of course, do well. This was an unparalleled source of pride for the fans.


  Kang Kiyeon, wearing a white mask, walked out in time with the sound of a gayageum. 『With List』 played with traditional Korean instruments was quite novel.


  And above all...


  Korean dance Kiyeon is here...


  ...she could finally witness the legendary Korean dance Kang Kiyeon, which had only been passed down through rumors. It was the first time she had ever related so deeply to the saying that one could die without any regrets.


  How much had Baek Haewon envied and been jealous of Kang Kiyeon's middle school classmates all this time?


  When the faint orange light fell upon Kang Kiyeon's pale skin beneath the white mask, she felt for a moment as if she had departed from this world.


  The hem of his clothes flowed gracefully yet moved with clear precision, proving the fluidity of his movements.


  Mom, I guess I did study non-literary texts hard. My vocabulary has grown.


  Her internal admiration was short-lived.


  The mask, removed with a clean motion, burned away at Kang Kiyeon's fingertips. The corners of Kang Kiyeon's mouth lifted into a cool smile.


  『Are you ready to party perfectly?』


  An effects video that looked like flying embers appeared behind the members.


  The red lights shining down on the studio's black background, the flame effects, and spArk in their white hanboks dancing slowly amidst it all reminded her of a very familiar scene.


  It's Nakhwanori.


  It was a traditional event reposted many times on SNS as a local festival one should visit at least once.


  The spectacular photos of setting fire to pre-made pillars while moving on boats on a river at night were being recreated right there.


  Chapter 373: An Ardent Fan (1)


  ≫ Thanks, guys. I don't think I need to go see the firework festival.


  The world has gotten so much better. They even film a traditional festival in close-up like this.


  └ You crazy person, what a glorious return.


  └ Ha, I really was just going to take a quick peek and leave, but the boys... this is truly a modern interpretation of traditional culture, isn't it? Haha, really.


  Baek Haewon forgot her fight with Naos, Parthe's fandom, and reveled in a moment of happiness. The real-time content was a rare treat, more savory than the tteokbokki she ate yesterday.


  It was strange that spArk had taken second place. Looking at the rankings, Baek Haewon could only guess that some mind games were involved.


  Getting stoned in the beginning of the program was enough with just Season 1. She had also learned that the people who needed to know would understand anyway. Baek Haewon thought the current development was not bad at all.


  Just don't get exploited, guys.


  I love that you do your best in everything, but I hope you don't get all the good stuff sucked out of you too quickly!


  She did not know if her earnest wish would reach them, but the boys on the screen looked happy, which was a relief.


  

  I read the comments, which were half heartwarming and half strange, until my eyes felt like they would fall out. It was already 3 AM. I should get to sleep. I could not help but keep reading, thinking about how chaotic it would become in three weeks on the competition broadcast day.


  As I was about to charge my warm phone, the door lock opened from outside. The only one who had not returned to the dorm yet was Jeong Seongbin.


  "You're back?"


  "Yes. You're not asleep?"


  "I was just about to."


  Jeong Seongbin looked at me with disbelief, then gathered his clothes and headed for the bathroom. A moment later, he returned to the room, steaming as warmly as my phone.


  "Do you have a moment?" Jeong Seongbin asked, glancing at me cautiously.


  "It's probably too late, right? Tomorrow, when you have time..."


  "It's fine. Totally possible. I'm open 24 hours."


  "I'd appreciate it if you were closed for at least 8 hours!"


  Despite his playful banter, Jeong Seongbin sat down quietly on his bed.


  "It's nothing major, but I was wondering if I could get some advice on how to conduct myself."


  "You, from me?"


  "......"


  "You're doing impeccably well. I'm curious what's bothering you."


  "If you keep praising us, we'll get spoiled."


  "Not just anyone can afford to get spoiled."


  Jeong Seongbin laughed, probably thinking it was a joke. I was serious, though. No matter how recklessly people try to live, there are those who can cross the line and those who cannot.


  "Go ahead and tell me. I'll try to listen objectively."


  The story that followed had three main points.


  First, Han Gawoon of Parthe took really good care of him.


  Second, although he had negative feelings about the group Parthe, he felt grateful for Han Gawoon's character.


  Third, he found himself reflecting on whether having such thoughts was arrogant or deceptive to the fans.


  Have I been pushing him too hard to keep his distance from Parthe?


  I've made the kid overthink things. I learned during my daycare experience that an adult's anxiety is directly transmitted to children, so I have to be careful!


  "It's something to be thankful for that your senior is taking good care of you. You don't need to deliberately ignore your grateful feelings because of my words or the general atmosphere."


  "Is that so..."


  Jeong Seongbin gave a bitter smile. Since the fandoms were having an emotional war, it must have been hard for him to fully accept my words.


  "The reason I told you to keep your distance from the seniors was because I was worried you'd end up in a difficult situation with interpersonal relationships after debuting at such a young age. Now, I trust that you'll talk things out if you need help, so I'm not that worried anymore."


  In the past, most of them would have run away or suffered in silence, but the current spArk was mentally quite healthy.


  Even if a problem arose where I could not see it, they would tell me right away. It meant I did not need to watch over these guys as much as I did when they were trainees. After all, Jeong Seongbin himself was opening up to me on his own.


  One thing that bothered me was Han Gawoon's position.


  From what Jeong Seongbin said, it seemed Han Gawoon was living like an isolated island within his team. He could not face Jeong Seongbin because he knew about the MY TH concept copy better than anyone.


  This was the problem when the one in charge did something stupid. Only the conscientious subordinates were put in a difficult position.


  No matter how much Han Gawoon might have opposed it, could he escape the guilt of doing something so rotten once it was actually carried out? The way this industry worked was just so toxic.


  "Why would being concerned be meddling? It's because you're a good person, Seongbin. There's no need to think you're overstepping. As for the fans, we just need to show them we're doing our jobs well."


  For a good thirty minutes, I soothed and placated Jeong Seongbin. The variety of people he would meet in his life was immense. I did not want him to get stressed out over a decent person for no reason.


  Fortunately, Jeong Seongbin lay down on his bed after thanking me for listening to his worries.


  I could see from his expression that his worries had eased considerably.


  So as not to disturb him, I also fumbled with my blanket and lay down.


  However, sleep would not come. Han Gawoon's face floated before my eyes. He was a person whose situation was pitiful, but with whom I could never get close.


  If the other party had been Berion, I would have been able to empathize with Jeong Seongbin much more.


  It was a different issue from whether we were acquainted or not. It was also separate from my dislike of Parthe.


  I was uncomfortable with Han Gawoon.


  He was a person with a kind heart, who knew how to feel sorry even as he had a negative influence on his surroundings against his will.


  Han Gawoon resembled Seong Silhan, the character he played in 'Act On'...


  [Unni, the cup holder came out so well in person! The whole world needs to know about your golden hands ㅠㅠ]


  ...and he was just like Nam Jooah.


  

  Assistant Manager Kim, come to my desk for a moment.


  I remembered Manager Nam calling me over when it had not even been a week since I joined the company.


  On Manager Nam's monitor was the face of a celebrity I had never seen before.


  My kid says she needs to remove the yellow tint from this photo, and it's frustrating to see her struggling for hours with something that doesn't even look that hard.


  Manager Nam's affection for his precious only daughter was famous within the company.


  They say his daughter was frail when she was young. That's why he dotes on her so much. He's anxious that he can't do every single thing for her, from one to ten.


  He won't even let her fold her own laundry once. He lets her do whatever she wants.


  At first, helping with his personal tasks was not entirely uncomfortable.


  It was partly because I was naive about the ways of the world, but also because I thought, So this is what a father's love is like.


  I wondered if it would have been nice for my sister to have a father like that. I did so even though I knew that adults acting family-oriented on the outside was not always the truth.


  The favor did not end as just a favor. Manager Nam did not want to make his daughter do a single troublesome thing. He wanted her, who would be left alone after he and his wife died, to get a good enough job to support herself without much hardship.


  To achieve that, Nam Jooah had to devote all of her non-existent stamina to studying.


  You hired another tutor?


  My kid doesn't have the stamina to go to an academy. It's breaking my back, but what can I do? A father has to do at least this much.


  Didn't you say you were just going to have her prepare for the civil service exam?


  Haven't you seen the articles about civil servants suffering because of malicious complainants? My Jua would collapse if she did that. The kid is weak-hearted.


  Manager Nam, who was not wealthy enough to leave her a huge inheritance, did his best for Nam Jooah within his means.


  However, being a man of limited means, he squeezed what he could not save. He did so by thoroughly exploiting his personal connections. After all, there was a limit to the money Manager Nam could spend on his daughter.


  Everyone in the office thought such affection was suffocating, but Nam Jooah was a dutiful daughter. She easily shattered the prejudice that she would be selfish because she was raised with care. They said she was cheerful and affectionate, had smooth relationships with her peers, and took the initiative in things she could do.


  Whenever it was about to be forgotten, a story would surface about how she, now an adult, was doing her best for her hardworking, caring father.


  Perhaps Nam Jooah thought she should not rebel against such immense affection.


  Manager Nam's love for his daughter, who never rebelled like other kids and seemed to have skipped puberty entirely, deepened with each passing day.


  Assistant Manager Kim, you know how to edit videos, right?


  Only the basics.


  Watch a few idol videos and study up. The company supports employee training expenses, right? I'll approve it, so sign up for an online editing course and watch it in your spare time after work.


  The affection born from delusion turned into an order for me, his subordinate, to do it for her, since his own daughter did not have the time for 'things like this'.


  Won't your daughter find it strange?


  I'll just say I asked an acquaintance to do it. I did that last time, too.


  Even though Assistant Manager Hwang took my side, it had no effect. As if angered that I had dared to talk back, Manager Nam showed his displeasure, so I stepped in and stopped Assistant Manager Hwang.


  I did not know how much he told her he paid this 'acquaintance'. Seeing how the requests were getting more and more complex, I could only assume the manager had gone home and boasted quite a bit.


  The demands grew increasingly specific. Manager Nam, who had been relaying the messages, eventually just forwarded Nam Jooah's emails to me. Among my unread emails, I would automatically swallow hard whenever I saw the 'FW:' tag.


  She's a middle schooler, not a child, Assistant Manager. Students are so polite when they're fangirling. There's no way she doesn't know this is an abuse of power.


  Assistant Manager Song, who had experience liking idols, said so. She added that among fans, they actually acknowledge each other's hard work. It was strange to treat that dedication as unpaid labor, instead of being grateful for making their boys look good and promoting them.


  Not only was there no reason for me to contact Nam Jooah, but I also felt that doing so would just lead directly to more overtime, so I did not try anything new.


  On one of those days when I was being worn down to a husk, a special snack arrived at the office.


  Assistant Manager, have a snack.


  It was not the dried pollack or nut bars that no one touched and were piled up in the break room, but a set of high-end baked goods. One box contained madeleines, and the other financiers, with at least ten of each.


  What's the occasion for snacks?


  Since there was no reason for wedding favors to arrive, Assistant Manager Hwang cautiously explained it to me as I glanced around.


  .....Apparently, the manager's daughter sent them. For her dad's colleagues to eat.


  The source was such that I could not possibly bring myself to eat the snacks. No wonder both Assistant Manager Hwang and Assistant Manager Song had not touched them.


  I said it was fine and deliberately picked up a madeleine. I did not want to make others feel awkward because of me.


  Assistant Manager Kim, throw this out.


  Conversely, Manager Nam did not want to see me at ease. He hastily called me over, shaking a large shopping bag that seemed to have held the snack boxes.


  Even though every desk had a trash can, it was always my job to throw out bulky trash or smelly food waste.


  I put down the snack I had picked up and went over to Manager Nam.


  Inside the shopping bag was a small envelope.


  I could not just carelessly throw something like this away, not knowing when or where a tirade might come flying at me. I tucked the shopping bag under one arm and opened the envelope.


  A handwritten letter, far beyond my expectations, emerged from inside.


  Unni, hello! This is Nam Jooah!


  I've only ever sent emails through my dad, so this is my first time sending a letter!


  It was a message from Nam Jooah to her fangirling mate, Kim Iwol, whom she happened to get to know through the connection of her working in her dad's department.


  Chapter 374: A Passionate Fan (2)


  Reading the start of the letter, I understood why Nam Jooah called me 'Unni'.


  I can't tell you how surprised I was to hear someone in Dad's department likes spArk. I heard you've been a fan since their debut, just like me. Is that right?


  It was amazing just hearing about you. When he said you enjoy running a fan account, I knew you must be an incredible 'golden hands'.


  (In my eyes, you're the best golden hands, Unni. No Sparkler edits photos as well as you!)


  He just spun a convenient lie.


  The Kim Iwol in the letter was a woman in her twenties with a peculiar way of being a fan. She supposedly loved spArk but was too busy with her real life. She hoped Nam Jooah would take over uploading content or managing the fan account.


  Manager Nam couldn't have known about commissions or fan accounts. He probably just played along with his daughter's conversation, saying something like, 'Dad can find out if someone at work likes the same idol.' He was the type of man who prided himself on being a friend to his daughter.


  I could picture him boasting he would ask for her, claiming a coworker shared her hobby.


  Maybe Nam Jooah misunderstood because Manager Nam never mentioned a gender. Or maybe he lied, thinking it was weird for a man to like a famous idol group. Either way, my identity was twisted. I was now supposedly a longtime fan of a male idol group, which was completely false.


  Anyone could see the story made no sense, but Nam Jooah seemed to believe it without a doubt.


  Who would edit a video and create dozens of GIFs every week for a stranger and an idol they didn't care about? It was understandable she thought it was only possible 'because the other person also has affection for them'.


  This was probably why Manager Nam didn't give Nam Jooah my email address. He had to forward her emails himself after deleting her name as the sender.


  I just went along with it, thinking he was worried about his daughter.


  How long did Manager Nam plan to deceive Nam Jooah? His attempt to escape with a quick lie was both ridiculous and pathetic, and I, dragged into his sloppy scheme, felt not just pathetic, but insignificant.


  Dad said he's always compensating you properly, Unni, but adults his age tend to skimp on payment for your trouble... and you put in too much effort for it to be just about money. That's why I wanted to thank you separately.


  She wrote that she bought two boxes so I wouldn't feel awkward. I could share one, but I should definitely take the other home for myself.


  He must have been so displeased. To Manager Nam, Assistant Manager Kim was just a young guy doing simple side tasks, not someone needing special care. He couldn't have smiled so nonchalantly if he knew his kind daughter's gift was an expensive snack for a middle schooler to buy.


  Everyone tells me I'm so lucky. They ask how I found a benefactor like you, Unni~. I think so too. That's why I show off the new pics you give me everywhere ㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  Unni, do you really have no plans to make your own account? People are just waiting for you to create one!


  Manager Nam and Nam Jooah both made my life difficult, yet Nam Jooah called me her benefactor.


  It would have been better if she were just an immature kid. If she were arrogant and rude like her father, I could have just thought, 'I hope she grows up to be a decent adult,' and I wouldn't have felt so upset.


  Still, Unni, please take care of your health while you work!


  How could I hate a kid who believed my actions came from pure goodwill? She only acted this way because she didn't know the situation, especially since I knew this was her only outlet.


  When you know exactly who is at fault, your anger should be aimed only at that person. That's what an adult would do, even if your heart feels impossibly conflicted.


  What're you doing, standing in the way? Manager Nam asked. His gaze fell on the letter in my hand.


  It was in the shopping bag, I explained. I was just checking if I shouldn't throw it away.


  Who opens someone else's trash looking for personal information? Give it here!


  Manager Nam snatched the letter. He shoved me with his shoulder as he passed, grumbling.


  Aigo, what am I supposed to do with a good-for-nothing who can't even throw out the trash properly.


  I thought nothing was more ridiculous than how a father and daughter could have such different evaluations of the same person.


  Lying in bed, I quietly mulled over my memories.


  Am I seeing Nam Jooah in Mr. Han Gawoon?


  Neither Mr. Han Gawoon nor Nam Jooah had done anything wrong. In fact, they were good-natured.


  However, their circumstances made others view them unfavorably. I worried I would end up developing bad feelings toward them, no matter how hard I tried not to.


  I don't want to resent an innocent person.


  Hating someone takes energy, and you can't ignore the guilt if the other person isn't truly bad. My mind would keep saying, 'That person is innocent.' I wasn't shameless enough to ignore that voice.


  Once I decided how to treat Mr. Han Gawoon, maybe I could also sort out my unresolved feelings for Nam Jooah.


  I recalled hugging Mr. Han Gawoon near the end of filming for 'Act On', and how his body had trembled.


  I closed my eyes and made a promise to myself. I wouldn't force myself to avoid someone who felt sorry.


  I would believe that Nam Jooah, if she knew the truth, would have reacted the same way as Mr. Han Gawoon.


  And as time passed, the stagnant memories would also begin to fade.


  

  Reflecting on recent events, I realized I have a habit of falling deep into thought right before finishing a job. It was as if a 'worry zone' existed in my thought process.


  How did I come to this conclusion, you ask?


  "Mr. Iwol, how are you feeling?"


  "The best!"


  Because today was the last day of filming for 'Exclusive Report'. I figured this must have influenced why the matter with Mr. Han Gawoon and Nam Jooah had disturbed me so suddenly.


  To be precise, it was the day Cheon Yunseong left the show. Cheon Yunseong, who had boldly interfered with the main characters, finally got caught after becoming too entangled with the protagonist.


  A final order was given to Cheon Yunseong for harboring other intentions for the group. It was time for the mid-boss to exit.


  Perhaps because the scene needed a crucial impact, all eyes on set were on me. It was the death of a major villain. A flat performance would make me the center of mocking memes on every online community.


  So, as a form of preparation, I watched the memory data again before sleeping last night. It was the data containing the moment of my own death.


  The shock wasn't as great as the first time. Emotions washed over me, but I didn't drown. I watched it calmly, as if observing someone else, and mulled over my thoughts from that time. I woke up this morning without feeling depressed.


  Am I getting better?


  It was just like how I felt I could endure until I found my sister.


  I hope that's what this is.


  "Mr. Iwol, let us know when you're ready."


  An actor about to perform a death scene received more warmth and consideration than usual. For me, whose acting wasn't so incredible that I couldn't break character, it felt undeserved.


  Still, with this much encouragement, I had to do my best.


  "Going in!"


  I don't know how many NGs there will be, so we'd better get filming.


  Without hesitation, I placed my script on the waiting chair.


  My steps weren't heavy. Perhaps I felt a sense of anticipation, because my heels felt light.


  

  Cheon Yunseong walked to the glass window overlooking the city's nightscape. The massive, fingerprint-free window reflected the luxurious penthouse and Cheon Yunseong's silhouette like a mirror.


  A small alarm sounded in Cheon Yunseong's ear. He stood with his arms crossed in his gown, looking down at the night.


  A vehicle arrived in the building's parking lot. No one was expected, as Chief Go had already left for the day.


  Cheon Yunseong's expression darkened.


  Cheon Yunseong walked slowly to the dressing room. He changed into his usual suit and returned to the living room.


  After typing a short message, Cheon Yunseong sat on the large sofa and crossed his legs. He poured wine from the cellar into a glass on the table.


  The door lock disengaged. Two pairs of shiny black dress shoes walked steadily toward Cheon Yunseong.


  Cheon Yunseong slowly raised his head. He asked the unannounced guests with a relaxed expression.


  "Has Chief Go already left?"


  Cheon Yunseong wasn't the type to double-check if someone had gone home. He was asking if they had visited Chief Go first. Chairman Cheon's men understood him at once.


  "He was worried about you, young master."


  "As he should be. What kind of secretary leaves without seeing his superior off? Unless there were circumstances."


  Cheon Yunseong swirled the glass and sipped the wine.


  He wouldn't get drunk on such a small amount. He filled the glass a second time, and then a third.


  After emptying the bottle, Cheon Yunseong headed for the bedroom. The strangers followed.


  He removed the painting above the headboard, revealing a long hunting rifle. Cheon Yunseong calmly loaded it with a bullet.


  Father.


  Where else would you find a son who understands his father's will so perfectly?


  A chess piece that removes itself from the board. Could there be a more useful tool?


  Cheon Yunseong smiled. The men stood at attention, hands clasped before them.


  "The safe's password is 37915981. You brought the double-lock key from Chief Go's house, I assume?"


  "Yes, everything is ready."


  "The will is in the nightstand."


  "Thank you."


  Cheon Yunseong's eyes, previously focused on his task, now stared at the uninvited guests.


  I'm curious what last words my father left for me.


  But there must have been none. Not a single shred of lingering attachment was left.


  The muzzle touched the underside of his chin. Cheon Yunseong placed his finger on the trigger.


  As he lifted his head, an orange light illuminated the space before him.


  It's laughable that I tried to live even this kind of life well. It's so empty there isn't even a sense of futility.


  However, I have no confidence I could live any better, so it's a relief to be satisfied with this.


  The reason I'm unfazed by this sudden death must be because I have no regrets.


  It was a long and meaningless life, but now that I see its end, I can say I have nothing to be sorry for.


  Cheon Yunseong closed his eyes. Beyond his reflection in the window, the unceasing city lights twinkled like embers.


  Droplets of blood splattered across the wall, over the white mark where the painting had hung for so long.


  Chapter 375: The 3rd Competition


  The final shoot for 'Exclusive Report' wrapped up in a single take. The moment they called cut, Manager Chanyoung came running with a blanket, which surprised me.


  After I wiped off the paint, I received a large bouquet and a cake. The touching message read, 'From the staff of Exclusive Report'.


  "I brought something too..."


  My manager and I busily handed out individually packaged bottles of non-alcoholic red wine. I had prepared them after seeing the final scene in the script. Everyone joked that they were grateful but also terrified, saying they wouldn't be able to drink it for a while.


  "What are we going to do without Mr. Iwol? Our set will feel so bleak."


  "Now it's just the senior actors left..."


  The two main leads suddenly looked grim. They were about to face off against the Cheonju Group's chairman, its executives, and other formidable middle-aged figures.


  "I'm sorry, but I'll be leaving first."


  "Leaving us to go be a young idol all by yourself. I won't forget this grudge."


  "If you add any flashback scenes, please call me. I'll come anytime!"


  "You promise?!"


  The PD, who must have been listening, jumped into the conversation. I had to reassure him multiple times that of course, I would, before I could finally leave the set.


  "We're heading straight to MBC, right?"


  "Yeah, if we leave now, we'll be right on time."


  With the drama filming finished, my manager and I hurried back to our main job.


  

  The 3rd competition was held in a strange atmosphere. The senior contestants were busy trying to read the expressions of the young Parthe and spArk.


  We felt a bit more at ease knowing the atmosphere wasn't hostile, but Parthe didn't seem to feel the same. Their greetings weren't as loud and booming as they were at the start of the show.


  It might be easy to do well once, but it's difficult to maintain one's initial attitude for a long time. I hope they take some time to reflect on themselves instead of adding fuel to the fire for their fans who call spArk a bunch of fakes.


  Back in the waiting room, I did my best to cheer on Jeong Seongbin and Kang Kiyeon.


  "Captain and Teacher, I believe in you."


  "Those titles are a bit much," Kang Kiyeon replied hesitantly.


  Despite his complaint, the kid left the waiting room alone with confidence.


  "Whoa, why am I so nervous?"


  After sending his friend off, Lee Cheonghyeon couldn't sit still. He stood up, leaned on the sofa's armrest, paced the room, and then sat back down, repeating the cycle several times.


  "You weren't nervous when it was your turn, so what's with you now?"


  "I was totally fine during my turn, seriously, but I get nervous when a member goes out."


  Park Joowoo placed a blanket over Lee Cheonghyeon's shaking thigh. He also handed him the handmade slogan he had made at the dorm, as always. Lee Cheonghyeon waved the slogan back and forth like a machine.


  "I wonder what genre it'll be. Jeho, have you heard anything?"


  "He didn't say."


  "Kang Kiyeon's security was airtight. I share a room with him and I haven't even heard the intro to his song."


  Park Joowoo, who had been listening quietly, scooted over. The mere mention of a new challenge seemed to pique his interest.


  Personally, I just hope it isn't anything that would strain his legs. These guys, they don't say it out loud, but ever since I, Mr. Kim Iwol, returned from the Yoon Eunseob incident, they've been reducing my movement on stage, even if it makes their own routes longer or more complex.


  My attention was focused on dancing, and I was busy learning choreography for new song challenges that came out every day, so I didn't notice at first. Later, while monitoring our performances, I saw that Kang Kiyeon was practically using a ground-shrinking technique.


  Blider's choreography was pretty intense too...


  Kang Kiyeon isn't the type to just suppress his own stubbornness. I'm not worried that he would force himself to do a stage he didn't want to do.


  I just hope he's satisfied with it and doesn't push himself too hard. I'm asking for a lot, I know. I don't like it, but it can't be helped. They say the more you raise kids, the more you worry.


  However, surprisingly and thankfully, Kang Kiyeon completely shattered my concerns.


  His movements were restrained, but he chose an outfit that revealed the shape of his muscles, creating a spectacular silhouette. He danced to a slow-tempo song with meticulously controlled dynamics, presenting a fresh sight rarely seen on a competition stage.


  This was possible only because of the high level of perfection. It was as if every breath and the angle of every single finger was synchronized, creating a catharsis that came from perfect unity.


  "I'm back."


  "What was that? It was totally awesome!"


  It was a flawless performance. His same-aged friend Lee Cheonghyeon even used the word 'awesome' without any embarrassment.


  "Kiyeon, I'm going to put out a press release today. Something like, 'Kang Kiyeon's Position Battle a Success... Choi Jeho Sends Applause'."


  "Jeho? And hyung, please stop putting out press releases."


  Kang Kiyeon chided me with an embarrassed look, but it was true. I wanted to connect it to an empty projector and show it three times for Choi Jeho.


  "Since Kiyeon did so well, I'll work hard too!" Jeong Seongbin declared powerfully, motivated by the performance.


  I pushed an open tumbler to his lips and told him not to strain his voice before his stage. He quickly quieted down.


  As he had declared, Jeong Seongbin gave it his all. Kang Kiyeon undoubtedly motivated him, but even if his younger brother had given a disappointing performance, Jeong Seongbin would have strived for the best stage just the same.


  Look at that vocal volume. It's insane. There's no way he can lose the live vote.


  The years Jeong Seongbin has spent learning to sing are probably longer than the years he has lived without knowing song. He had to safely pass his vulnerable growth period and learn to use his voice with proper control to avoid overworking it. His opponents could no longer be his self-destructive gambit.


  It wasn't a performance that would get a bad score for any shortcomings. The only issue was that his partner, Hangayun, was a bit weak, making the balance seem off. The Captain's dignity shone through.


  Park Joowoo stared at Jeong Seongbin on the screen without blinking once. Every time the camera angle and the color of the lights changed, Park Joowoo's eyes glittered.


  The image of the old Park Joowoo, who used to do live streams alone in a room with only a single indirect light and no spark in his eyes, overlapped with the present one.


  Seongbin... he really loves to sing. For me, I have more fun when I'm singing a song I like, but not Seongbin. Seongbin is happy no matter what song he's singing.


  This was when Jeong Seongbin was at a crossroads, facing another hiatus because his vocal cord nodules had worsened after he had barely made a comeback from his military service.


  In a new, secluded house he got after leaving the dorm, Park Joowoo had said this with an expression that you wouldn't know was a smile unless you looked closely.


  That must be love.


  Other people might see Park Joowoo staring endlessly at the monitor and assume he's jealous of Jeong Seongbin.


  However, I know the truth. I know that Park Joowoo values his friend's happiness as much as his own dream, that he's the kind of guy who would willingly give up a precious opportunity for his friend's happiness, and that he's a pure soul who simply understands what a great joy it is to sing the songs you love to your heart's content.


  

  The results of the 3rd competition would be announced during the next recording, after combining the video view counts and the overseas votes.


  There was already a big gap between the recording and broadcast dates. I had wondered why they scheduled it with such a delay...


  "Everyone, do you remember what we said at the opening ceremony? We said that in IDC Season 2, the one who will become king will be selected through a total of six stages."


  "We now reveal a hidden task that was not seen in Season 1!"


  ...It turned out to be a project that was impossible without a preparation period. As the host made a cheerful comment, the word 'Madangnori' appeared on the electronic display.


  That was just a roundabout way of telling us to go busking. The contestants have so many stages they could put on at the drop of a hat, so why give us such short notice for this? Do they think you can hold an outdoor event just by hanging up a banner?


  "A new place provides new stimulation. This will be an opportunity for you to showcase your skills in an unfamiliar environment."


  "That's right. The locations where the contestants will perform have been personally selected by carefully chosen K-Pop officials."


  The most ominous phrase in the world just came up. Isn't 'carefully chosen' just a short way of saying 'selected somehow without a transparent application or bidding process, in a way that has no real credibility but is easy for the organizers to influence while barely looking plausible'?


  I, Kim Iwol, an expert on community reactions, predict that when this part airs, the first post to appear will be titled 'So who are these carefully chosen K-Pop officials', and no one will find out the identity of those officials until IDC is over.


  "The base you must go to is... right here!"


  The text on the display changed to an image. I quickly found spArk's name and the location written next to it.


  [spArk - Department Store]


  'Why are the location options like this?'


  Wondering if it was a planning failure, I scanned the list of locations. They were mostly ordinary places like university streets or parks, which are classic busking spots.


  The riverside, the most optimal place to get a location buff...


  "The riverside?!"


  "Wow, this is my first time singing by a river...!"


  ...was taken by Parthe.


  Fuck, bring me those officials.


  

  "Hyung, it looks like beams are about to shoot out of your eyes."


  "They're not out yet? I thought they already were."


  "Maybe if you stay like that for another 10 minutes?"


  At Lee Cheonghyeon's words, I decided to close my eyes for a moment. I had been seething with rage for a good 30 minutes, and my eyes were bloodshot and starting to feel stiff.


  "Is a department store that bad? A lot of public fan meetings are held on the first floor of department stores."


  "That's right. I bet there's even an ad for Lee Cheonghyeon up."


  "They probably can't show that on air. It might raise suspicions of paid advertising."


  Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon made some naive comments.


  Sure, a department store is fine for an event. It's clean, there are plenty of staff to control the crowd, and at least it's indoors, but that's it. There are no other advantages.


  The reason they hold mini fan meetings at department stores? It's nothing special. It's because the stage isn't big enough to do anything else. You put out a few chairs and a table, and that's it.


  The acoustics are an even bigger headache. If you play the music loudly, the sound will echo because of the enclosed structure and disturb the shoppers. It's not a good environment for professional performance equipment, and there are many restrictions on installing it. The mics will probably pick up a ton of noise. We'll be lucky if Park Joowoo doesn't blow out the speakers while singing.


  As I was racking my brain for a solution, I heard an "Huh?" from behind me.


  To think I still haven't announced the basic rule of no saying "Huh?" over nothing. My mistake.


  I turned around, about to ask Kang Kiyeon to refrain from using "Huh?" so often for everyone's peace of mind.


  However, Kang Kiyeon's expression was quite serious. It was a complex look, as if he was both confused and surprised.


  "What's wrong?"


  At my words, Kang Kiyeon glanced back and forth between me and our manager. Our manager's phone began to ring.


  "Jeho, a dating rumor about you just broke out."


  Chapter 376: Revelation (1)


  Manager Chanyoung stayed calm and successfully parked the car in the apartment's parking garage. He looked around and made a call.


  "Daeyeon, there are reporters here right now. Could you drive around the area until I call you? I'll send the kids up and come back down."


  Should I request security personnel?


  "Yes, that would be good."


  Just as Manager Chanyoung said, a camera lens peeked out from between the parked cars. Some people stood openly before the main entrance, perhaps thinking there was no need to hide now that the news was out. If Manager Daeyeon tried to get the three members through there alone, at least a dozen hidden paparazzi would surely emerge.


  Naturally, we couldn't get out of the car until the security guards from UA arrived. I never dreamed I would see a scene I had only witnessed at the airport with spArk, right here in our dorm's underground parking garage.


  The reporters, disappointed that Choi Jeho was not there, quickly dispersed. Still, it was enough to make Lee Cheonghyeon's and Kang Kiyeon's faces turn pale.


  Me [Seongbin]
[There are a lot of people in the parking garage]


  Mental Pillar Jeong Seongbin [Don't worry]
[Jeho isn't getting annoyed]
[Bring Choi Jeho safely]


  I messaged Jeong Seongbin, thinking a call might seem like a trivial check-up to someone already flustered. Fortunately, Jeong Seongbin reported back that Choi Jeho was commendably waiting quietly.


  "Is Jeho okay?" Lee Cheonghyeon asked, his voice full of worry.


  "Yeah, it seems he's not losing his temper."


  I answered in a warm voice optimized for reassurance, but Lee Cheonghyeon's expression remained concerned. His face, which should have shone brighter than mother-of-pearl, was dark with smog.


  Those humans polluted a natural treasure. It's unforgivable.


  "Why? Are you worried something will happen on the way? You don't have to worry so much. Manager Chanyoung went down there too."


  "It's not that..." Lee Cheonghyeon hesitated. Beside him, Kang Kiyeon glanced at me nervously.


  "Jeho can't stand unfair or frustrating things, you know."


  "He's like that."


  "I also don't think he'd do something like that, you know? Physically, he just doesn't have the time, but if he's not reacting even when there are no cameras around..."


  The unsaid words were, 'Isn't it possible he's at least seeing someone?' Lee Cheonghyeon seemed even more worried because he had witnessed Choi Jeho's anger flare up in real-time when Hong Woonseop smoked in the car.


  These guys are having all sorts of misunderstandings about Choi Jeho of all people...


  I forgot. They wouldn't know that Choi Jeho has never had a single dating rumor in his seven-year idol career. It was understandable that they were nervous.


  However, there was no need to worry. Among the countless controversies surrounding Choi Jeho, there had never been a scandal.


  There were plenty of reasons to trust Choi Jeho, even without bringing up his past. He found forming relationships with others a chore, and he had no interests outside of dancing.


  Among the various reasons, there was one factor that could convince these guys at once.


  "Let's say Choi Jeho, with his incredible stamina, did manage to run a love enterprise."


  "......"


  "Do you think he could have gotten past Joowoo to go out?"


  Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon's faces lit up with understanding. It was impossible for Choi Jeho, who would rather bump into things than avoid them, to slip past Park Joowoo's auditory radar.


  "If he were dating someone, he's the type who would've been caught long ago. Let's just check why the article came out."


  At my words, Kang Kiyeon brought over his laptop. The entertainment section was plastered with the word 'spArk'.


  ≫ [☆] spArk's Jeho, Visits Hotel Sinha With a Beautiful Non-Celebrity Woman


  ≫ Rising Star, Who is spArk Jeho's Lover?


  ≫ 'On the Stage' Winner spArk's Jeho, A Cozy Moment With His Model Girlfriend


  Every single word and expression was unpleasant, even to an outsider. It was understandable for fans to be interested in an idol's love life, but it was disgusting for grown adults to latch on like this.


  If they're going to write an article, they should at least do some research. One says she's a non-celebrity, another says she's a model. They all need to take a look at 'Exclusive Report' Ham Iseo.


  Muttering inwardly, I clicked the article. A low-quality photo appeared. In front of a fancy information desk, which the article identified as Hotel Sinha's, stood a man with Choi Jeho's unmistakable silhouette and a woman.


  But this woman...


  "Isn't that Jeyoung?"


  Anyone could see it was Jeyoung. The siblings, each a head taller than most people, exuded a powerful aura even through the photo. Lee Cheonghyeon had not just guessed correctly for no reason.


  I wondered why they had called her a model. It made sense, since she said her height was in the late 170s.


  "Do you think it was taken during the vacation?"


  "Didn't he go to Gwangju last time?"


  "Maybe he was in Seoul for a bit with his mother. The vacation was long, and there aren't many reasons for two siblings living in Seoul to go on a hotel staycation."


  Lee Cheonghyeon nodded in understanding at my words.


  "This is Miho's bag."


  Kang Kiyeon, who had turned the laptop to examine the photo closely, pointed to a corner of the picture. A little distance from the two people presumably checking in, the back of a girl wearing a backpack was captured.


  "How do you know Miho's bag?"


  "She brought the exact same one to the dorm a few years ago. I remember it because of the keychain."


  Next to the light purple bag, a keychain with large beads strung together was visible. The bag's pocket was covered with something.


  "Did she always stick this much stuff on her bag before?"


  "Not this much, but it was similar."


  "You looked that closely? Wasn't that when she fought with Jeho and wouldn't come out of her room?"


  "Some of them are 'Kingdom Cafeteria Another' merch..."


  "You're lying about recognizing it because of the keychain, aren't you?"


  Lee Cheonghyeon pretended not to notice his friend, who could not refute the claim.


  More importantly, the situation had become tricky. If it were just an inexplicable dating rumor, Choi Jeho's personality meant he would have just sent '??? Where do I say it's not true?' on BubblePop and been done with it, but now his family was involved.


  If he reveals it's his sister, Jeyoung's personal information and social media will get doxxed, but if he doesn't, he'll become a second-year idol who went to a hotel in broad daylight...


  "...Do you need a headache pill?"


  "No."


  I gratefully declined Kang Kiyeon's considerate offer. The three of us sat quietly on the living room sofa and waited for Choi Jeho's group to return.


  They returned to the dorm not long after. Park Joowoo's face was a mess. He was not injured, but he looked like he had suffered quite a bit in the crowd.


  "Is everyone okay?"


  "I'm fine, but Jeho and Joowoo..."


  "I'm fine," Choi Jeho replied nonchalantly. He really did look perfectly fine.


  "I'm okay too..."


  "Joowoo, you don't look okay at all."


  While Lee Cheonghyeon went to get some water, Choi Jeho plopped down on the sofa.


  "We decided to say it's my sister."


  "......"


  I could not believe the guy's sudden announcement.


  "I told Chanyoung to release a statement saying it was a family trip. I've already talked it over with my sister."


  "Is that okay?"


  "Why wouldn't it be? It's not a lie."


  This was the guy who never even wanted to mention his family. He had to be upset that his family's appearance had been revealed without permission.


  "Is there another way?"


  "We can look for one."


  "I'm already being treated like a total bastard out there."


  Choi Jeho was indifferent, but his words were not to be taken lightly.


  I was about to tell him there were many ways to clear this up when Choi Jeho looked at me and spoke.


  "It's not like I was drinking and gambling, so what's the big deal about getting doxxed? As long as it doesn't get bigger, it's fine."


  "...What about your sister?"


  "She said she'd rather have rumors spread about her than become known as the person with a younger brother who's lost his mind over dating and can't grasp the situation."


  The siblings' spirit was incredible. They were on a level a timid person like me could never hope to reach.


  "The company said they'll handle it, so don't worry about it."


  "Okay. You went through a lot."


  As the conversation ended, Jeong Seongbin held out his phone, showing the company's statement that had just been uploaded. It explained that the photo was taken without permission while member Jeho was spending time with his family during spArk's vacation period. It also stated they would take legal action for the spread of false information.


  "Why does the team keep getting into controversies whenever we do IDC? Should we perform an exorcism?"


  "Wouldn't dropping out be faster and cleaner?"


  Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon lamented, cursing the baseless rumors.


  They were not exactly wrong. All the major issues, like Kim Iwol's personality controversy or Yoo Hansoo's assault case, had blown up during IDC.


  It's not a recent photo, and it's not like Choi Jeho is getting an unusual amount of attention right now. So is there any reason for a dating rumor to break out?


  If someone wanted to bring Choi Jeho down, it should have happened during the Naidas advertisement. There were plenty of opportunities, like the Deserted Rest Island incident. I just did not understand why it had to be now.


  The veiled cause-and-effect relationship was revealed two days later by a shocking article that shook the entertainment industry.


  ≫ Rising Stars All Over, Half of the Members Booked on Drug Use Charges


  ≫ [Report] The Bare Face of Rampant Drug Crimes in the Idol Industry is Revealed... Can It Go On Like This?


  ≫ Distinguished Not by 'Drug Members' but by 'Non-Drug Members'... Will All Over Become a 'Drug Offender Group'?


  ≫ "You Won't Get Caught for This Much," "Just Trade Overseas"... Boy Group's Messenger Room Used for Drug Deals Exposed


  The druggies of All Over had finally been caught.


  Chapter 377: Revelation (2)


  The incident was far larger than I vaguely remembered. The crime was too severe to be a fleeting hot topic that would simply die down.


  The investigation expanded daily, and new information surfaced with it.


  I thought the police investigation would end with just Seo Yunseop's arrest, but it was revealed that half of All Over's members had done drugs with Seo Yunseop.


  News also spread that All Over had offered drugs to junior and colleague groups. They claimed it helped with creative activities like composing, making it difficult for the other groups to refuse or report them.


  The massive incident brought all IDC schedules to a halt. Overseas voting had just opened for the season, which sparked a fierce clash. International fans voted for Parthe without knowing the situation. Meanwhile, domestic public opinion questioned if a team accused of drug crimes should even participate, since Parthe had built a close friendship with All Over since Season 1.


  spArk escaped the harsh atmosphere. No trace of us was found in All Over's group chats or private messages. Our managers sighed in relief when we told them we hadn't even exchanged phone numbers with All Over.


  After the storm passed, the All Over situation ended like this.


  [Exclusive] All Over, Brokered Drug Sales Not Only to Members but also to Colleagues 20XX-08-XX 10:30 (Photo.jpg) [Clear Entertainment Building] (Seoul=Todaysetter . Resale and DB prohibited) 20XX.08.XX (Seoul=Todaysetter ) The boy group All Over from Clear Entertainment has fallen to become an unprecedented 'drug group' in the history of the entertainment industry.


  Including member Seo Yunseop, four members are accused of habitual drug use, and one member is accused of aiding and abetting drug use, revealing that the majority of the group was involved in drug-related crimes.


  Seo Yunseop, who instigated the drug use, was found to have also recommended drugs to colleagues and acted as an intermediary for distribution. The transactions were conducted only in cash, and he distributed the drugs during overseas year-end stages or overseas tours.


  As members who tested positive emerged from groups that had appeared as guests at their overseas concerts, all groups associated with All Over were placed under investigation.


  · · Gyeong Wooin, who is accused of aiding and abetting drug use, was reportedly silenced by the other members. Experts explained that the fact the group's eldest member and leader had continuously threatened him since the drug use was discovered could act as a factor for a reduced sentence.


  ☎ Report suspected drug activity to 112


  The IDC viewer message board was in an uproar, since half the past cast had been summoned to the police station.


  Posts flooded the board in real time. Titles read 'Doesn't the program check the basic ethical awareness of its cast?' and 'Make Parthe drop out'. The staff tried to brush it off with a notice saying they were confirming the facts, but they were thoroughly blasted for it.


  "Didn't the IDC staff call UA?"


  "They did. I told them spArk wasn't involved."


  "Did they believe you? Half the cast from Season 1 alone is under investigation."


  "The production crew saw the atmosphere on set. Most importantly, we haven't been summoned by the police."


  The suspicion that MYTH had spread Choi Jeho's dating rumor to neutralize public opinion kept bubbling up. Companies usually get a rough idea of news before articles are published.


  It all made sense. MYTH probably wanted to make spArk a noisy group to divert the attention focused on Parthe.


  Still, dragging someone else's family into it? Those bastards.


  I couldn't say anything to anyone because it wasn't certain. I was boiling with anger inside, but I didn't show it, since Choi Jeho was probably even more pissed off than I was.


  This might not have been what MYTH wanted, but spArk ended up in the middle of the commotion too.


  ≫ From the Idol Drug Chronicles


  Are Sticky, Berion, and spArk really clean?


  └ Honestly, it's unsettling. Is it possible they really didn't know?


  └ I heard even members of the same group didn't know... If they're not on the suspect list, shouldn't that mean they're not involved?


  └ I really hope no one from Berion or spArk is involved. Think of how many minors were in their groups last yearㅠㅠㅠ


  ≫ They probably just haven't been caught yet, doesn't mean they're innocent


  Now they'll start saying stuff like they smoked it without knowing what it wasㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ 'I didn't know' is the ultimate shield. Every single one of them says it.


  └ They're trying to get away with saying they thought it was a cigarette, but are these bastards who claim to be singers bragging about smoking?


  └└ I'm definitely not defending them, but there's a big difference between smoking and drugs... T_T


  └ Celebrities come back just fine even after doing drugs, so what's the big dealㅋㅋㅋ


  └└ No, if an idol does drugs, they're forced to leave the group, no exceptions.


  └ I guess the next season of IDC will be filmed in prison.


  At first, the main argument was whether the kids who went to a training camp together could really be innocent.


  ≫ Our Fortune-Telling Octopus has done it again


  (Photo) ...A picture of me, whose social skills seemed to completely die only in front of All Over, surfaced.


  ≫ The Controversy-Sniffing Dog, Re-examined


  I'm sure everyone guessed who it was without me having to say it, but it's spArk's Iwol, yeah. He got a ton of hate for his 'terrible personality' because of how coldly he acted toward All Over on IDC (he was caught on camera sitting next to Seo YS, only greeting him and not saying another word + during the training camp, he looked toward All Over's side and then sat his members at a table on the opposite side, which the All Over fandom gave him so much shit for). In a twist, because he didn't get involved with anyone, he survived the All Over incident.


  └ As soon as the All Over news broke, I rewatched Season 1, and seriously, besides greetings, he didn't talk to them at all.


  └ They were on the same show, a survival show at that. Is that even possible?


  └ He did the bare minimum for stage reactions, but during interviews or rank announcements, he never mentioned them at all.


  └ Doesn't that get you a shit ton of hate for your attitude...?


  └ It was more than a shit ton of hate. You could have wallpapered the company building with the hate posts. If people around him hadn't covered for him, he might have had to go on hiatus.


  └ But I guess karma really is a thing... Not a single celebrity is defending All Over.


  └ Well, an attitude controversy and a drug controversy are on completely different levels.


  └ They took down the VODs... I guess we can't watch it anymoreㅠㅠ


  ≫ I think it's a miracle that Cheonghyeon survived


  Berion and Sticky, who don't have composing members, had no pretext to be approached, but seeing as Yakseobi was trying to recruit both Parthe and Log, it seems highly likely Cheonghyeon was a target too.


  └ Cheonghyeon is still a minor, would he have really done that...? I feel so sick right now.


  └ Seeing how they silenced their own youngest member, it seems like there's nothing they wouldn't do.


  └ It's not a completely baseless story. On Polo Radio, didn't All Over say they wanted to get close to spArk or something...?


  └└ Is the comment above for real...?


  └└ Yeah, they specifically pointed out Cheonghyeon, and I remember Iwol brushed it off by saying he didn't have any friends.


  └└└ Whoa, that's creepy.


  ≫ Seriously, didn't Kim Iwol know something?


  The only one Kim Iwol didn't put a wall up against was Berion, and they survived. Sticky didn't get caught for drugs, but they have their own issues with fans. If he knew, he probably would have been called in for aiding and abetting. If he didn't know, then I acknowledge he's a genuine Fortune-Telling Octopus.


  └ Reasonable suspicion.


  └ Sticky's issues were because of the members who engaged in too much pseudo-romance, right? They didn't cause any actual trouble, did they?


  └ This is all great, but please don't let the Fortune-Telling Octopus image get too fixedㅠㅠㅠㅠ There are a lot of Sparkler who don't like that nickname...


  └ Huh? Why?


  └└ If it were me, I'd be a little upset too if other idols were compared to cats and dogs, but my idol was the only one being called a stone octopus or a barnacle. It's funny, but still...


  └└ I didn't say stone octopus;;;


  spArk's actions of treating All Over like stones became known everywhere. My image as the one who ordered it spread as well.


  In sports communities, my non-existent worshippers returned. Short-form content creators also rushed to add the caption 'This idol truly sees the future' under my pictures.


  People enjoyed my Fortune-Telling Octopus image, half in amusement and half in amazement.


  However, spArk could not. The members had received direct orders from me to keep their distance from the Parthe-All Over line. They couldn't see the spiritually gifted Kim Iwol as a joke.


  Lee Cheonghyeon had almost become a target. He barely left my side.


  "Hyung."


  "......"


  "I'm sorry I dared to ask why you told me to avoid our seniors."


  "......"


  "I'll never question your orders again."


  I praised Lee Cheonghyeon and told him there was no need for that, but it had little effect. He seemed quite shocked. I understood how he felt, so we decided the members would take turns looking after him for the time being.


  spArk wasn't the only one bewildered by this series of events.


  The problem unexpectedly arose from within Parthe's fandom.


  ≫ The conversation content is just... I've lost all affection for them.


  What does it matter if you didn't do drugs when you talk like that amongst yourselves? You haven't even done your own rap making since your debut, so what was so hard that you had to whine about the pains of creation?


  └ Should I be happy that you ended up refusing the drug offer because you were whining about having no money after buying a watch, or should I feel empty seeing you spend all your money on luxury goods while accepting all the fan tributes?


  └ You don't like me saying this publicly? We praised you to no end. I'm only saying this much because it's public. The reason you're seeing more and more of these reactions is because all the Naos are making private accounts. You should have behaved when your fans were covering for you publicly.


  └ This is exactly how I feel... I'm so disappointed to think the idols I liked were just these kinds of people.


  ≫ Hey guysㅋㅋ You didn't get famous because of your skills.


  Naos are always bashing the agency, so you must have thought you were tragic idols who met the wrong agency, but you're mistaken. If the fans who overlooked a few of your unpleasant attitudes thinking 'no idol is perfect' are pushovers, then so be it, but if you thought we were bitches who would say any song you bring is good, you shouldn't have said you have no motivation to write songs while listening to us curse out your agency. Naos didn't say your songs were good because we've lost our touch. We said they were good because we liked YOU. Go find any YouTuber right now and watch their reaction videos to Parthe's songs from their debut onwards. All they say is that each one is worse and more disappointing than the last.


  └ I'm crying.


  └ They say a fan whose heart has left is the scariest. Are you watching, guys?


  └ I'm sorry, but at the point you're writing a post like this, I don't think you're a Naos anymore... Shouldn't a true fan support the members unconditionally when they're having a hard time? How does blindly criticizing them help them at all?


  └└ [OP] Yeah, I have no intention of being a fan anymore. I'm leaving the fandom. Later.


  ≫ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ I was so busy bashing other teams for being total assholes


  And my own idol was 3 seconds away from popping open a syringe.


  └ Just reading the post makes my heart drop, fuck.


  └ Harsh.


  The escaped Naos unlocked their vaults and exposed everything they had kept bottled up. Social media and entertainment communities naturally went into a frenzy.


  While they poured out their sorrows, spArk was mentioned most often.


  At first, many posts cursed All Over for targeting the innocent Parthe, but the atmosphere shifted. As the 'fan-hating' tendencies of a few Parthe members came up, the tone became 'Aren't you ashamed to face your juniors?'.


  ≫ Why on earth did Song Minil snipe at spArk??


  Because they didn't... greet him? lol


  Berion and the other groups from IDC don't say things like that.


  └??? He sniped at them??


  └ On BubblePop, he talked about how they ignored him and didn't greet him.


  └ (Photo)


  └ Did this just get overlooked back then...? He openly said his juniors ignored him...? This is why things got so heated... Gyeong Wooin clarified that they weren't like that, and they got bashed like crazy for supposedly having a power struggle.


  └ The fandom atmosphere back then was basically asking for juniors to curse out their seniors.


  A fan who has turned their back is terrifying, just as the comments said. How much energy must it take for love to turn into hatred? And how long must that love have been built?


  ≫ Let's be honest


  You were just pissed off about being compared to spArk, weren't you? They don't even give you a second glance, but you guys were so fucking conscious of them that you copied their stages and concepts, and the fans had to cover for all of it. It's exhausting. The time I spent liking you is so embarrassing. Moving past the stale old stories, some Naos even went as far as to admit to the plagiarism incident on IDC.


  Chapter 378: Revelation (3)


  ≫ What's the situation right now?


  Parthe sided with All Over to diss spArk, and their fans defended them until they finally left the fandom, burned everything, and deleted their accounts?


  └ It's just everything they ignored finally blowing up.


  └ The remaining fans say it's disrespectful to the artists they liked, but the idols disrespected the fans first, lol. I get how they feel.


  ≫ spArk was treated so unfairly.


  They didn't bow and got hate from false testimony. They were dragged onto IDC 2 against their will, then got hate for making the last season's winner look awkward. They killed the concept and the stage, but topic-shifting and media manipulation painted their fans as overly sensitive. spArk kept getting hate for supposedly acting like they were the only ones with a 'youthful' story.


  └ At this point, their promotion period is just a 'get hated on unfairly' period.


  └ On another note, it's amazing they still succeeded despite all the periodic hate.


  └└ Their mental strength is incredible. Besides Banana and Fortune-Telling Octopus, none of them seemed that tough.


  └└└ Times like this really show that in any group, the oldest member or leader has to hold the team together. Look at All Over. Their oldest member is on drugs.


  └ It's not the miracle of a small agency. It's a miracle they survived at a small agency. UA should be grateful to have spArk.


  ≫ I have no idea what myth was thinking.


  Is their big company pride dead? Didn't it hurt their pride to copy Kim Pep, who's just a one-trick pony?


  └ The Naos are something else, blaming the 'agency that copied other idols' until the very end.


  ≫ Minil-ah, if you're that jealous of UA, change your name to Min Ilwol and ask them to take you. Maybe they'll debut you in spArk's junior group.


  └ ???: You're... coming to our company...?


  └ LMAO, I'm just imagining it and they already look reluctant. Hahaha, so mean, lololol.


  A few posts called the sudden change of heart disgusting or asked what spArk had done that was so great, but besides those, the public mood had completely turned around.


  └ A gentleman's revenge doesn't even take 10 years.


  The Sparklers had just been relieved their boys weren't doing drugs, but now they were bewildered. Once they learned the full story, they started a festival with all kinds of party memes.


  "What a relief..."


  Park Joowoo downed a Heart Calming Pill and sighed in relief. Park Joowoo had struggled to calm down ever since the swarm of reporters pressured him.


  Thankfully, he felt better after a few days of rest. If he hadn't, he would have held a one-man protest in front of the newspaper company, even if it meant his face getting plastered all over the news.


  I saw all the company stickers on their cameras.


  "What will happen with IDC?" Kang Kiyeon asked.


  "It'll probably proceed as planned, won't it? It's not like a drug offender came from this season. The place singled out as a drug hub was another broadcaster's year-end stage. They might be the ones to skip their show this year."


  The false accusations against us are cleared, so we have nothing to lose. Besides, we traded our entire latter-half comeback for this promotion. If it gets canceled now, it'll be a loss for us too.


  "The sunbaenims might have to step down voluntarily."


  Anyone in the know would realize the fault wasn't solely Parthe's. It was common knowledge that Parthe had no autonomy in their promotions. It's hard to escape an agency's influence.


  But the public saw it differently. To them, it was simply, 'So you copied another group's promotions!' The public opinion they had so eagerly used as a shield was now blowing back on them.


  It would be great if they stepped down on their own, but if they hold out, it'll become a fight between the agencies. I decided I would gladly accept either outcome.


  

  To put it simply, Parthe did not step down.


  They seemed to think quitting the program would look like an admission of guilt. Their overseas votes weren't bad, either.


  People racked up views on Parthe's competition fancams, whether for comparison, trolling, or supporting. Han Gawoon, who took first in the vocal category, struggled through his acceptance speech.


  "Thank you, Seongbin, for taking good care of me."


  I greeted Han Gawoon on his way to the waiting room, and he gave a small smile.


  Back at the dorm, I hesitated for a long time before calling Choi Jeho over.


  "......"


  "There's something I want to ask you."


  Choi Jeho seemed to judge the conversation wouldn't be short and pulled up a chair at the dining table.


  I looked at Choi Jeho sitting across from me and asked.


  "You know that hotel vacation you went on?"


  "......"


  "Did your sister like it?"


  Choi Jeho's expression changed, as if to ask, 'What kind of question is that?'


  "She seemed to like it, but she nagged me for spending money on weird things."


  Even though Choi Jeho didn't know why I was asking, he answered sincerely.


  "...Are you, what, planning to go to a hotel?"


  Was that really the right question after I struggled so much to bring this up?


  I wanted to grill him about how little he trusted me, but I was grateful for the big decision he'd made for the team, so I answered kindly.


  "I was thinking of sending my sister there once I find her."


  "......"


  "Jukyung went with her alumni friends recently, so it seems like a lot of people go. I don't really know about these things. A review from someone who's been is the most reliable, right? You said you go with your friends often too, right?"


  Choi Jeho had been sitting listlessly, but he straightened his posture. He then asked for my phone, pinpointed the hotel's location on a map app, and handed it back.


  "I don't know the floor, but they said there's a big swimming pool."


  "An infinity pool?"


  "I don't know. My mom, my sister, and Choi Miho went. They said it was nice."


  "Why didn't you go?"


  "I get dating rumors just from being in the lobby. What do you think people would say if I went to the swimming pool?"


  A sensible remark came from Choi Jeho. I was surprised.


  "You've really become a celebrity, huh?"


  Choi Jeho snapped, "Just how hopeless do you think I am?"


  Even so, he gave a meticulous review by his own standards.


  "The bed's nice. It's easy to fall asleep."


  "Isn't it noisy?"


  "I was asleep, so I wouldn't know. Room service wasn't great."


  "Why? Was it expensive?"


  "No matter what I ordered, the portion was the size of my fist."


  "That must have been really disappointing."


  I jotted down every detail Choi Jeho told me in my diary. He waited until I finished writing. Once I closed the diary, he said he would leave if I was done, and then he left.


  

  Gu Jahan [I heard some idols got caught doing drugs?]


  Me [Not many, just a few.]


  Gu Jahan [They said they were people from the program]


  Me [We weren't close with them!]


  After the incident settled down, I got a message out of the blue from Gu Jahan.


  Gu Jahan [What a strange world]


  Gu Jahan [Lots of crazy people out there]


  Gu Jahan [Be careful]


  Was he suspecting me? Thankfully, that wasn't the case. Please don't make my heart drop with texts like these. I have to check every message three times before sending it, just like for Bubble. I never know when or where a screenshot might start circulating.


  Still, I couldn't deny Gu Jahan had shown concern in his own way. I expressed my gratitude with a long message thanking him for his consideration.


  "Hyung, can we start the meeting?"


  Just as I sent the text, Jeong Seongbin signaled for us to gather. It was time to prepare for the troublesome department store performance. The matter was serious, so we decided to hold an emergency meeting before the broadcast filming.


  The members' passion overflowed, but their complexions were ashen. They had all clearly looked for solutions, but coming up with a countermeasure must not have been easy.


  "The dedicated team shortlisted potential filming locations. They said this kind of event is more common overseas, so there are almost no suitable department stores in Seoul."


  Park Joowoo tried to sugarcoat it. "Maybe they were looking for references globally...?"


  From my perspective, it was just lazy research. I'm sure they just threw it in after watching a few outdoor performance videos.


  We passed around the materials the dedicated team had gathered for review. After all the videos played, Kang Kiyeon spoke with a worried voice.


  "I feel like if the vocal hyungs hit one high note, a piece of equipment will get wrecked."


  "If I shout while rapping, the mic will probably explode, right?"


  Faced with the crappy acoustics, the members put their heads together. Park Joowoo, who had been watching quietly, finally spoke.


  "...Would not singing at all be a loophole?"


  Park Joowoo became the second person to think like me, following Lee Cheonghyeon, whose thinking had become almost identical to mine.


  To overcome a poor environment, you have to eliminate unnecessary elements. A great orchestra can't easily hold a concert in a traditional market. Where would they get chairs? Where would they put their instrument cases?


  The sound system could fail for many reasons. If proper audio support is difficult, it's best to reduce the number of things to worry about.


  Even the pre-recorded MR track could cut out. Imagine all six of us using handheld mics. We'd be lucky if we didn't have to pass mics around mid-performance.


  "If we're worried about the MR cutting out, shouldn't we sing as much as possible? Even if the MR cuts out, people will call it proof of live vocals if we're still singing. It'll just be a broadcast accident."


  "We can prove our live vocals without an accident. An accident is still an accident. I think it's best to reduce variables as much as possible."


  Jeong Seongbin jotted down Lee Cheonghyeon's feedback. "However, I don't think we can completely ignore the chance of the MR cutting out. It happens pretty often."


  "We'll need a site survey and some discussions, but... we just need to choose equipment with the lowest chance of causing problems."


  Choi Jeho pointed out, "Don't we have to use the equipment IDC sets up?"


  Kang Kiyeon nodded.


  "There's something better. It's easy to operate and can produce a much larger volume."


  "What is it?"


  I looked at Lee Cheonghyeon, who was ready to take notes, and answered.


  "The department store's broadcasting center."


  Chapter 379: The 4th Competition (1)


  The day after my orders, Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon toured department stores with their faces completely covered. I told them to pretend to take proof shots in front of a brand displaying Lee Cheonghyeon's ad to avoid spoiling IDC. Eyewitness accounts popped up from everywhere. I worried they might forget their real purpose during the decoy mission, but my fear was needless.


  They had researched meticulously.


  "The sound is quiet, but you can hear it," they reported. "You wouldn't notice if you weren't conscious of it, but you keep hearing it once you start paying attention."


  "But in this other department store, the background music gets completely drowned out by conversations if even a small crowd gathers in the lobby. It's not chaotic, but I think we might miss the music."


  "They said an integrated broadcasting center controls the music for the whole store. Only one place uses an external sound company, so we'll have to inquire early if the venue is booked there."


  "I heard they can turn up the sound, but they can't raise the volume too much because individual stores play their own music."


  As praise, I handed each of them a handmade 'Jeong Seongbin Patience 1-Time Invalidation Coupon'. Jeong Seongbin asked if it was okay to issue something like that so carelessly, but he still kindly stamped the coupons.


  "Are you really just going to match the background music?" Choi Jeho asked, his voice filled with disbelief.


  "Making noise in a place used by many people will only hurt our image, no matter how much it's for a broadcast. I don't intend to create a 'Controversy' section on the spArk wiki page."


  The basic principle was to prevent any avoidable accidents. What would we do if the recording file cut out or picked up noise while filming somewhere with unstable acoustics? If we laid down all the background music in advance, we wouldn't need to worry. We would just need to do some post-production work when the video was uploaded. The broadcast station would handle that level of work if it was a problem with the filming equipment or the site.


  "Once the branch is decided, let's get the playlist first. Seongbin, you work on the commentary with Cheonghyeon. Joowoo, you help Choi Jeho and Kiyeon."


  "We have to film the meeting scene the day after tomorrow. What are you going to do, Hyung?"


  "I'll be the communications coordinator. From now on, relay all opinions through me."


  With that, all preparations for filming the meeting were complete.


  Those despicable broadcast station bastards. If they notified us that they had booked the department store with the worst facilities after all this, I would pray with a bowl of water for the ratings to plummet.


  

  spArk's meetings always tended to deviate from the production team's expectations.


  The important principles are as follows. To present a fresh stage experience that spArk has never shown before, to secure an immersive quality that can capture the attention of passersby, and finally, to refrain from causing noise.


  The meeting before the fourth competition was no exception. While everyone else poured out romanticized ideas about busking, spArk alone pursued a harsh realism.


  If it's on the first floor, they'll especially be playing calm songs. We might have to go with a Swan Lake concept.


  That won't be easy...?


  We'd prefer to use the department store's own playlist, but if it doesn't seem like the stage will look good, let's try suggesting another song with a similar feel.


  Jeong Seongbin was flustered, but Kim Iwol was serious. Kim Iwol even actively pushed the suggestion.


  We just go in, dance without anyone noticing, and leave. How about it?


  What if we really just dance and leave, and no one even knows we were there?


  The department store would love that. Since it's not noisy...


  Then, spArk really did step up and say they would dance to instrumental music with no lyrics.


  It was impossible not to think it was a reckless challenge. However, everyone was fired up, saying they wouldn't get another chance to do something like this if not now. They were a group with incredible passion, no matter when you saw them.


  The youngest writer recalled the meeting with Parthe, where the atmosphere was the complete opposite. People had shouted about how the broadcast was on the verge of ruin because of someone, asking if they were really going to film like this. A disaster might have happened that day if Han Gawoon hadn't managed the situation.


  Honestly, if this stage fails, it's our fault.


  The writer thought, swallowing his tears. He now realized why almost none of the writers from Season 1 were still around when he was hired. The broadcast was run in such a haphazard and biased way that you couldn't help but leave out of disgust.


  Who could he blame but himself for not noticing the escape signals sooner? Vowing never to make the same mistake again, the youngest writer postponed leaving work. He was slowly starting to forget when his official quitting time even was. He received and forwarded the background music playlist for the filming location spArk had requested in real-time. He overcame many hurdles just to get one file, but he wanted to at least do that for them quickly.


  spArk Lee Cheonghyeon [No matter how hard we looked, we could only find up to last year's, how did you get it so quickly?!]
[Thank you! You're the best, Writer!]


  spArk Kim Iwol [Thank you for your hard work so late at night. We will do our best to prepare so we can repay your consideration! I hope you have a peaceful night. We'll see you on the day of the practice scene filming!]


  He had no idea where they had gotten the department store's background music list. Filled with overflowing motivation, the youngest writer pressed the 'thumbs up' icon on the last message from everyone who had texted.


  He attended the practice room filming with an anxious heart. There, he saw spArk arrive with a composition that exceeded his imagination and found himself looking forward to the main recording day.


  "Please step away from the glass. I'm asking you."


  After learning what kind of stage the participants wanted, he wanted to help create their desired atmosphere, even if just a little. He tried his best not to raise his voice while repeating the same warning to people who crossed the line set up to organize the filming site or leaned against the high-floor glass railings.


  "What are you filming here?"


  "We'll be filming for about an hour."


  "Why are you filming in such a crowded department store? It's so chaotic."


  The voice was complaining, but the questioner's gaze was directed over the writer's shoulder toward the stage.


  "We'll be careful not to be loud. We ask for your understanding," the youngest writer replied with a smile.


  spArk's busking performance took place on a small stage against a wall on the department store's first floor. The place was normally used for pop-up events or luxury brand makeup events. The space was narrow, but they could use the area to its fullest since they didn't set up speakers. Just as people started to take an interest in the widely spaced chairs, spArk appeared.


  "Hello, we are spArk."


  Unlike their usual booming greeting, only Jeong Seongbin spoke while the other members bowed. After their greeting, spArk sat side-by-side on simple, gold-colored metal chairs on the stage. A calm piano accompaniment began to flow.


  They wore light, white t-shirts of slightly different designs and pale beige pants, giving a plain impression. Their glamorous makeup filled the void. With brown-toned suede loafers, they looked less like idols busking and more like logo-less clothing models for the younger generation.


  A short prologue introduced the department store, the busking venue. The crowd of cameras and bright lights began to draw the gazes of passersby one by one.


  "By the way, Kiyeon, doesn't the music playing right now sound familiar?"


  At Jeong Seongbin's words, Kang Kiyeon pretended to cup his ear. The sound of phone camera flashes and people chatting with their companions quieted for a moment.


  "It's a familiar song. Where have I heard it?"


  "Isn't it that song? The pop song that got famous for its music video filmed in a snowy field."


  "That's right. To be precise, it's a piano arrangement of that song."


  The talk, like an educational radio broadcast, wasn't particularly interesting.


  A few people who had shown interest were about to turn away.


  "They say some music makes customers stay in a store longer, while other music induces customers to act quickly," Jeong Seongbin's soft voice said at a low volume.


  "In that case, what about the next piece of music?"


  As Jeong Seongbin's comment ended, the members began to take off their shoes one by one.


  The atmosphere that something was about to begin stopped the people who were about to walk away. The members at both ends passed their chairs to the staff offstage. Soon, only the barefoot members remained on the empty stage. The elegantly flowing piano accompaniment stopped.


  "Let's listen together."


  The noise that had inevitably grown with the crowd completely vanished at Jeong Seongbin's barely audible voice.


  From a distance, a new piano accompaniment and percussion slowly revealed its presence at a very low volume.


  

  How about jazz dance? Kang Kiyeon suggested. He stared intently at the list of the department store's music tracks we received from the writer.


  Contemporary jazz... I think it would be a good fit if we mix in a lyrical jazz feel.


  Hold on. Give me five minutes to search.


  For example, something like this.


  Kang Kiyeon played a famous pop song and showed us a rather artistic dance. It was vastly different from idol dancing.


  Compared to the dances we've done so far, the movements might seem slow or have a lot of empty space, but it looks cool when we do it as a group. It's also good for expressing things with just our bodies, without a song.


  No, Kiyeon. It was cool enough with just you dancing alone.


  Are you telling me to go out there alone right now?


  Kang Kiyeon might have misinterpreted my words. He collaborated with the Choi Jeho and Park Joowoo roommez, who presumably enjoyed b-boying when bored. They created a high-level dance like a competition choreography. The task had a difficulty of 100 stars, requiring splits, rolling on the floor, and flying across the stage.


  The organic connection between the dance and the song is high, so the audience's ears will naturally be drawn to the music. The problem is...


  If the six of us don't dance in perfect sync, it'll be jarring, Choi Jeho said, killing me with his words.


  Two weeks passed. I dedicated 280 hours to the hyperbolic time chamber of a practice room and...


  + [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'The Person in Charge' has arrived.


  ▶ Assistant Manager Kim, you're flying around now? Looks like you're all better? What did I tell you. I said it seemed like Assistant Manager Kim was faking it.


  [SYSTEM] 'The Subordinate' is notified of 'Dance Proficiency Increase'.


  Performance Evaluation (100) - Vocal Proficiency 14(▲)/20 - Dance Proficiency 12(▲)/20 - Self-PR 19(▲)/20 - Attendance Management 19(▼)/20 - Organizational Adaptability 18(▲)/20 - Accumulated Fatigue 41% +


  ...after excruciating effort, I was reborn as Kim Iwol. If not a dance master, I had at least reached the level of a promising prospect.


  Chapter 380: The 4th Competition (2)


  Learning jazz dance was not easy. Park Joowoo, Lee Cheonghyeon, and I frequently failed a move where we had to roll on the floor and stand up. Our limbs twisted like a tangled clump of hair, and Jeong Seongbin would approach, holding back his laughter, to rescue us. It was a mystery why Park Joowoo struggled when he had even helped create the choreography.


  In any case, we eventually succeeded. We had become swans, even if we did not quite exude elegance. The joy we felt when we performed the entire song without a single person making a mistake for the first time was indescribable.


  After we presented the result carved from our very bones, I found myself naturally observing the audience's reaction.


  "How was our stage?" Jeong Seongbin asked, having been the first to grab a microphone. We heard cheers and people saying it was good in small voices. It was not a common sight, so everyone laughed silently.


  "The song that just played is 『Hi』 by Millie Brown, released in 1998. As you just heard, instrumental tracks without vocals are often found at jazz concerts, and we're happy to have been able to show it to you in a unique way."


  The 4th competition would end after a brief music introduction and some closing remarks. With gentle exit music playing in the background, I finished my assigned lines.


  "We hope you have a day filled with present joy. Thank you for being with us."


  I bowed deeply. As I raised my head, the upper-floor railing overlooking the hall finally came into view. Beyond the safety personnel, I could see people packed tightly along the railing.


  

  The IDC staff seemed aware that busking made preventing prior leaks impossible, so they uploaded an on-site fancam the very next day.


  A new regulation was also announced. It banned and nullified duplicate voting, which had been at the center of controversy each round. The staff seemed to know the program could be canceled if it took any more hits.


  Thanks to this, Won Chaehee could enjoy the new content that had piled up during her overtime with a slightly less irritated heart.


  When new content dropped, the fandom's reaction followed a somewhat consistent pattern. Won Chaehee, who had become a seasoned Sparkler without realizing it, had now perfectly grasped these habits.


  First, they actively appreciated spArk's changed visuals.


  ≫ Who dipped our boys in a gold mine and pulled them out?


  Gold dust is sparkling on their faces and their hair turned yellow?? They look like 70 gold bars from Jongno???


  └ I saw 'gold dust' and thought, 'Ah, what's this, just the usual fangirling~' but I wonder if there's a German word for the bewilderment of seeing actual gold dust in the on-site photos.


  └ The clothes are simple but the glitter is soooooo flashy that the minimalist beauty the outfits should provide is completely lost.


  ≫ I love Jeho, but I never thought light silver hair would suit him. After seeing ash gray Jeho, I feel like I've wasted 20 years of my life... Why haven't you ever had light-colored hair before?


  └ I love Kiyeon, but I never thought platinum blonde for Kiyeon... haa... Kiyeon, was our loyalty only this deep? Are you saying Seongbin never once suggested platinum blonde to you? There's no way Iwol would do that. Kiyeon, Sparklers have told you time and again that if you listen to your hyungs, good things will come to you.


  └ A Sparkler has appeared who's suddenly run out of space to nag.


  ≫ The Brown-Haired Seongbin Fan Club is revived.


  I love the blonde ombre in the middle so much I could die.


  └ Jeong Seongbin's hair, if you have any sense, grow out brown.


  └ I'll raise you Lee Cheonghyeon's hair, if you have any sense, grow out gold...


  └ I thought I'd never see blonde Cheonghyeon after MISSION, so thank you for coming back with an even brighter blonde... I love you...


  ≫ So you're telling me the people who went to Hyeonjae Department Store yesterday saw that for free? They saw it without ticketing, without paying, and without waiting to be in the audience? Does that even make sense??


  └ Calm down and tell me what you want.


  └ To the person who took the preview, please upload it quickly.


  ≫ I've been staring at one picture of Joowoo for over 30 minutes, is this normal?


  └ The concentration to observe one photo for three hours...


  └ The concentration to observe one photo for three hours...


  └ The concentration to observe one photo for three hours...


  └ You guysㅋㅋㅋ Stop sending the same reply, it's scaryㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ


  Next came the unfiltered emotional expression of those who saw the stage. The posts from this time were rarely in complete sentences.


  ≫ Haa


  ≫ Doubting my eyes


  Won Chaehee's private account was the same. Everyone communicated through face-palming emoticons, sighs, slang that sarcastically expressed joy, and memes that conveyed immense love.


  Proper posts appeared after this period passed. People, clutching their throbbing heads, would eagerly share their impressions, desperate to explain why and where they were so overwhelmed.


  ≫ Jazz served up by spArk? You can't see this just anywhere.


  This stay-at-home jazz enthusiast is sobbing... I thought I'd never understand the saying 'I'm full even without eating,' but today I get it.


  └ More than anything, the fact that Choi Jeho choreographed the pair dance is so stimulating that my heart can't take it.


  ≫ It's not like they don't know it's hard to get a stimulating reaction with a lyrical song, so while I think their challenging spirit is amazing, the fact they pulled it off this well is so incredible that even I feel proudㅠㅠ I'll be a Sparkler for life.


  ≫ The video seems to have new audio dubbed over it, I wonder if the sound was clear at the venue? This seems like a dance you absolutely have to watch while listening to the song.


  └ From the reviews I've seen, the atmosphere at the venue was super quiet. They said it was almost like a radio show.


  └ A radio showㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  There was something unusual, though. Kim Iwol was seen more than usual.


  In performance-heavy stages, Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon had usually received the most attention.


  During the 'Blonde' era, videos from Kang Kiyeon's middle school days, his trainee videos, and his IDC Season 1 random play dance had flooded the message boards.


  This time was different. While there had been reactions saying Kim Iwol was no longer a bad dancer for a while, there was a clear difference in the posts currently being uploaded.


  ≫ When did Kim Iwol become a man...?


  ≫ Wasn't our Iwol spArk's Snow Queen, Seongbin's hometown friend, a master of handmade notebooks, and the slacker of the Fireworks High School baseball team?


  └ There's something non-human in that last one, but still, when did Kim Iwol become a man...?


  ≫ Our Iwol said he'd do a sexy concept when he got skinny, trusting his younger members, but it turns out he was planning to do it all by himself. What a greedy guy.


  ≫ No matter how I look at it, the outfit and dance weren't aiming for sexy, but I get a strange feeling watching it. It's a really weird video... I keep thinking about it even when I lie down to sleep.


  └ Why isn't there an individual fancam for Hi?


  └ They said since it was busking, only the stage video is being released this time.


  └ Those clueless bastards don't know how to rack up views.


  The sight of ash-blonde Kim Iwol digesting a slow dance as if it were his own created a huge stir among Sparklers. Three-split GIFs with a slow-motion effect and screenshots that perfectly captured his languid expression poured out endlessly.


  Did he go through some kind of secluded, intense training?


  Won Chaehee knew well that Kim Iwol did not have time to go all-in on dance practice. It had not been long since she saw a BubblePop message saying the 'Exclusive Report' filming was over. Even though there were no drug offenders in their group, it was unlikely spArk had not been monitoring the situation.


  He was intense. He showed no sign of hardship, yet his hard work was conveyed without a single word. Kim Iwol himself probably would not want that kind of reaction.


  Kim Iwol, I understand your intentions perfectly.


  As soon as Won Chaehee got off the subway, she bought two high-caffeine drinks from a convenience store in the station. She chugged one right in front of the store's trash can. Holding the remaining can, Won Chaehee ran diligently.


  Today, I'm going to make you the main piece of an art fair!


  That night, Won Chaehee truly salvaged twenty golden moments from her wavering focus.


  From those, four carefully selected photos were beautifully packaged, using Won Chaehee's sleep time as fertilizer.


  With less time to slim jaws and touch up skin, Won Chaehee poured her soul into removing the background and bringing out the natural colors.


  Won Chaehee was only able to fall asleep two hours before sunrise. In the near future, these photos would ascend to the honorable position of 'photos that are suspiciously frequently found in the Idol Fan Gallery'.


  

  During IDC Season 1, they had a training camp before the final stage. This event was scheduled to be applied this season as well.


  However, the training camp was scrapped a week before filming. In a way, it was an obvious course of action.


  They had to gather the cast to film the 4th competition's ranking announcement, and since the live broadcast schedule was set, they had to film content to air before it.


  Thus, the IDC staff decided to proceed with individual content where each group would gather on their own after filming the ranking announcement.


  First, in the 4th competition, spArk took 2nd place by a narrow margin. Slate, who put on a large-scale performance with dancers in Daehangno, took 1st place. It was a spectacle worthy of a year-end stage.


  Parthe took 5th place. It was a much lower rank compared to the firepower their fandom had shown so far. However, Song Minil did not show any dissatisfaction, even after being beaten by Slate.


  After the ranking announcement ended, we headed to a large tent decorated with fairy lights. The setup of six tents just sitting there indoors was a bit artificial, but we decided to accept it meekly since outdoor filming in this weather would have us roasted alive.


  Ond, a 9-member group, strongly protested, "Shouldn't our team get two tents, realistically?!" They said they would make the two who lost at rock-paper-scissors sit outside, but fortunately, all the members were able to fit into the large tent.


  Even as a 6-member group, we could not use the space very generously.


  "Should we all fold our legs? Kang-geon can stretch his feet out!"


  "Yeah, it's cramped, so you fold your legs into thirds."


  "Cheonghyeon said that not because of your height, but because he's worried about your knees, Kiyeon...!"


  Park Joowoo mediated between the bickering Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon. He used to not know what to do when sharp glances were exchanged between members, but recently he has been trying to mediate quite a bit. The kid, whose growth spurt is over, is growing day by day.


  I'm proud of him.


  A lamp shone brightly in the middle of the tent. From a corner of the tent where the light flickered, Jeong Seongbin took out a small envelope.


  Chapter 381: Flashback Scene


  "What's with the envelope?"


  "I'll open it!"


  A letter that looked like a museum piece emerged from the hanji envelope. He untied the string and unfolded the paper, revealing a message written in calligraphy, like a prop from a historical drama.


  "'To the members of spArk, who have run forward with one heart and one mind, we grant you free time. Please share warmth with your colleagues and open up your hearts!'... That's what it says."


  Didn't spArk just open up their hearts last week while folding laundry?


  Choi Jeho had thrown a piece of clothing into the washing machine that shouldn't have been there. It shrank so badly they all agreed Kang Kiyeon would inherit it.


  Still, a true professional did what was necessary. While Jeong Seongbin neatly folded the letter and put it away, Lee Cheonghyeon pulled his legs forward and shifted his position.


  "Don't we share warmth too often? I recently saw a collection of comments that said, 'spArk is a bugged Kkuyo Kkuyo.' It said that when three of us gather, we're supposed to pop, but more members just keep getting added instead."


  "Calling it a bug is a little sad. How about we call it an upgraded version? The difficulty has just gone up."


  Thanks to Jeong Seongbin's kind suggestion, spArk went from being 'Bugged Kkuyo Kkuyo' to 'Expansion Pack NEW! Kkuyo Kkuyo.'


  Usually, fans expected to hear their idol's hidden stories or unreleased episodes during a broadcast like this. However, since something was always happening, the members had no unreleased episodes. Just that morning, they had revealed their commute playlist and Lee Cheonghyeon's third-year, first-semester school grades.


  "We have to be honest in front of the camera, so I'll make a bold statement."


  While I wondered what interesting, unrevealed stories spArk had, Kang Kiyeon beat me to it.


  "I wish the members would stop watching my fancams in the dorm."


  "Why? That's the hottest content in our dorm."


  "Watch your own!"


  Lee Cheonghyeon snickered at Kang Kiyeon's reddened face.


  "You guys watch it way too much! I'll be in my room and Lee Cheonghyeon is watching it with the sound on. Then when I go out, Iwol is watching it on the living room TV!"


  "It's all the members' affection, Kiyeon."


  "What about my human rights?" Kang Kiyeon asked, dumbfounded by my words. I didn't give him a separate answer.


  With Kang Kiyeon breaking the ice, the others started bringing up topics one by one.


  "Seongbin, you kept feeling sorry towards me after you went out for the position battle... but I hope you won't. I'm just proud whenever the members go out and perform under our team's name."


  Park Joowoo, comforting his friend who had been worrying all this time, was particularly impressive.


  "We still have more to show...!"


  Park Joowoo didn't just offer touching words. I almost laughed as he diligently slipped in the next spoiler.


  "We did a lot of new things this season, especially. Right?"


  "That's because you suggested we do a musical."


  "And that's why I did the jazz dance without complaining~."


  Conversations where neither side took any damage also occurred. While Lee Cheonghyeon and Choi Jeho bantered, Jeong Seongbin successfully claimed one of the cushions provided to create a cozy atmosphere.


  "What was the most memorable thing for everyone? While doing IDC."


  "For me, it was demonstration stage Kang-geon."


  "Hah..." Kang Kiyeon sighed at Lee Cheonghyeon's unhesitating answer.


  "I'm serious! The last time I saw Kang-geon dance was when he competed in a concours. It was a shame we didn't have a chance to show the fans besides that digitally weathered video, but I was happy he pulled it off like a pro. I'm also glad that it resulted in a stage that fit the concept well."


  However, Kang Kiyeon didn't argue with his friend's following words. Lee Cheonghyeon had watched over him since his dancing days, which had become the foundation of Kang Kiyeon's life. He probably couldn't speak carelessly to a friend like that, no matter how embarrassed he was.


  "Everyone gave a lot of opinions this time."


  The guys nodded at my words. In the previous season, I was mainly the one to propose ideas, and the members would flesh them out or refine the details. This time, however, almost everyone took turns planning the stages. They took charge of the planning.


  "Speaking of opinions, I was wondering if I was being unnecessarily stubborn when I suggested we do a musical. I feel like I made things too hard for the hyungs and Kangyeon until we produced the final result."


  Lee Cheonghyeon laughed awkwardly. He only relaxed after someone said, "If not now, when would we ever try something like this?"


  "Seongbin and Joowoo, you spent the end of your teens and the start of your twenties with IDC. How do you feel?"


  The production team also asked a question that would make a good video clip.


  If the production team has any sense, they should get us a decent recording venue for the finals.


  "A one-year difference shouldn't be that big, but it feels huge. Is it because of expression? I personally think I've grown a lot."


  "Physically?"


  "Physically, I didn't grow that much..." Jeong Seongbin trailed off at the question from Lee Cheonghyeon, who had shown overwhelming physical growth.


  "Jeong Seongbin worked hard. Managing the practice schedule and all."


  Choi Jeho praised the leader's efforts. I was running around filming a drama, and Lee Cheonghyeon was shooting commercials between arranging music. On top of that, taking care of Park Joowoo and Kang Kiyeon, who had their own individual stages, must have been incredibly difficult. It may seem trivial, but the people closest to you know best about your condition and work progress, and Jeong Seongbin is a leader who doesn't ignore such things.


  It seemed Choi Jeho had been watching over his struggling younger member in his own way. Though embarrassed, Jeong Seongbin didn't forget to express his gratitude. The old Jeong Seongbin used to react that way even when I praised him. Nowadays, whenever I say anything, he just says, 'Yes, hyung, thank you, now please go to bed.' How cruel the passage of time is.


  "Who else could hold the team together so well at such a crucial time like Seongbin? It was the same during the Season 1 finals."


  At my words, Jeong Seongbin's eyes widened. He seemed surprised that I would mention that period on air.


  However, this guy needs to let people know about the respectable path he has walked.


  That way, even if Jang Junhoo got twisted up inside and tried to pick a fight with him again, Jeong Seongbin wouldn't crumble under external attacks.


  Jeong Seongbin, who had listened to me silently, quickly brought up the younger members again. He said it wasn't difficult at all because they followed his lead so well.


  "Do you really think so? You never feel like smacking us?"


  "Why would I smack you guys!" Jeong Seongbin urgently denied Lee Cheonghyeon's words.


  "Have you never thought we were arrogant? Not even once?"


  Eventually, even Kang Kiyeon joined in.


  "Not at all. I don't think I've ever been stressed because of you two...?"


  "Then is it because of me and Jeho...?"


  "No, hyung!" Jeong Seongbin waved his hands in denial.


  My image, laughing heartily after flustering a much younger member, will surely be broadcast as the most villainous thing in the world.


  "What about the hyungs? Have you ever been upset because of the younger members?" Jeong Seongbin asked, slightly softening the wording.


  Even though it was a time for honesty, the topic could easily become fodder for rumors of discord. Since the cameras were rolling, he couldn't just say nothing. His way of laying the groundwork to explain things as lightly as possible, even if it became an issue, was admirable.


  "Not really."


  Choi Jeho's answer was so simple that Jeong Seongbin's efforts were unnecessary. My opinion wasn't much different.


  "You guys don't speak informally even when we tell you to. Joowoo and Cheonghyeon have dropped the formalities in name only, but they're still incredibly polite."


  "I am?" Lee Cheonghyeon retorted.


  They don't act like dorm villains during group life. I think you couldn't ask for better kids.


  "Even if there was something upsetting, it wouldn't necessarily be because of the younger members, right? You guys must have had a hard time because of the hyungs, too. Seongbin and Joowoo could have it tough being stuck in the middle."


  "I... haven't had a hard time," Park Joowoo explained with difficulty.


  "That's a relief, then."


  "In the first place, if you or Kang Kiyeon cross the line, wouldn't Jeong Seongbin take care of it?" Choi Jeho dropped a heavy truth bomb.


  Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon also accepted it without rebuttal.


  "It's a relief there are no hard feelings. I was a bit worried. Since everyone is so nice, I thought you'd probably endure being upset rather than mention it if you saw each other were busy."


  "Our kids do have that kind of image," I agreed with Kang Kiyeon's words.


  "What should we do? Change the weekly meeting to a daily one? Should we have two meetings, one in the morning and one in the afternoon?"


  "We just concluded there are no problems, so why is the work increasing?"


  "Because higher-ups tend to think you're just playing around if there are no problems, so they try to give you more work. Conversely, if there is a problem, they pretend not to know, so the work doesn't increase."


  "Hyung, I think you should stop appearing on those advice-sharing programs..."


  The alarm signaling the end of filming rang, concluding with Park Joowoo's regretful attempt to stop me. It was a time that relaxed both body and mind.


  

  The third competition's broadcast aired on time without any issues. I thought that with the drug involvement controversy, at least one episode might be replaced with another program. It seemed they avoided a major disaster, as no more drug offenders were revealed.


  ≫ Didn't IDC screw over Han Gawoon?


  It just had to be a stage with spArk, and anyone can see Jeong Seongbin carried the whole thing by the scruff of its neck, yet they let them win.


  └ It was those obnoxious fans who screwed him over... poor guy.


  └ Still, Han Gawoon isn't exactly a freeloader, is he? He's a good singer.


  └└ Right, Parthe was in the wrong, but this is just hating for the sake of hating... Didn't everyone admit Han Gawoon was the tier 1 main vocalist before spArk debuted?


  └└└ You can't defend him by saying he wasn't freeloading because the balance was off... The difference in their weight class is so huge that Han Gawoon looked relatively lacking. The other teams with members of similar skill levels were actually more stable.


  ≫ I'll give him the vocals.


  But the dancing lolololololololol


  └ How is the Taekkyeon team in 3rd placeㅠㅠ It's seriously ridiculous.


  └ The Taekkyeon team is Taekhwan and Kiyeon's team, right? They got 3rd place?? Isn't it only up to 3rd place???


  └ Even from the 'buried alive' view at the live recording, the Taekkyeon team was legendary... I thought the video came out well too...ㅠ


  └ It's true that spArk's weakness is their agency.


  └ Was this filmed before the drug scandal broke? Song Minil is acting so cocky.


  The viewers' reactions also shifted from 'The production team needs to reflect' to topics related to the broadcast content.


  However, the buzz, once it had grown, did not die down. People who weren't fans of the cast, and even fans who hadn't watched IDC because survival programs are too mentally draining, started to tune in.


  The public's attention had shifted from rooting out drug-using idols to a single variety program.


  When something like this happens, there's a high probability that...


  ≫ We expose the collusive relationship and power abuse between NBC and MYTH.


  ...a public exposé occurs. Due to an accusation from an inside source.


  Chapter 382: There Are No Eternal Secrets


  A writer, claiming to be from 'IDC Season 1', proved their identity with a partial draft of the show's plan and photos from the filming set.


  The exposé that followed contained all sorts of information.


  The writer revealed that during the planning of Idol Dynasty Chronicles, an order came from above to give MYTH's artists preferential treatment. They also revealed that during 'Shining Star, K-Greatest Scholar', a camera was assigned exclusively to Parthe for one-shot takes.


  ≫ 'Shining Star' cast members get about 10 pages of preparatory materials beforehand. However, some idols were given a 20-page cheat sheet.


  Unlike the preparatory materials, which mixed the study content randomly, the cheat sheet organized the actual broadcast questions in order.


  The writer also exposed the cheat sheet file.


  It meant my suspicion that Song Minil might have the question list was correct.


  The writer mentioned being pressured to manipulate votes but said they refused. Instead, the program made an internal promise to push Parthe.


  This agreement continued into Season 2, even after the writer left. A screenshot of a message with a junior writer revealed that giving Parthe a good spot in the busking competition and increasing their stage set budget were also part of the 'promise'.


  MYTH had been claiming the accusations were groundless but fell silent after the additional exposé. The writer, angered that MYTH tried to dismiss them as a mere staff member and attention-seeker, released an audio recording.


  ― This is different from what you said. Why is a question you never mentioned beforehand coming up?


  Well, variables can arise during the broadcast production process...


  ― Isn't that why writers are here, to decide on those things in advance? If you're not even going to decide on this properly, why are you writers getting paid to be here?


  Still, we're getting good shots of Minil, and we've secured plenty of individual screen time...


  ― What do you mean, good shots? There are dozens of people gathered there. His seat is too far back. I'm telling you, he can't stand out.


  And to top it all off...


  ― Geez, there's no trash can on this floor.


  ...my voice was in the recording, too.


  "Is this why you told me to show off my knowledge?"


  Even Lee Cheonghyeon came and asked me about it.


  Song Minil really has no luck. See? I told him to watch his mouth, didn't I?


  The public empathizes more easily with the work of regular employees than with the hardships of celebrities. It was only natural, since the former is closer to their own lives.


  ≫ They give him a script, give him one-shots, and even coddle him over the phone.


  So what the hell is he complaining about? Because a question he didn't know came up? All the other kids there filmed under the same conditions, you idiot.


  ≫ I guess you have to be prepared to leave the industry to expose something like this.


  └ It must have been so bad... If it were me, I think I would've felt a sense of shame while working too.


  ≫ Minil, what were you thinking when you saw Gayun unable to even lift her head at IDC...?


  I heard you took Gayun around to greet people and make an impression because she was too timid, right? Don't you think it would've been better not to make that impression?


  ≫ The way he talks is so fucking rude lolololol


  └ The way he talks is so fucking rude lolololol His words and actions are insane.


  His tone is exactly like those young 'kkondae' jerks you see everywhere these days.


  ≫ Is it for real that because they were pushing these guys, Sparkling Reaction got less than half of Parthe's screen time and had to busk in a department store?


  If it were me, I would've already written a handwritten withdrawal letter dissing Parthe and the production team. Song Minil, who belittled the writers' work and spewed harsh words, was torn to shreds.


  Criticism also intensified against MYTH, which broke the stereotype of 'the agency is the subordinate party' and used their idols' appearances to make deals.


  In the midst of this storm, I unintentionally reaped some reflective benefits.


  ≫ I heard people saying the voice in the background is cute. Sparklers, is that right??


  └ I think it might be, but Iwol isn't the type to talk to himself... It's ambiguous.


  └ He's not the type to go, "Where could my socks be~"? That's surprising.


  └ Why is that surprising? lolololol


  ≫ I think it's Kim Iwol.


  Appeared on the same show + Everyone else wipes the answer board with a marker + Said on the behind-the-scenes cam that he and Cheonghyeon were going to ditch the 'berry-bage'.


  └ Is your name Conan by any chance?


  └ Is your profession detective?


  ≫ If the outside noise was loud enough to be recorded on the phone of the person on the call, the soundproofing must not be very good.


  At that volume, wouldn't even a passerby have heard everything Song Minil was saying?


  └ Seeing how Song Minil quieted down after Kim Iwol said that, it's certain, and considering nothing was said until now, it seems like Kim Iwol gave him a warning and let it go.


  └ What warning lol He just got lucky.


  └ Can you still say that after seeing him keep bringing up Lee Cheonghyeon's family and being a smartass right up until Kim Iwol appeared and the call ended, only to shut his mouth at the very end?


  └ Our boy's mouth isn't as loose as a certain someone's center, so he doesn't go adding fuel to the fire on BubblePop just because he's annoyed... You should be grateful that Iwol hasn't said a word about how shitty it is to film while being discriminated against compared to the beneficiary.


  ≫ The world works in mysterious ways.


  Back in Season 1, Iwol got so much hate for supposedly getting special treatment and acting entitled, but now in Season 2, the situation has completely reversed.


  └ Our boy was just walking on a gravel path, clearing away stones, and complaining about being carsick the whole time.


  It's the principle that even a pebble looks like a beautiful object of nature when it's next to food waste...


  Honestly, I thought I was struggling between a Ulover seonbae with a questionable personality and Parthe, the son of the broadcasting station. Instead, Iwol had become an unparalleled king of perseverance who did his job silently, unshaken by anyone, come rain or shine, or even a broken head.


  MYTH belatedly posted an apology. The IDC team also posted a notice conveying their apologies to the groups who were harmed by the unfair process.


  "There are a lot of posts about filing complaints with the Communications Commission."


  Jeong Seongbin, who monitored beside me, furrowed his brows. He looked like he had a lot on his mind.


  "Don't worry too much. The program won't be canceled midway."


  "But the issue of bias has been exposed to this extent, hasn't it?"


  "They'll probably say that some editing was unavoidable for the sake of entertainment. Other shows don't air the raw footage as is, either. It might be different if they manipulated paid votes, but something like this is likely to be seen as within the broadcasting station's discretion. Have you ever seen a case get disciplined for 'evil editing'?"


  It will be difficult for the next season to be produced, but if we can bow out after this season instead of appearing on IDC again, that's a welcome outcome for us too.


  "If anything, this turned out for the best."


  "......"


  Jeong Seongbin gave me a puzzled look. I closed my laptop and spoke.


  "We had a lot to prepare for the live broadcast stage, right?"


  "......"


  "Until now, we only had circumstantial evidence, but it's different now. Since everyone knows there was discrimination, the production team will provide as much support as possible, if only to lessen their responsibility. With only one stage left, it's in their best interest to take good care of us so public opinion doesn't worsen."


  Though not completely, Jeong Seongbin seemed to agree with me to some extent.


  "There's no point discussing what's already happened. Let's think about the benefits we can gain from now on. Got it?"


  I patted his shoulder. With a determined expression, Jeong Seongbin ran over to Park Joowoo.


  

  After the controversy over Parthe's special treatment and spArk's exploitation on IDC, I received a lot of messages. They were mostly texts worrying about our mental state.


  Ha Seomyeong Seonbae [I saw the article. It's so upsetting, but I'm glad that more people are acknowledging Mr. Iwol and spArk]
[Let's get your revenge when you become a big shot, Mr. Iwol]
[Okay?]
[I believe in you, Mr. Iwol]


  Heerang Seonbae [I saw the article. Are you okay?]
[I'm cheering for spArk and Iwol-hyung!!]


  Seongchan Seonbae [Man, I can't say everything I want to over text]
[Let's have Berion and spArk grab a meal together soon]
[Heerang said he found a great place]
[I'll steal President Moon's card, so just wait]


  Gu Jahan Seonbae [If you're pissed, you want me to ask if our company has any thoughts on starting an idol business?]


  Me [I'll gratefully accept the thought!]


  Gu Jahan Seonbae [No]
[What's so hard about just asking]


  Me [I'm really okay, I mean it]


  Aside from the chill that ran down my spine because of Gu Jahan, my heart felt warm.


  Modern society is still worth living in.


  Yesterday, we even ate beef with the company card. There was also a bittersweet episode where Manager Chanyoung started crying, saying he was sorry the agency didn't have more power. Manager Daeyeon had to take him out midway.


  After receiving plenty of support and eating plenty of food, we gathered in the meeting room, strengthened by the healing we'd received from all sides.


  We only exchanged light greetings with the staff who came for the filming. They didn't look well enough to engage in small talk.


  They said they were too ashamed to face spArk, so Jeong Seongbin smoothed things over by saying we were fine as long as they filmed us well. If I hadn't heard our dedicated team shouting in anger on our behalf, I probably would have laid down on the meeting room table.


  Fortunately, the filming of the meeting scene began in a calm atmosphere without any loud voices.


  "Everyone," Lee Cheonghyeon said in a solemn tone.


  "The time has finally come."


  Park Joowoo's eyes gleamed. My own palms began to sweat. After a long wait, the time had come to bring out spArk's long-cherished project.


  Chapter 383: The 5th Competition (1)


  Right when we decided to join IDC, Lee Cheonghyeon and I agreed on one thing. It was about the final stage.


  I announced this plan at the first unofficial meeting to set our mindset for the program.


  "If we do a live broadcast this time too, there's a stage I'd like to perform at the end. May I suggest it?"


  "What is it?" Kang Kiyeon asked with interest, since she hadn't been told anything beforehand.


  "Since we're appearing on this show instead of doing our activities for the second half of the year, I want to deliver a quality at least on par with a music show."


  At my words, Park Joowoo's typing speed increased. Park Joowoo must have single-handedly raised spArk's average typing speed.


  "This time, I want to make the most of the advantage of a live broadcast with a large audience."


  "What do you want to do?" Choi Jeho asked.


  I looked at Park Joowoo and posed a question.


  "What genre do you think has a refreshing feel, creates synergy with the venue's energy, and can best show the charm of a live performance?"


  Park Joowoo froze for a moment as if he had broken down. He looked around and saw Lee Cheonghyeon smirking, which made Park Joowoo look surprised. Then, as if he had found his conviction, his eyes lit up and he shouted.


  "A band...!"


  In that moment, we set the day to fulfill Park Joowoo's long-cherished wish.


  Band practice happened at the same time as the IDC preparations and filming. It was quite difficult to hide it from our fans. At least, it seems no one has caught on so far.


  Lee Cheonghyeon started composing the song for the final stage even before the IDC recording began. He said the basic preparations were already finished since he was working on a song for the latter half of the year anyway, but it couldn't have been an easy task.


  We didn't just jump into it recklessly. We made the decision after dozens of careful considerations, as the members were already familiar with the basics of their assigned instruments.


  Nevertheless, basics alone were not enough to achieve a decent level of quality.


  "Cheonghyeon, the sheet music is all black."


  "Mine is too, so just deal with it."


  ...so Lee Cheonghyeon and I, the experienced ones, decided to play until our fingerprints wore off. For the first time, I was grateful for the synchronization feature.


  And what more is there to say about Park Joowoo? He spent three months with his happiness index through the roof. While the other members were out for the demonstration stage [頒布式] and position competitions, he steadily built up his strength.


  This was the result of not needing to change his vocalization like for a musical, not having few singing parts like the first stage, and encountering a song that perfectly suited his taste.


  "...How was it?!"


  At the first full rehearsal, Park Joowoo managed to ignite a sense of crisis in all of spArk.


  Does it make sense that this kid is only twenty this year? Even if the genre is different, how can his explosive power be this immense?


  I wasn't the only one who was flustered. Everyone froze like ice sculptures, watching Park Joowoo, who was just happy that it was so, so cool.


  "Please let me sleep in the practice room today."


  "Yeah, I'll sleep here too."


  Kang Kiyeon and Jeong Seongbin muttered with empty eyes.


  My prediction was way off. My original plan was to put both beginners, Jeong Seongbin and Kang Kiyeon, on guitar to satisfy the audience's expectation for flashiness. I would reinforce the sound with Lee Cheonghyeon's keyboard and supplement the drumming of Choi Jeho, who was also a beginner.


  However, Park Joowoo turned all our efforts to dust. This wasn't a matter that a few members could solve by helping each other out. Everyone had to go beyond the basics and achieve a certain level of proficiency.


  After that, it was only practice, practice, and more practice. Lee Cheonghyeon set up a two-tiered keyboard, and I changed my bass strings three times. The guitar beginners practiced chords in the car until their hands were calloused.


  After that long period of ascetic training, today is the day.


  Lee Cheonghyeon displayed a band image on the monitor.


  "spArk, let's go with a band!"


  "......"


  The meeting room erupted with excitement. The writers' eyes went wide as if they were trying to send some kind of signal, but Lee Cheonghyeon's slide flowed naturally to 'On-stage Instrument Arrangement Plan (1)'.


  

  "Are you really doing a band? For real?"


  "......"


  "Did you all know how to play instruments originally?"


  "We started this year."


  "There's a big difference between practicing and actually performing live. Experience is crucial for a proper band sound..."


  The writers showered spArk with concerns as soon as the recording ended. I do think it was a provocative choice. Still, it's a stage we wanted to show our fans at least once. There will be no better opportunity than this to do a band performance. We did our best to reassure the writers before sending them off.


  "The finals are really here," Lee Cheonghyeon said, sounding as if the feeling was new to him after running without a moment's rest.


  "So much happened in between."


  "You think we'll get a vacation after IDC ends? It probably won't happen since we just got back from one not too long ago, right?"


  "Even if we get a vacation, don't you and Kang Kiyeon have to go to school?" Choi Jeho hit Lee Cheonghyeon where it hurt.


  With the start of the school semester looming, Lee Cheonghyeon clutched his aching heart.


  "When school starts, you should rest, Cheonghyeon. Seongbin and I will work on the album."


  "Right, Seongbin is taking a leave of absence next semester."


  "......" At Lee Cheonghyeon's words, Jeong Seongbin averted his gaze.


  "Ha, his younger brother is a high school senior, and the hyungs can't even be bothered to create a studious atmosphere..." I had asked with the best of intentions, but Lee Cheonghyeon's reaction was not good.


  "You said it. Should I create a proper studious atmosphere for you?"


  "Cheonghyeon is a student who does self-directed learning, so he's fine."


  "No. As hyungs, we should help our little brother study. Seongbin, can you add 'Study With Me' to Dotion?"


  "No! Why do I have to study at school and then study at the dorm too!"


  "You study on your own whenever you have free time anyway."


  "Voluntary and mandatory are different!" Lee Cheonghyeon shrieked.


  Jeong Seongbin smiled as he watched his younger brother and wrote 'Study With Me' under their content ideas. Lee Cheonghyeon looked like he was about to die as he lay down on the floor.


  "Has the first broadcast date for 'Exclusive Report' been confirmed?" Jeong Seongbin asked while organizing Dotion.


  "Yep. The second Saturday of September."


  "That's right after IDC ends, isn't it?"


  Tell me about it. There won't be a day Kim Iwol isn't on TV.


  "We're definitely throwing a festival this time. We'll film a 'watch the first episode live' content and a UA Corporation skit too!" Lee Cheonghyeon shouted as he got up from the floor.


  "Why go that far?"


  "We let the 'In My Office' thing pass quietly. We have to make twice the noise this time."


  "There are articles about it everywhere, so is it really..."


  "Hyung, you stay quiet. We'll handle the promotion."


  Perhaps still holding a grudge about how we only promoted the OST work, Lee Cheonghyeon and Jeong Seongbin grabbed a tablet and disappeared, leaving me behind.


  

  The day of the live broadcast was hectic from dawn. To be precise, it had been busy since the previous afternoon because Choi Jeho had been getting his hair dyed since then.


  He has to be behind me for the whole four minutes, so we have to do something for him. He's our team's center!


  So we transformed him with two-tone hair so he would look pretty when the camera caught him. Choi Jeho's hair roots are as strong as their owner's body, so there shouldn't be any problems.


  Park Joowoo bleached his hair once more to make it white. We judged that there was no better color for a youthful, otherworldly, genius band vocalist. To differentiate it from his white hair during 『MISSION』, we added a faint silver to the tips to bring out a ice-cold feeling.


  I returned to black hair. It was a color that brought peace to my mind and body. As expected, only black hair brings me comfort.


  We all matched in white t-shirts and jeans and took a picture. Posing in front of the broadcast station's concrete wall, we looked quite like fresh-faced band rookies who had just started music. Our efforts to find a place that felt as much like a live cafe as possible had paid off.


  "The bracelet is really visible," Kang Kiyeon said.


  Lee Cheonghyeon beamed with a proud smile.


  As Kang Kiyeon said, each member had a bracelet on their wrist. They were all silver bracelets of the same design. It was the second friendship item for spArk, whose only other one was their worn-out, all-black practice clothes.


  Members, gather 'round.


  Last night, after calling over all the hyungs, including Choi Jeho who had just washed his hair, Lee Cheonghyeon had brought out six small boxes.


  What's this?


  Cheonghyeon is giving a gift to the members who worked hard until the final broadcast.


  The accessory box Lee Cheonghyeon opened contained this bracelet. Lee Cheonghyeon handed out the light, thin-chained bracelets to each member one by one.


  Why bracelets?


  I told you. A gift from Cheonghyeon!


  For Park Joowoo, he put on a wristband first and then fastened the bracelet over it. It was for his hyung, who didn't particularly like anything other than clothes touching his skin.


  People in bands are supposed to have one of these. It gives a sense of unity.


  Park Joowoo happily accepted his younger brother's kindness without a single word of complaint. Even Choi Jeho, who wasn't fond of wearing accessories, received the bracelet without a fuss.


  However, Jeong Seongbin and I couldn't just be proud and think, Gosh, when did this kid grow up so much...


  Cheonghyeon.


  "......"


  Please tell me this is a sponsorship... No. It's a bigger problem if you got a sponsorship without us knowing. No, but...


  While I was stammering, Jeong Seongbin placed a hand on Lee Cheonghyeon's knee. Veins popped on the leader's hand.


  When did you spend so much money? Jeong Seongbin interrogated Lee Cheonghyeon with a gentle smile.


  Lee Cheonghyeon avoided his gaze. So much money? It's not like it's pure gold.


  In front of the excuse-making Lee Cheonghyeon, Jeong Seongbin held up the gifted bracelet with lifeless eyes and said.


  Did you think we don't watch your photoshoots?


  The new items from Linys shone brightly. Park Joowoo, his face pale, tried to take off the bracelet, but Lee Cheonghyeon barely managed to stop him.
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  This is all because I love the members! To celebrate becoming a brand model! I prepared this just this once, you know? I'd appreciate it if you'd just accept it, okay?


  Lee Cheonghyeon hurriedly made an excuse. Jeong Seongbin, however, didn't back down.


  That's because the price is anything but ordinary.


  But when else would I get to give such a meaningful gift? I'm doing it now before our contract period ends. Even Cheonghyeon won't be able to do this in the future.


  You think Linys won't renew your contract? Even after their brand recognition among people in their twenties shot up after they made you their model? And do you think Linys is the only brand that has its eyes on you? Their accessory competitors might not be able to have you, but every product you can wear from head to toe is waiting for you!


  I pressed my hand to my forehead. Choi Jeho brought me headache medicine and water. I couldn't decide if I should be grateful.


  When did you buy this?


  When I went to scout the department store beforehand. You never would have dreamed of it, right?


  Did Kiyeon know too?


  Kang Kiyeon didn't know. I lied and said an employee called me over for a moment about my modeling work.


  I don't think Linys sells stainless steel products. Is it white gold?


  That's right. I wanted to go with gold to give off a sense of wealth, but our members have cool skin tones. I matched it to our personal colors.


  ......


  If it were up to me, I would've gotten 24k, you know? But they said they don't make 24k products. Apparently, they deform easily.


  Hah...


  And... they said pure gold is heavy.


  Lee Cheonghyeon spouted nonsense with a serious expression. I left the lecturing to Jeong Seongbin and flopped onto the sofa. The moment I closed my eyes, a medley of nagging began. I wanted to fall asleep right then and there.


  

  He had to go and throw away all the receipts...


  The bracelets, which couldn't be returned, had guarded the members' wrists ever since that day.


  After his bracelet got caught on his guitar strings a few times, Kang Kiyeon started taping it down during practice. Lee Cheonghyeon even cackled and took pictures of the bizarre behavior.


  Lee Cheonghyeon was so happy just seeing the members wear the bracelets. I thought he'd be several times more ecstatic today, our first official appearance wearing the friendship bracelets.


  Yet a subtle frown creased Lee Cheonghyeon's brow. He seemed displeased with something.


  "What could be so troubling that you'd commit the audacious act of furrowing your brow while getting your makeup done?"


  "It's our outfits. They're a re-creation of our Season 1 self-PR stage," Lee Cheonghyeon said, lightly tugging at his white t-shirt.


  "What was our concept back then?"


  "It was innocent, fresh, refreshing, zesty, lively, healthy rookie male idols."


  "Right? So what if the bracelets make us look like new money?"


  It was a plausible concern. Fashion teetered between hip and tacky with just the slightest difference.


  "I don't think they look so much like new money that you need to worry. They aren't yellow, and they have the feel of string bracelets."


  "You think so? I knew I made a good choice picking a simple design, right?"


  "However, since you, the giver of the gift, brought it up first, there is something I'd like to suggest."


  "What is it?"


  Before I could finish, the stylist brought over a small, ornate box. It was filled with small tools and parts that had an immense presence.


  "How about a kitschy, limited-time customization?"


  I didn't need to hear his answer. Lee Cheonghyeon's eyes were glued to the sparkling jewels that filled the box.


  

  Living as a celebrity brought countless hardships. He'd been unjustly bombarded by camera flashes for things he didn't do. Being lumped in with those around him and criticized was a daily occurrence.


  Nevertheless, Polo could hold his head high because he himself was confident.


  I've never done anything to harm others. I haven't done anything illegal, and I haven't lived an insincere life.


  It was an industry where smoke could rise from a chimney that had no fire. That pride had crumbled all too easily.


  ≫ So there was a reason Hellas was the MC


  ≫ I bet it was so sweet for them to have it all to themselvesㅋㅋㅋ


  Just as they had always done, Polo had not done anything shameful. He was confident that they had never excessively promoted Parthe on the show.


  However, he couldn't assert his innocence amidst the flood of criticism. From the moment they renewed their contract with MYTH, it was only natural for people to think Hellas was just like his agency. This was a responsibility the decision-maker had to bear.


  He wanted to quit.


  But seeing his duties through to the end was also a responsibility.


  Polo couldn't step down. Now that he knew the program was being run because they couldn't overcome the agency's pressure, the MC couldn't just bail and put the production team in an even more difficult position.


  Polo came to the venue with a heavy heart. When the contestants came to greet him, he told them they were working hard.


  After the live broadcast began, he did his best to maintain a bright appearance. He could see the comment sections he'd read all night floating above the audience, but he narrowed his vision and smiled until the corners of his eyes crinkled.


  "The first contestant to open the battle for the throne, please come out!"


  spArk had earned the right to choose their performance order after Slay, who had placed first in the last competition. The young juniors boldly chose the first stage.


  The script he received before the live show was packed with comments before and after spArk's turn. He'd wondered if it was a shallow attempt to make up for the biased broadcasting.


  spArk decided to do a band performance. We have to clear all the instruments before the next turn, so you'll need to buy us some time after spArk's stage is over.


  There was a reason for it. Polo stared down at the cue sheet, which had an unusual number of lines.


  The interview time that had to be secured. The early performance slot, chosen to coincide with the day of real-time text voting. The band genre, optimized for hyping up the atmosphere.


  None of this could be a coincidence. spArk wasn't a team that relied on opportunities that just happened to come their way.


  From behind the stage, spArk walked out. They wore white t-shirts and jeans splattered with paint.


  It was a similar outfit to the one from the first episode of Season 1, which Polo had monitored before joining IDC.


  "We heard that our spArk has prepared a great deal for this stage."


  Yuur began the interview. Jeong Seongbin's eyes sparkled under the bright lights as he held the microphone.


  "Yes, we've been waiting for this day!"


  Jeong Seongbin and the members on either side of him smiled brightly.


  No one would be cracking the whip, telling spArk to work harder, yet they said they'd been waiting for this day, a day that even Polo, who had been treated well, just wanted to get over with.


  "Preparing a self-composed song and practicing with a band must have come with many difficulties. Are there any particularly memorable episodes from your practice sessions?"


  "Joowoo is such a good singer, so trying my best not to be a hindrance to him was..."


  "It's true. Kiyeon kept saying that while holding his pick."


  He had learned through this recent incident that Song Minil had frequently made inappropriate remarks about spArk. 'There was friction, too,' was it?


  Yet spArk, who must have suffered for nearly a year, said nothing. They showed no signs of exhaustion.


  It was a different feeling from just being mature. It was the sight of them focusing only on what they had to do. That was something the current Polo was also struggling to do with all his might.


  "I'm really looking forward to seeing what kind of stage spArk will show us."


  "Then spArk, please get ready!"


  The pre-interview ended with Yuur's words. On the displays set up on both sides of the stage, spArk's practice footage was being broadcast. The original video was probably being aired on television.


  『Iwol: Let's play it from start to finish, and do twenty push-ups for every mistake.』


  『Kiyeon: That's all fine, but who's going to count? If we're not going to stop, someone has to count in the middle.』


  『Iwol: I can count. I can do it.』


  『Cheonghyeon: Shouldn't this hyung be on a show like 'King of Eccentrics in Our Town' instead of IDC?』


  『Joowoo: Should I have played an instrument too...?』


  『Seongbin: Was there an instrument you wanted to learn?』


  『Joowoo: There was something that went 'shiiing' like a harp...』


  『Jeho: Blind?』


  『Iwol: A wind chime.』


  『Kiyeon: I filled up my practice notebook.』


  『Cheonghyeon: Wow, memories. We used to color in an apple for every time we played it through.』


  『Kiyeon: Seongbin sometimes tried to color in two after playing it once, then he'd sigh and put down his pen.』


  『Seongbin: You saw that...?』


  『Cheonghyeon: Don't be embarrassed, hyung. It's a natural phenomenon!』


  Even on the blurry electronic display, the fingers tightly wrapped with bandages were distinct. The wrist taping was occasionally visible despite being covered by long sleeves.


  At the edge of the stage, which went dark after the video ended, Polo stood frozen, unable to move.


  

  I plucked the strings a few times to check the sound. The bass resonated with a heavy thrum.


  It was a heart-calming vibration. The same low-mid range that had first captivated me.


  The lights beating down from above were bright and hot. Even inside a concert hall, it felt like being under the midsummer sun.


  As I took my position at the back left of the stage, I heard small rustling sounds.


  The sound of Choi Jeho dragging his chair. The sound of Kang Kiyeon habitually pressing down hard on the strings to prevent noise and scraping his pick against them.


  The sound of Park Joowoo tapping the microphone handle twice with his fingertips. The sound of Lee Cheonghyeon meaninglessly pressing the 'A' key.


  I was also twenty-two when I first performed in a band club. I remember learning only chords and basics after enrolling. I declined to perform the next year because I was too shy to play in front of people, before finally going for it just before my military enlistment.


  It was fun.


  Even though I couldn't hear the sound as well as in the practice room. Even though the bass felt heavy, as if it had absorbed all the moisture from the hot, humid air outside because there was no air conditioning.


  The feel of the strings pressed by my fingertips on an early summer night, and the low rhythm that vibrated through the stage floor from the amp and speakers, had excited me so much.


  The people I was with back then are no longer by my side, but faces just as familiar have filled the empty spaces. Gazes more inexperienced than theirs were directed at me.


  "Let's have fun."


  I said it just loud enough for the waist-high microphone to barely pick it up. Park Joowoo, standing at the very front, smiled brightly. The bracelet on his wrist glinted as he gripped the mic.


  The production staff's cue sign came from below the stage. Choi Jeho rhythmically struck the crash cymbal. The sharp metallic sound shattered like powder.


  A band song intended as fan service, which we had planned to include as a B-side if we had a comeback in the second half of the year.


  『Speaker』 began.
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  Powerful drums, brilliant guitar, a cheerful keyboard, and a solid bass formed 『Speaker』, a song made of everything Park Joowoo loved.


  We fleshed out a melody Lee Cheonghyeon said he secretly played in middle school when he tired of competition pieces. Adding sound effects to the classical parts created a new style of song.


  I had Lee Cheonghyeon start composing early because he lamented how little time he had.


  Back then, I was only focused on spArk's immediate activities, so I hadn't considered it at all...


  Hasn't it been less than two weeks since you started working on it? The quality is so high.


  Maybe it's because it's a song I kept replaying in my head.


  I had overlooked that some creative work could proceed in parallel. Even while writing spArk's promotional songs, Lee Cheonghyeon would pull out old compositions and tinker with them whenever he was bored.


  The song had a primal, easy-to-memorize hook. It had been aged and reviewed for years, with three years spent just on revisions.


  Every part was smooth yet intense, and the intro's captivating power was undeniable.


  Singers and instrumentalists alike burn with passion when they encounter a great song. That was spArk's state.


  There had been many great idol songs, and there would be many more, but everyone instinctively knew they would never get a band song as outstanding as 『Speaker』.


  『A piercing sound that cuts through the tangled crowd and seething noise』


  Instead of a tone that matched Jeong Seongbin's, the song opened with Park Joowoo's cold, powerful vocals, like a wall of steel plates.


  His voice, like a strummed electric guitar, was even sharper than in his trainee days. It was like a cherished, well-honed blade.


  『I'll shout until you can hear me, so pay attention now』


  Our resolve from last season to win no matter the opponent had thankfully carried over to this year. We also tried to keep our promise to bring our fans as much joy as possible, regardless of our results.


  And more than anything else...


  『I'm telling you, if you won't listen, speak louder, there's no choice but to play harder』


  ...we had fun. We did many things we'd never normally do and received a lot of support. We had a duty to return this refreshing, invigorating feeling.


  Just for today, think of it as a rock festival. Got it?


  An amateur band's vision of a band is often simple. Comfortable clothes suggesting a free spirit, members immersed in their instruments. Among the IDC cast, no group could create this atmosphere better than spArk, who had persistently embodied youth.


  Under the bright lights, Jeong Seongbin's hair was damp with sweat as he played the guitar. Though he didn't sweat much, he always ended up like that from concentrating while carrying the heavy instrument.


  Jeong Seongbin, who had said, 'The rhythm guitar has to support the lead guitar well,' had also developed a habit of biting his lip when he played. Now, the fans who favored Jeong Seongbin could see that look too.


  Kang Kiyeon had to wear athletic tape throughout practice, but thanks to proper rest, he played the guitar excitedly and in perfect condition today.


  Who knew the group's joints were weak, and not just their ankles. I've already scheduled a nutritional supplement consultation for after IDC.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, who used to return to a formal posture while playing the keyboard, had also become more natural. His physique still looked good in a suit, but he was magnificent shining under the blue lights. I hoped the cameras would capture his long, straight fingers moving dazzlingly.


  Choi Jeho, probably positioned in the back for the first time in his life, silently fulfilled his role.


  If the drums lose the beat, the live performance is over. Stay focused.


  You say that as if I've ever lost the beat before.


  I'm having you play the drums because you haven't. Don't nitpick.


  Truthfully, that guy was perfectly visible even in the back. He was tall with broad shoulders. His X and Y axes just kept expanding.


  But regardless of his physique, Choi Jeho stood out anywhere. Perhaps it was the sleeveless shirt, a drummer's signature, but he drew gazes even without a grand performance.


  『The piled-up feelings came to me, seething with sorrow』


  Park Joowoo was literally flying around. Shining at the very front, he looked like a star against the dark audience, or the protagonist of a coming-of-age band story.


  For Park Joowoo, it might have been a wait of a few years, but the Sparklers had been waiting for this version of Park Joowoo for a very long time.


  They waited to see him hit high notes with a sharp voice like unrefined metal on concrete, and to see the piercing glint in his once-languid eyes.


  The youthful vocalist gripped the mic stand with both hands, singing his heart out until blue veins stood out on his white neck.


  『I'll shout until you can hear me, so pay attention to me』


  As the music climaxed, I felt everyone become one with the song. A small smile appeared on Jeong Seongbin's face, and Kang Kiyeon sometimes met Lee Cheonghyeon's eyes and laughed. Choi Jeho glanced at the other members while drumming wildly.


  『I'm telling you, if you're going to look away...』


  My fingers became endlessly light, as if I'd never pounded them until they went numb.


  Once, during a jam session, Park Joowoo had asked if it was okay to be this happy. He said every day felt like a dream.


  That's what a sense of unity is like. Once you feel it, it's hard to escape.


  The sweat rolling down Park Joowoo's jawline and the shaking bracelet on his wrist clearly revealed his emotions.


  As the song neared its end, I often recalled what Park Joowoo had said in response. That he never forgets a promise.


  『I'll shout until I reach you, so accept everything I'm saying』


  ...So this song, in a way, is a story Park Joowoo is sending to everyone.


  When the song ended, a wave of cheers rolled in slowly like a distant tide. The crashing sound of applause soaked my feet. I couldn't move a single step until the water dried.


  

  『You showed incredible fighting spirit in your final performance. spArk, what are your thoughts?』


  Yuur asked from the screen. Baek Haewon turned up the TV volume. She hadn't realized it while listening to the roaring band music, but now during the interview, everyone else's voices were as small as an ant's.


  The win... spArk has to win this...


  No survival show stage she had watched over the years had given her this much catharsis. Above all, Vanpark was here. If this wasn't the winning performance, what stage could possibly win?


  She had secured all her family's phones, but it wasn't enough. Baek Haewon asked all her friends for help. Guys, please, just cast one vote for spArk. I'll give you 100 won tomorrow...


  When her mom asked if she was voting without watching the stage, Baek Haewon had waited until the song ended out of conscience. The moment her mom uttered, 'They're good,' Baek Haewon had already finished voting with her own phone, her mom's, and her dad's.


  Even my mom, a total normie, admitted it. She said spArk did well!


  Neither the dating scandal another agency forcibly released, nor the drug rumors spread by troublemakers, nor the sabotage from a senior group could shake spArk. The flawless performance and the members' satisfied expressions proved it.


  『I believe we were thankfully given a great opportunity at a time when all our intentions aligned.』


  Kim Iwol answered with a refreshing expression. Compared to his younger members, who showed signs of nervousness, Kim Iwol looked relatively calm.


  However, he couldn't hide his flushed cheeks and the slowly rising corners of his mouth. It seemed our boy thoroughly enjoyed that amazing live performance.


  『Jeho, Seongbin, and Kiyeon?』


  『Yes. Joowoo often talked about how he really wanted to form a band with the members... and now it's come true.』


  Hearing Choi Jeho's words, Park Joowoo grinned. Baek Haewon thought of an acquaintance who loved Park Joowoo's languid, mature, icy, sexy moments. She checked social media, and it was just as she expected.


  ≫ Park Joowoo just now


  ≫ Joowoo


  ≫ Kill me


  ≫ What is happening with Joowoo's visuals. I'm sorry for saying white hair was his personal color all this time. Our Joowoo's personal color is rock and roll white. Noona is sorry.


  ≫ Please. Add a band stage to the concert


  └ Are the boys having a concert????


  └ I'll sue if you don't


  It was chaos. Out of overflowing loyalty, Baek Haewon pressed the 'Like' button on all of her acquaintance's posts.


  『Today is the last day of Idol Dynasty Chronicles. What's the first thing you want to do when it's over?』


  It wasn't even time for the ranking announcement, yet there were many questions. Behind the MCs and spArk, black silhouettes moved busily back and forth.


  It was for stage maintenance. Even better. Baek Haewon leaned back on the sofa with a happy heart.


  Then, Baek Haewon noticed that Baek Haein was watching the TV with an unreadable expression.


  Just ten minutes ago, when Baek Haewon had suggested he cast a precious vote for his friend, he had snapped back that he would handle his own texts. It was a mystery where he planned to vote, since he didn't know any group other than spArk, but Baek Haein had reluctantly sat at the very edge of the sofa.


  Baek Haewon didn't know if Baek Haein had also been staring intently at the band spArk. At the very least, the current Baek Haein wasn't taking his eyes off the screen.


  When she looked back at the TV, a close-up of Kim Iwol was on screen.


  『We're leaving with unforgettable, good memories. I hope our fans also had fun watching our performance.』


  Watching Kim Iwol share his thoughts, Baek Haein stood up from his seat.


  Baek Haein's hand, which had been fiddling with his mouth, soon moved to the tip of his nose. The bridge of Baek Haein's nose was red.


  "Are you crying?"


  Baek Haewon asked. Instead of answering, Baek Haein unlocked his phone and handed it to Baek Haewon.


  From the kitchen, their mom called out to Baek Haein, asking if his classmate had already appeared. Baek Haein nodded.


  "He seemed to be having fun."


  Leaving a brief review for his mom, who remembered her son's classmate, Baek Haein quietly went into his room.


  Chapter 386: The After-Party


  "Finally... our long journey has come to an end."


  Lee Cheonghyeon stood up, his finger hooked into a can of Zero Cider. Everyone's eyes turned to Lee Cheonghyeon, except for Choi Jeho, who tore open a chicken box in the corner.


  "Who told Cheonghyeon to give a toast? Don't you know Cheonghyeon is still a minor?"


  "Nobody told me to, hyung...!" Jeong Seongbin explained, his face pale.


  The dorm's atmosphere was festive. It seemed they hadn't expected to win with a band performance.


  A band has a unique power. It makes people's hearts swell with emotion. I hadn't predicted such a large gap in the text message voting, but I thought the results wouldn't be bad, considering how enthusiastic the live audience was.


  They insisted on celebrating after being crowned the kings of NBC and even receiving support for a luxurious showcase. Though they returned home near dawn, they set up a table with carbonated drinks, keeping the volume low so they wouldn't disturb the neighbors.


  "You all worked so hard. Thank you for doing your best without showing how tough it was," Jeong Seongbin praised the members with a gentle smile.


  "It wasn't an easy time. I think Cheonghyeon deserves a little more praise."


  "Yeah, you went through the most," I said.


  Lee Cheonghyeon beamed. The way I saw it, that kid was so high on endorphins he wouldn't get a wink of sleep until dawn.


  "Are we practicing tomorrow? The schedule is empty," Kang Kiyeon asked, checking his phone.


  "I think it's best to take a day to recharge. The year-end plans will be coming out soon, and it would be putting the cart before the horse if we push ourselves now only to cause problems later."


  Look at that consideration for his subordinates' pace. We urgently need to institutionalize a system where only people like Jeong Seongbin can become leaders.


  "I don't need to rest," Park Joowoo stepped forward, breaking the heartwarming mood.


  "I can do anything now...!"


  "No, you do need to rest." I dampened Park Joowoo's fiery enthusiasm. A person breaks down if they only work without resting. Since I had no intention of suspending activities for overexertion again, I had to ensure they got proper rest and mental care.


  "How do you think they'll handle the cost support?" Kang Kiyeon asked, interrupting his chicken feast.


  Things get complicated when company expenses exceed 50,000 won. The process would be less complex if it were paid to an individual as prize money, but that wasn't the case.


  What's more, there wasn't even a schedule for when the showcase would happen. It was a headache just thinking about it... but I trust the production staff will handle it well.


  "Anyone going to the gym tomorrow?" Choi Jeho asked mid-bite.


  Park Joowoo and Lee Cheonghyeon put down the chicken they were eating, their faces gloomy.


  "I'll go with you. I have nothing to do tomorrow morning."


  "I'll go too!"


  Seeing me and Jeong Seongbin, Park Joowoo's face grew even sadder.


  "I'll go too..."


  "You can rest if you're tired. You worked really hard practicing your singing."


  "No, I said with my own mouth that I can do anything..."


  Even if he said he could go, his face looked like the world was ending. Kang Kiyeon told him he might as well eat a lot if he was going to work out anyway, then pushed all the remaining salt-grilled chicken in front of Park Joowoo. After draining the members' energy, the instigator, Choi Jeho, coolly went out for a run along the Han River.


  After cleaning up, Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo returned to their rooms. Seeing me wandering around the living room, Jeong Seongbin asked if I wasn't going in.


  "I'm going to talk with Cheonghyeon for a bit. You rest first."


  "......"


  After confirming that Jeong Seongbin had closed his door, I discreetly knocked on Lee Cheonghyeon's door. A voice from inside told me to come in.


  "What is it?"


  "Give me your account number."


  "Account number for what?" Lee Cheonghyeon, who had been lying on his bed on his phone, turned toward me.


  "There's something to settle."


  "Didn't you say that if we don't want to cause problems, financial transactions like payments should go through the company, not a personal account?"


  "......"


  "Why. Are you trying to send me money for the bracelet?" Lee Cheonghyeon sat up.


  I had come to ask him in person because it was obvious he wouldn't accept it if I used a messenger's transfer function, but it was no use. Kang Kiyeon, lying on the opposite bed, spoke listlessly.


  "Give it up, hyung. I sent it about ten times, and he sent it back all ten times."


  "Kiyeon, you knew Cheonghyeon's account number?"


  "Well, for us, it's..."


  I felt a sense of betrayal but held it in. Even Kang Kiyeon had failed to send the money. Knowing the account number wouldn't have changed the situation much.


  "Earlier, Seongbin-hyung asked for my account number too."


  "......"


  "When we were ordering chicken. Anyway, our hyungs care too much about their little brother. Look at how they won't even accept a simple gift."


  "Could you not overestimate us so carelessly? Seongbin and I just don't want to be cursed at for being scoundrels who extorted a gold accessory from a minor."


  Despite my earnest tirade, Lee Cheonghyeon just laughed cheerfully. It was clear my sincerity hadn't been conveyed in the slightest.


  "It's still a long way off, but is there anything you want for your birthday..."


  "Sorry. Seho-hyung already called dibs on that."


  "Why is that bastard doing something he never does..."


  Now even Kang Kiyeon had turned his back on me, snickering.


  "Anyway! The return period has passed, so I hope you have a happy time with your spArk bracelet, whether you're sleeping or showering! If you're leaving, give me that cushion over there too!"


  Lee Cheonghyeon pointed to a large body pillow at the foot of his bed. I had told him to handle it himself since he was a teenager who could go to a department store alone, but the kid sat up with a face that thoroughly mocked me.


  "...Huh?"


  "......"


  Something fell from under the body pillow with a thud. It was a white envelope folded in half.


  "What's this. Cheonghyeon, what were you hiding under your pillow?"


  "I've never seen this before either."


  Lee Cheonghyeon flipped the envelope back and forth. For a moment, I saw small letters written on the edge of the back.


  [This is for the bracelet]


  The neat handwriting looked like it could have won a gold medal in a penmanship contest. The letters were so small you wouldn't notice them unless you looked closely. It was all traces of Park Joowoo.


  "Gosh, our hyungs are so extra..."


  Lee Cheonghyeon opened the envelope with an exasperated look, but his expression froze in an instant. Kang Kiyeon and I, who peeked into the envelope over his shoulder, were no different.


  We stormed into Park Joowoo's room, holding a bundle of 50,000 won bills, and relentlessly accused him, asking if he had robbed every ATM in the neighborhood.


  "You wouldn't have accepted it if I didn't do it this way...!" Park Joowoo explained with a flustered face.


  In the end, Park Joowoo's secret gift-giving event concluded with Lee Cheonghyeon keeping only the envelope and returning the money. I resolved to buy about six gold bars from the mint's official shopping mall soon.


  

  With the fourth quarter approaching, my head spun as if it would explode. There were so many things to check that it wouldn't have been strange if my eyes had fallen out.


  The broadcast of 'Exclusive Report' would proceed on its own, but with the spArk official account promotion decided, I had to check the frequency of every single piece of scheduled content. I had to ensure Kim Iwol's story didn't appear too consecutively on SNS.


  Work on the digital single album also began. Many people loved 『Speaker』, which would be a B-side track, so we needed a fresh point for the new album while maintaining the image of a youthful boy band.


  These guys have gotten too big.


  spArk had grown so much physically that I needed time to think. I would have to ponder what a group of guys built like closets could do to look pure.


  The storyboard for the season's greetings was in its final stages. I suggested a concept I wanted to try, and it was beautifully rendered in a way that would suit the merchandise well. All that was left was to scrub and polish the spArk guys' faces and put them in front of the camera.


  I should start putting together the concert setlist soon. There isn't much time.


  Because IDC had come up, the time to prepare for the concert was almost nonexistent. We could create some leeway by postponing the digital single release to next year. It would also be better for the fans to hear a live band performance of 『Speaker』 on stage before the audio was released. However, we were short on songs for the concert, so I felt it was better for the album to come out first. I decided to get ground down along with the dedicated team.


  If anyone from the dedicated team resigns within this year, it's all my fault. This is all because of KPIs. If you could just let it slide this once, I will never forget this kindness. Still, if you really want to quit, please give me just one week for a handover...


  This was just the group schedule. The individual schedules were even more packed. Jeong Seongbin had taken charge of those early on, so I could only check the members' schedules on the whiteboard in the dorm living room and the shared calendar. Jeong Seongbin and Manager Chanyoung could probably write the Tripitaka Koreana with the number of messages they exchanged in a single day.


  The IDC behind-the-scenes video prepared by the original content team was also being uploaded well. I had also scheduled all the items we couldn't film before to be consumed by the end of the year.


  Everything was falling into place perfectly. What a relief that the only thing we lacked was time. I could just sleep later. I was grateful that not a single thing had gone wrong.


  As I was finishing my backlog on Dotion, a screenshot of an article arrived in the group chat with the managers. It was a press release from the 'Exclusive Report' team ahead of the broadcast. A string of congratulatory emoticons followed.


  I searched for 'Exclusive Report' on a portal site. Drama information that hadn't been there until recently had been created. Two short teasers of the main actors were uploaded as official videos, and I appeared in one of them. Information about Cheon Yunseong was even written in the character description section.


  Cheon Yunseong, played by Kim Iwol. A flawless man who has it all, money and power, yet is not disliked. Born as the one and only heir to the nation's top corporation, Cheonju Group, he has built an unrivaled position without being embroiled in any gossip. Why is this perfect man showing interest in Ham Iseo?


  The introduction made it sound a bit like a love triangle, but it couldn't be helped since Cheon Yunseong being the bad guy was officially a secret to everyone but the staff.


  It was amazing that the secret was being maintained from the viewers, even though the actors were notified that he was a villain when the synopsis and script were distributed. When I was a viewer, I had no idea that everyone knew these things implicitly.


  My 'Exclusive Report' research continued for about another hour. A lot of material was released along with the article announcement. After scanning through community reactions, the conversation board linked to the program, and even the recommended works connected to 'Exclusive Report', a new article had already been posted.


  Isn't it too early for similar articles to be coming out?


  I clicked 'Sort by Latest' one more time.


  The moment I read the headline of the article posted 3 minutes ago...


  ≫ 'Exclusive Report's Kim Iwol, Mother's Expose Post Appears, "I Want My Son, Who Grew Up a Degenerate, to Repent"


  ...I was left speechless.


  Chapter 387: Family Risk (1)


  My mind went blank.


  It was the only new article, the one I had just seen. The report claimed a direct tip and featured a still of Cheon Yunseong from the recently uploaded 'Exclusive Report'.


  [Exclusive] 'Exclusive Report's' Kim Iwol, Mother's Exposé Emerges "I want my pariah son to reflect on his actions"


  20XX.09.XX 10:03 AM (Photo.jpg) [Actor Kim Iwol. Photo UA Entertainment (TVm)] Following his role in the drama 'In My Office', rookie actor and idol Kim Iwol, who was on a roll after being confirmed for 'Exclusive Report', is now facing testimony from his family claiming he engaged in delinquent behavior during his teenage years.


  On the 2nd, Kim Iwol's mother gave a tip to Weeklyan, stating, 'I am concerned that innocent victims may arise from my violent son's hypocritical actions.' She added, 'I want my son, who grew up to be a pariah, to sincerely reflect.' The full text of the handwritten letter follows.


  ・ ・ ・


  That I was violent.


  That I habitually engaged in hypocritical behavior to the point where she was worried about victims?


  I read the same line over and over, but nothing changed.


  I clicked on the handwritten letter. I had never seen anything like it and wondered if my mother had even written it. Dense handwriting filled the screen.


  ...Due to being born with a particularly sensitive disposition since childhood, he continuously caused discord until he became independent. We tried to educate him with a sense of responsibility to prevent him from harming his peers, but what we received in return were reckless police reports accusing us of abuse. We, his parents, felt helpless for a long time due to our child's unchanging behavior.


  ・ ・ ・ We searched everywhere to find our runaway child, but no police station would accept a runaway report for an adult child. We barely managed to find his agency and went to see our son, but his violent nature had only worsened.


  I want to ask UA. Is it right to leave children younger than my son in an unsafe environment just because he has star potential? If you condone such self-righteous behavior simply because he has marketability, who would be able to pursue their dreams with peace of mind?


  My husband and I have always lived in fear that innocent victims might emerge from our child's hypocritical actions. While we blame ourselves, wondering if we shouldn't have provided support for his runaway expenses, we believe we couldn't have made a different decision when we thought of our child spending the cold winter outside. I can't sleep, thinking that this complacency might have ruined him.


  It is shameful that we, as parents, lacked virtue and could not prevent our son from growing into a pariah, but we hope our son sincerely reflects so that no more victims like us parents emerge.


  ・ ・ ・


  I couldn't bring myself to read any further. The letter’s afterimage remained even after I closed the laptop.


  I heard the keypad on the door lock beep, followed by Manager Daeyeon's voice calling my name. He knocked, then opened the door and stepped inside.


  "Iwol, did you sleep well?"


  "......"


  "About the monitoring. Since there'll be a lot of articles today because of 'Exclusive Report', the dedicated team said they'd check them all at once…"


  "Manager."


  I knew what Manager Daeyeon meant without hearing the rest. I also knew hiding wasn't the answer.


  "I… I saw it."


  "......"


  "It'd be best to go to the company and talk, right?"


  It had been a hot summer just a moment ago, but my fingertips were cold. I slowly rose from my seat and picked up the file folder I had recently placed in my carrier.


  

  When I arrived at the company, they sent me to a practice room instead of a conference room. Everyone except the youngest members was already gathered there.


  "Did you hear about the article?" I asked.


  Jeong Seongbin's expression darkened at my question.


  "…Then this will be quick. First of all, I'm sorry."


  "This isn't something you should be sorry for, is it?"


  "I don't think it's my fault either. I also know that apologizing out of habit isn't a good thing."


  But it's something my mom did.


  Hearing my words, Choi Jeho sighed more deeply than I had ever heard him sigh before.


  "…Are you okay?"


  Park Joowoo carefully reached out. He grabbed my hand and looked momentarily surprised, then quickly pretended everything was fine as he massaged my ice-cold fingers.


  "I'm not perfectly okay, but it's not serious. The important thing is that I need to make a statement. I was planning to see Jukyung first anyway, but they told me to wait."


  The impact would be on a completely different level than last time, when some unknown person posted a slanderous article.


  Even as we spoke, I wondered what kinds of comments and speculative posts were appearing. My mouth felt dry.


  "Family matters aren't that easy to explain," Choi Jeho muttered.


  He knew. He knew how difficult it is to prove what happened between family members exactly as I, the victim, experienced it.


  "I'm not going to act rashly. Seeing how they deliberately made the report, there's a high chance of a follow-up attack. I think I need to lay low until I know exactly what they want. I'll have to contact the 'Exclusive Report' team, though, and tell them it's unequivocally false."


  The time our dad appeared at my sister's first company was a trauma for us. Her colleagues pretended not to notice, but my sister changed jobs soon after.


  My sister once described the feeling of facing our dad back then while drinking in front of me for the first time. It was like an unbreakable shackle slowly rolling closer to crush your body.


  After that, we always lived with our guards up. We imagined the day my workplace would be invaded. We prepared so we wouldn't lose our composure when they stood at the company entrance, denouncing me as a child who doesn't even appreciate being raised.


  Nothing like that happened when I joined Hanpyeong Industry. Still, whenever I heard an unidentified outsider was in the lobby, when a new delivery person visited, or when an outsider came for an inspection, I couldn't help but picture their faces.


  It's a relief I trained myself for this.


  Now that it was really happening, I could avoid panicking. If I hadn't prepared, I would be running around in confusion, not knowing what to do.


  "I really never did any of that, you know? I have proof. I won't do anything to betray you guys or disappoint the fans. So…"


  I had to reassure the members, who were suddenly burdened with a colleague-related risk.


  Just as I was about to take the file folder from my bag, Jeong Seongbin blocked me.


  "Hyung."


  He looked like he was about to cry.


  "Can't we… not make this public?"


  Choi Jeho and Park Joowoo looked at Jeong Seongbin, but Jeong Seongbin's eyes were fixed only on me.


  "We believe you, Hyung. We've seen your family too. If testimony is needed, we can do it…" Jeong Seongbin said in a breathless rush, his voice trembling as much as his eyes. He looked desperate.


  The day I first took the file folder out, Choi Jeho and Jeong Seongbin were outside the door. I remembered Choi Jeho entering as the door opened, so Jeong Seongbin must have come into the conference room with him that day.


  "Seongbin."


  "......"


  "Did you see it?"


  The corners of Jeong Seongbin's eyes were red.


  "This isn't right, Hyung."


  "......"


  "Just wait a little. There has to be a way. It might die down with just your explanation, like last time. No, let's just ask the company to release a statement. It's all lies anyway. I'll tell them we should take legal action."


  I grabbed the shoulders of the guy who looked even more anxious than I was. Then, I spoke as calmly as possible.


  "If you're worried about damaging my image, you don't have to worry too much. I don't want to buy sympathy votes either. I'll handle this straightforwardly…"


  "I don't care about any of that."


  Jeong Seongbin rarely cut me off. He always waited for everyone, not just me, to finish speaking.


  Jeong Seongbin shook his head. It wasn't just to stop me. It was like he was driven by a mission that he had to stop me.


  "I saw the article too. It had nothing to do with me, but I felt horrible, and I'm not the only one who felt that way. Chanyoung and Joowoo did too."


  "That's because you guys are kind…"


  "On the contrary, Hyung, you're too calm. That's why I'm more worried."


  He bit his lip.


  "If you were prepared for something like this… if that's why you're so composed right now, then I'm even more against you revealing your past to the public."


  "Seongbin."


  Jeong Seongbin was worried I might break down at any moment. He probably thought that acting composed about something so awful wasn't a proper reaction.


  "…Okay. I won't decide this part on my own."


  Jeong Seongbin's expression relaxed slightly at my words, though he still didn't let go of my hand holding the file folder.


  However, time was always in short supply for the unjustly accused.


  Not even a day had passed since we notified the 'Exclusive Report' team that the issue was a groundless rumor and that we would respond strongly.


  ≫ spArk, becoming a group of pariahs... Choi Jeho's Father Claims "My family abandoned me"


  ≫ spArk Parents Association Announces Position, 'Will arrange a meeting to demand acknowledgement of the facts'


  …Choi Jeho got dragged into the mess.


  New rumors about me piled up. Someone filmed a video of me taking headache medicine from my manager in the waiting room. It spread with a title like 'Idol who openly does drugs and easily escapes investigation'.


  An attitude controversy video also surfaced. It was a compilation of my expressionless moments in the drama and scenes of me monitoring my performance. The video was screenshotted and plastered all over every kind of online post.


  ≫ Can't we sue this channel owner bastard


  Who the hell takes drugs from their manager in a waiting room lollllll


  You'd have to be crazy lollllll


  └ Do drugs even come in pill form like that? Aren't they powder or injected with a syringe?? I'm genuinely asking


  └ I guess they're just insisting anything white is a drug. If that were true, all the idols would've been summoned to the police station by now… I wish these rumor-mongering bastards would just die


  ≫ [Repost] The stuff coming out now about Jeho's family situation


  I saw fans praising him for his blunt way of speaking and wondered if their dislike-o-meters were broken, but seeing what he supposedly said to his own dad is even more of a spectacle lol


  So he was good to his fans, huh. I acknowledge the relative fan service. Sparklers must be so happy to get special treatment from their oppa. Is this real? What does everyone think?


  └ Seeing as his dad was the only one not on their family trip, it seems true they don't have a good relationship, but I doubt he would've said something like thatㅠ


  └ Anyone can see this is a hate post… Let's just ignore stuff like this


  └ Guys, think about it. Jeho speaks calmly, but he's never been rudeㅠㅠㅠ If we get swayed by these little fabrications of things that never happened, they'll become 'facts' in no time! I know all the Sparklers are feeling unsettled these days, but let's pull ourselves together.


  ≫ How is it that all the 'proof' for his attitude controversy is either him acting or a split-second screenshot? At this point, isn't he basically a personality bible?


  └ Kim Iwol is such a pro idol, he's never expressionless in front of the camera. I actually like it, but I reported the video anyway.


  └ They must have been really desperate for clips if all the outfits are the same…


  └ Do people actually fall for this?


  └└ There are more people with zero intelligence in the world than you'd think.


  └└└ What is this country coming to…


  It didn't even take a day for the group's image, which we had desperately protected, to be completely ruined.


  I became a world-class piece of trash who had been a delinquent throughout my youth, dishonoring my parents, stealing money, and running away from home. Meanwhile, Choi Jeho became a thug who pushed for a divorce and blocked his father from contacting the rest of the family.


  Chapter 388: Family Risk (2)


  Articles about the exposé kept pouring out. Their provocative content suggested this was a chance for the children to admit their faults and reflect. The articles also framed it as an opportunity for the members' families to protect themselves, which only fueled the media frenzy.


  The articles strangely targeted not just us, but also the members' families. The intention was clear. They wanted the families to pressure their own children, claiming they were being harmed.


  This created enemies both outside and inside. It was a classic case of being stuck between a rock and a hard place.


  I gripped my throbbing head and tried to figure out what to do when a call came from Mr. Polo. Before I could even say hello, Mr. Polo said he knew I was busy and would get straight to the point.


  — I really gave the company a piece of my mind this time. I asked them how they expect us to trust and work for a company with so many shady things going on.


  Seniors are so cool. They can even take on the company. I'm jealous.


  — I told them to spill everything they haven't said yet, that we didn't want to get dragged down and blamed for this... and I heard something rather shocking.


  "Is this something I should be hearing?"


  — It's something Mr. Iwol needs to know.


  Mr. Polo paused.


  — It's about Jeho's dating scandal. It turns out MYTH was the one who leaked it.


  I thought so, but what would change even if I knew this?


  — But the way MYTH obtained the photos... I think it was from Mr. Iwol's father.


  The words made me doubt my own ears. I asked him to repeat what he said, wondering if I had misheard.


  Mr. Polo confirmed the informant's name. It was a name I never expected to hear from someone in the industry.


  I quickly ended the call after thanking him. I needed time to sort out my thoughts.


  He went behind my back, found a way to torment someone else, launched a preemptive strike, and then publicly tied us together to escalate the situation.


  Now that people had more targets to curse, they dug into us twice as much. The number of posts and comments doubled. He must have been aiming for this effect.


  He must have waited for the drama to start airing.


  Full-scale promotions had only just begun, but news about my casting and stories from the set had been steadily released. The drug offender case dragging my old statements and my fortune-telling broadcast back into the spotlight must have also played a part.


  He was so interested in my advertising and drama appearance fees. He must have aimed for a time when money was coming in, a time when I might have to pay alimony if things went wrong. He must have judged that this would force me to give him the money.


  He must have been so anxious, just waiting for my recognition to rise and my professional risks to grow.


  It was laughable and utterly repulsive. I couldn't face the team or Choi Jeho. Especially Choi Jeho. Didn't he get paparazzi on his tail because he got involved with me?


  Did you put people on us?


  He wanted to get revenge in the exact same way, even though I never had anyone followed.


  I buried my head in my arms on the desk. I pressed my temples several times, but the headache wouldn't go away.


  Jeong Seongbin found me and pulled my hands away, saying I would get bruised.


  After hearing the situation, Choi Jeho told me I didn't need to explain further and tried to send me away to rest, but the headache never left me.


  

  As soon as the articles broke, the members' families called the dorm at least once, starting with Seongbin's mother.


  If they were just checking on their children, it would have been easier to contact them individually, yet they always called when we were all together.


  ― This auntie knows just how well the hyungs take care of their younger brothers.


  And at the end of each call, as if they had all planned it, they would add those words.


  It meant my mother and father's plan to create enemies on the inside had failed. I was incredibly thankful for that.


  Just when only one family was left to hear from, my phone rang.


  It was a call from Lee Cheonghyeon's father.


  I scrambled out to the veranda to take it.


  "Yes, this is Kim Iwol!"


  ― Are you busy?


  "No, sir, it's alright!"


  I made eye contact with Lee Cheonghyeon, who was crossing the living room. When I pointed at my phone, he gave me an okay sign and disappeared from view.


  ― I saw the articles.


  "Ah, yes...!"


  Cold sweat trickled down my back. He must be so resentful. Less than a year ago, I asked him to trust me with his son, and now this happened. I wouldn't have an excuse even if I had ten mouths.


  ― It doesn't seem like a problem that will quiet down if you just stay still.


  "Yes... I was planning to resolve it as quickly as possible."


  "......"


  "I'm discussing measures with the agency."


  His father wasn't even there, but my knees felt weak. The phone felt heavy in my hands.


  ― You have to tie this up properly so it never happens again.


  "You're right. I plan to make sure of that."


  I spoke confidently, but I was worried. Why can't first-degree relatives be legally separated in our country? It would be nice if there were a way to sever ties with immediate family, like a divorce.


  A lawsuit was the clearest way to cut ties, but the idol scene was already reeling from the drug scandal. No one would welcome news of a group with their son in it getting caught up in litigation.


  I swallowed dryly as his voice came through the phone again.


  ― I have a capable person among my alumni.


  "Pardon?"


  ― Not all lawyers are the same. You need to entrust this to a specialist to avoid headaches.


  At that moment, my phone vibrated. A text with a phone number had arrived.


  ― I've already spoken to them, so contact them and get it resolved. Don't just carelessly entrust it to the agency's lawyer without a proper plan.


  "......"


  ― You're only going to be an idol for a few years anyway. I let it slide, thinking you just had to avoid doing anything foolish in the contract, but this is a complete mess. If they say you have to use the company lawyer, tell them to call me.


  The man who hated inefficiency had offered the most certain solution. I almost couldn't believe what I was hearing.


  But I had one concern, since it was his father's acquaintance. I began to speak carefully.


  "Thank you for your concern. Fortunately, the company has agreed to provide some support for the legal fees... I'll first look into options that the company and I can handle."


  If he hadn't said he'd already spoken to them, I wouldn't have said that much. It could seem like I was rejecting his kindness, but since a conversation had already happened, I couldn't just ignore it.


  Going to a lawyer I was connected to would mean enormous legal fees. Since the company was offering support, I didn't want to spend more money on an uncertain matter.


  I just hoped his father wouldn't be displeased, especially since I knew how much he was considering my situation.


  His reply was beyond my expectations.


  ― I've already arranged to pay the retainer fee.


  "......"


  ― It's not a large sum for our family. There's no problem spending a bit now on money we'll get back when we win.


  "No, sir. Even if it's not the company's money, I can certainly afford to pay..."


  — We raised our kids to be ignorant of messy affairs like this. There's nothing more pathetic than wasting time on a troublesome matter over a few pennies.


  "......"


  — Solve it quickly, without things getting any noisier.


  With those words, the call ended.


  His tone could easily be misunderstood. It sounded like a line from a drama, like, 'Take this money and stop bothering us'.


  But the core meaning was what mattered. It meant, 'I've sent help, so don't try to handle this alone'. In my current situation, I wasn't going to be picky, even about the wrapping paper.


  Most importantly, he didn't ask if I was at fault. He immediately asked about the solution. That came from his trust in me.


  I remembered Jeong Seongbin saying he was worried about me, and how he desperately pressed down on the filing cabinet.


  + [SYSTEM] 'The Manager' has sent a work directive.


  ▶ Assistant Manager Kim, this is a document that was stashed away in that cabinet, you see? It's old, so just give it a quick look and throw it away yourself. I'll have it brought to Assistant Manager Kim's desk.


  + If the SYSTEM was truly for me, even a little, then maybe those words were also said out of concern for me. He didn't want me to painstakingly read through the documents and attach evidence to reveal what happened. He wanted me to let it go.


  Does he mean I shouldn't rack my brain over old matters?


  I did think he was persistent. That he wanted to cut everyone off and be left with just his sister.


  If there's nothing left to gain from being with them, then sorting things out would be better for my mental health. Wouldn't it?


  "Why were you on the phone so anxiously? Did someone say something to you?"


  As I entered the living room, I ran into Lee Cheonghyeon again. He glanced at my phone and asked.


  "No, it was a good call."


  "Who takes a good call looking like their knees are about to hit the floor?"


  "The more grateful you are for a call, the more politely you must receive it."


  I went into my room and changed my clothes as quickly as possible.


  Then, I politely barged into Choi Jeho's room.


  "Choi Jeho."


  "What is it?"


  He looked me up and down, surprised by my secret weapon, a full black business suit.


  "I think the time has come to settle this."


  "Settle what?"


  "Our family matters."


  At my words, even Park Joowoo, who was on the opposite bed, sat up with wide eyes.


  Until now, I've held back because I was ashamed and couldn't face the other members' families, you know?


  But I'm not doing that anymore. I can't stand by and watch them meddle in other people's families and ruin the career we've built.


  "I'm thinking of sorting it all out this time, so what do you want to do? If you don't want to get involved, I'll try to handle things so your family's issues don't blow up any further."


  "This is so fucking nerve-wracking, I have to join in," Choi Jeho said, looking like he was staring at stinky tofu.


  I rummaged through his closet, pulled out a black dress shirt and slacks, and shoved them at him.


  "Then let's go on a little tour together."


  "Where to?"


  "We'll stop by the company, then go to a law firm."


  "......"


  Choi Jeho looked up at me from the bed.


  "I realized too late that we crossed a river of no return a long time ago."


  "......"


  "I have to see this to the end. Let's file a lawsuit."


  He slowly blinked. After a moment of silence, he changed his clothes and led the way out.


  Chapter 389: Family Risk (3)


  spArk to Sue Parents... Official Statement Released Through Agency


  20XX.09.XX 09:00


  (Photo.jpg)


  ▲ UA Entertainment Headquarters. ⓒDaily Newstar


  spArk members, caught in a controversy over unfilial conduct, are now entering a legal battle. UA, spArk's agency, announced on the 9th that two members have sued three individuals, including a Mr. Kim, for defamation by spreading false information.


  ・ ・ ・


  Charges of child abuse and domestic violence were also filed, drawing attention to whether aggravated punishment will apply.


  The lawsuit proceeded swiftly. I couldn't postpone it even if I wanted to. We had to finalize our position before 'Exclusive Report' aired.


  Fortunately, we had more than enough evidence. It wasn't just from my files. Jukyung had recorded every phone call to UA.


  After I listened to the recording to verify the voices, I practically begged Jukyung for forgiveness. The things I heard were on par with the malicious complaints from the Hanpyeong Industry case files.


  So you've decided to make a big deal out of this, huh? You think what we wrote in the letter is everything? Let's see this through to the end.


  They must have received the complaint, because I got a call too.


  "I'm not going to answer your calls from now on. I'll give you a number, so talk through the lawyer. Just so you know, this call is being recorded."


  I replied curtly and hung up. My lawyer said they were calling about twice an hour.


  This incident made me miss the production press conference, so I had plenty of time to take calls, but I decided to ignore them. I'd let them sweat a little.


  Familiar names frequently popped up on my ringing phone. Jeon PD from 'Exclusive Report' was one of them.


  I had contacted him before we released the lawsuit notice to clarify our position and protect the drama. I didn't expect him to call again before things were resolved.


  "I saw the press release. You put it out really quickly."


  "Not at all. I'm just sorry for causing you trouble."


  "It's not your fault, it's just a disaster. So many things happen in life, how can you predict them all?"


  He really seems to love human stories, judging by what he said last time. All I remember from corporate life is losing my faith in humanity. I guess a creator's heart must be built on love. Like Lee Cheonghyeon.


  "I hope you're not blaming yourself too much. If it was actually your fault, Mr. Iwol, there would've been damages, but since it wasn't, our show just got some noise marketing. In a slump like this, free publicity is precious."


  After that, the PD continued to check on me and offer a great deal of encouragement.


  "And, well, it's a bit awkward to say this is thanks to you, Mr. Iwol, given the circumstances... but I got an interview offer about the behind-the-scenes filming of 'Exclusive Report'."


  "Oh, congratulations!"


  "It's not that big of a deal. Anyway, I originally wanted to talk about your scar if an opportunity like the press conference came up. On the condition that you agreed, of course, Mr. Iwol."


  Is this a way to appeal to viewers with realism? Like an actor who does their own stunts, or a drama that films its underwater scenes in the actual ocean.


  "Given how things turned out, I thought it would be best not to mention it, but there was something I had to ask you first, Mr. Iwol."


  "What is it?"


  "The scar on your back, is it because of your parents?"


  The question came out of nowhere. As I carefully chose my words, an urgent voice came from the other side of the phone.


  "I'm not asking out of idle curiosity. I needed to discuss with you whether we should erase it in post-production and reshoot the past scenes, or just say it's makeup if the question comes up."


  Reshooting now would be a loss in many ways. It would cost the production company money, and I didn't have the time. I'd be grateful just to focus on preparing for the concert.


  "If the viewers won't find it uncomfortable, then I'm fine with it. The writer must have had their own intentions for the story, too."


  "Hmm..."


  "However, the scar is from my father. Since the details of the dispute will likely be revealed, I'm worried it might negatively affect the drama."


  The writer and PD gave Cheon Yunseong this backstory before they knew me. I thought that as long as I kept my mouth shut, no one would ever know the reason for the scar. However, anyone who saw the final product and heard about my situation would likely notice the similarity between me and Cheon Yunseong. If this becomes a negative factor, it absolutely has to be changed before the show airs.


  "I'm sorry to keep asking similar questions, but let me confirm one last time. Mr. Iwol, do you have any reservations about your scar? Any trauma or negative feelings?"


  "No, I don't have any."


  After my answer, the PD was silent for a long time.


  A moment later, the PD broke the silence.


  "Then, what do you think about doing some blatant media play?"


  Media play? More than this? When spArk is already plastered all over the front page of every entertainment community...?


  

  Jeon PD's interview was released much faster than I expected. It came out just as 'Exclusive Report' began to air.


  During that time, I was cut off from the internet and couldn't monitor anything. The stress from reading public opinion at night and writing legal documents by day must have built up, because my nose started bleeding constantly. It was punishment for ignoring my fatigue. My only permitted online activity was sending BubblePop messages from a burner phone.


  Today was a few days after my phone was confiscated. When I asked to see the PD's interview, Jeong Seongbin snickered and handed over his phone.


  "I told you to just print it out for me."


  "You can't read the comments on a printout, Jeho."


  "Are you in any position to be reading comments?"


  Choi Jeho chided me. Jeong Seongbin said nothing, but his gaze told me he sided with Choi Jeho. I did my best to ignore their sharp stares.


  As I mechanically scrolled through the interview, the name 'Iwol' caught my eye.


  ≫ Q. Is there a character you'd like people to pay special attention to?


  A. Cheon Yunseong. He's a character with charms that go beyond what was revealed in the teaser. I wanted to create a character who would make viewers think, and I believe I succeeded.


  ≫ Q. Weren't you concerned about entrusting such a significant role to a young actor?


  A. Not at all. In fact, I had my eye on Mr. Iwol from the start of casting. I thought his refined image from 'In My Office' and his intellectual image from 'Act On' were a perfect fit. When we started filming, I found the actor had aspects completely opposite to Cheon Yunseong, but also parts that were exactly the same. I think those elements made the character even more compelling.


  ≫ Q. I'm curious about those opposite and identical parts.


  A. Doesn't everyone face trials and hardships growing up? Mr. Iwol and Cheon Yunseong are similar in that respect. It wasn't intentional, so I was quite surprised to find out during the audition. I thought he was born to play Cheon Yunseong. I can't say more than that. It's a spoiler. Please watch the show to find out. (laughs)


  'This is completely...'


  He held nothing back to a baffling degree. So, after my family situation was revealed, Cheon Yunseong's past scenes are going to air? And with an interview like this released beforehand?


  This wasn't just pouring oil on a fire. It was like dousing a campfire with paint thinner and then starting to weld right in front of it.


  —No news outlet would miss a story with a never-ending supply of firewood, and there's no judge who doesn't care about public opinion.


  Now I finally understood the PD's intention.


  PD, you really did care for me. Thank you for turning me into a hot potato...


  I touched my nose a few times to make sure it didn't hurt, then checked the online communities. My name wasn't plastered everywhere like a few days ago, but posts about me were definitely more frequent than before the 'Iwol and family breakdown' issue.


  ≫ Looks like Exclusive Report is sticking with Kim Iwol


  It's not like they can't find an actor to be his doubleㅋㅋㅋ


  Are there really no young male actors?


  └ It's probably not just an issue of finding a male actor. Reshooting costs money...


  └ It's not like it's confirmed to be Kim Iwol's fault. They said it's false info, so why replace him?


  └ But even if they wanted to, are there any suitable male actors available?


  ≫ These XXX are bashing Kim Iwol like they want him dead


  The agency said the charge was 'defamation by spreading false info,' but how many people are saying defamation can also include stating facts?


  Who doesn't know that stating facts can also be defamation? You think these keyboard warriors have been sued a lot??


  If you don't want to get sued for malicious comments, shut up. UA sucks at everything else, but they're damn good at suing malicious commenters.


  └ It didn't take long for Kim Iwol to sue after the first exposé... which means he already had the evidence, but people are dumb enough to believe clickbait YouTubers with titles like 'Idol with his feet to the fire'.


  ≫ The dad who's sitting on a mountain of debt from gambling and is all, 'My son abandoned me! He tore me away from my family!' is just ridiculous.


  You should be grateful he didn't lock you up in a gambling addiction center, old man.


  └ They said his own daughter would jump out of bed in her sleep and run to the front door just from the sound of registered mail arriving. How can he be so shameless...ㅋㅋ


  └? Whose story is this??


  ≫ ㅎ Since registered mail kept coming, she'd run to the door at the sound of the doorbell and open it without even asking who it was.


  Doesn't registered mail come after 9? Isn't that school time?


  └ This was when she was in kindergartenㅇㅇ If you don't get registered mail, they keep coming back. The kid got so neurotic she'd open the door at the first ring without asking 'Who is it?'. They say the mom saw that and decided to get a divorce.


  └ If my little sister were like that, I wouldn't let her see our dad either;; Is that how an adult is supposed to act?


  ≫ Now whenever I get a BubblePop from Iwol, I just cry.


  He doesn't have to tell Sparkler not to worry. He should just worry about himself...


  You're the one who needs to eat well, sleep well, and see good thingsㅠㅠㅠ


  └ He said he lived honestly so he has nothing to be ashamed of and that we don't need to worry. I know he's saying that for the fans' mental health, but like the OP said, I hope he just thinks about himself for a while.


  ≫ Is someone who does that to their own kid even human?


  Anyone can see they're telling him to die. Everyone already knows they didn't give him any support during his school days, yet they claim they spent a lot of money raising him and released a statement saying they'll gather other parents for a class-action lawsuit. Is that normal??


  Just what kind of fight has Kim Iwol been fighting all this time...


  └ Where did the story about him not getting support in his school days come from?


  └ He once said he couldn't go on his school trip and couldn't afford tuition, so he couldn't go to collegeㅇㅇ


  └ The idol who said he couldn't go to S University because he didn't have tuition, that's not him, is it?


  └


  └ Yeah, it is...


  └


  └└ Wow, I think I remember seeing that briefly in a popular post... If it's true, that's so pitiful.


  ≫ But he did receive 15 mil in support, right?


  Then it wasn't complete neglect, was it?


  └ You try taking 15 mil and leaving now. See how many months you can live in Seoul while paying rent.


  └ How much support are parents supposed to give;; Once you're an adult, you have to find your own way.


  └ ㅇㅇㅇ That's only when the parents have fulfilled their roles as parents. This kid had so many reasons to report his parents that he should have been separated and put in a facility early on. ㅇㅇㅇ Ah ㅇㅇㅇ I'm about to curse.


  It was like Dispatch had been assigned to me without my knowledge. All sorts of stories were coming out. Even things I had clarified in the past were being dragged up again, creating a chaotic mess.


  Still, it's a relief that the negative reactions aren't the majority.


  The 'Exclusive Report' premiere was just around the corner. Bad public opinion right now would have been agonizing.


  "Iwol-hyung."


  Hearing my name, I looked up. Jeong Seongbin held out both his hands. I obediently handed him the phone.


  "Don't worry too much."


  "...Yeah."


  "Next week, let's all watch the drama together."


  Jeong Seongbin smiled. One moment he was on the verge of tears, and the next he was so gentle. I was no match for the tender comfort from my leader.


  Chapter 390: On Air (1)


  "Your daughter's home!"


  "Dinner? Did you eat?"


  "They pay for my meals, so of course I ate before coming home."


  Yeo Hana hugged her mother, celebrating the end of her workday. As she did, she noticed a drama she had never seen before playing on the television.


  "What's this drama? You don't usually watch dramas, Mom."


  "It started last week, and it's pretty good. You should watch it with me."


  "Will it be too late if I shower first?"


  "No, it just started. Should I get some snacks?"


  "That'd be great."


  Yeo Hana quickly went to wash up. She also grabbed two cans of beer from the refrigerator, her mother's longtime friends. When she returned to the living room, a large bowl was filled to the brim with their favorite puffed rice snack.


  Dressed in the world's most comfortable pajamas, the two sat side-by-side on the sofa and started watching the drama.


  "What's this one about?"


  "His dad and her dad died in an accident, and they're trying to find the cause. I've only seen bits and pieces, so I don't know the details."


  What do you call this kind of drama? A romance mystery? She had heard of 'rom-coms', but she didn't think she had ever heard of 'ro-mys'.


  Yeo Hana rarely watched dramas, so she couldn't piece together the narrative from the first two condensed episodes. Still, the actors' captivating performances slowed the hand she had been reaching out for snacks.


  "Who's Cheonju Group?"


  "That guy is claiming the chairman of Cheonju Group is the one who killed his dad."


  "Sounds like a scary place."


  Yeo Hana responded with an expression that was not the least bit scared. To her, the company messenger still buzzing at this hour was far scarier than a group she had just learned about today.


  Contact me all you want, see if I reply.


  Yeo Hana had worked her fingers to the bone today, even coming in on the weekend. Now that all the urgent tasks were finished, she felt she had done her duty.


  Making a habit of working after clocking out would set a bad precedent. It was better for Yeo Hana to take the heat herself than to hear secondhand that her juniors were slacking while she worked. She would just think, 'Yes, may you live forever and ever,' and move on.


  "......"


  When she put her phone down and looked back at the screen, a familiar face was there.


  "He's handsome. Must be a rookie. He's a good actor, too," her mother commented on the actor, who had apparently first appeared last episode.


  It was a face Yeo Hana knew well. He was the very person who monopolized the phone wallpaper of the junior she had just been vowing to protect.


  『Chief, isn't your mother's birthday soon?』


  『That's right.』


  『Why don't you take a bottle of wine? We got a good one in.』


  Isn't that Kim Iwol?


  The person presumed to be her precious junior Won Chaehee's favorite had appeared on screen.


  She used the word 'presumed' for a reason. Yeo Hana was not skilled at matching a face she had seen while quickly scrolling through a photo album with a face moving in a video.


  Yeo Hana picked up her phone, which was no longer buzzing. She typed the drama's title into a portal site and clicked the info tab. A list of characters appeared.


  Kim Iwol as Cheon Yunseong. Surprisingly, her guess was correct. This was a historic event in Yeo Hana's life, considering she couldn't even name five idol groups since her student days.


  "He's an idol. He probably hasn't been acting for long."


  "Really?"


  "Yeah. My junior likes him."


  "Chaehee?" her mother asked, the name coming out immediately. She remembered everyone around her daughter without fail.


  『Please give her my regards.』


  Kim Iwol handed the recommended bottle of wine to the chief.


  『Thank you.』


  The chief bowed deeply and opened the back seat door. Kim Iwol looked completely natural being waited on. As Yeo Hana followed Kim Iwol with her eyes whenever he appeared, the episode ended in a flash.


  "Mom, is this on Sundays too?"


  "Yeah. Why? Should we watch it together tomorrow too?"


  "Sounds good."


  Her father was surprised to see the two of them making plans for the next day.


  "Hana is watching a drama?"


  "It must be her taste. You should join us tomorrow."


  "I guess I will."


  "Anyone would think I've completely cut myself off from the world!" Yeo Hana burst out laughing.


  "I'm just watching because it's interesting to see someone I know," she said, making an excuse. Yeo Hana then followed her mother, who had picked up the empty snack bowl and was going to throw away the beer cans.


  

  ≫ I told you last week Cheon Yunseong felt shady


  I said he had the face of a villain-!~-!!! △(☞ ͡°Д ͡°)☞


  └ I think I saw your post lol. Didn't you say there's no way Cheon Yunseong could be the second male lead?


  └ So you were the one saying 'that bastard has to be the culprit' while everyone else was shipping the good-natured chaebol.


  ≫ But it's ambiguous


  There are so many cases where they keep you guessing whether he's the mastermind or a helper, then go 'Ta-da! Turns out he was a good guy all along!'


  └ Right lol, and he's good to Chief Go.


  └ A guy who remembers his subordinate's mother's birthday? He's not trash.


  ≫ So Saeyoung is So Saeyoung...


  She's been acting for so long, how does she still suit the female lead role so well? But it's not just that typical 'drama female lead!' vibe, it's amazing how she acts in a way that makes you believe a reporter like that could actually exist.


  └ Her professionalism is insane, hearing that after she was cast, she went and found the reporter who broke her dating scandal and interviewed them.


  └ Huh? Where can I see that??


  └ "I went to find the reporter who wrote about my dating scandal back in the day. I wanted to learn the cycle of a reporter. I told them, let's trade private lives to be fair." ← That's an excerpt. You can find it in the press conference articles!


  ≫ The three leads of Exclusive Report all seem fiercely dedicated


  Finding the reporter who broke your dating scandal to learn about being a reporter, getting in shape to meet the firefighter fitness test standards for a firefighter role, watching 100 references of a real person to learn their attitude.


  └ Isn't Exclusive Report a two-top drama? Who's the last one?


  └ Seems like it's Cheon Yunseong.


  └ Cheon Yunseong is insane... He doesn't just lift his chin to act arrogant or do that superficial chaebol acting where they mumble their words. It's so good.


  └└ Your description is very specific.


  └└└ Whose acting did you hate that much? lololol


  └└└└ Ah, I admit it.


  └└└└└ lololol look at them admitting it so coolly T_T T_T T_T


  ≫ Am I the only one shipping Yoonseong and Iseo...?


  I thought it was fate since their initials are YSYS...


  I already named them the Yoonseo couple…


  └ lololol you're getting way ahead of yourself lol


  └ You've probably already looked up English kindergartens for their kids lololol T_T T_T


  The golden hours of the weekend. Big-name actors and a solid story. Even the attention gathered from the casted idol's personal life issues. This triple combo sent the ratings for 'Exclusive Report' soaring.


  Reactions poured in. There was no need to search online communities for them. The show trended in real-time during its broadcast, and the drama section of entertainment news was all about 'Exclusive Report' before and after it aired.


  As with all things, it was not all good news.


  ≫ He plays a perfect man in the drama... but the truth about the actor no one knew #ExclusiveReport #KimIwol


  ≫ 'Threatening his parents was a daily occurrence.' Which actor is this about? #ImmoralToParents #Actor #ExclusiveReport


  ≫ We knew it would blow up! The foretold downfall of a rising star #ExclusiveReport #Iwol


  A popular drama was a keyword that guaranteed clicks. Naturally, videos linking 'Exclusive Report' to all my issues poured out.


  └ The fact that he's shamelessly showing his face... and the production team not dropping him, they're all in on it. I knew the entertainment industry was dirty, but this is shocking.


  └ They're not 'in on it', they're ignoring it because it's a ridiculous rumor. You'll probably be getting a lawsuit from UA soon~


  └ Idol fans are always threatening to sue or take screenshots, but everyone knows it's just a threat, right? If suing was that easy, who would be left to curse out celebrities? lolol


  This flow did not cool down, even with the agency's notice of legal action. For cyber wreckers, walking the tightrope of a lawsuit was nothing more than a sport.


  『Young Master.』


  『The Chairman has passed away.』


  "......"


  I was thinking that the title 'A Tearful Accusation Against the Brazen Actor... Did He Think He Could Succeed After Abandoning His Parents' was a bit harsh. Then, the highlight scene from episode 4 shocked everyone.


  "Grandpa's dead?!" Lee Cheonghyeon shouted.


  "I thought Grandpa was going to be the mastermind!" His face was bright red, showing just how immersed he was.


  "Then what was that line about Cheon Yunseong being inevitably entangled with the Chairman?!"


  "Can you be quiet?" Kang Kiyeon said, scowling deeply.


  When I gestured for him to smooth his brow, the wrinkles vanished in an instant.


  『Chairman.』


  The scene shifted to Cheon Yunseong walking into the funeral hall. His steady steps and calm voice drew the gazes of the mourners.


  Shutters flashed and silent stares followed him from the entrance. Even at the funeral parlor, Cheon Yunseong drew attention like a star.


  Who would become Chairman Cheon's successor? There, the list of attendees who came to 'pick a side' became gossip.


  『Grandfather...』


  Cheon Yunseong knelt and cried. The man who had plastered the media with his gentle smile was now sobbing, his shoulders shaking. The sound of camera flashes, which had ignored respect for the deceased in the face of a scoop, gradually died down.


  The color correction is amazing.


  A blue tint overlaid the ordinary funeral hall, maximizing the grief emanating from Cheon Yunseong. The tears streaming down my blue-tinted face became even clearer against the grayish-blue shadows. My red lips contrasted with the space of the dead, making the screen look much more sensational.


  "......"


  I looked at the suddenly quiet seats next to me and saw everyone focused on the TV. Park Joowoo was practically clinging to my arm.


  Unable to overcome his grief, Cheon Yunseong showed a rare disheveled appearance as he got into a car with Chief Go's help. Belatedly, reporters captured the back of the car as it left the funeral hall.


  Cheon Yunseong silently looked out the window, seemingly composing himself. Or so it seemed.


  His gaze was fixed on the side mirror. With no cars following, the mirror only reflected an empty road.


  Chief Go glanced at Cheon Yunseong through the rearview mirror and then spoke.


  『The one on top is a wet towel, and the one on the bottom is a dry one.』


  The camera focused on a black bag in the back seat. Inside the open bag, white towels wrapped in clear plastic were visible.


  With a shadowed expression, Cheon Yunseong took out the wet towel. He buried his face in it, wiping it slowly.


  When he removed the towel, not a trace of the sorrow he had shown for his late grandfather remained.


  『You're the best, Chief. This was a first for me.』


  『You're too kind.』


  『Did my father say anything?』


  『He asked to see you briefly before the board meeting.』


  『I see.』


  After their conversation, Cheon Yunseong took out the dry towel. He covered his dry face with it and pressed down gently. When Chief Go turned on the radio, a special report about Chairman Cheon's passing was already on the air.


  Chapter 391: On Air (2)


  ≫ Anyone want to talk about the latest episode of Exclusive Report


  .


  .


  .


  Cheon Yunseong What in the world is he...


  He always called him 'Chairman', then sobbed and called him 'Grandfather' for the first time. > Just kidding, it was an act. At that point, I was like, 'Wow, I thought you were a bad guy, but you're a really bad guy.' > Then the dry towel part made me go, 'Huh...? Are you... sad right now? Are you... wiping away tears??'


  └ Just kidding, it was an act lololol But I'm really curious, do you think Yoonseong wasn't sad at all?


  └ If he felt no sadness, I don't think the dry towel would have appeared.


  └ Wet towel → To wipe his face, dirty from acting in front of people. // Dry towel → To secretly wipe away his tears. That's what I thought!


  └└ Yeah, I agree.


  └ On the other hand, Cheon Ganghyeok was scary because he didn't seem to care about family at all... I wonder if Cheon Yunseong will become like Cheon Ganghyeok later.


  └ I saw this in a Metube analysis post. It said that just as the group's name means 'Master of the Sky' [天主], the higher they climb, the further they get from their humanity.


  └ The group's name is 'Master of the Sky' [天主], right? They're getting further and further from the ground that people walk on.


  ≫ The male idol whose acting today is being called insane


  Data warning (Photo) (Photo) (Photo) (Photo) In Exclusive Report, Kim Iwol delivered a 3-piece set of emotional acting: crying, cold-bloodedness, and restrained longing. All three clips hit the real-time trending videos list, and the comment reactions are amazing!!


  └ In My Oh was a hit, but Exclusive Report is just... insane is the only word for it. When you take away the fresh filter of a rom-com and add a suspense filter, he's so scary.


  └ I think this episode had the most intense emotions in his filmography, so I was surprised he did so well. Honestly, I thought he couldn't do anything besides ordinary acting.


  └ The Sparklers who wanted to see Kim Iwol rise are now begging for forgiveness... Our boy cries so pitifully...


  └ Drama fans really stan anyone with a pretty face, huh? lol After seeing the articles about his verbal abuse, just looking at his face makes me lose interest in the drama lolol


  └└ Yep, reported.


  So this is what people post after watching the drama?


  While waiting for her companions to get ready, Yeo Hana read the posts. They were the first results when she searched for 'Exclusive Report'.


  The drama was only on its fourth episode, but it already had its own category where hundreds of posts had piled up.


  A rerun played on the TV in the restaurant where they went for lunch. From one side, she heard someone announce that the gukbap had arrived. From the other, she heard a line about the chairman passing away.


  『Even if you had to go, you should have at least seen my face before you left...』


  In the following funeral scene, the face of Kim Iwol, who had made her mother cry last night, filled the monitor. A sigh escaped from the kitchen.


  "Is everyone watching that? 'Exclusive Report'!"


  "Is it a new drama?"


  "It's a weekend drama, and it's super popular. The acting is great, too."


  "You're right. I've never seen that actor before, but he's good."


  "Isn't that actor the guy from the public service announcement?"


  "I saw him on my way to work today. He's always on the subway ads."


  Yeo Hana's colleagues started a lively conversation. Everyone knew Kim Iwol.


  Chaehee would have been so proud if she heard this.


  Yeo Hana thought of her junior colleague, whose favorite was Kim Iwol. She was about to add seasoning to her gukbap when someone spoke.


  "But he has a controversy."


  "What kind of controversy?"


  "Seems like he has problems with his family? His mom released a handwritten letter, and wow, that mom is something else."


  "Didn't he have something in the past, too? About having a bad personality."


  "Wasn't that a rumor?"


  The conversation had completely shifted to Kim Iwol. Her colleagues found numerous articles related to him. They discovered the personality controversy was a groundless rumor and that he was in a dispute over family matters.


  "People are too much. If they release a correction article like this, how are we supposed to know if the rumor is true or false?"


  "I know, right? This culture of gleefully spreading only the bad stories needs to change."


  "You wouldn't know unless you specifically look for it. I guess this is why they say you should look things up if you're curious."


  They discussed the eventful career of the person named Kim Iwol in detail. She knew idols had many incidents, but the extent of it surprised Yeo Hana.


  "Looking at what the person claiming to be his mother is saying, it doesn't add up at all. If the kid had so many problems, how could his school records be clean? Weren't his records completely dug up before?"


  "My point exactly. If he had cleaned them up, word would have gotten out back then."


  "But then again, if what he said is true, I'd feel bad. Imagine if something like this actually happened."


  Listening to the fierce conflict between parents and their child made her think of her own mom and dad.


  Her family still called their thirty-year-old daughter 'our Hana'. They filled the fridge with whatever she wanted to eat, and going out with her was the most important event in their world.


  "I know."


  What would it feel like to have no family to rely on?


  The feeling was like being dropped in the middle of a vast ocean, but even that vague expression felt inadequate.


  She thought as she ate the steaming hot gukbap.


  She thought about how lonely a life must be with no one to think of when you eat something delicious. A life where you return late to a pitch-black house because no one left a light on. A life where you only listen to the same songs because there's no one to recommend a good new one.


  

  Chapter 4: In the end, President Cheon naturally rose to the position of chairman. Cheon Yunseong also gained a new title


  This week's broadcast ended with the preview for episode 5. It hinted that the Cheonju Group might split in two as the power struggle between the two men intensified. It also suggested that Cheon Yunseong's hidden intentions would be revealed...


  "Why won't you let us watch it live?"


  "It's not good for a teenager's emotional development."


  ...My attempt to stop them met fierce resistance.


  "It's rated for ages fifteen and up. I know you care for me and Kang-geon like we're preschoolers, but we're nineteen. We'll be adults next year. Okay?"


  "A teenager doesn't just suddenly become mentally mature on January 1st."


  "There are teenagers who would be fine watching 'Exclusive Report', and there are those who wouldn't."


  "Are you saying I'm emotionally immature right now?" Lee Cheonghyeon placed his hands on his hips and argued back sharply.


  "Cheonghyeon, you're busy enough with your work. Can't you understand that I just think it's better for you to take a breather and watch it later?"


  "Don't make excuses. You told Seongbin and Joowoo not to watch it either."


  "Conversely, would it be okay if only Seongbin and Joowoo watched it, and you couldn't?"


  "Isn't that obvious? That's how the ratings will go up!"


  No wonder these guys had the TV on and the show playing on a laptop when they watched episodes 3 and 4. I was pretty sure I had explained it before. Did I have to tell them how viewership ratings are calculated again...


  "You're not letting Jeho watch either! Since when did you care about Jeho's mental and physical well-being!" Lee Cheonghyeon's protest grew even stronger.


  Bringing up Choi Jeho seemed to prove the ratings were just an excuse. His real intention was to stubbornly get permission to watch.


  However, I had no choice. Episode 5 was going to show a past where Cheon Ganghyeok beat Cheon Yunseong with a golf club, leaving him bleeding with a torn-up back.


  The more cunningly they act, how could they not see Cheon Yunseong and be reminded of my childhood? I don't want that to happen to them.


  "You watch the members' fancams right in front of us! You're a walking contradiction! Such a hypocrite!"


  "Joowoo, did you teach him that word? It seems like unhealthy words are being passed down through generations in our dorm."


  "Joowoo did nothing wrong! Do you think I'm some sheltered flower in a greenhouse who needs to learn words like 'hypocrite' from you guys?"


  Kang Kiyeon, who had just shown up, shoved an energy bar into the chattering Lee Cheonghyeon's mouth. The kid huffed and puffed but chewed the bar diligently, perhaps because he was hungry from his growth spurt.


  "Don't pretend you're doing this because you're worried about the ratings. You just want to watch the next episode, don't you?" Kang Kiyeon hit the nail on the head.


  Then, he emptied a vegetable stick into Lee Cheonghyeon's mouth as it was about to open again. It was one of the awful-tasting ones lying around the practice room.


  "If you're doing this because you're embarrassed by your acting, we can just gather in our room and..."


  "I appreciate the consideration, but that's even more embarrassing, Seongbin."


  The five of them huddled around a single tablet to watch my drama? I would rather bungee jump without a cord than see that.


  『Anyway, starting this weekend, watching 'Exclusive Report' is forbidden...』


  Just as I was about to end the conversation, my phone vibrated. It was a call from my lawyer.


  "Yes, this is Kim Iwol."


  "I'm calling because there's something urgent I need to share with you. Is now a good time?"


  The news the lawyer brought was indeed urgent.


  "The defendant's side has just started a press conference. Would you like to watch it yourself, or should my side watch it so we can verify the facts together later?"


  My stomach prickled as if stabbed by a needle. It was probably a stress-related illness. I didn't have time to soothe my aching stomach, so I replied that I would watch it myself and hung up.


  The rented conference room where the press conference had started was cramped and dark. A flimsy banner hung on the wall behind the podium.


  When the camera occasionally panned across the room, I saw no major media outlets present. However, cameras bearing the logos of gossip magazines were easy to spot.


  There are MeTubers here too.


  The audience was diverse. Some had phones on tripods for live streams, while others had laptops running broadcasting software on stands.


  Shouldn't a society that shows interest in such absurd stories also be cured of its illness? How can a low-level presentation like this even be called a press conference? I sighed inwardly.


  『I would like to express my gratitude to everyone who has attended today. I sincerely hope this press conference will be a noble occasion that reveals the truth...』


  "If it gives you a headache, why don't you stop watching?" Choi Jeho suggested.


  This guy was also suffering the punishment of watching this hellish live stream with me, since he did not know when his father might appear.


  "It's not that bad."


  Looking at the comment section did give me a headache, though. The comments from people watching a live stream like this in the middle of the day were lacking in many ways. Paying attention to them was draining.


  However, headaches were already a past trend for me. It seemed stomachaches were going to be the new trend for the second half of the year.

 If you were a true center, I'd appreciate it if you could read the currents a little more promptly.


  The statement began with a re-reading of the handwritten letter and continued endlessly.


  『He frequently disappeared without leaving any contact information, only to cause trouble and then ask for help through others.』


  『He received demerit points for deviant behavior, but he caused a disturbance at school by hurling verbal abuse and threats at a teacher, manipulating the official public document that is the student record, and...』


  "I know the rest is bullshit, but what's this about demerit points?" Choi Jeho asked. He had apparently been listening quite seriously.


  He had cleverly connected the 'disappearing and only contacting when in trouble' part to the time I called about my head surgery.


  I kindly explained that I had worn the spring/autumn uniform after the transitional period ended because the bruises from being beaten had not faded.


  "The teacher saw my letter of apology and erased the demerit points. It's something I already told the lawyer about. I even gave him the letter."


  "If they didn't erase them, would they even be human?"


  "I said they erased them. Watch your language."


  My mother's accusations did not end. I jotted down notes in my memo pad, thinking of evidence I could use to counter them.


  『At the agency, which we visited to check on our son's well-being, we were assaulted by our son and thrown out. We hereby request that UA release the CCTV footage.』


  And finally, the problem I had been dreading emerged.


  Chapter 392: Press Conference (1)


  ≫ Assault?


  ≫ The assault is undeniable lololol


  ≫ Just release the CCTV footage lol


  ≫ Hitting your parents crosses the line


  ≫ Just what you'd expect from a brain-dead idol lol


  The chat window flew by as people chimed in from all over.


  『Did Iwol assault his mother?』


  『Were the agency staff just standing by and watching?』


  『Guys, it's chaos here. You see this? Looks like Kim Iwol is screwed now.』


  My fingertips tingled. I clenched and unclenched my fist. The only sound in the meeting room came from the live broadcast.


  "They're just running their mouths. I didn't grab his neck, just his collar. How is that assault..."


  "It is."


  "......"


  "I'm telling you, it can be."


  I rubbed my face with both hands.


  "What if we delete the video first?"


  "The evidence would be gone, but it would give them an excuse. They'd say we deleted it because we had something to hide, that something worse happened. Then it would be irreversible."


  "So becoming the idol who threw a punch is okay?"


  Choi Jeho's blunt words sometimes forced a more objective view of the situation. My mouth went dry.


  "The only way out is a settlement, but I don't know how much that would cost. Besides, settling is the same as admitting it's true."


  A chill shot through my body. I felt the blood drain from me, as if I had been struck with a hammer.


  Is there a way to make them drop the charges?


  My mind went blank. Outside the meeting room, the office erupted into chaos as phones rang off the hook.


  "Shit, hey. Snap out of it."


  Choi Jeho grabbed my shoulders and shook me.


  "I'm fine. I'm just thinking."


  "Get that look out of your eyes before you say that. Don't act like the world is ending."


  Unfortunately, the world was about to end. Did he think I never searched 'what happens if you grab your boss by the collar' when I dealt with Department Head Nam?


  I shouldn't have lost my reason.


  It was too late for regrets. The situation was hopeless.


  "We should just delete it."


  "What are you talking about?"


  "Let's delete the video. If it's awkward for you to say it, just stay in here. I'll go take care of it."


  "Were you even listening to me?"


  As if I was not stressed enough, Choi Jeho started making a fuss.


  "It's not like there's nothing to gain. We can't deny what happened, but if we reveal the full context, we'll have a defense. The verbal abuse, the threats..."


  "You're going to reveal that?" Choi Jeho's voice trembled with fury.


  "Do you even remember what you were like that day?"


  "......"


  "It's shitty enough that you have to repeat what those bastards said, but you're going to reveal the whole situation? You're going to let everyone see them ask if you're mentally ill to your face? They're the ones who talked shit, so why the hell are you revealing the part where you just took their abuse!"


  "I don't want to either," the frustrated words escaped me.


  "There are sides of me I don't want to show, too."


  Who would be happy to reveal their weakness? Deliberately exposing something for others to tear apart was the worst feeling imaginable.


  "Still, there's no other way."


  I tried to stay calm. I had no intention of earning Choi Jeho's pity.


  "For now... don't you leave this room."


  Choi Jeho pressed down on my shoulder and stood.


  Just as I reached to grab him, the meeting room door opened. It was Jukyung.


  "You're still here. That's a relief."


  Jukyung said Manager Chanyoung told her we were watching the live broadcast, and she had Choi Jeho sit back down.


  "You saw the part about the CCTV, right?"


  "......"


  "This is urgent, so I'll get straight to the point. There's no CCTV footage. That means even if they ask for it, there's no evidence to give."


  What did she mean? Choi Jeho looked just as confused as I felt.


  "To be precise... the video wasn't recorded."


  "Was it broken or something?"


  "Apparently, someone requested to turn off the meeting room CCTV a few months ago. It seems it hasn't recorded since. The company just found out."


  "Who on earth..."


  Then, I heard a name I never expected.


  "It was Jang Junhoo."


  Jukyung quickly summarized the situation. She explained that Jang Junhoo had personally gone to the security office and requested they stop recording on the meeting room CCTV. His stated reason was 'to protect the artists' privacy'.


  "The request came from someone completely unrelated to you, long before your family came, so there was no malicious intent. You said Jeho was the first one in the meeting room, right?"


  "......"


  "Chanyoung and Daeyeon said they didn't even see you, Iwol, grab the collar. The hallway CCTV only captured Chanyoung and Daeyeon entering the meeting room."


  I wracked my brain, trying to understand how this could have happened. As I pieced it together, a suspicion formed.


  "Jukyung."


  "Yes, go on."


  "By any chance, the time when Jang Junhoo requested the CCTV be turned off..."


  Was it after the day I drank the beverage in the meeting room and collapsed?


  Choi Jeho flinched at my question, the memory clearly a bad one.


  "The date is definitely... hmm, yes, it is."


  Jukyung's answer confirmed my suspicion.


  The day I collapsed, Jeong Seongbin had checked the meeting room CCTV. That was how we discovered Hong Eunseop had rummaged through the trash, stolen the Post-it, and brought the coffee-laced drink.


  Because the company reviewed the CCTV footage on a large scale, everyone at UA, including Jang Junhoo, who once met me privately in that room, knew it was working.


  Even if he couldn't do anything about what was already recorded, he must have wanted to prevent any future mishaps.


  Suddenly erasing existing recordings would have aroused suspicion.


  So Jang Junhoo chose the next best option. He found a way to reduce potential problems in the future.


  He ensured no more video evidence would be left in the meeting room where I might call him again. Having been caught by CCTV before, and realizing that reviewing footage was not uncommon, he must have felt anxious.


  "Instead..." Jukyung continued with difficulty.


  "The hallway CCTV captured a scene of you, Iwol, clutching your neck."


  She asked if I wanted to see it, and I nodded.


  On the phone screen Jukyung held out was a photo of the CCTV monitor. The camera focused mainly on the hallway, but a corner of the meeting room's interior was visible.


  My silhouette appeared beyond the transparent wall, above the translucent glass. I was clutching my neck. This meant that even if my mom or dad received all the footage from that day, that was all they would see.


  The tension drained from my body, and I started to tremble. Jukyung brought me a thick blanket while I buried my face in my hands and took one deep breath after another.


  

  We scheduled a press conference for the day after the statement. I never dreamed I would hold a press conference for an idol, a rare sight these days.


  There was no time for meticulous preparation. In a society that severely punishes even ordinary people for patricide, dragging things out while being labeled an attacker of one's own parents was suicide.


  We did not act recklessly. The UA staff, the lawyer, and I prepared all through the night. In the process, I had to make a difficult decision.


  Because my father appeared at the end of the press conference, Choi Jeho was summoned with me. To think I would end up as hell-mates with Choi Jeho. Regression is truly something else.


  My stomach ached, probably because it was empty. I tried to count how many consecutive meals I had skipped, then gave up.


  Unlike the video from yesterday, the atmosphere at the venue was heavy. This was partly due to UA managing press access, but the presence of major media outlets was a big factor.


  The lawyer announced that the press conference was to clarify the series of events. Camera shutters began to click, and the recording alerts for live broadcasts sounded from all directions.


  My turn came quickly. I had organized and printed the materials all night, but I did not need to read from them.


  It was all vivid. Looking over the documents even brought back things I had forgotten.


  If they had just let me forget, they wouldn't be getting sued for every single thing.


  I could clearly picture their expressions as they watched the live broadcast.


  "...What you see on the screen is a copy of a reflection paper submitted as counter-evidence to the allegation that I threatened a teacher to manipulate my demerit points. You can confirm that it includes a clear description of the situation, stating, 'If the bruises were revealed, a child abuse report would be filed, and I wanted to hide them as much as possible because I hated the thought of facing even greater violence after a report was made.' I would also like to state that the demerit points were removed after the extenuating circumstances were acknowledged, and the reflection paper was returned to me because there was no longer a need to record the reason for the demerits."


  As I stood alone before countless cameras, I suddenly remembered the old Lee Cheonghyeon, who held a solo live broadcast to clear up drug allegations. He had clutched a piece of paper with both hands and stammered his innocence.


  Proving your innocence when you have done nothing wrong is an arduous task. I could feel the full weight of the burden Lee Cheonghyeon must have carried.


  "I intended to wait for the court's ruling to clarify everything, but an intolerable misunderstanding has arisen, which I wish to address."


  Every camera lens swiveled toward me. They had sensed the real issue in my words.


  "My mother's statement that I assaulted my father who came to the agency is..."


  Mom, Dad.


  Lies can drive a person crazy. The kind that makes your blood run cold and your vision go black.


  I felt nothing when you lied about how much you suffered raising a worthless child like me, or how it cost hundreds of millions to raise me.


  But some lies are completely unforgivable. It was so infuriating and unfair that I could barely breathe. I still get choked up with anger over things I thought I was numb to. I guess that means I haven't completely given up.


  "It is not true."


  So experience it for yourselves. What it feels like to be so wronged you could jump out of your skin.


  Chapter 393: Press Conference (2)


  "I didn't include the incident in my statement because it's a memory I wanted to forget. However, I must now correct the distorted facts that have been circulating."


  Photos filled the projector screen, showing me going to the practice room with a bandage and wearing only turtlenecks at official events. Next, a screenshot of a group message from the makeup staff appeared.


  spArk Makeup - Ayun [We need to cover his neck for the Iwol Exclusive Report shoot, right?]
[Will cover-up makeup be enough… ]


  spArk Makeup - Seungha [It's gotten a lot better, so I think we can cover it?]
[But I'm worried it'll get worse if we keep putting makeup on the wound]


  Me [They said we can't change the outfit?]


  spArk Makeup - Ayun [It's a sponsored outfit, so I think it'll be difficult]
[If it were a music show, we could at least put a choker on himㅠㅠ]


  spArk Makeup - Seungha [An idol's body is their fortune-!]


  The wound was perfectly concealed on broadcast, but behind the scenes, traces of our struggle to hide it remained. The reporters continuously photographed the screen.


  "I didn't intend to make an issue of this, so I didn't check the CCTV separately. However, the defendant's side requested all the CCTV footage from that day. While sending it, we discovered the following scene."


  A low-quality video began to play. It showed me huddled in a corner, clutching my neck. The silhouette of an adult man stood behind a translucent sheet, watching me with his arms crossed.


  I added nothing more. The context explained everything.


  The assault from my father had been happening since I was a student. My statement claimed I didn't want to mention it because it had become a trauma.


  And now, this new evidence. What conclusion could anyone draw when all of this was put together?


  "Are you saying your father assaulted you and then tried to pin it on Mr. Iwol?" a reporter asked.


  "It is as you have seen."


  "But isn't this video also insufficient as proof of assault?"


  "That's correct. I didn't testify because I thought there was no way to prove it."


  In other words, everything I was making an issue of had grounds for rebuttal.


  "Is the trauma why there are zero reports after you became an adult?"


  The question implied that things had happened, but I just hadn't reported them. Once this idea was planted, the nature of the questions changed.


  "Half of that is true, and half is not. A large part of it was that I didn't want the group to be embroiled in controversy because of my personal affairs."


  "......"


  "I'm an idol. I didn't want to tire out my fans, and I thought I shouldn't. I hid the wound on my neck because I had no intention of revealing it. To be sharing such bad news through an opportunity like this... I can only feel sorry."


  After the Yoo Hansoo incident, I didn't want to cause the fans any more worry. I desperately prevented Hong Woonseop's caffeine terror incident from leaking to the public, and not halting my activities when my sister's whereabouts became unknown stemmed from the same sentiment. I wanted them to feel only joy when they saw spArk.


  The last thing I could do was act composed. Calmly, so as not to appear exhausted.


  I readjusted my grip on the microphone and steadied my breath.


  "I have now answered all the issues raised at yesterday's press conference. In turn, our side would also like to request a clarification."


  Until now, this had been a venue to clear the injustices against me and my fans. However, someone else's grievances still needed to be resolved.


  "To the two of you, I request an explanation for the incident of the abandonment of your eldest daughter that occurred approximately 30 years ago."


  I had already confirmed that the restriction on revealing heavenly secrets was lifted. After Choi Jeho overheard about my sister, I became able to talk about her to the spArk guys as well.


  Flashes went off nonstop. The reporters leaned forward in their seats.


  

  He's going to talk about his sister?


  Choi Jeho couldn't believe his ears. He wondered if Kim Iwol had been cornered and lost his ability to think rationally. The lawyer had just stepped out to print something.


  You said you didn't want to play the pity card.


  Nothing about the conversation with the lawyer had been anything less than shocking.


  Among it all, the story of his sister was the most shocking. Hadn't Kim Iwol himself kept her existence a tightly guarded secret?


  People aren't interested in clarifications.


  What does that have to do with your sister?


  It means that unless I drop a big enough bombshell, I'll forever be branded a degenerate.


  Kim Iwol still often heard people say he gave off a weird vibe. The aftermath of last year's incident was long-lasting.


  "......"


  Kim Iwol hesitated before speaking.


  I don't know when I'll ever get this much attention again.


  ......


  I feel like revealing the story about my sister now might be the best chance to make her existence widely known. Unless you're a fan, who's going to listen to an idol's personal life story in detail?


  The entire time he spoke, Kim Iwol didn't take his eyes off the old laptop.


  This incident will die down eventually... I don't want to bring it up again later and upset the fans multiple times. I want to end it in one go.


  The sound of typing, which had continued like a machine, stopped.


  Do I seem calculating? Selfish, even? Kim Iwol asked, his eyes still fixed on the monitor.


  There was only one thing Choi Jeho could say.


  The bastard who curses at someone for trying to find their family is the real piece of trash.


  Kim Iwol let out a small laugh. Pfft. Then he went back to writing the long rebuttal document.


  And now, the story of Kim Iwol's sister was beginning to attract attention.


  "When you say eldest daughter, does that mean you have an older sister?"


  "Could you please elaborate on your use of the phrase 'incident of abandonment'?"


  Questions rained down. Kim Iwol answered with a calm expression.


  "I only had a suspicion that I had a sister, but in the process of confronting and speaking with them at UA, I learned that the two of them had abandoned my sister and hidden this fact. Because of this, my father misunderstood and thought I had hired people to tail them, which led to a situation where he retaliated by hiring someone to monitor my fellow member Jeho's every move."


  "You said there's no evidence of the conversation in the meeting room. Have you secured any evidence that they hired someone to tail you?"


  "We've captured circumstantial evidence of them tipping off MYTH with a false dating rumor. The timing matches."


  After this happened, Kim Iwol didn't meet his eyes for several days. He had apologized, and Choi Jeho thought it was over after telling him not to apologize for something that wasn't his fault. It turned out Kim Iwol had been carrying the weight of the dating rumor all this time.


  "Your mother is currently in the lobby protesting that Mr. Iwol is giving false testimony. Did you not consider that the dispute could escalate into a defamation lawsuit?" a reporter looking at his phone asked.


  "I expected it."


  "Then the reason you went ahead with this announcement despite that is…"


  The intention seemed malicious, but Kim Iwol was composed.


  "This year marks the third year I've been searching for my sister."


  "......"


  "I hope you will understand that I am desperate enough to risk the blowback."


  Kim Iwol moved his mouth away from the microphone. The hall fell silent.


  "…We will take a 10-minute break and then continue."


  When the break was announced, the tense atmosphere dissipated. People rose from their seats.


  As Choi Jeho was about to leave the conference hall, a hand landed on his shoulder.


  It must be Kim Iwol. He was sitting right next to me.


  Thinking Kim Iwol might have something to say, Choi Jeho turned around.


  "What the?"


  "Did he collapse?"


  The touch slid down Choi Jeho's forearm. No one was in his line of sight.


  At his feet, Kim Iwol was collapsed, clutching his stomach.


  Previously, it had been his heart, but the first thing that came to mind was the drink. However, the water on the table was a brand new, unopened bottle. Beyond the perfectly fine water bottle, flashes went off like crazy.


  "Just a moment, don't come any closer!"


  The lawyer and the managers blocked the swarming reporters. Choi Jeho knelt in front of Kim Iwol.


  "Hey, what's wrong?"


  Kim Iwol winced every time Choi Jeho shook him. The hand gripping his suit jacket was bright red.


  "Can you get on my back?" Choi Jeho asked, but Kim Iwol shook his head.


  "In front of all these people… I don't want to be carried out."


  "Then you're going to walk? Can you even stand up?"


  Even as Choi Jeho chided him, he knew he couldn't persuade Kim Iwol. The memory of Kim Iwol trying to secretly take a single pill even when he was mentally breaking down was still vivid.


  Choi Jeho roughly pulled the table with the solid front panel toward them. The white lights flashing above their heads died down a little.


  "They can't see you now. Happy?"


  Kim Iwol slowly lifted his head. His eyes were unfocused. He covered his mouth with his other hand as if he wanted to vomit.


  "If you want to throw up, then throw up," Choi Jeho said.


  However, even while breaking out in a cold sweat, Kim Iwol didn't stick his fingers in his mouth like before.


  "It's a nuisance."


  "......"


  "If I get cursed out any more here, it'll be hard to handle the aftermath…"


  "......"


  Choi Jeho took off his jacket.


  He spread it on the floor under Kim Iwol's face. He smoothed out the wrinkles with both hands. TAP, TAP.


  "There. Happy?"


  "......"


  "We can just wrap it up and throw it away. Puke, spit, do whatever you want."


  Kim Iwol furrowed his brow. It didn't seem to be because he was offended. Kim Iwol's back arched sharply.


  "......"


  The sound of something coming up from another person's throat sounded incredibly loud.


  "Uh oh, he's puking."


  "Everyone, please get out! What do you think you're doing, you vultures!"


  Still, the sound of shutters didn't stop. They disgustingly kept taking pictures, as if someone vomiting was so entertaining.


  Just as Choi Jeho thought, Thank god he's covered, something sticky and transparent dripped from between Kim Iwol's fingers. DRIP, DRIP.


  Saliva? Or stomach acid?


  Does he even have anything to throw up in the first place? He hasn't eaten anything recently.


  Just as Choi Jeho felt that something was strange, Kim Iwol gasped for breath raggedly.


  Something gushed out over the hand covering his mouth.


  It was much thinner and…


  "Isn't that blood?"


  …a transparent liquid, with red clumps scattered throughout.


  Chapter 394: Press Conference (3)


  Assistant Manager, are you feeling unwell?


  Assistant Manager Song once asked me while I was pulling an all-nighter, surviving on cup ramen.


  You keep pressing on your stomach...


  My abdomen burned inside. Sometimes I felt nauseous. Other times, it ached like I had been punched hard.


  I think it's indigestion.


  It wasn't uncomfortable enough to disrupt my daily life. I was already used to living with headaches, so I complacently thought a stomachache couldn't be much different.


  A few days later, I threw up violently in the last bathroom stall as soon as I got to work. Bloody saliva kept rising in my throat.


  I had worked myself to death for a whole week, unable to take even a half-day off. I crawled out of the office on all fours that day. I finally found a clinic open on a Saturday and received my diagnosis. A stomach ulcer.


  Though it wasn't a serious illness, I managed it diligently. The pain was too great to live with like my migraines. After six months of intensive treatment, I said goodbye to it, thinking I would never see it again.


  It's just like back then.


  I thought as I held onto my fading consciousness. This must be what a hole bored through your organs feels like.


  What on earth is the problem?


  Was it because I insisted on coming out myself instead of leaving the press conference to my lawyer? Or was it because I didn't eat? If I had eaten, I would have definitely gotten indigestion.


  It was unfair. This was one hundred percent the SYSTEM's fault. If it wanted to turn me into an emotionless machine for achieving KPIs, it shouldn't have removed the function to adjust the perception of negative emotions. Now I was just getting stressed out and my stomach problems were flaring up.


  It still hurts even when I try to think about something else, fuck...


  I thought talking nonsense might dull the pain, but it didn't. The agony remained.


  Still, I couldn't just lie here. I didn't know how long I had been unconscious, or if this was even the press conference venue anymore. I couldn't afford to rest so comfortably.


  The moment I opened my eyes, I saw Choi Jeho's face. I almost fainted again.


  "Are you okay?"


  "You scared me."


  I tried to soothe my chest, but the back of my hand throbbed. An IV needle was stuck in it.


  "Am I in a hospital?"


  "The emergency room."


  Choi Jeho sat in the chair next to the bed. He tapped on his phone, likely contacting our manager or Jeong Seongbin.


  "What about the press conference?"


  "It ended well enough."


  No way... could it be? Did the lawyer and Choi Jeho put on a fantastic part two of the press conference after I was brought here?


  "What's the last thing you remember?" Choi Jeho asked.


  "The lawyer suggesting we take a break?"


  I remembered trying to run to the bathroom because I felt like I was going to throw up.


  "Is that all?" Choi Jeho asked again.


  I didn't have the strength to press him for more. My stomach hurt so much it felt like my pelvis was being crushed. I tried to turn on my side and curl up, but Choi Jeho quickly pulled my arm with the IV out from under the mattress.


  "You'll burst a blood vessel."


  "Thanks..."


  "Does it hurt a lot?"


  "It's better than before."


  I thought that was a sufficient answer, but Choi Jeho crossed his arms and stared down at me for a long time.


  "...Why?"


  "How long has it been like this?" Choi Jeho's expression was grim.


  "What do you mean, how long? It's acute."


  "You weren't just enduring it?"


  Sorry, but this isn't the kind of pain you can endure, Jeho. Just look at how helpless I am...


  "You didn't say a word about being in pain even when you injured your head."


  His next words made me realize why Choi Jeho was reprimanding me.


  He suspected I had been fighting the pain with superhuman strength, letting the illness worsen until it reached this state.


  Well, the thing is, I had the SYSTEM's protection when I got my head stitched up. I don't have it now.


  "My sense of pain must have been numb back then. What reason would I have to hide that I'm in pain? Look at the state I'm in."


  "...You had some tests done a little while ago. The results will be out later."


  "What kind of tests?"


  The nature of the tests was soon revealed.


  "The patient said he hadn't eaten anything earlier, so we performed an endoscopy, and it looks like..."


  The diagnosis wasn't very surprising.


  "It's a stomach ulcer. It's progressed quite a bit."


  "Is it serious enough to require surgery?"


  "You'll have to consider surgery, but for now, we'll start with medication and monitor the progress..."


  Choi Jeho listened to the explanation for me. Something else bothered me more than the diagnosis.


  What's the synchronization rate right now?


  The migraines and chest pains had appeared as the synchronization rate increased. My past stomach ulcer had shown warning signs, but this new one was far too sudden. I couldn't shake the suspicion that it had been artificially induced.


  The SYSTEM appeared before my eyes.


  + [SYSTEM] The 'Synchronization Rate' is announced to Employee.


  ▷ Current Synchronization Rate: 75%


  'It went up by 15%...'


  Bad feelings are never wrong. I felt devastated.


  What on earth did I do wrong? My whole body ached. I wanted to pretend I was fine, but I groaned in pain even with Choi Jeho right beside me.


  

  I wasn't admitted to the hospital. It wasn't the kind of thing that would heal faster just by lying in a hospital bed.


  Instead, I returned to the dorm, pulled the covers over my head, and slept for five straight hours.


  When I opened my eyes again, it was night. The dorm was quiet and empty. It seemed everyone had gone to practice and hadn't returned yet.


  It is a bit early to be finishing up for the day.


  I fumbled beside my pillow for my chaGawoon phone but felt a piece of paper instead. A Post-it was stuck on the phone.


  We'll be back before 10.


  Call if you feel even a little bit sick!


  [Seongbin -]


  How kind of him. Our leader has it tough because of the older members.


  But I didn't have time to feel sick. I needed to check something before the members came back.


  ≫ spArk press conference


  I typed the search term into Metube, and a string of videos popped up. Half the thumbnails showed the towering podium. The other half showed the crowd gathered in front of an ambulance.


  'Ended well enough,' my ass.


  I chose the video with the longest runtime. I skipped the beginning, which I remembered, and started watching from the part that was hazy.


  It wasn't a pretty sight. I realized that if Choi Jeho hadn't blocked the view with the podium, the scene of me vomiting on the floor would have been broadcast live nationwide. I could only feel a wave of relief that a disaster had been averted.


  Was this what he was talking about when he asked if I remembered?


  I noticed a part where Choi Jeho was saying something to me. He spread his jacket open, so I must have asked him for a bag or something.


  The cameras followed us all the way to the ambulance. My mother, who seemed to have been waiting in the lobby, and the Metube creators joined in, turning the scene into chaos.


  I was annoyed that Choi Jeho had lied, but I decided to forgive him this one time. After all, he had to throw away his jacket because of me.


  It wasn't just Metube that was buzzing. Everywhere was abuzz with talk about me.


  ≫ They said he was beaten so badly he couldn't even wear his summer uniform


  To all the people who said he could just get a place and pay tuition with 15 million won, the problem for Iwol wasn't rent, it was that he needed to go to the hospital first...


  Let's not just blindly hate on him because you can't understand his situation


  └ It was shocking enough when I heard about the neglect before, but honestly, aren't the stories that came out this time newsworthy...


  ≫ These trash reporters are disgusting


  Look at them swarming to film someone who collapsed. What's the difference between them and cockroaches?


  └ I thought the wording was harsh, but then I saw the pictures. Are they all insane...? Is it right to shove cameras in someone's face to film them vomiting?


  └ Wow, fuck, it's disgusting just looking at it


  └ But why did he collapse?


  └ They say it was stress-induced


  └ Isn't he acting? Kim Pep is a good actor


  └


  └Are your eyes just for decoration? Fucking crossing the line


  ≫ At first, the atmosphere was like, 'What family doesn't have problems~'


  Then suddenly, a bucket of cold water was thrown on it...


  I mean... no one said it was this bad


  └ Abandoning his sister and hiring a private investigator to tail his own group member is the creepiest and most sinister part


  └ How can anyone live in a house like that? I would've lost my mind


  ≫ I've been crying this whole time


  I'm so upset and I feel so bad for him...


  If this hadn't happened, he would've stayed entangled with his family, so I think it's better that he publicly drew a line, but at the same time, I feel bad because I don't think he wanted to reveal everything in such detail


  └ Looking at the part where he mentioned his fans, I don't think Iwol planned to say this much either. The situation just got so bad that he had no choice...


  ≫ I was enjoying the drama. I had no idea he had a story like this.


  Family is... an inseparable and troublesome issue.


  He seems like a talented and capable young man. I hope it gets resolved well...


  ≫ Can't we report these bastards?


  Kim Pep's family history is wild. If a weekend drama was written like this, the viewer forum would get terrorized lol


  └ Is there anything it doesn't have? How lol


  └ A buffet of family discord


  └


  └ Seeing how crowded it is, you gotta admit it's a hot spot


  └


  └└ lol a hot spot my ass lol


  └ If you send the link to GwanriJahan, they'll delete the post right away!


  └ Are you crazy... there are things you can and can't say


  └ Ignore and report ㄱㄱ


  ≫ The worst part of Kim XX's press conference was that the rock bottom he didn't want to show was completely exposed


  He tried to end it at an appropriate line, but his biological mother and father kept pressuring public opinion with lies. It seems Iwol's problem wasn't rent but the immense stress he was under, and yet they shoved cameras in his face when he collapsed...


  He's a celebrity, so he must be incredibly sensitive about his image, but the fact that the reporters had not even a speck of consideration is horrifying


  └ If I think about what I'd look like while unconscious, of course I wouldn't want that exposed. What 'right to know'...


  └ The 'right to know' argument is ridiculous. Did Iwol commit a crime or something... It was absurd from the start for them to swarm him like that over a family issue


  ≫ At first, I felt bad that my boy was getting hate, so I just wanted him to sue quickly, clear his name, and move on


  Now, I don't care about any of that. I just hope Iwol takes care of his own heart. He doesn't have to worry about Sparkler, he can take a long break from activities, so I hope he recovers his mental health first. I'm just so worried.


  └ Me too... He's the kind of kid who finished his performance even after injuring his head, so I can't even imagine how much he was struggling to have collapsed on the spot...


  More people were worried about me. Almost no one said I was playing the victim over nothing or that I was mentally weak.


  ...It really was a problematic family.


  My mouth tasted bitter. Just imagining the fuss they would make over this was exhausting.


  However, one group reacted even faster than the other party.


  The people who had been watching Kim Iwol since his debut.


  Chapter 395: Settling The Score (1)


  spArk's debut fans shared several common traits.


  First, they were generally older than the fans of other rookie boy groups.


  Second, many of them were working adults.


  Third, they were not easily swayed by external problems.


  There were specific reasons for this. Most people who joined the spArk fandom had previously been fans of other idols. They had left their former fandoms for many reasons, including idols two-timing, fraternizing with obsessive fans, skipping schedules, or power-tripping.


  Fans who had been betrayed by their idols resolved never to return, but those who still cherished the good memories of being a fan eventually found their way back to the industry.


  They were cautious, not wanting to feel the same anger twice. Even when their hearts urged them to become a fan, they would hit the brakes and conduct a thorough screening. They checked if an idol's words and actions were flippant and looked for any controversies. To people like them, spArk was a clean group with no disqualifying factors.


  The perspective of those who had liked idols since elementary school also changed as they grew into adults. Good style and a charming way of speaking became secondary factors.


  After experiencing the hardships of work life, they just hoped their idol wouldn't act like a power-tripping boss or an irresponsible teammate who abandoned their duties.


  They had become adults, and for these mature individuals, minor issues didn't cause much of a stir. Getting cheated in an awards show vote was frustrating, but not world-ending. They didn't bother sending faxes over an incompetent agency. They would simply stop buying the merchandise. They had that much experience.


  spArk, which these cautious people had approached after hovering on the periphery of the idol world, did not disappoint them. In the two years since their debut, spArk had never once said anything disappointing or disheartening to their fans.


  When asked how this was possible, Sparklers always pointed to one person.


  ≫ There are no members in spArk who don't get along, but when the members talk about Iwol, I love how you can feel that they rely on him for so much. The kind and warm eldest brother of the group. The firstborn son who acts as if he'd give his younger brothers his liver and gallbladder, and finds fulfillment in doing so. A model student who leads by example, is upright, and is never out of line.


  Having a big brother who was not only cool and decisive but also good at his job gave a sense of stability to the members and the fans.


  Just trust Iwol. To Sparklers, these words had never been empty.


  But that same Kim Iwol had endured so many incidents. He was misunderstood and even got into accidents. When fans learned of his complicated history, their hearts ached, but they also felt relieved. At least our boy is upright. He's done nothing wrong.


  But that small relief meant nothing against such a massive storm.


  ≫ Now I'm just grateful that Iwol is enduring well without having any bad thoughts. It's not about him being amazing for not showing it. It's just that I can't help but think about how hard every single day must have been for him, how much he must have struggled, and how he must have needed at least one place to find peace of mind. To see my idol, who had lived so fiercely that I could feel a sense of kinship, was actually struggling this much, unable to tell anyone until he could no longer hide it, and then painfully bringing out those agonizing memories.


  The fact that he looked so sorry became a deep wound for the fans. This wasn't a wound born from careless pity. It was a sorrow they felt because they cherished Kim Iwol as they would themselves.


  These people, who had gone from distant outsiders to Sparklers, were still working in society and had not forgotten their pasts as idol fans.


  ≫ Found the reason why those vulture bastards have been tearing Kim Iwol to shreds


  And while they weren't shaken by small issues, they knew exactly how to respond most effectively when a big problem arose.


  ≫ These sons of bitches are all from the same company?


  Kim Iwol had displayed professional savvy throughout his career.


  It was a talent the Sparklers also had in abundance.


  ≫ 1. The Metube production company caught manipulating public opinion, which went beyond simple undisclosed ads. The source of the incident, Detective Squad. Anyone who's ever been a fan of an idol would know this infamous slander channel. It's famous for creating stitched-together news from tabloid rumors or cutting out the beginning and end of videos to encourage blind criticism. Its main content was originally high-view videos of top-tier idols, especially girl groups. Provocative videos were sold through memberships. However, they uploaded videos about IDC 1 and the recent Spkl GNO incident daily for over a month. (This is also the channel that first raised suspicions about GNO doing drugs.) They're money-grubbing bastards who immediately move on if there's no profit, yet they kept making GNO videos even when they got fewer views than their other content. At its worst, they'd upload several videos a day with sensational keywords. 2. Rennase. From here on, these are channels with high public recognition. You've probably all seen them at least once while on Metube. After they crossed a major line doing a social experiment and made the news, they started focusing on heartwarming news or stories that restore faith in humanity that became popular on social media, and they blew up. They often posted stories about people who silently made large donations and disappeared. (Photo) (Photo) (Photo) See?


  The 'Warm Hearts Social Welfare Foundation' appeared frequently as the donation destination. I thought it might be a famous foundation, so I searched for it, and (Photo) over 90% of the photo sources in the articles are from Rennase. Isn't that strange? What's so special about this place that people just drop off bundles of cash on a yearly basis?


  There is one peculiar thing. Detective Squad, a channel that criticizes everyone, uploaded a video titled 'HNT, 10 Facts You Didn't Know' when HNT, who was on hiatus for a DUI, made his comeback. (Photo) It included content about how HNT had been secretly doing good deeds, like consistently donating to a social welfare foundation. The video ends with a preachy lecture about how it's true he made a big mistake, but you shouldn't judge a person by a single fault. The photo shows that the welfare foundation HNT donated to was the Warm Hearts Social Welfare Foundation. If you look at the My Media job posting on a job search site, (Photo) you can see it's divided into a current events journal part and a social issues part. The only channel on the My Media homepage is Rennase, so why are they hiring for a current events journal part?


  (Photo) (Photo) (Photo) Top: Business information for Studio D, which produces Detective Squad videos. Bottom: Business information for My Media, which produces Rennase videos. The CEO's name is the same, and the business is located in the same building, just on a different floor. You might ask what splitting the company has to do with manipulating public opinion, but this is where it gets important. 3. Onko. A channel many people think is a digital newspaper because of its name. It does tend to post refined information and maintains a neutral stance. The K.I.W. case was the first idol-related story posted here. It talks about how debuting as an idol has become a means to launder one's past and how the younger generation is becoming sick, but the only case mentioned is K.I.W.'s. In a 40-minute video, 30 minutes are spent talking only about K.I.W.'s family history and the handwritten statement his family released saying they would sue. It even mentions the unverified drug controversy that hasn't even been investigated by the police. The reaction from people who saw Onko as a news channel? It was terrible. This is also why the K.I.W. case blew up so much. Onko didn't publicly disclose its production company or contact information, but the font + channel logo position + sources it uses are identical to My Media's videos. If you adjust the opacity and overlap them, you can see that the logo, layout, and subtitle height are all in the exact same position. Even the color chips, if you input the color codes, have the same brightness and saturation, only the 'color' is different. The only thing that's different is the logo style, but (Photo) it was confirmed from a designer's portfolio that it's the work of one person. It's presumed they outsourced it to the same person. It seems they separated it from their existing business, which is focused on gossip channels, because their desired image was that of a major broadcaster on Metube. This same Onko also produced a video two years ago (Photo) stating that the Warm Hearts Social Welfare Foundation had won the Old Social Welfare Subjects award. (Looking at the videos above and below it, you can see at a glance that the vibe is different.) The chairperson of the Warm Hearts Social Welfare Foundation, which is receiving all this love from healing channels, is (Photo) K.I.W.'s biological mother, and Kim Daepyo, the CEO of Studio D / My Media and the person frequently referred to as the 'secret investigator' in the early days of Detective Squad?


  (Photo) He's the biological father. The husband used his production company to pump out promotional videos for his wife's foundation. Plus, to bury K.I.W., the father uploaded a slander video of his own son on his channel, fanning the flames and riding the wave of public opinion. At the recent K.I.W. family press conference, Detective Squad, Onko, and all the channels run by Kim Daepyo's company were present. When the reporters were filmed during the live video, all the logos on their cameras were captured. + Since their usual gig is digging into celebrities' lives, they even had the person they always hire for paparazzi work, Jeho, tail him and then passed the material to myth. 

  1. The operator of the vulture channels that fiercely attacked K.I.W. (Rennase, Detective Squad, Onko) + the chairperson of the Warm Hearts Social Welfare Foundation = K.I.W.'s parents. 2. They're also human trash who abandoned their daughter and abused their son (K.I.W.). 3, and now they got caught trying to manipulate public opinion to extort settlement money from K.I.W. after he became famous. The family is trying to ruin their child's social image and threaten him for a slightly higher settlement. It's so disgusting that I'm writing this in the hopes that people will know... Please don't consume content from these channels, and if anyone was donating to the Warm Hearts Social Welfare Foundation, please change your donation destination. ++They're taking down all the live videos because the list of channels that attended is circulating after their cameras were filmed. Friends with firepower, please archive the live streams.


  The two individuals' identities were revealed in less than a day. Their past crimes, including embezzlement and other illegal acts, were exposed within five hours.


  ≫ Here's how to stop Detective Squad, Rennase, and Onko from monetizing their content. Report them for malicious group harassment or violent content with the link to Kim Iwol's press conference video and a translated version of the press release about suing for defamation. The things Metube cracks down on hard are content targeting children and cyberbullying. You just have to state that they caused actual damage by simultaneously uploading false information across multiple channels to manipulate public opinion as a group. Especially for Onko, since its goal was to go mainstream, we need to expose its past so it can't even dream of cleaning up its image. This isn't just a problem for Kim Iwol. It makes no sense for a foundation that should be transparent to be promoted in such a way, and these channels that bash even no-name celebrities for no reason need to disappear. We have to get them kicked off the platform so they can't make money with these kinds of games, to ensure a case like this never happens again.


  ≫ An explanation for friends who ask what's the problem with making videos about receiving awards and donations when it's true. The fact that the Warm Hearts Social Welfare Foundation receives so many cash donations, for which they don't even issue receipts, to the point of winning awards, is a problem in itself. If we don't even know how much donation money came in, who's to say they didn't embezzle it? Especially when news of donations always comes out around the same time? No one knows who spent how much of the money that came in like that. There's no proof. In the first place, the reason the Warm Hearts Social Welfare Foundation was able to receive awards and local government support funds was because it was reported multiple times in the media as a 'virtuous foundation'. Is it really no problem that her husband was secretly handling that media coverage? No matter how genuine the donations were or even if the promotion was done with the intention of helping the family, the fact that the chairperson of a welfare foundation abandoned and abused her own child is a disqualifying factor in itself. She even choked him recently.


  Kim Iwol finally awoke from a late sleep and checked the news. By then, every source of funding his biological parents had so dearly loved was gone.


  Chapter 396: Settling The Score (2)


  I didn't even have time to be surprised that my dad was the president of a Metube production company before he became unemployed. All the channels his company operated had their monetization features suspended.


  The Warm Hearts Social Welfare Foundation removed the forum category from its homepage. However, screenshots confirmed a flood of requests demanding an explanation for abandoning their child. People also wanted clarification on how donations were used. Some accounts said they couldn't get through on the phone, as if the lines were unplugged.


  A photo of the happy couple even had a caption placed over it that read 'Two-Faced Devils'. The news became a massive story for the press. The director of a channel and welfare foundation, meant to publicize good deeds, had not only sold his child to drama channels for money but had become a drama channel himself to tear his child down.


  The fans were indignant. They insisted my parents must pay for their actions and continuously shared methods for filing reports and civil complaints.


  ≫ The monetization suspension gets lifted after 3 months


  We have to remember and hit them with a rush of reports as soon as the 3 months are up. They're probably just waiting for people to forget, so we have to show them that's not happening. They can never make a living off this kind of thing again.


  ≫ Hey guys, it's not like you can't get your donations back


  You can get a refund if the funds were used against the donation's purpose or if there's a valid reason. We don't know how our money was used and they won't share the records, so how can we trust their word?


  If anyone donated to the ㅇㅅㄹ Social Welfare Foundation, you should at least submit an inquiry even if you don't get a refund. The pressure on them will be insane if they think they might have to cough up the money.


  ≫ Must've been fun inciting people to criticize the kid.


  Thanks to them blowing this up nationwide, the entire country knows their personal info now. I hope they get to experience for themselves just how fun it is.


  ≫ Oh, all those channels and organizations you were running made the news~


  They set up multiple businesses and a few channels to diversify their risk, but they all got caught and had their monetization suspended together, right?


  Looks like they were trying to go legit with the money they made selling fake news, what a shame. The social work field is small, I don't know if they'll even be able to show their faces.


  My dad's name was already public online. My mom had revealed her face while causing a scene at my press conference. It seemed difficult for them to claim others had doxxed them. I had no idea why they had stepped in front of the cameras and exposed their faces like that.


  The external firepower from support was also significant. The issue had spread beyond spArk to the entire entertainment industry.


  ≫ There have been more than a few cases of celebrities suffering from exploitation by their families, but I've never seen one this malicious...


  If a precedent is set that you can anonymously corner someone and extort money, copycats will definitely appear. There might be others who would go this far, but at least we have to stop them now to prevent more victims.


  └ There's a reason Iwol is the first time idols, who are usually careful not to comment on others' affairs, are speaking out.


  Even back when they clarified the sexual harassment rumors weren't true, that level of baseless hate was by no means common... Something like this should never happen again.


  └ This case is just so extreme, but even back then, their attitude of 'do whatever and just say it wasn't me if it doesn't work out' was truly disgusting.


  Maybe it was a sense of relief, but my body seemed to ache a little less.


  That was just an illusion. My organs still ached as if they were being squeezed. My attention had only been temporarily diverted while reading the shocking posts.


  Was it this painful when I had a stomach ulcer before?


  Back then, I wasn't bedridden like this. I could still move, even if I had to crawl. When the pain subsided, I could walk on two feet and go about my daily life. I didn't go to the hospital for medicine right away like this time. I had left it untreated for a week, but I wasn't unable to move like a zombie.


  If it's synchronization, shouldn't it be at the same level as my previous state? Getting worse doesn't fit the word.


  I protested vehemently to the SYSTEM. The SYSTEM responded immediately.


  + [SYSTEM] A work directive from the 'Person in Charge' has arrived.


  ▶ Assistant Manager Kim, you've gotten bold, haven't you? Talking back now?


  + Is that a threat? It's all over once the synchronization rate hits 100% and I quit this life anyway. Are you doing this because you want to see that happen?


  The SYSTEM did not respond for a long time. I waited quietly, and then the bastard started making excuses.


  + [SYSTEM] A work directive from the 'Person in Charge' has arrived.


  ▶ When you work five days a week, every week, you manage, but if you work four days one week because of a national holiday, it's hard to go back to five consecutive days the next week, right? It's the same principle.


  + What kind of nonsense is that? Are you saying I've gotten soft because I'm enjoying a comfortable idol life? You want me to go on strike and show you what a real break looks like?


  Even without a strike, it looked like I would be forced to take a break. If my stomach ulcer got any worse, I would be heading straight for surgery.


  What if the year-end concert gets canceled because of this and I fail to meet my KPI?


  I will absolutely not stand for it. You can't possibly argue that the SYSTEM bears no responsibility for the KPI failure, can you.


  I glared at the SYSTEM with a 'if I go down, you're coming with me' attitude. A moment later, the SYSTEM returned with a more detailed explanation.


  + [SYSTEM] A work directive from the 'Person in Charge' has arrived.


  ▶ Go grab someone who works overtime 300 days a year and ask them, Assistant Manager Kim. Ask them what they think about overtime. They'll say it's hard, but they'll just accept it. Why? Because they're used to it.


  On the other hand, ask someone who's worked overtime for just ten days. They'll complain like their world is ending. It's hard because they're doing something they're not used to.


  + [SYSTEM] A work directive from the 'Person in Charge' has arrived.


  ▶ And this is a characteristic of employees on the verge of burnout. They usually don't realize their mental state is off. You know those people who don't notice their body is breaking down until they get a check-up or it develops into a serious illness? When your mind isn't sound, you become dull to everything. If you were in pain every day like me, Assistant Manager Kim, you wouldn't even feel pain from most things.


  Applying that to myself when I worked at Hanpyeong Industry, I could sort of understand. It was true that back then, as long as nothing strange showed up in the company health check-up, I just lived with it. I never even thought of going to the hospital for minor aches.


  Besides, if you were to ask if I was often in pain...


  Not really. I had long since grown accustomed to the chronic pain I lived with.


  I had only recently noticed my migraines existed. That was because everyone around me was taking care of me, telling me to speak up even if it seemed like nothing...


  Ha.


  I understood. My sense of pain had been dying while I was overworked at Hanpyeong Industry. It had been revived as my emotional state stabilized, thanks to therapy and the guys from spArk.


  Should I see this as a positive sign? I was in too much pain to be happy that my senses were returning.


  + [SYSTEM] A work directive from the 'Person in Charge' has arrived.


  ▶ You're still doing okay, aren't you, Assistant Manager Kim? You still have the energy to complain about being in pain. It's nothing compared to the days when you were so exhausted you didn't even know you were hurting, of course.


  'So you're saying I should just suck it up because I'm in the process of recovering, is that it.'


  My gut twisted. I suppressed my anger, feeling like I would vomit on my precious bed if I got any angrier.


  Just as I lamented the wretched reality that I couldn't rip the SYSTEM to shreds, a message arrived from my lawyer.


  It was a greeting asking if I was okay, and...


  Lawyer [An offer to settle has come from the defendant's side.]
[I believe this is a case we can win, but I'm asking if you have perhaps considered a settlement.]


  ...A declaration of surrender had arrived.


  Did they think there was a chance I would settle?


  If they were holding out hope, that's a shame.


  It's your right. It's the only chance you have to be justly compensated for the damages you've suffered.


  And I'm good at listening to my sister.


  [No, please proceed as planned.]


  After I hit the send button, I could finally breathe.


  I felt alive.


  

  Jeong Seongbin and Lee Cheonghyeon had barely been able to post any promotional content for 'Exclusive Report'.


  In a way, that was expected. Until now, UA's top priority had been official statements and warnings. We had to refrain from any actions that would pour oil on the fire and make us look like we couldn't read the room.


  However, after the news spread that my mom and dad had failed to settle, no one related to spArk needed to walk on eggshells anymore.


  From that point on, UA and 'Exclusive Report' began promoting Kim Iwol's transformation with a huge fanfare.


  ≫...Exclusive__report


  Let's play a truth game. Do you have a secret chaebol heir moment from our favorite (former) securities firm employee and (current) bassist who's hiding his identity?


  ≫...spArk_official


  Saturday at 6 PM, see the elite but ruined Hyung, Iwol, on TVm's Exclusive Report!


  Check out a new side of Cheon Yunseong in Episode 5 of Exclusive Report!


  #Iwol #Iwol #Cheon Yunseong #spArk #ExclusiveReport #TVm


  ≫...TVm_XYZ


  So you won't be bored before the broadcast, a massive release of the fiery chemistry between Young Master Yoonseong X Chief Go!


  A collection of still cuts of the two, whose relationship is ambiguously contractual yet trustworthy. #ExclusiveReport #Cheon Yunseong #Gosugyeol #Exclusivereport


  The spArk account, in particular...


  ≫ What is this card news lolololol


  ≫ Did Lee Cheonghyeon really make this??? lololol


  └ He said on BubblePop he bought a sketchbook and an Apple Mango Board in advance. I wondered what for, but it was to make this lololol


  ≫ Seongbin-ah, when did you film a video like this behind your hyung's back


  └ I'm out of data right now, what kind of video is it??? lol T_T The thumbnail alone looks hilarious lololol


  └ He said he was going to film a video encouraging people to watch his ruined hyung's drama, so he rented a suit for free and delivered the promo lines for Exclusive Report dressed up lol


  └ When you get home, please, please watch Seongbin drinking grape juice out of a flower vase because they don't have wine glasses at the dorm


  └ I can tell that Iwol's touch is 100% not on this


  └ lolololololol


  ...was flooded with the belatedly released cute antics of my younger brothers. I was so embarrassed I didn't know what to do. I turned off my phone for about five minutes and hid under the covers, terrified of the upcoming broadcast date.


  Chapter 397: Fame (1)


  The open chat room for the drama 'Exclusive Report' was on fire two hours before the main broadcast.


  The full-fledged mystery drama, a rare sight, earned high praise for its flawless acting right from its debut.


  Niche dramas often struggled with initial buzz, but 'Exclusive Report' got free marketing every day from all sorts of incidents.


  A week felt long for the fully invested viewers. Four episodes were not nearly enough as they mulled over clues and waited for the next installment.


  Naturally, dedicated viewers turned to supplementary content like behind-the-scenes videos and the production press conference.


  ≫ The atmosphere on set is really great lol


  So Saeyoung threatening to release a breaking news report tomorrow whenever someone does anything is hilarious lolololol


  └ The captions lolol 'Cheon Yunseong' lololololol


  └ So Cheon Yunseong's character is supposed to be 34. He's older than I thought...


  └ He's a full 12 years older than the actor lolololol


  ≫ Go watch the NG cut compilation that was posted today


  Please don't let there be anyone who hasn't seen Gong Jichan unable to open his eyes because of the backlight


  └ He's such a cool character in the drama, so why does he look like a gentle golden retriever in all the behind-the-scenes footage? T_T


  └ It's also absurd how Kim Iwol is the only one with his eyes wide open


  └ This is the power of an idol forged by the baptism of camera flashes


  Among these, the most shared post was...


  ≫ Am I the only one curious about the similarities between Cheon Yunseong and Kim Iwol?


  What kind of similarities could a reckless, sleep-deprived workaholic and a gentle, well-mannered golden spoon possibly have (Photo) (Photo) Source is the Exclusive Report PD's interview


  └ Politeness?


  └ Reckless...?


  └ lol look at the comment above being so cautiously harsh lololololol


  ...a post written based on PD Jeon's interview.


  ≫ I actually think they're complete opposites the more I watch the drama


  Cheon Yunseong seems polite and respectful to his elders, but that's only for his own family. He has a fundamentally arrogant streak. As for Kim Iwol, the longer you watch him, the more you realize what an upright kid he is. There are times he surprises you, making you think, 'He'd act like this in a situation like that?'


  └ Cheon Yunseong seems playful on the outside but is cold on the inside, while Kim Iwol has a face like a blizzard but says the weirdest things...


  └ That's right. There are exactly two kids in spArk whose thought processes I can't understand. Kim Iwol and Choi Jeho... lolol


  I claimed stress caused my stomach ulcer, so the members, including Lee Cheonghyeon, didn't insist on watching the fifth episode of 'Exclusive Report'.


  However, the algorithm blessed its immense popularity. Episode five appeared on all of spArk's digital devices immediately after airing.


  ≫ The Scarlet Letter Left by Cheon Ganghyeok, Cheon Yunseong's Hidden Past #ExclusiveReport #ExclusiveReportEp5 #Cheon Ganghyeok #Cheon Yunseong #TVm


  ≫ "There's no such thing as a perfect successor. Only a successor who appears perfect." Exclusive Report ep.5


  ≫ [Exclusive Report HOT clip] It's not that you can defy the will of heaven #ExclusiveReport #Cheon Yunseong


  Edited videos over ten minutes long poured in. Every single one had high view counts and lots of comments. The most-viewed clip from episode five was the one showing Cheon Yunseong's past.


  Should I watch this, or not...


  Jeong Seongbin entered the room while I was contemplating. He smiled brightly, but his expression faltered when he saw my phone. He seemed to already know about Cheon Yunseong's tragic past.


  I remembered Jeong Seongbin trying to stop me from revealing my past, and I remembered what the SYSTEM had told me.


  Jeong Seongbin must have worried about my numbness to pain. He was probably concerned that I couldn't feel anything, mentally or physically, just as the SYSTEM said. He worried about things like me rewatching footage of my own death to practice a dying scene.


  He probably stopped me from taking out the documents to prevent a broken me from self-harm.


  I now understood the importance of deep sleep and rest. I realized a person needs to care for their body and mind. When the guys installed a restaurant call bell in the dorm, I learned to ask for help when needed. I even learned that not feeling pain didn't mean I was okay.


  The SYSTEM made it so I could no longer control my negative emotion recognition rate, forcing me to face reality. I accepted that ignoring something doesn't make it go away.


  Above all, I had promised Kang Kiyeon that I would try to change.


  "Want to watch it together?"


  "......"


  "......"


  I shook my phone. Jeong Seongbin looked completely flustered.


  

  Jeong Seongbin had been going through many emotional changes recently. He had never felt so overwhelmed in his life. His accumulated experience made him less helpless than before, but his heart remained tender.


  Some records hurt just to read. This was especially true for writing not intended to make one cry. The explanations Kim Iwol had silently written over the years seemed endless, and that fact saddened Jeong Seongbin.


  Kim Iwol had become much more honest, but he still didn't rely on others. He should have told him it was okay to lean on the members more. Seeing him get better little by little and thinking he would be fine with time had been a mistake.


  ≫ A Current Lawyer's View on Everyday Disputes. A Settlement Made as a Minor, Does It Have Legal Effect?


  The entertainment industry is buzzing with the recent issue of an idol's domestic violence. A certain idol received a settlement of 15 million won as a minor, which became a huge topic. There are conflicting opinions, with some saying that filing a lawsuit after writing a settlement agreement and receiving the money is problematic, and others arguing it's invalid because a minor lacks legal capacity. Legally, which side is correct?


  ≫ "Kim Iwol Hired a Private Investigator to Tail Me" vs "I Have Done Nothing Illegal"... The Conflicting Opinions Continue


  └ So who's right in the end??


  └└ They're all the same... I don't think anyone did anything right.


  └ Do you even read the article before commenting lol. Kim Iwol → He happened to find out he had a sister and just asked around to check on her whereabouts, that's all. On the other hand, the trash → They saw their son succeed and started looking for the daughter they abandoned as a newborn, then got caught because they tripped over their own feet. How are they all the same lolololol


  └└ When did the story about them looking for their daughter come out?? Why is this the first I'm hearing of it?


  └└└ It was revealed very recently, so you might not have known ㅠ The family went to UA and demanded Kim Iwol return the settlement money and the money for raising him > Kim Iwol asked if they were going to get money from his sister too (he was just trying to find out about his sister, but they thought he hired people to sound out the sister's abusers) > Kim Iwol was just dropping a hint, but they misunderstood and thought he found out + they were actually looking up the sister's personal info, so they felt guilty and lashed out. That's what happened.


  └ The reporter who writes headlines like this is also a problem ;;; Making it sound like it's still being debated ;;;


  Even though a person had collapsed on a live camera, public opinion only shifted, still clinging to Kim Iwol. Maybe they were like this because he collapsed in front of a camera.


  ≫ Warm Hearts Social Welfare Foundation Chairman's Past Interview ^^


  'I hope for a society where no children are left in the blind spots of welfare...'


  What truly moving words. The statement was so heart-wrenching that it was hard to believe it came from a person who abandoned their daughter at birth. He knew where she was abandoned but insisted he didn't remember, and he tormented his son for 20 years.


  └ Did he really do that????? Is he out of his mind????


  └ The statute of limitations for abandoning his sister might have passed, but it's a relief the domestic violence case is still valid. If that couldn't be punished either, I would've been furious.


  Fortunately, many people now took Kim Iwol's side. News of his abusers facing difficult circumstances arrived in real-time.


  Still, he didn't feel at ease. It was only right that those who deserved punishment paid for their sins, but above all, Kim Iwol's recovery was most important to Jeong Seongbin.


  Kim Iwol was quiet for a few days. He didn't obsess over finishing the album and ate his meals on time. He might have curled up under the covers claiming his stomach hurt, but he didn't lie to hide his condition.


  The hard-won peace unfortunately didn't last a day. When episode five of 'Exclusive Report' aired, the younger members understood why Kim Iwol had told them not to watch. It was the episode Lee Cheonghyeon had wanted to see.


  I really didn't mean to watch it...


  Lee Cheonghyeon spoke awkwardly. He explained that a Metube video he had on while working autoplayed to the next one.


  Jeong Seongbin believed him. Everyone had been careful not to stress Kim Iwol recently.


  The edited clips, subtitles, and titles made the context clear from the thumbnail alone. They explained every detail of the scenes without needing to watch the video.


  Jeong Seongbin soothed his dispirited younger brother. Then he asked the managers for their understanding and left work early. He had to check if Kim Iwol saw the drama's reactions.


  When Jeong Seongbin arrived at the dorm, the first thing he saw was Kim Iwol in bed, watching a clip from 'Exclusive Report'.


  What should I say to change the subject?


  Kim Iwol cut straight to the point, making Jeong Seongbin's worries pointless. When Jeong Seongbin couldn't answer his offer to watch together, Kim Iwol spoke.


  Before we watch, there's something I want to tell you first.


  Kim Iwol began, speaking in a breathless rush.


  I think what happened in the past was definitely traumatic. I thought I'd overcome it, but I realize now that wasn't the case. I'm not going to just cover it up and pretend it didn't happen anymore.


  Kim Iwol pinpointed exactly what Jeong Seongbin had worried about and hoped for.


  Asking you to watch with me isn't an attempt to dismiss bad memories. Of course, I need to monitor it, but... I just thought it might be better than watching alone.


  Seeing his clumsy attempt to rely on him, Jeong Seongbin found his courage.


  "Okay. Let's watch it together."


  Chapter 398: Fame (2)


  As a teenager, Cheon Yunseong was an ordinary male student. He had unstyled hair and wore a stiff school uniform, looking both similar to and completely different from his current self. His dark, somber eyes, however, were the same ones he seemed to have been born with.


  『Cheon Yunseong.』


  The voice that called his name was utterly empty, without even a hint of coldness. It landed heavily, an impossible sound for a father to use with his own child.


  『To think the day would come when you, the flawless heir, would nearly tarnish the company's name.』


  Secretly taken photos of Cheon Yunseong and various documents covered the study desk. Beyond it stood Cheon Ganghyeok. At his feet, the blurry, out-of-focus silhouette of Cheon Yunseong crouched on the floor.


  The camera slowly zoomed in on a printed message.


  Young Master [There's something bothering me.]
[Could you please look into it for me, Chief?]


  『I suppose it's not entirely your fault. With a scatterbrained adult by your side, it's possible you had a foolish thought once.』


  Cheon Ganghyeok readjusted his grip on an object just out of the camera's view.


  『However, don't forget. From the moment you invited suspicion, you can no longer be the 'perfect heir'...』


  As Cheon Yunseong looked up at his father, a complex mix of emotions flickered in his eyes.


  『...and that record will follow you until the day you die.』


  A golf club sliced through the air. Blood splattered at Cheon Ganghyeok's feet.


  Cheon Ganghyeok’s dress shoes approached Cheon Yunseong’s trembling arm. The white sleeve of his school uniform shirt was crumpled and unsightly.


  『Still, it seems our Yoonseong is indeed a child blessed by the heavens. Seeing as you have two reasons to be forgiven.』


  『Gahk...』


  Cheon Ganghyeok looked at his son, who groaned in pain but could not even cry out.


  『Remember this. The reason you didn't die today is not because you have some great value.』


  『...』


  『It's because there is no other pure Cheonju Group bloodline besides you, and because you are still young enough to be reformed. Those two things saved you.』


  Cheon Ganghyeok saw the hostility in Cheon Yunseong’s eyes but did not get angry or mock him. He simply focused on finishing the task at hand.


  『Ah.』


  Cheon Ganghyeok paused as he placed the blood-stained golf club on the desk.


  『I forgot to mention this.』


  The camera looked down at Cheon Yunseong from Cheon Ganghyeok's perspective, its gaze boring into his dark, red-stained back.


  『The adult will bear a greater responsibility.』


  Cheon Yunseong snapped his head up, his breathing ragged.


  His pupils shook with fear.


  『Father, Father...』


  Cheon Yunseong reached for Cheon Ganghyeok's trouser leg, then clenched his hand into a fist.


  The heir must not bow to others for personal reasons.


  That would be a disqualification…


  『A new secretary will take you to your room.』


  …and would only bring a greater punishment.


  Time passed. Cheon Yunseong, now the 'seemingly perfect' heir, brought a wine glass to his lips as he gazed at the night view.


  The reflection of his face, eyes gently closed, appeared on the dark glass.


  Cheon Yunseong placed the empty glass on a side table. As he prepared to end his day, his fingertips undid his tie and the buttons of his dress shirt.


  The chief from back then is long gone.


  The only proof that someone had been by the young master's side remained as a large mark on Cheon Yunseong's back. Like a shadow cast over his life.


  

  Jeong Seongbin had to pause the ten-minute video several times. He paused once to take a deep breath, and again to squeeze his eyes shut before opening them.


  Each time, Kim Iwol suggested they stop watching, but Jeong Seongbin insisted he was fine.


  "Hyung, did you know?"


  "I didn't. It's a coincidence."


  Jeong Seongbin sat up in bed. His troubled mind refused to settle.


  He could not forget the look in Cheon Yunseong's eyes, visible from under his disheveled hair.


  Those eyes were so clear, etched with hatred and resentment. Those eyelashes trembled with rage. They held a helplessness that forced him to abandon even pleading. A deep despair radiated from them, suffocating anyone who watched.


  ...It’s the same look Kim Iwol had when he faced his family.


  "Wasn't it hard for you to act that out?"


  "Not at all."


  Kim Iwol turned to lie on his back and face the ceiling. Their eyes met.


  "It wasn't hard at all."


  "......"


  "That's right, it was strangely easy."


  Kim Iwol laughed weakly.


  "But I'm okay now."


  It did not seem like an empty platitude. The layered anguish that had built up in Kim Iwol was gone.


  "I don't know for sure, but maybe there's something like acting therapy? I felt refreshed, like I'd vented everything. Or maybe I feel better because I said everything I wanted to when Mom and Dad came."


  Seeing Jeong Seongbin's expression, the laughing Kim Iwol sat up.


  "Uh, that wasn't a self-deprecating joke. I'm serious."


  Kim Iwol explained haltingly.


  "I... I almost never raised my voice at home."


  "......"


  "It was the first time, regarding my family or my own affairs. When I said it was refreshing, I wasn't just trying to put a positive spin on it."


  He did not seem to be lying. His stomach ulcer still bothered him, but ever since the press conference, Kim Iwol no longer pressed his head when his family was mentioned. If anything, he seemed a little less venomous than usual.


  "I'm going to try and stop thinking about it now."


  Kim Iwol said with a smile.


  "If it comes to mind sometimes, I'll resent them, and since I don't want to forgive them, I won't."


  "That doesn't mean you're dropping the lawsuit, right?"


  "Of course not. This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity."


  Even after making such a grim resolution, Kim Iwol's expression quickly softened.


  "From now on, I think I'll just live like that."


  It was also what Jeong Seongbin had hoped for more than anything.


  His heart fluttered. Jeong Seongbin knew it was because he was happy.


  "Can I ask you one thing?"


  "What is it?"


  Kim Iwol, who had been speaking smoothly, suddenly looked hesitant. Jeong Seongbin watched and waited, wondering what he would ask.


  "By any chance, did you build up any 'Patience' points this time?"


  A completely pointless question came out. Jeong Seongbin laughed out loud.


  "I didn't build up a single one."


  "Really?"


  Kim Iwol sounded surprised, but Jeong Seongbin was sincere.


  "You didn't do anything wrong, Hyung."


  Despite Jeong Seongbin's assurance, Kim Iwol could not easily shake his doubt. He only sighed in relief after seeing the notebook with his own eyes.


  

  ≫ The Chilling Correlation Between Cheon Yunseong and Kim Iwol


  ≫ The Fateful Reason Kim Iwol Was Cast as Cheon Yunseong


  ≫ The Actor Who Was Cast in a Role With the Same Past


  Ever since episode 5 aired, similar posts kept appearing.


  The impact of 'Exclusive Report' had not died down. If anything, the fire was growing stronger.


  The drama's plot gaining momentum also had an effect.


  ≫ I was so shocked when Chairman Cheon died not long after Cheon Yunseong warned Ham Iseo that she'd get entangled with him... and then President Cheon immediately becomes the chairman and the fact that he was holding Cheon Yunseong's leash is revealed. I literally held my breath watching.


  └ It seems like Cheon Yunseong knew President Cheon was the real villain and figured he'd oust his grandfather and take the chairman position someday, so he warned her like that... Save Yoonseong


  ≫ Man, I just thought the Young Master and the Chief had a bestie chemistry...


  └ I never imagined this would be their relationship!!!! ㅠㅠㅠㅠ


  └ How can something like this happen in the worldㅠㅠ...


  └ Did something happen on Exclusive Report today?


  └ You have to watch this without spoilers...


  ≫ To all my friends watching Exclusive Report, I'm really disappointed (Spoilers)


  I asked you to call me when the Chief's episode came out, but I have to find out 13 hours late that the Young Master actually had a first secretary who was murdered because of the young master's righteous attempt to uncover the family's corruption???


  I have to find out now that Cheon Ganghyeok assigned Chief Go, the dead secretary's friend, as the Young Master's second secretary just to make him feel guilty????


  Do I have to find out all by myself, way after the fact, that he was pledging loyalty to the Young Master who got his friend killed, all to get revenge on the murderer who killed his friend?!!!!...


  └ Our throats are all hoarse.


  └ LOLOLOLOLOLOL


  └ All anyone talked about yesterday was Yoonseong and Soogyeomㅋㅋㅋ where have you beenㅋㅋㅋ


  └ [OP] I can't function in daily life right now. I feel like I'm going crazy. I cry just thinking about the Chief.


  I thought the buzz during 'In My Office' was pretty big, but the influence of a 'mega-hit' is on a different level. I heard UA is turning down all the requests for variety shows and interviews, saying I need to rest, but they’re still coming in several times a day.


  ≫ Kim Iwol's acting ability will definitely be guaranteed starting from Exclusive Report


  I thought he was a good actor during the chairman's funeral scene too, but there's no way opinions can be divided on this episode.


  └ My mom is a drama fanatic and is super strict with her acting evaluations, but she hasn't once said 'I don't know why he's on screen when he can't even act' about Kim Iwolㅋㅋ


  └ The mothers' evaluations are always accurateㅋ


  └ The high school Cheon Yunseong looked so young, I was like, how did he pull off a student role so well?? But then I realized that based on his actual age, he's closer to a studentㅋㅋㅋㅠㅠㅠ After seeing him as Do Younghwan and then Cheon Yunseong back-to-back, Mr. Kim Iwol is practically imprinted in my mind as being in his 30s...


  ≫ His acting skills are a fact


  I saw some comments saying his performance was good because it was based on his own experience, but reenacting an experience and conveying it are two different thingsㅇㅇ He had no lines other than calling for his father, yet he conveyed all of the character's emotions. The depth might change, but just because you had a similar experience doesn't mean your expressive ability improves. His skill at making you immerse yourself in the character is definitely top-notch.


  └ I think it was brilliant how the show kept showing 'Cheon Yunseong is a villain who condones evil deeds and thinks the sacrifice of a few is inevitable' from Ham Iseo's perspective, and then split the audience's opinion with one backstory reveal.


  └└ It's amazing how they made us think 'Cheon Yunseong made the best possible choice!' in a situation where he didn't even properly attempt anything, just looked into it, and because of him his secretary died + his secret investigation was completely exposed + etc.


  └ Viewers' moral standards are much higher these days, but the show managed to be persuasive? I think it's largely thanks to how well they portrayed the suffocating and maddening atmosphere, though there's also the premise that Ham Iseo probably won't justify Cheon Yunseong's actions.


  ≫ It's amazing that he showed the scar on his back as is


  It couldn't have been an easy decision since it wasn't from a normal accident, but seeing that he decided to do it to bring the character to life shows he's sincere in whatever he takes on.


  └ I was surprised because it was bigger than I thought...


  └ He said he doesn't think much of the scar himself and hoped fans wouldn't take it too seriously, so I was like, okay...! butㅠㅠ


  └ He did a good job hiding it until now;; He's shown his back before, so I wondered why I didn't know, but I looked it up and he covered it all with stickers.


  ≫ He'll do another project, right...?


  This is the first time in my life I've ever wanted an idol to act this much.


  └ I thought he was only good at playing jaded office workersㅠㅠ


  └ He already had the physique, looks, voice, and diction, nothing was lacking, and now his acting has been proven tooㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ He's probably going to get flooded with synopses.


  └ He's a waterfall in the drought of male actors.


  ≫ How can a person act with the light in their eyes?


  Until he was glaring at President Cheon, there was a light in his eyes, but the moment he realized his dad killed the chief, the light vanished. It was chilling.


  └ I rewatched the video after seeing this comment;;;; It's real.


  └ If it weren't for this comment, I would have missed itㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ He's a maestro of natural lighting.


  Where there is light, there is also shadow. Many Sparkler members were happy about the success of Kim Iwol's new project, but there were also voices of concern.


  ≫ Iwol's acting... I'm so happy and proud that he's getting praised everywhere, but I'm a little worried he might want to build a career as an actor from now on...


  Of course, if it's what Iwol wants, I'll support him! But if he decides to act, a lot of idols move to acting agencies when their contracts end...


  I can't tell them directly, but they probably don't need to worry. I have no ambition to be an actor. Just being an idol is overwhelming enough. Unless the SYSTEM pushes me, I'll just quietly sing and dance.


  Manager Chanyoung [The concept art for the digital single is out! Let me know if you didn't get the Dosyeon notification!]


  Speak of the devil, a new task has arrived. It's time to go be an idol.


  Chapter 399: Aftermath (1)


  Kang Kiyeon took the lead on the concept for this digital single. I told Kang Kiyeon to use his 'young sensibility big data', but that was just an excuse.


  I originally planned to do it myself, but the idea was shot down. I couldn't bring myself to join a video conference from my bed while everyone else was at the office. I just explained the keywords and overall concept to Kang Kiyeon and left the rest to him.


  Won't it be tough to come up with ideas while you're still in school?


  I have more time when I go to school.


  Kang Kiyeon was confident, which made me wonder if he attended his classes at all. I thought of Jeong Seongbin, who claimed to have won a gold medal in a liberal arts class. Then I thought of Choi Jeho, who I doubted had even checked the academic notices after I told him to smack Jeong Seongbin on the head and look into online universities. A 'Study With Me' shoot was urgently needed.


  Anyway, the concept Kang Kiyeon devised for spArk's last album of the year was this.


  [Troublemakers Who Love to Play the Most]


  Our average age is over 20 this year, isn't it? Isn't it a bit problematic to still be troublemakers?


  I seriously considered booking a conference room for a one-on-one meeting, but I held back and decided to read on.


  A summary of the last meeting was at the very top.


  1st Planning Meeting. A light and exciting atmosphere that can encompass both the title track (title undecided) and the B-side track 『Speaker』. The overall color scheme should be blue-toned to suit the winter season. Opinion (Kim Iwol). We should make music videos for both the title track and 『Speaker』. We need to supply as much content as possible to refresh the fandom's atmosphere and public opinion, even if it means reducing the effort put into each one. Opinion (Kang Kiyeon). Hoping for a feeling that extends from 『Flowering』 and 『With List』. I believe that if we're omitting a narrative, there needs to be a strong visual element.


  Under the 'Overall Concept' subheading was a single large photo.


  It was a picture of a skateboarder against a blue sky.


  Not bad.


  The single photo conveyed a lot. It showed an outdoor setting with a clear sky and bright, natural light. There was a graffiti-covered structure, a board with a fluorescent design on a black deck, and baggy sportswear.


  The item didn't require a narrative or foreshadowing, which meant less work, and it could provide diverse and dynamic scenes.


  The theme was so distinct that I could imagine several styling options just by looking at it. As I expected, the concept art already had detailed outfits set for each member.


  It was all good. It was a style we hadn't tried before, and it suited the group's image well.


  However, there was one problem.


  It means at least one person has to pull off an extreme shot.


  All of us couldn't just ride in a straight line for the entire four-minute music video. Someone had to grind a stair rail or skillfully navigate a rounded set, just like the skater in the reference video the dedicated team sent.


  Fortunately, spArk had a guy who was perfect for this kind of thing.


  "Choi Jeho."


  "......"


  "Ever thought about learning to skateboard?"


  Some might say I'm making Choi Jeho do all the physical work, but that's a misunderstanding.


  This guy, Choi Jeho, is surprisingly the type who enjoys learning new things, as long as the subject isn't public education.


  It's not for nothing that he diligently attends action school and drum lessons. A person without ambition and perseverance couldn't possibly dedicate themselves to dancing for so many years.


  "Sounds like it could be fun."


  Besides, it's a highly active sport. For Choi Jeho, who had rarely encountered physical barriers, making up his mind wouldn't be difficult.


  I figured I could probably learn some simple moves too. My stomach ulcer had healed a lot. Modern medicine really is the best.


  Lee Cheonghyeon's arrangement work was in its final stages. We had already decided how to shoot the 『Speaker』 music video back in the planning phase for the IDC live broadcast.


  "Then let's ask them to find us a teacher."


  "......"


  "What's the point of delaying it? It'll just cut into our work time."


  I tagged the dedicated team and wrote a message asking them to proceed quickly. A thumbs-up emoji appeared at the speed of light.


  

  As expected, Choi Jeho quickly mastered an array of amazing feats. The teacher even coveted his talent, saying he was gifted. Being the team's center is no easy task.


  Park Joowoo was flying around too, as if the board was glued to his feet. He was the only one among us who already had the basics down.


  When I asked him how, he answered.


  Sihoo hyung taught me when I was little...


  I only learned how to ride, but if I knew this would happen, maybe I should've gone outside more often...


  No, you're number one among us right now.


  I'm learning the importance of early education in the strangest places. I decided it wasn't too late for me and that I should look into getting a forklift license as soon as possible, just in case.


  The one who struggled the most was Jeong Seongbin. He flailed on the wheeled board, not knowing what to do. He claimed the only wheeled object he'd ever controlled was a chair at a PC bang.


  "Hyung, you're really athletic," Kang Kiyeon complimented me.


  "It's the result of using my short time efficiently."


  My practice time was only half of the other members'. I was short on time from going to counseling, the hospital, and the law firm. Thanks to practicing hard whenever I was at the studio, I managed to avoid being embarrassingly bad.


  "Still, no extreme tricks."


  That's what I wanted to say, you brat.


  During the break, Kang Kiyeon and I kept snapping at each other, using the excuse of looking out for each other's joints and stomachs. 'You get back out there,' and 'Hyung, you should just lie down and sleep.' If Lee Cheonghyeon hadn't fearlessly attempted a shuvit and fallen over, we probably would have argued until the teacher came back.


  Meanwhile, some tasks progressed smoothly, like the 『Speaker』 music video shoot.


  My argument that a simple band concept has a certain charm was accepted. For this music video, we decided to film a live band performance on a white set with vivid lighting.


  Of course, we didn't just lazily copy the IDC outfits. The whole reason we made the set white was to show a look that contrasted with the live broadcast stage.


  spArk became semi-death metal initiates, clad in black and silver. I don't mean we literally painted our faces like pandas, just our fashion. We stayed within the range of what could be called idol-like.


  If I were to give a spoiler, Kang Kiyeon was genuinely scary. I'm starting to wonder if giving him that 'mature-looking whatever' buff was a good idea.


  The members who finished filming the music video were packed up and put in the car. The deadline for the Season's Greetings photoshoot was just around the corner, so they had to preserve their skin.


  His eyes were unfocused, but his skin was flawless. Lee Cheonghyeon muttered.


  "I can really feel the end of the year approaching."


  "It's still a long way until winter. In what way?"


  Lee Cheonghyeon couldn't answer my question right away like he usually did.


  After buffering for a moment, he stared into space and said.


  "In the sense that we're so busy our eyes are spinning..."


  As if in agreement, Kang Kiyeon also turned his head toward the window.


  "Get some sleep."


  "You too, hyung..."


  Nagging until the very end, Lee Cheonghyeon disappeared under a blanket. After the year-end stages are over, I'm going to wrap that guy up tightly in a microfiber blanket and toss him onto an electric heating pad.


  

  Won Chaehee had been feeling down for the past few days.


  She was annoyed with her coworkers who casually said things like, 'I heard that idol you like is in trouble.' She was furious with the reporters who used photos she had taken in their gossip articles about Kim Iwol without permission.


  However, no one disgusted Won Chaehee more than Kim Iwol's family.


  Those bastards aren't even human.


  When people liked someone, they invested easily. Just hearing that you ate at the same time felt like good fortune. If the other person looked tired, you worried more about their complexion than your own fatigue. It was only natural to empathize with their problems as if they were your own.


  It was in this context that the Sparklers were riding an emotional rollercoaster.


  People who only encounter surface-level issues have no reason to be emotionally drained. For them, it was a matter of being briefly shocked and then saying 'good for them' at the satisfying conclusion.


  But fans can't do that.


  When talk first arose within the fandom about crushing them from the start, no one was saying things like, 'Face the hammer of justice!'


  Please, let's never get involved with them again. I hope they never interfere in Kim Iwol's life anymore. Everyone was united in that thought.


  However, a lawsuit wasn't a simple matter that ended in a week or two. Instead, with every new development, a relentless stream of gut-wrenching stories poured out.


  When she saw the news that reporters were surrounding Kim Iwol's family home and that his parents weren't answering dozens of phone calls, she felt a brief moment of satisfaction, but depression quickly followed.


  Every time she lay down to sleep, Won Chaehee thought.


  Am I being immaturely over-invested in an idol?


  Should I quit being a fan if it's affecting my daily life?


  And yet, Won Chaehee didn't close her account. Even though she checked it less frequently, she still subscribed to BubblePop.


  She no longer watched their self-produced content right on schedule, but she would catch up on weekends. She watched all the strange videos, like the one titled 'A Gathering of Six Chaebol Heirs', which seemed to be custom content for 'Exclusive Report'. In it, they asked what tteokbokki was while naturally dipping fried food in the sauce. She even chuckled in the middle of it.


  Every time she saw this contradictory side of herself, a meme that had been popular a while ago came to mind.


  It's painful to watch you. but I'm lonely if I don't.


  The fatigue keeps growing. however I feel healed when I watch you...


  Being in love is the only crime.


  Won Chaehee sighed. Even just today, she had already finished preparing to watch the live broadcast of 'Exclusive Report'.


  If it gets too stressful, I'll turn it off. She made a firm resolution.


  As the broadcast began, Won Chaehee pulled a fluffy blanket over her head. In the dark room with the lights off, only the screen of the newly started drama shone brightly.


  Chapter 400: Aftermath (2)


  Cheon Yunseong was finally caught.


  Cheon Ganghyeok, now secure in his position as chairman, issued an order before Cheon Yunseong and Go Sookyeom could notice.


  『Defective products never last long.』


  A man in a suit then left the chairman's office.


  A black car stopped before the gate of a house in a secluded residential area. Go Sookyeom, the last homeowner in a neighborhood so quiet one might wonder if anyone still lived there, obediently opened the door for the uninvited guest.


  Perhaps 'obediently' was the wrong word. The outsider aimed a silenced gun from beyond the front door.


  Go Sookyeom did not resist.


  The man seemed to expect this attitude and aimed the gun at Go Sookyeom's temple without bothering to tie him up.


  Go Sookyeom twisted the man's arm and slammed him to the floor. THUD. The gun skittered across the ground. Despite the noise, not a single light appeared in the windows of the neighboring houses.


  『Why...!』 the pinned man yelled, his eyes wide with surprise.


  Go Sookyeom said nothing and pressed his arm against the man's neck.


  Then, a click echoed.


  The camera filming Go Sookyeom's face panned slowly to the side, revealing a hand in a black leather glove aiming a gun at his head.


  『You're doing something useless.』


  『...』


  『You must know that this kind of act only serves to reveal your weakness.』


  A trembling breath was heard vividly.


  『I'll be sure to tell the young master that Chief Go fought valiantly for him.』


  Go Sookyeom scoffed at the remark that his resistance had provoked Cheon Yunseong's greatest weakness.


  『The young master won't feel any guilt because of me.』


  『Don't you realize your actions right now prove a special bond between you two?』


  『Do people from Cheonju Group even use the word 'bond'?』 Go Sookyeom's eyes flashed.


  『This is one-sided loyalty. Pity, guilt. The young master feels none of those things.』


  『How can you be so sure?』


  『Because I asked him to.』


  Go Sookyeom's usually calm face flushed red. He had lost a friend and once resented everyone before finally siding with Cheon Yunseong.


  『I told him I wouldn't become a weakness. I told him I wouldn't resent him even if I died.』


  『...』


  『You asked why I was doing something useless?』 Go Sookyeom looked up at the man with bloodshot eyes.


  『What kind of dog stays still when a rat sneaks in?』


  Their gazes clashed. Go Sookyeom let out a small laugh.


  『I have to bite it to death before the master sees.』


  A dull thud sounded, and Go Sookyeom disappeared from the screen. The man who had been pinned, the one who had punched Go Sookyeom, got to his feet.


  The man in leather gloves handed the gun to his companion.


  The man told his companion to take care of it and was about to leave, but he flinched.


  Go Sookyeom's hand clutched the hem of his pants. This was different from Cheon Yunseong, who had failed to catch Cheon Ganghyeok in the end.


  Looking down at his former colleague, the man snatched the gun back.


  A gunshot rang out, but the neighborhood remained as dark as pitch.


  Cheon Yunseong saw those who had come for him and walked to his bedroom as if prepared. He picked up a well-maintained hunting rifle.


  How absurd, that even the master of the hunting dog was nothing more than prey.


  Cheon Yunseong's dark eyes blinked slowly. His lips curved into a line, but there was no joy in them.


  Cheon Yunseong moved as if in a well-rehearsed play, bringing the gun's muzzle under his chin. His shoulders rose and fell with each rhythmic breath.


  He did not tremble. He was as still as the night view from the highest point on earth.


  Was it because he had grown too distant from the ground?


  He met his end in a world where he had no one of his own.


  At that moment, Ham Iseo's phone rang while he slept. Successive email notifications lit up the room.


  Ham Iseo checked his emails half-asleep, then shot up.


  His hands trembled in disbelief. Ham Iseo ran to his desk and turned on his laptop.


  『Gasp...』


  A sound close to a sob escaped him.


  Ham Iseo wrote the article like a madman, unable to even wipe away the tears covering his face.


  The last email from Cheon Yunseong shone on the small laptop screen.


  3791 

  No need to make time to come see me.


  Just go have a bowl of yukgaejang in Inseon.


  The intuitive feeling that someone I knew had suddenly disappeared one day.


  An unreal fear, a sense of powerlessness that surpassed it, and...


  『Ugh, sob...』


  ...grief.


  Ham Iseo typed, underlined materials, and edited before lowering his head. Teardrops fell ceaselessly from his chin.


  Through the screen, Won Chaehee watched Ham Iseo accept Cheon Yunseong's death.


  So Saeyoung's acting fully immersed the viewers. Kim Iwol's own story made Cheon Yunseong feel like a real person.


  Was that why? Won Chaehee cried so much.


  She cried until she was breathless, just like Ham Iseo. When wiping her face was not enough, she pressed tissues to the corners of her eyes and let them soak up her tears.


  The broadcast and reality were different. Kim Iwol was not Cheon Yunseong, and this was just a well-made story.


  She cried because Cheon Yunseong's relaxed smile looked so much like Kim Iwol's. She knew his personality and mannerisms were authentic to the character's experiences.


  Because Kim Iwol's expression made the viewer sad.


  One could not help but think that Kim Iwol might remain detached, even when pushed to the edge of a cliff.


  It's all because of the drama.


  Won Chaehee made an excuse but could not turn off the screen. She cried her eyes out until the drama ended and commercials began. She could barely remember the last time she had cried as an adult.


  Some fans admire their idols, and some fans love them.


  Won Chaehee thought as she pictured Kim Iwol.


  I hope you do well.


  I hope you live well, without anyone bothering you.


  If they were to face him as one human to another, every fan would feel the same as Won Chaehee.


  

  The episode where Cheon Yunseong died recorded the highest viewership ratings for 'Exclusive Report'.


  The plot development received high praise. Cheon Yunseong, who had treated Ham Iseo and Gong Jichan as nuisances, handed all his materials to Ham Iseo at the moment of his death. Ham Iseo, unable to even mourn his former enemy turned fellow victim, then exclusively reported the exposé.


  ≫ I feel like the Best Actress award will definitely go to So Saeyoung, and don't you think Kim Iwol could aim for Best Supporting Actor?


  └ He'll definitely get nominated.


  └ If Exclusive Report was his first work, he'd totally get the Rookie of the Year award... what a shame.


  ≫ The reason I felt this episode was particularly a whirlwind was because it hit you with a 3-combo attack... First, Chief Go's previously unrevealed backstory was shown. Then, Cheon Yunseong, who had such an insane presence, died so matter-of-factly, and then Ham Iseo, who hated Cheon Yunseong the most, was the one who grieved his death the most.


  The direction was so good, where Cheon Yunseong, who was trying to make a comeback, leaves without any lingering attachment, while Ham Iseo, who had been struggling tenaciously to survive in Cheonju Group, sobs while writing an exclusive article.


  └ Ham Iseo cried so realistically that I cried too.


  └ I was shocked seeing him sob and gasp for air, unable to breathe properly with a mix of surprise, fear, and anger... It was even more impactful because Cheon Yunseong died so quietly, like a shadow, right before.


  └ I was wondering why Chief Go lived in such a secluded neighborhood, but I saw a theory post saying it was the house where his dead friend used to live, and now I'm sobbing like crazy.


  "......"


  I love you Go Sookyeom


  └ LOL sob ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ


  └ Chief Go forever


  └ No, stop being a chief at Cheonju Group, don't be forever.


  └ Go forever


  └ LOL


  └ I was planning on marrying him, but now I'm widowed.


  └ What's with this one LOL


  └ There are a million people who were widowed overnight.


  ≫ I feel like I'll only be at peace once I wrap Kim Iwol up in a microfiber blanket, feed him a warm meal, and lay him down on the warmest part of the floor. Iwol, I hear roasted chestnuts are really good these days... In the drama or in real life, just throw away your family and let's go eat roasted chestnuts with Chief Go.


  └ Yoonseong's end wasn't beautiful, but I'll make sure Iwol's future is only a flower path, for real.


  └ He's a chaebol in the drama, that's why our baby is so ill-fatedㅠ It seems the only place for Iwol is spArk.


  ≫ He's turning all the attention he got from his private life into interest for the drama. If the show was boring or the acting was bad, people would have lost interest midway or complained about the noise over some unremarkable celebrity, but he's amazing.


  └ In articles with a high percentage of comments from people in their 40s and 50s, there are tons of scoldings like 'don't block the path of a young man with a bright future' lol. Kim Iwol is the idol of the older generationㅠ.


  └ Right, in the beginning, most of the complaints were demanding to replace the actor... It's amazing how public opinion has changed this much.


  ≫ Honestly, I'm so pissed that his family issues blew up like this. The term 'private life' exists for a reason, especially since he didn't want to reveal it himself, but the fact that Iwol got so much attention that it became a national issue beyond the idol fandom is pretty satisfying. There are many places that operate just fine if the public doesn't know, right? It's gratifying that the Metube company not only had their PPL pulled, but also had to take down their video before the posting period was up and pay a penalty, and it's so refreshing that the chairman couldn't even come to work, took sick leave, and then got fired at a board meeting he wasn't even at. He can't be 100% at ease, but I hope Iwol can relax a little, and since it's become so well-known, I hope he finds his sister soon too.


  └ I think it's a good thing, at least for his sister's sakeㅠㅠ At least everyone knows she exists now.


  └ If only there weren't any bastards trying to scam people by falsely claiming to be his sister...


  └ UA immediately put out a notice saying there would be no leniency for fraud related to his family.


  └└ Spoken like a company that can't do anything else right but is good at suing people.


  └ If they're so good at suing, why couldn't they take down the Detective Squad video all this time? ㅠㅠㅠㅠ You bastards.


  └ Because Metube headquarters doesn't accept reports easily + they kept using 'freedom of the press' bullshit as a shield.


  └ They must have gotten a sweet taste of 'freedom of the press' because they immediately founded Onko, that's legendary. Imagine how much they would have manipulated the media to their liking if Onko had established itself lol.


  └ But now they're all out of business, right?


  └ Ah!!!! XX so refreshing!!...


  On top of this, I had the support of PD Jeon, who cherished me.


  ≫ [Exclusive Report] They say Iwol wrote the lines in Cheon Yunseong's email. During the audition, they only shared the initial script and part of the role, and gave him an assignment to write what Cheon Yunseong's last words would be in a ~~ situation, and they used what Iwol submitted as is. Source is the Exclusive Report PD's Insta!!


  └ Kim Iwol, the genius of essay exams.


  └ Even though he was actually a regular admissions fighter.


  └ Aww ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ


  └ The first comfort he offered to an opponent he'd been fighting all along was telling him not to come to the funeral, that's too much.


  I also found this out after receiving the script for that episode. I had thought it was just to gauge my understanding of the character.


  The writer apparently liked my answer so much that she revised her original scene. The trust I gained from that assignment seemed to contribute greatly to my casting, despite my age, and even to removing the dragon tattoo.


  I also received a package in time for Cheon Yunseong's final episode. It was a gift from Woo Yunjae, who played Chief Go.


  He said it was a return gift for the wine I gave him on filming day. He sent six boxes of cabbage juice made from cabbages his parents farmed and he himself harvested.


  Woo Yunjae [Cabbage is good for you..] He had likely seen the article, 'Kim Iwol collapses from a stomach ulcer...'. I was touched by his warmth in not mentioning it directly. He told me to share it with the members, so we have all been drinking one packet a day since then.


  "Shouldn't we also show our gratitude? We got to have some too, thanks to you..." Jeong Seongbin pondered.


  No wonder the kid was browsing nutritional supplement recommendation sites this morning.


  "No, I'll do it," I said.


  "......"


  "......"


  I looked at the message I received from Manager Chanyoung.


  Manager Chanyoung [Iwol, an offer came in to appear on 'Off the Story', are you interested?]
[You'll be on it with actor Woo Yunjae!]
[Your health is the most important thing, so decide based on your condition!]


  "An opportunity to see Woo Yunjae has come up."


  Chapter 401: A Third Party's Perspective


  The variety show I appeared on after 'In My Office' was 'Off the Story'.


  The program used to center on the cast doing activities while talking, but it was recently revamped into a simple talk show. I decided to appear, judging there would be no difficulties since we would just sit and talk.


  So, what kind of person was Woo Yoonjae, the actor I was scheduled to appear with?


  To be honest, he was someone I never imagined I would be on a show with.


  He is shy around strangers. Extremely so.


  Some might say he is similar to Park Joowoo, but the two are distinctly different. Park Joowoo is not shy around strangers, he is just wary of unfamiliar changes.


  In fact, Park Joowoo communicated with me quite well when I first joined as a trainee, separate from the fact that my face intimidated him.


  Unless he had to greet many people at once or perform on a new stage, just meeting a new person did not affect Park Joowoo much.


  On the other hand, I could not even make eye contact with Woo Yoonjae unless the cameras were rolling. In the beginning, we could not even exchange greetings when arriving or leaving. He would stay in his car until right before filming started, and once it was over, he would disappear as if he had never been there.


  At first, I wondered if I was making him uncomfortable, but that was not it.


  You can tell right away when someone dislikes others. However, Woo Yoonjae was just very shy.


  You've... worked hard.


  Ah, yes!


  He greeted me for the first time around the fifth episode, but he did it while looking at the ground.


  Thinking that approaching him actively would only make him more uncomfortable, I just greeted him from an appropriate distance each time after that. I did not even try to make small talk.


  He would talk to me a little about the script, so we really only talked about acting.


  Naturally, Woo Yoonjae's variety show appearances were few and far between. A video from ten years ago, during his early debut days, showed Woo Yoonjae trembling like a baby rabbit in the wind on a veranda.


  That Woo Yoonjae, with me? It was a surprise.


  Seeing that he sent me cabbage juice, I felt that he was trying to take care of me, but I did not know he would make such a big decision.


  I was wondering what stories to tell about the set when a car arrived in the parking lot. Woo Yoonjae got out of the driver's seat.


  "Hello, Seonbae."


  I lowered my usual energetic greeting by about half. Woo Yoonjae hesitated before bowing his head deeply.


  While we waited for the sign to go inside, Woo Yoonjae spoke to me first.


  "...You've lost a lot of weight."


  "I'm managing it because I'm preparing for a comeback. Is it noticeable?"


  "......"


  "Really? I was worried, so that's a relief."


  I gave a concluding remark, allowing Woo Yoonjae to end the conversation if he wanted. However, Woo Yoonjae did not stop talking.


  "You have to take care of your health while you do it..."


  He replied with warm consideration.


  The MC was a really good person, too. I had a feeling it would be a fun shoot.


  

  When we got the sign to enter, Woo Yoonjae and I went down the stairs to the basement. A stylish bar was revealed behind a closed steel door.


  "Let's welcome today's guests, Woo Yoonjae and Mr. Kim Iwol!" the MC announced in a bright, energetic voice.


  We entered to the applause of the production staff.


  But if the location is a bar...


  Do I... have to drink? Alcohol is the enemy of stomach ulcers.


  I felt a cold sweat run down my back. I smiled on the outside but cried on the inside.


  "First, as the one who invited the guests, I should serve you something to drink."


  The MC reached under the bar and pulled out a long bottle. A familiar label immediately caught my eye.


  "......"


  "Mr. Iwol, you know this drink, right?"


  Why is the wine I handed out on the 'Exclusive Report' set here?


  It's not a hard-to-find drink, but of all the drinks out there, how...


  I looked beside me in surprise and saw Woo Yoonjae smiling.


  "I heard this is the drink our Mr. Iwol gave to the cast and crew of 'Exclusive Report'. It's a non-alcoholic beverage, right?"


  "That's right. I didn't expect to see it here again."


  "The background may look like this, but we're not a show that encourages drinking. It's non-alcoholic! I'll say it again."


  The MC pointed his palm to the 'non-alcohol' part written on the label, emphasizing it.


  "Actually, we asked Yunjae in advance. We asked what drink he'd like to have while we talk, and he mentioned this wine."


  "It was delicious," Woo Yoonjae added.


  "Oh? Yunjae, you've already tried it?"


  "Yes. While watching our drama..."


  Apparently, while Chief Go and Cheon Yunseong had their wine party in the drama, Woo Yoonjae was also enjoying the wine at his home.


  That's some atmospheric monitoring. I, on the other hand, watched it in bed with earphones in.


  "Speaking of 'Exclusive Report', it's the talk of the town these days. Did you two expect this level of popularity?"


  "I didn't know it would be... this much," Woo Yoonjae answered.


  "The script was so good that I thought it would definitely get attention, but I didn't expect it to generate this much buzz from the first episode," I said.


  "Eh? Mr. Iwol, you really didn't expect it?"


  "It's true!"


  The MC, who I had gone to a fortune-teller with, joked around.


  If I had known that, I'd be going around as a drama investor by now.


  After we chatted animatedly about the drama for a while, the topic returned to the wine.


  "Is there a reason you gave out red wine as a gift?"


  "The biggest reason was that it's a drink Cheon Yunseong often has. I also chose a non-alcoholic one since there might be people who can't drink."


  "The people who received it must have really liked it."


  "They posted a lot of proof shots. I also got messages saying they enjoyed it. It was a small gesture compared to what I received on set. Yunjae-seonbae also sent me a separate gift after filming ended."


  "Really? What did Yunjae send you?"


  "On the day the episode where Cheon Yunseong and Chief Go last appear aired, he sent cabbage juice..."


  "Cabbage juice?"


  "Six boxes of it."


  "He sent you six boxes of cabbage juice?"


  The MC looked at Woo Yoonjae with a surprised expression. Woo Yoonjae's ears turned beet red, as if they were about to explode.


  "There's... a story behind... it."


  "Yes, yes, please tell us. I'm so curious about the reason."


  "It's a bit long... is it okay to tell the whole story?"


  "Aigoo, of course."


  Woo Yoonjae rubbed the back of his neck and began to speak.


  "Actually, Mr. Iwol is really kind. He takes great care of people on set. I... am very shy, so I don't have many close actor friends, but Mr. Iwol always looked out for me from the same distance. That's when I thought, 'He's being considerate of me, he's such a warm person...'."


  "Ha Seoyoung said something similar," the MC remarked.


  "That's right, but with me, there was always just the right amount of distance. At first, I thought it was because he was uncomfortable that I, his senior, wasn't taking good care of him, and I felt sorry about that, but it turned out he was waiting for me at a line where I wouldn't feel burdened. I was both grateful and embarrassed..."


  "So that's why you sent the cabbage juice?"


  "When I received the wine, I thought I absolutely had to return the favor. In the process of deciding, I wracked my brain wondering what young people like..."


  "You even wracked your brain?"


  "Well, we have a generation gap...!"


  Is it that big of a gap? There was a sixteen-year age difference, so I had unintentionally given my senior a bundle of worries. If he had known my ego was that of a 30-year-old, he wouldn't have had such worries. What a shame.


  "I was thinking about what to send as a gift, and when I got home and opened the shopping bag, there was a cheese gift set in addition to the wine."


  "A cheese platter?"


  "That's right. The size for a home party... So I thought, 'Did he include this for us to eat together?' and checked social media, but the snacks paired with it in every proof shot were different."


  "Don't tell me he matched it to everyone's personal tastes?" the MC asked in shock.


  "It was written on your profile, Seonbae. I overheard the preferences of the others here and there," I explained.


  "Seeing that... the worries just."


  "He was so considerate, so you couldn't just give him anything! I know that feeling," the MC chimed in.


  Woo Yoonjae nodded his head vigorously at the MC's agreement. I had no idea he had been paying attention to even that detail.


  "I was agonizing over what on earth to give him, and then I heard his stomach wasn't doing well recently, so..."


  "You thought, 'I should give him cabbage juice'," the MC finished.


  "Yes, because health is the most important thing."


  "He even said that you harvested the cabbage yourself, Seonbae," I added.


  "You did it yourself?"


  "My family has a farm, so I harvested it... and watched them make the juice. In case they added water."


  I could not dare to add a word to the story of the cabbage juice gift, which was so full of sincerity. I could feel an affection I had never even imagined.


  "That's no ordinary effort. How much cabbage do you have to pick to get six boxes of juice?"


  "A lot.., but since he has his members, I wanted to give enough for everyone."


  "Ah, to match the number of spArk members?"


  "It feels cold to just give enough for one person, doesn't it?"


  spArk would have happily shared even a single box of cabbage juice. That is just the kind of atmosphere we have. However, the fact that he went out of his way to provide for everyone was, needless to say, something to be grateful for.


  "Yunjae-seonbae, you were very concerned about my health as soon as we met upstairs, too. You said I lost weight."


  "That's right, Mr. Iwol lost weight," the MC agreed.


  "Even when snacks and things are brought to the waiting room, Mr. Iwol doesn't eat a single thing. When you do emotionally draining acting, you end up eating something because you feel your blood sugar drop... His willpower is really strong, watching him from the side," Woo Yoonjae explained, patting my thigh with his palm.


  "It's overwhelming for me to just do acting alone."


  "......"


  "On the other hand, Mr. Iwol is multi-talented. He's good at acting, and many people around him praise his work as an idol. He's a good person, too."


  I was so embarrassed I wanted to hide. However, Woo Yoonjae steadfastly continued what he had to say.


  "I think it's because he's this kind of person that Go Sugyeom was so devoted to the Young Master... I've thought that from the day of the script reading until now."


  If this were an idol's self-produced content, that last comment would have been marked as the 'most-watched part'. It was a memorable quote that viewers would not forget.


  At the very least, I think I will remember the Chief's high praise for a very long time.


  Chapter 402: A Time for Self-Reflection (1)


  I learned I wouldn't be drinking any non-alcoholic wine.


  The wine was apparently for Woo Yoonjae. They had something else for me.


  "Yunjae picked out a drink for Mr. Iwol in advance."


  "Really?"


  They handed me Ssanghwa tea.


  "At first, I was going to brew Ssanghwatang, but I heard the tonic can be an acquired taste..."


  "I like both the tea and the tonic!"


  I worried Yunjae might go to an oriental medicine clinic over this, so I drank the tea diligently right there.


  After I answered a few more questions, the shoot ended. Woo Yoonjae bowed deeply, his back nearly bent in half, then got into his car and drove away.


  "It can't be easy getting around without a manager. He's amazing."


  The MC remarked admiringly, watching the license plate disappear.


  "Well then, I should get going..."


  The guest had to leave first so the MC and production crew could pack up.


  The MC stopped me just as I was about to leave.


  "Mr. Iwol, do you have anything scheduled after this?"


  "I don't!"


  "As if I don't know you'd say that even if you did. Can you spare about ten minutes?"


  I asked my manager for permission and got into the MC's car. It was a celebrity van like ours, but he rode alone, so it had far less luggage than the spArk's van.


  The MC checked that the car door was closed, then lowered his voice.


  "How's your body feeling?"


  "Pardon?"


  Was this something he needed to ask so secretly?


  "I'm perfectly fine! I've been resting a lot lately! I haven't been on any shows other than 'Off the Story'."


  "Is that so?"


  His tone was doubtful. I wondered if my 'sincerity appeal' had grown rusty after a few days off. Then he mentioned someone unexpected.


  "You know when we first met and filmed together? Do you remember the shaman we met at the fortune teller's?"


  "Of course."


  He summarized the story that followed.


  After the shoot, the MC texted the shaman to thank her for accepting their sudden reservation.


  The shaman, concerned about the person who cried during the recording, offered comfort and encouragement. They started keeping in touch occasionally...


  "The two of you were the same age?"


  .....An unusual friendship blossomed between them. The shaman's human relationships had been severed after her spiritual possession, and the MC had endured many hardships in the entertainment industry.


  He said the shaman's advice to 'trust in your own strengths' led to 'Off the Story' revamping its format. The rave reviews for Season 2 proved he could produce quality content with just talk.


  "A while ago, that friend texted me, 'You have an occasion to meet Kim Iwol, right?'"


  "Pardon?"


  "Mr. Iwol appeared in her dream recently, and, um... do you remember when we had our fortunes read? How she said she couldn't see Mr. Iwol's face clearly."


  Of course. Isn't that why my nickname is UndeadNetherworldSlowWater or something?


  "She said a dark energy was covering most of your body, so your form wasn't very visible. She didn't contact Mr. Iwol first because some people feel uncomfortable just hearing bad news, but..."


  She must have heard the bad news, worried, and then watched me shake up the entertainment industry with my private life before collapsing. I understood why he was telling me this now.


  "It seems she was spot on about the stomach ulcer. We didn't announce the specifics, but I almost had to have surgery."


  If I just said I was fine, I might sound like Candy from 'Candy Candy', pretending to be cheerful. To stop his imagination from running wild, I emphasized that my condition had been bad enough for a warning, but I was okay now. Fortunately, the MC believed me.


  "You have to take good care of your health. Whatever you do, your body is your greatest asset. Got it?"


  He also gave me well-wishes and some red ginseng. I left the car with my hands full.


  

  My phone was full of messages from the recording. In the car, I replied to them one by one until only the last one remained.


  Gu Jahan [That promotional event you went to, was it with Woo Yunjae?]


  Gu Jahan [Why him of all people?]


  Me [Because I was his partner.]


  Gu Jahan [The difference in buzz is huge, does that make any sense?]


  Gu Jahan [Is a supporting actor the same as a semi-main character?]


  It seemed he had even read the press release.


  He doesn't seem to like it one bit, though.


  Gu Jahan had changed a lot. He no longer cursed or threw tantrums.


  However, that change was limited to a very small number of people.


  Gu Jahan [What a strange world]


  Gu Jahan [So many crazy people]


  Gu Jahan's fundamental nature hadn't changed much. He just stopped badmouthing me and Ha Seomyeong and became a little kinder to our manager.


  This was why I tried to keep my distance from Gu Jahan.


  Gu Jahan [That Woo Yunjae guy probably barely said a few words and just rode your coattails]


  Gu Jahan [Are you a pushover? Just doing favors for others?]


  Everything Gu Jahan said was for my sake, but...


  Someone who is kind only to me and cold to others... reminds me of someone.


  Me [Gu Jahan.]


  I couldn't hold back and sent the message. A long wall of text quickly filled the message window.


  I knew he was just worried about a much younger junior. I also knew how much someone like him must have agonized to show such kindness.


  But it pained me. It hurt that I was treated well while others were not. It hurt to watch someone who had done nothing wrong be casually ignored.


  I didn't want anyone, including myself, to have their humanity insulted.


  Me [...I understand that you might not be able to comprehend this difference. I have nothing to say even if this comes across as me trying to lecture you.]


  Me [However, if our opinions differ, I don't think our relationship can last for long.]


  I expected a reply asking if I was lecturing him. I braced myself for a message full of displeasure, like, 'Are you telling me to go around apologizing?'


  However, the reply that arrived was short.


  Gu Jahan [Fine.]


  "Hoo..."


  A deep sigh escaped my chest. The manager asked what was wrong, but I couldn't answer.


  

  "What's with that expression?"


  Kang Kiyeon asked when I got home.


  "Because I'm feeling guilty."


  "......"


  One of Kang Kiyeon's eyebrows shot up. His brow stayed furrowed until I said I was joking.


  My heart felt heavy even in the shower. Gu Jahan's last message floated in my head.


  I said something I didn't have to.


  I have no problem pointing out objectively wrong behavior. If I just let it be, won't he do the same thing again?


  However, life values are a different matter. No one has the right to carelessly criticize how others live. Only they know what shaped their beliefs.


  I got angry for no reason...


  Ten minutes under hot water didn't wash away my gloomy mood. My depression must be oil-soluble.


  I sat on the edge of the bed, a towel over my head, when Jeong Seongbin called to me.


  "Is something wrong?"


  "No. Why?"


  "Kiyeon was worried about you, Hyung."


  That little tattletale. He'd already snitched to the leader.


  "I told him it was a joke, why didn't he believe me?"


  "He's a very serious person, you know."


  I couldn't meet Jeong Seongbin's eyes after his casual response. I pretended not to notice and flopped face-down on the bed. Jeong Seongbin was silent for a long time. He then stood up and said he would turn off the lights if I was going to sleep.


  We both lay there quietly. I stared at the ceiling for a while, then spoke.


  "Seongbin, are you asleep?"


  "No."


  He replied to a question I hadn't expected an answer to.


  "Why aren't you sleeping?"


  "It's only been five minutes since I lay down."


  "It's only been that long?"


  It was true. I couldn't believe it.


  "If you have something you want to say, go ahead."


  Jeong Seongbin said gently, lying on his back with his eyes closed.


  I didn't want to burden him with counseling for a trivial worry while he was busy. It was childish. I should be someone he could rely on, not the other way around.


  However...


  "You know..."


  ...maybe it's because I feel so frustrated inside.


  "Actually, I did something wrong today..."


  The story poured out of me. Jeong Seongbin waited patiently until my rambling ended.


  I confronted Gu Jahan. I thought his actions were wrong. I think he got pissed. It wasn't the right thing to do, so I regret it. I probably should have kept my mouth shut.


  That was the gist of my story. After hearing my confession, Jeong Seongbin was silent for a while.


  "...Are you asleep?"


  "I'm not!"


  He was so still I thought he was asleep. I started to feel a little sad.


  "Hyung."


  "......"


  "Hyung, what do you think was the fundamental reason you... pointed that out to Gu Jahan?"


  Jeong Seongbin trailed off, perhaps thinking he sounded arrogant, but the key point lay elsewhere.


  "A fundamental reason?"


  "You're not the type to bluntly call someone's actions 'wrong'. You either endure it, try to understand it, or persuade them. If it's someone you'll see for a long time, you try your best to persuade them."


  Jeong Seongbin's pronunciation was crisp and clear. His eyes must have been closed for concentration, not sleep.


  "Besides, he's your senior. There's no way you would've done that in a fit of anger. There must be a reason..."


  "......"


  "If those words just slipped out without you realizing it, I think it might be because you're feeling mentally unstable, Hyung."


  His trust in me was unshakable.


  "What if I've just gotten arrogant and full of myself? Why are you taking my side so completely?"


  "There's no way that's true."


  "You never know with people. Do you think the saying 'It is easier to know the depth of ten rivers than the heart of one man' exists for no reason?"


  "Hyung, which do you think is more realistic? The Earth being destroyed, or Joowoo starting to hate rock music?"


  "The former, obviously."


  Huh. I think Choi Jeho asked me a similar question before.


  Jeong Seongbin's lips twitched into a confident smile, his point made. Feeling defeated, I turned my back to him.


  Humans are such complex creatures. Wanting to hide certain things, yet not feeling entirely at ease keeping secrets, so they seek someone to share them with. It's a peculiar trait.


  "...I do feel guilty."


  For falsely accusing my mom and dad of strangling me.


  I knew I had done something immoral, so I just took it out on an innocent person.


  Chapter 403: A Time For Self-Reflection (2)


  The SYSTEM doesn't tolerate me committing wrongful acts. Even if it's to carry out a KPI, all my actions must be ethically sound.


  The SYSTEM imposed no sanctions for the recent media play. It was probably because I 'only created a situation that made it look that way' without directly lying, and I didn't take the incident to court.


  Still, I made it look like they committed assault in the meeting room. It's even worse that I didn't correct the distorted reports afterward.


  We've both ended up in a position where neither of us can be proud.


  How pathetic, Kim Iwol. Picking a fight with an innocent person just because you feel guilty about your own wrongdoing. Who am I to lecture anyone about character?


  "I was so focused on this being a chance to cut ties for good that I did something I shouldn't have. Especially after being so stressed by rumors. There's no way I could be at ease after doing the same thing as those people, and after all that, I told you I would stop thinking about these things."


  "......"


  "I'm a hypocrite."


  I vomited out my true feelings and closed my eyes, waiting for Jeong Seongbin to pass judgment.


  However, Jeong Seongbin was quiet. A long time passed before he finally spoke.


  "...A long time ago."


  "......"


  "When I was a trainee," Jeong Seongbin said softly.


  "Jang Junhoo told me my vocal tone wasn't mainstream and that people would get tired of it quickly."


  Jeong Seongbin must hate even mentioning that name, yet he was quite calm. His voice did not waver.


  "For a really long time... almost every day until Jeho came. That's why I'm so reassured and grateful just to have Jeho here, but that's not relevant to what we're talking about now, so I'll set it aside."


  "......"


  "Hearing things like that constantly made me lose my confidence."


  I remembered the Jeong Seongbin I met right after I regressed. The memory of his shadowed, unconfident face was still vivid.


  "It was hard."


  "......"


  "I wanted to quit. Everything."


  It was not just about continuing as an idol trainee. It was about singing, working, and building new relationships with strangers. It was about everything necessary for living.


  "Miraculously, I received an apology, and we were able to avoid getting involved with each other again. Then I got to sing 『First Step』."


  When I said I would get permission from Jang Junhoo to release the cover track, Jeong Seongbin had clearly expected a refusal.


  I did not tell Jeong Seongbin everything that happened in the meeting room with Jang Junhoo. However, Jeong Seongbin noticed. He realized Jang Junhoo had not given his permission willingly.


  "You're such an upright person, so you must feel guilty about framing his family. I wasn't comfortable with how it turned out either, with us basically holding his weakness and threatening him, but..."


  Jeong Seongbin took a small breath.


  "On the other hand, what other way was there to get an apology that would actually bring some closure?"


  I could not answer.


  Taking away the original singer's image from the song Jang Junhoo cherished most was the greatest revenge I could think of at the time. Against a senior with a much longer career, and in a situation where it was difficult to involve the company since we were under the same agency, it was the best I could do...


  "I think it's cruel to call the only remaining option a 'choice' when you're cornered."


  "......"


  "There wasn't really any other choice, was there?"


  I recalled the recent events when I felt helpless with no solution. It felt like only yesterday that I stood on a cliff with nowhere to retreat, desperately searching for a way to escape.


  "Unless they've gone through the same thing, no one can blame you for this. They don't have the right."


  Is that so? Only the person themselves knows what happened to form their convictions.


  I knew it in my head. I was thinking this way just a moment ago. That is why I was reflecting on how I should not have spoken so carelessly to that pathetic person.


  "No matter how the trial turns out, nothing can fully compensate for the hurt you've received. I hope you don't add to your own wounds."


  "It's unfair to start thinking the way your assailants want you to. Do what you told me before. If you hate them, then resent them as much as you hate them."


  "If anyone calls you a hypocrite over this, you should distance yourself from them. Someone who cherishes you would never say such a thing."


  Jeong Seongbin's words stuck in my mind.


  Just as Jeong Seongbin's decision to quit being a trainee hadn't stemmed from his own will and judgment... this obsession I felt about having to be completely flawless in my dealings with those two, this thought that I had misled people with a lie... was that truly my own opinion?


  A hollow laugh escaped me.


  So this is gaslighting. Experiencing it firsthand, the effect is immense, and to think I was the one who advised Park Joowoo to listen to the people giving him advice for his own good.


  "Our leader is truly terrifying. He can see a thousand miles away even while lying in bed."


  "You think so?"


  Jeong Seongbin smiled. I told him I felt reassured because we had him as our leader and praised him for being the manly man of the day.


  

  The next morning, the dorm was in an uproar over the 'Kim Iwol, Guilt-Ridden... Unconditional Praise and Support Required' issue. It all started when Jeong Seongbin asked me to repeat what I said yesterday during breakfast. I will say it again, our leader is truly terrifying.


  Lee Cheonghyeon was practically frantic. He slammed his fist on the dining table and shouted, "It'd be a different story if you went to court and testified that they choked you in the meeting room, but you announced you wouldn't press the issue since neither side had proof of assault, and you didn't actually file any additional charges!"


  "The lawyer said it was worth suing for pressure even if it gets dismissed! The penalty won't even increase because of it, so what are you so worried about? You think it's a problem that you gained a few more supporters? The other side is throwing trash during a match?!"


  "Okay, let's eat."


  "How can I possibly eat right now?!"


  Choi Jeho silenced the frantic Lee Cheonghyeon by declaring, "If you're not going to eat it, I will."


  "It's not that I don't understand how you feel, but I hope you won't blame yourself, at least not for this. Think about your malicious comment file. How many of those comments were even rational?"


  "What's a malicious comment file...?"


  At Park Joowoo's question, Kang Kiyeon's and my spoons froze mid-air. Jeong Seongbin's clear eyes turned towards us.


  Kang Kiyeon and I nearly had to write apology letters on notes. We had to promise, 'I will unconditionally share with the members whenever I feel a malicious comment is justified,' and 'I will not keep secrets from the members.'


  However, Jeong Seongbin let us off with a sigh after glaring at us silently. We overcame the crisis by making a pinky promise.


  

  Lee Cheonghyeon successfully defended his rice bowl from Choi Jeho and diligently finished his song production on schedule. The self-sufficient Choi Jeho, who knew to get more rice from the cooker, also mastered some advanced skateboarding tricks. Everyone was finishing their comeback preparations.


  We drastically shortened the teasing period to secure the longest possible promotion period. As a result, there was no pre-promotion. We were set to start promoting the moment the album was released.


  But I only did it because I had something to rely on.


  Since the trial was ongoing, every little move spArk made became an article. As the members appeared on more entertainment shows, there were plenty of opportunities to mention the comeback.


  Above all...


  ≫ Lee Cheonghyeon's Insta is seriously the epitome of trends. Who else but Lee Cheonghyeon could be covered head to toe in ambassador products?


  └ I've seen people post outfits with one or two brands, but he's posting them all at once lol


  └ Usually they wear or are given brands separately lol. The fact that he wore them all at once because it's his 'personal clothes' is such a 'good thing + good thing = super good thing!' mindset lmao


  └ It seems like he coordinated it well to be pretty without being overwhelming. As expected, you need a fundamental sense of fashion to pull it off...


  ≫ OMG Lee Cheonghyeon changed his BubblePop nickname to CutiePrettyVisualR2Cheonghyeon. Don't tell me it's because he got 2nd in brand reputation lolllll


  └ What do we do with this over-the-top baby puppy lol


  └ Our maknae who achieved 2nd in brand reputation in his 2nd year of debut is so admirable T_T


  ...Lee Cheonghyeon landed five additional commercials in the second half of this year alone.


  Thanks to that, whenever Lee Cheonghyeon posted on social media, a flood of minor articles like '◯◯'s Muse Lee Cheonghyeon, a Surprise Spoiler Ahead of Comeback' would pour out.


  We had gained enough reflective benefits, so I told Lee Cheonghyeon it was fine whether he promoted the group at the commercial shoots or not. Despite this, Lee Cheonghyeon made a fuss and said he would wear a handmade headband on the red carpet. I had no choice but to allow him just one phrase, "Please look forward to spArk's comeback!"


  Everyone worked tirelessly day and night, and the comeback was just around the corner. Park Joowoo had circled the date on the calendar as if he had been waiting for it.


  "Guys, after today, you probably won't be able to rest much until the comeback and promotions are over, you know? Everyone, go to sleep the moment you get inside, no exceptions!"


  At Manager Chanyoung's warning, which was almost a threat, everyone arrived at the dorm, washed up, and went to bed. Everyone except me.


  He said we would be too busy for personal time for a while, so I needed to check something beforehand.


  Just how much time do I have left... is the question.


  Only 25% remained until the synchronization rate was full. The Bodhisattva had recently felt a sense of crisis upon seeing me. It was certain I did not have much time.


  The SYSTEM was not rushing me to hold a concert, which meant the current schedule was reasonable. If the SYSTEM thought I was slacking, it would have already told Assistant Manager Kim that I was lazy.


  The period for the final KPI's appearance is clearly defined. It is when there is a chance to nullify my sister's accident. Once that period passes, the KPI becomes meaningless.


  I lost my sister in my late twenties. One might think I could just roughly calculate the number of KPIs that will appear until then and complete them, but...


  The synchronization rate is filling up too fast.


  The road ahead was long, but my body was wearing down too quickly. It was just like the beginning, when I moved up the debut schedule and all sorts of incidents crashed down at once.


  Still, if you're going to assign a project, you should at least tell me the final deadline.


  I opened one of the newly unlocked items in the SYSTEM.


  + [SYSTEM] The 'Clause on Disadvantages in Personnel Affairs' is hereby notified to the 'Subordinate'.


  ▷ Violation of Internal Regulations


  ▷ Violation of Confidentiality


  ▷ Failure to Meet Deadline


  + Due to a series of events, the self-PR score on my resume reached the maximum of 20 points, activating the function, 'Failure to Meet Deadline'.


  Chapter 404: Standard Contract


  The item was called 'Failure to Meet Deadline'. I would've thought it'd unlock when my attendance was perfect.


  But when my attendance was at its best, the damn thing gave me the 'Negative Emotion Recognition Rate Adjustment Function'. It seems pointless to try and understand the SYSTEM's standards.


  I'll just be glad I can finally confirm the expiration date of this slave contract the SYSTEM hid so well.


  +


  [SYSTEM] 'Party B' is hereby notified of 'Failure to Meet Deadline'.


  ▷ 'Party B' is obligated to faithfully perform their duties in accordance with the delivery date designated by 'Party A'.


  ▷ The delivery date is designated by 'Party A' based on the performance of 'Party B', and 'Party B' cannot raise objections to the determined delivery date.


  ▷ Failure to meet the deadline will result in the final KPI achievement being considered a failure.


  +


  The sentences, which looked like examples of toxic clauses, burned into my eyes.


  I'm the only employee here, slaving away without a single day off, and I don't even get a say. What a dirty society.


  Of course, Party A has to notify Party B of the deadline, right?


  I crossed my arms and waited. A scheduler appeared, something I had not used so diligently since my trainee days. The pages flipped before my eyes. WHIRR. It finished much faster than I expected.


  When the scheduler opened, I first checked the year. It was February, four years from now. The date was the 19th.


  My debut date?


  It was spArk's 5th anniversary.


  I'll be twenty-six by then. Just as I feared, the period isn't as generous as it was before my regression.


  Why the 5th year? Isn't the standard idol contract 7 years? Does it really not matter if I quit being an idol after I achieve the KPI?


  Just as my mind filled with questions, the SYSTEM instantly appeared.


  +


  [SYSTEM] A work order from 'supervisor' has arrived.


  ▶ Assistant Manager Kim, you didn't check the contract period properly, did you? Huh? What's that? I didn't explain it to you? Did I not? Sorry~ It's not that important. It's fine, right?


  +


  What kind of bullshit is this? Are you trying to get sued for an invalid contract?


  But... did I sign a new contract when I debuted with spArk?


  Seomyeong would have finished the trainee contract before I regressed. I only remember the struggle to debut. I can't recall signing an official contract. Was it because Yoo Hansoo had me so out of my mind?


  The only thing a person can trust in life is a contract. I frantically rummaged through my carrier.


  It must be in the file folder I organized for my debut. UA isn't the type of company to commit contract fraud.


  I flipped past all sorts of documents, including one titled 'Oppose the Winter Boy', until a document with a familiar layout appeared.


  Article 3 (Contract Period, etc.) ① The term of this contract shall be from February 19, 20XX, to February 18, 20XX (5 years).


  "......"


  The contract period was 5 years. This was a huge difference from the 7-year contract spArk had signed in the past.


  The standard contract and the 7-year rule were created to stop the entertainment industry's practice of holding onto idols indefinitely. The law had long been changed so no company could keep an idol for more than 7 years. That is how desperately every company tried to hold onto their idols.


  But my period is shorter? By 2 years?


  It would be strange if I'm the only one with a 5-year contract, since I was the last trainee, but it's also strange if everyone has a 5-year contract. Either way, this isn't normal.


  I had one plausible hypothesis.


  The contract said 'Party A' determines the deadline based on 'Party B's' performance. I also remembered receiving a penalty for moving up the debut date.


  It decided that giving me 7 years would be unfair.


  What a stingy bastard. You couldn't squeeze a single byte of cache data out of it. How ruthless.


  I read the unfamiliar document again. My name was clearly written in block letters. It was a proper, official contract from start to finish. I laughed bitterly as I looked at the 5-year fixed-term contract.


  Including my trainee days, I guess I have about half the time left.


  It took me a year to debut after returning to the past. By the end of this year, I will have promoted as spArk for almost two years.


  That meant I had at most 3 years and a few months left until the KPI ends.


  I put the contract away and thought, unsure if I should be happy that the end was closer than I expected.


  The SYSTEM had presented a 'personnel disadvantage' for failing the final KPI. It definitely included forced re-employment at Hanpyeong Industry.


  I had never examined that condition properly because I was too busy thinking about my sister, but seeing how the SYSTEM could railroad someone's contract, it did not seem impossible.


  If I fail to achieve the final KPI by the contract's expiration date, my life as a member of spArk will end, and I'll be forcibly sent to Hanpyeong Industry... That's how I should understand it.


  That's why the restriction on changing jobs would happen. I'd be kicked out of spArk naturally. spArk would go back to five members, just like in the past, and Kim Iwol would join a company as a new employee at a similar age, but without his sister.


  The SYSTEM must be a perfectionist. It hates when things deviate from the original timeline. Even after resetting a third of my life, it prepared a way to restore everything.


  I'll have to think more about why Synchronization and the KPI don't progress together. If the KPI is the main quest, maybe Synchronization is just side content.


  Still, it won't kill me.


  If I fail the mission because of an accident, the SYSTEM's personality means it would probably send me to Hanpyeong Industry even if I were half-dead. It wouldn't let me die cleanly without a penalty.


  Since it's come to this, can't you lower the Synchronization Rate a little? How am I supposed to live with the anxiety of it being at 25% with so much work time left?


  However, what I had to do was clear. As always.


  Alright, let's see how many KPIs are left.


  You know you have to give contract workers severance pay, right? You'd better prepare mine for six years.


  

  "KAIST's nephew shot another commercial."


  "He's been on a lot lately. Didn't he just shoot something else a while ago?"


  Conversations flowed around Lee Soohoon before the lecture began.


  The 'KAIST's nephew' they mentioned was Lee Cheonghyeon. Lee Soohoon guessed the nickname came from him being a family member, not a student.


  Ironically, Lee Soohoon had seen more commercials featuring other people than his own brother. After a senior sent him a link asking which outfit was better, the exotic-looking man greeted him every time he opened an internet article for a while.


  The most recent one was a commercial for the top adult English education company.


  It was the person he met on the festival day.


  The man was about a handspan taller than him and still had the same pale face and large, dark eyes. Only his hair color had changed.


  The cold aura he had exuded in person was gone. Lee Soohoon felt a disconnect seeing the bright smile on the monitor.


  Is he good at English?


  Lee Cheonghyeon was the best at 'academic' English among the peers Lee Soohoon knew. It puzzled him that the pale-faced man was shooting a commercial for an English academy, despite Lee Cheonghyeon's skill.


  In any case, Lee Cheonghyeon's commercials rarely caught Lee Soohoon's eye. The products Lee Cheonghyeon promoted all had unfamiliar names, and the strange brands never stayed in his mind for long. For the first time, Lee Soohoon felt he might not be very smart.


  "There's really no face like Lee Cheonghyeon's."


  "How much do you think he makes from shooting that many commercials?"


  "I heard he composes too. Isn't he just raking in money?"


  Are celebrity endorsement fees that high?


  The equipment in the lab costs tens to hundreds of thousands of dollars. The research funds for a single project aren't small either. I don't think an amount large enough to surprise my peers would come in.


  Maybe for a globally popular pop song, but how much could the royalties be for a song that's out for a moment and then gone?


  Seeing him come all the way to Daejeon just to sing a few songs at the festival made it clear he was not making a lot of money.


  Nevertheless, he seemed to be growing. News of his nephew, which Lee Soohoon used to hear once a week, became more frequent. First, it was once every five days, then once every three, and then came today.


  "Did you hear spArk's new song is out?"


  "Is their company broke? Why are they working the kids like cows?"


  "I don't know. I heard they had 5 comebacks last year."


  "Was 『Speaker』 the title track? That one did well, didn't it?"


  "I think it's a B-side?"


  "They must have a lot of songs. The supply never runs out."


  Lee Soohoon grew anxious. He knew companies cut expenses when they were short on money. He could not understand why that company would risk the investment cost of a new song. It was an incomprehensible move.


  After attending all his lectures, leaving the lab, and finishing his assignments, Lee Soohoon closed his notebook and picked up his phone, which he had set to airplane mode for the night.


  S...park...


  He searched for the three-syllable group name. A four-minute video appeared at the top, uploaded eight hours ago.


  Lee Soohoon had to watch three previous music videos, one highlight medley, and two strange AI-voiced news clips before he realized the video was the new song's music video.


  ≫ [spArk/spArk] Hideout Official MV


  The title was written over a photo of a concrete wall with one block missing, covered in graffiti-like drawings and words. The word 'Hideout' was written in white.


  Chapter 405: Style Change (1)


  The sound of wheels rolled across the asphalt.


  『I don't need a map』


  A person on a black board appeared from beyond the screen. His broad back cut across the road.


  『Our beginning was meeting by chance and becoming friends』


  As the man on the board passed, a red-haired boy sitting on the roadside came into view. His white, ankle-high socks and flashy, thickly cushioned sneakers caught the eye.


  『I believe in the fate you've proven』


  Someone rode a board along a tree-lined path in a wide park. At first, only his legs in shorts were visible. Soon his entire body appeared, including his light green hair that resembled a cotton doll's. The board slid along the rail of a wooden deck.


  『Whatever you want, I'll give everything to you for jumping in』


  The background changed to a graffiti-covered cement wall and floor. All six of them appeared.


  Lee Soohoon found Lee Cheonghyeon right away. Lee Cheonghyeon had a peculiar look, with green streaks mixed into his vaguely blue hair.


  His clothes looked like rags, just like a classmate who always bought clothes from thrift shops. The t-shirt, printed with cats, pies, and other things, was paired with faded gray jeans. It really made one think.


  The red-haired one wore new clothes. Instead of shorts, a yellow belt longer than his pants, and fluorescent sneakers, he had on a white hoodie and long, wide-legged pants.


  Lee Cheonghyeon must have other clothes too. Lee Soohoon took comfort in that thought.


  The sound of scraping wheels returned. The screen captured Lee Cheonghyeon as he tilted his board and spun around spectacularly. Paint smudges dotted his face.


  His clothes had changed as expected. He wore a pair of well-fitting denim overalls. The splatters of various paint colors weren't great, but it was better than his previous outfit, which looked like he wore arm warmers with a short-sleeved shirt. The rap was too fast for Lee Soohoon to understand.


  Does he grow his hair out like that?


  When Lee Cheonghyeon danced, the hair covering his nape fluttered in the wind. A bright, refreshing smile filled the screen.


  『The memories are here』


  The pale-skinned person appeared next.


  He had dyed his hair a deep pink, making him almost unrecognizable. He diligently spray-painted a board while wearing black latex gloves.


  『The scent of winter, the warmth of the sun, I know you gave them to me』


  Lee Soohoon found out the name of this person who kept catching his eye. According to the search bar, this person must be ‘Iwol’.


  Kim Iwol applied masking tape to the board, preparing to spray a new picture. The long, freshly torn strip of yellow tape led to the rail marker in the next scene.


  『Believe in the heart I'll gift you』


  In a downtown skatepark, a blond man excitedly rode his board. His oversized shirt fluttered every time it caught the wind.


  Starting with the blond man in the center, they gathered one by one in the plaza.


  『Whatever you want, I'll look at no one but you』


  The music was louder than before.


  He didn't know when it had gotten louder, but it wasn't distracting.


  A man entered Lee Soohoon's vision as he nodded his head to the beat. It was the orange-haired man from the beginning.


  The man rode his board, tapped the wall once with his wheels, came down, and then leaped into the air. The board rose with him, spinning several times at a peculiar angle.


  『I'll become your place to breathe』


  The video ended with a final shot of someone's shoes landing on the spinning board's wheels. Lee Soohoon plugged his phone into the charger and walked to his bed.


  "What's up? You're not going to sleep right away?" his roommate asked. He was lying on the opposite bed, watching a video on his tablet.


  "There was something I had to watch."


  "Did an academic notice get posted?"


  "No, a music video."


  "Whose?"


  "spArk."


  He expected his roommate to ask why he was watching something like that again, but the roommate didn't add any unnecessary comments.


  He suddenly realized he had never asked his roommate anything.


  "What about you?"


  "......"


  "I asked what you're watching."


  "A Momdcup broadcast. Last year's. Do you know what Momd is?"


  "I know."


  He had heard that word several times.


  "Did you ask because you thought I wouldn't know?"


  "I doubt many people would think you'd know."


  He had asked just in case, but an unexpected answer came back. Lee Soohoon was shocked.


  "Haven't I been watching a lot of popular culture content lately?"


  Seeing Lee Soohoon genuinely bewildered, his roommate spoke.


  "I've never met anyone who uses the phrase 'popular culture content'. It just means your interests are... a bit removed from us Muggles."


  "Muggle?"


  "Oh, Soohoon."


  His roommate shook his head.


  "You didn't watch the music video because you were interested, did you?"


  "I wouldn't watch it if I wasn't interested."


  "Didn't you watch it because your brother was in it?"


  For the first time, Lee Soohoon felt his eyes widen in surprise. He also hadn't known that celebrities' families sometimes hide their relationship due to various issues. Lee Soohoon asked naively.


  "How did you know?"


  "Anyone who knows your face would probably know."


  "But they said my brother doesn't look like me."


  Lee Cheonghyeon resembled their mother, while Lee Soohoon resembled their father. All their relatives said so.


  "Your impressions are different, though. Just looking at your face, you seem like you'd have a gentle personality, while Lee Cheonghyeon looks cold."


  "You know his name too?"


  "Not knowing Lee Cheonghyeon is basically being a spy. If you find someone who doesn't know him, you have to report them, got it?"


  Has Lee Cheonghyeon gotten that famous? Even when he wears such tattered clothes?


  "The guys didn't know, but the girls were sure."


  "......"


  "They said that aesthetically speaking, you're the only one who could possibly be his brother."


  It was a difficult thing to understand, yet his roommate seemed to have grasped the entire situation.


  It was too late to talk more. Lee Soohoon silently pulled the covers over himself and lay down.


  Whatever you want...


  The part with the unique accent repeated in the song. For a full twenty minutes before falling asleep, Lee Soohoon thought about the music he had just heard.


  

  Before and after the title track's release, spArk worked without rest.


  The results showed on air. It felt like one of them was on TV every few hours, not just every other day.


  A year after his last appearance, Choi Jeho went from a dance survival show contestant to a judge. Jeong Seongbin, recognized for his ballads, landed a new drama OST. Kang Kiyeon went to the countryside alone to work in the fields and earned the nickname 'Boy of Great Nature', likely influenced by his time on the deserted island. Park Joowoo went on a radio show hosted by a new music critic and talked to his heart's content about his profound tastes.


  However, Lee Cheonghyeon, who had been soaring while filming commercials, was on the verge of collapsing from worry. The new song had a different feel from spArk's previous songs.


  What on earth is the problem?


  I admit the impression is different, but the song is good, so isn't that enough?


  It has to feel like a spArk song! Why? Where did it go wrong?


  I gently took Lee Cheonghyeon's wrists as he was about to tear his hair out. I also kindly told him there was nothing to worry about.


  Lee Cheonghyeon's music contains what he sees and hears. 『starlight』 and 『Night』, which he arranged in seasons 1 and 2 of IDC, are based on classical music. 『End』 is based on the image of the sea he saw on vacation.


  Lee Cheonghyeon created half of 『Hideout』 in his car. After working on the 'In My Office' OST, the kid developed a habit of focusing on external sounds instead of listening to music when he was alone in the car.


  As a result, what Lee Cheonghyeon heard most while writing the song was outside noise and the music playing on the streets.


  A song heard through earphones sounds different from the same song played loudly as BGM outdoors. A person with a headset focuses on the track's details and individual instruments. For a person passing a store, the hook, vocals, and strong drum beat capture their hearing. Lee Cheonghyeon had experienced this himself. A song that sounded noisy on a digital track became exciting outside on a rainy street. A song he thought was bland revealed its delicate emotional line when heard in a cafe.


  In fact, after getting the company's permission, we played 『Hideout』 only on the floor where the dedicated team was.


  "......"


  We confirmed that the explosive parts, their existing strength, were still prominent. The interlude he'd disliked for being too rough now connected smoothly with the melody. This meant that as soon as it charted, it was the perfect song to be played everywhere.


  Lee Cheonghyeon thought he had lost the spArk spirit, but it was the same as always. The point of emphasis had just shifted. More weight was placed on simplicity over intricacy, but that change definitely came with positive effects.


  "『Hideout』 charted immediately!"


  "『Speaker』's rankings are rising with it...!"


  Songs played on the street have mainstream appeal, and songs with mainstream appeal are fundamentally catchy.


  『Speaker』, which had a similar sensibility to 『Hideout』 but a different genre, also rode the coattails of the new song's release and promotion.


  The song was good to begin with, so it was bound to get attention if given the chance. The single's release was that chance. Considering the album and music video were meant to be a breather, it was a perfect choice.


  "Hyung, did you know it would turn out like this?" Lee Cheonghyeon asked, looking at the charts.


  "I just trusted your genius ability to learn."


  He's the type to rely on vast knowledge rather than animalistic instinct. His reflexes for reaching a conclusion and creating something are monstrously fast, but if you asked 'Why did you make this decision?' and broke down the process, you'd find that every choice is backed by reasoning inferred from big data.


  "Thanks to you, I have nothing to do."


  Even after hearing the silly joke, Lee Cheonghyeon beamed.


  Chapter 406: Style Change (2)


  ≫ 4:48 What is the identity of the orange-haired skater boy?


  Ta-da~ It was Banana!


  └ What is this, hahaha.


  └ People were so shocked, hahaha.


  └ Gotta admit, Center Emperor's class is on another level. He gets attention wherever he goes.


  ≫ Kang Kiyeon, say you like the mischievous look.


  Say you like the red-haired pretty boy Kang Kiyeon. Say you like Kang Kiyeon in shorts and white socks!!!!


  └ Just say you like Kang Kiyeon.


  └ [OP] I like Kang Kiyeon.


  └ Hahaha.


  ≫ I think I'm going to die because of Joowoo.


  His hair is like grass-flavored cotton candy, but his legs are so manly when he skateboards it makes my heart ache. I'm watching him skate, but my forehead hurts. I think it's going to cave in.


  └ I demand we pass some kind of law to ban Park Joowoo from skateboarding with such a calm face.


  └ We also need a law that prevents him from holding a falsetto high note for more than 5 seconds... Someone is trapped here.


  ≫ Ha, sigh.


  Cheonghyeon's hair color is so pretty and his outfit is a perfect fit, but is it a leaf cut again? Is he going to keep growing his hair...ㅠ I thought he'd have a new hairstyle for the comeback.


  └ His new profile picture has short hair, so it looks like he'll have short hair for promotions!!


  └ So you were giving us both. I'm sorry for doubting you, Cheonghyeon. You're the god of idols.


  └ This idol who looks ridiculously good in retro and street fashion...


  ≫ Kim Iwol doesn't look the type, so the pink hair is so absurd.


  └ The post just ends with 'it's absurd'? Hahaha.


  └ No, but it suits him so damn well that it's genuinely absurd, hahaha.


  └ The dignity of IRREGULAR's cat-eared boy.


  └ Hahahaha.


  ≫ Let's share pics of geek-chic Seongbin.


  (Photo) (Photo) (Photo) I believe in my friends' loyalty. Everyone drop three pics before you leave.


  └ This is insane. I have to buy the album.


  └ There's no album... It's a digital single.


  └ ????Then there's no photobook...??


  └ That's why all the Sparklers became soggy firecrackers.


  ≫ What spArk wanted to say (presumably): The fateful meeting of spArk and Sparkler, the beautiful memories we've made together, and a promise to stay together in the future.


  What Sparkler understood: A confession.


  └ You said you'd be my place of rest first. You're the ones who started this marriage.


  └ Ah, I just came here with a bucketful of emotions after listening to the song.


  └ Hahahahaha.


  └ The OP wasn't sure either, so they added (presumably), hahaha.


  ≫ There are no bad spArk songs.


  There might be differences in taste, but it seems like there are no songs that are just plain bad.


  └ Usually, when groups try to appeal to the public, there's always some criticism like 'What kind of song is this?', but it's amazing that spArk never gets comments like that.


  └ + Their songs have no spring or autumn. It's either a winter sky or a summer sea.


  └ So true.


  └ Setting everything else aside, the chorus is just a cheat code, haha.


  └ Kim Iwol and Lee Cheonghyeon are so lucky. I wonder what it feels like to record with Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo.


  └ That's why they say they don't consider recording as work, hahaha.


  └ Truly, hahaha.


  ≫ Revealing the playlist of someone who loves spArk's signature early-winter refreshing vibe.


  IDC version Flowering, With List, Hideout, Speaker, Flowering, Winter Night, What I Want to Say. It's good to add more Hideout and Speaker in the middle...ㅎ But for now, I recommend this order!!


  └ I was sad because my favorite songs weren't here, but On a High Note and The Third Letter both have a summer vibe, hahaha. I approve of this winter playlist.


  └ Thanks for the rec.


  └ Wow! This is such a great list! As a sign of my gratitude, I'll be sure to insert Hideout and Speaker in between! OP, am I doing this right?


  └ You better bring a screenshot to prove it.


  └└ Hahahaha.


  ≫ Chief Go's Insta, hahahahaha.


  I support the young masters' party, hahaha.


  └ Young masters, hahaha.


  └ Chiefㅠㅠ come back...


  └ Just how much did he like Iwol for this ahjussi to... hahaha.


  ≫ These crazy bastards.


  What I Want to Say, which came out at the end of last year, was pastel-toned, but this year-end one is vivid.


  └ The best boss who gives us everything even when the fans just stay still.


  └ The boss won't have anything left.


  └ I'm pretty sure their hair roots won't have anything left, though.


  └ Damn, hahahaㅠㅠㅠㅠ Guys, make sure you get scalp careㅠㅠㅠㅠ


  Life filled the fandom for the first time in a while. The burden on my heart lightened, if only a little.


  Then, the next thing to do is...


  "Hyung, we're starting the live soon!"


  "Yeah, I'm coming out now."


  ...I should focus on the other content the fans have been longing for.


  I hurried to the living room, where everyone sat at the table with open pads or books.


  A new event for Sparklers facing the CSAT, 'Study With Me', had begun.


  

  spArk had always been this way, but recently they provided an unusual amount of content.


  spArk's first concert announcement was released not long ago. The album was only a single, but it came with two music videos. They also consistently uploaded the dance and song cover videos they had posted since their debut.


  There was also speculation that a season's greetings package would be released this year. No merch was released last year, perhaps because it was their debut year. Since very few additional goods had been released so far, most people believed a season's greetings was highly probable.


  It was welcome that they didn't try to rip off fans. However, it was disappointing to be the only one without something everyone else was buying. Baek Haewon thought it would be nice if they released at least a season's greetings.


  UA also avoided any controversy about overworking their idols. Content released between official schedules was mostly unedited footage or casual photos taken during breaks. This meant they weren't constantly putting out newly filmed, high-effort content.


  ≫ To the mature Sparklers.


  When commenting on videos or articles related to Iwol in February, minimize mentions of his family matters <<<<< Let's focus on writing positive comments, compliments, and promotions. This doesn't mean we shouldn't police the ones talking nonsense. If the difficult and sad atmosphere drags on for too long, his past will get more attention than his activities. That's why UA and the boys keep dropping content to change the mood. When the lawsuit progress is announced, let's go to the articles and watch over them, and only talk about things related to the video! Going around everywhere asking people to recognize how hard things are for our boy is a no-no xxxxx. Fans need to live their own lives and take care of their mental health too, okay??


  I know you firecrackers are good at uniting. I trust you'll act sensibly.


  └ We don't need to use his pain to promote him. We have plenty of other things to promote even without that. He's full of strengths.


  └ Let's not spread the wounds further. Instead, it's okay to kill any bastard who can't get a grip and spreads rumors.


  └ I'm a fan of another group, but what I'm most envious of isn't that the two of them don't cause trouble... it's how well the fandom is united.


  Even if the two of them did cause trouble, if the fandom's opinion is aligned, you can do something, whether it's releasing a statement or organizing a mass action, but when the fans start fighting among themselves, haha.


  └ It seems possible only because there are many experienced fans. The years don't betray you.


  └ On another note, is 'Iwol' a search-block term too? Isn't it too easy to guess?


  └└ It's okay because the big three, 'February weather', 'February anniversary', and 'February exhibition', are protecting him.


  └└└ Hahaha.


  Baek Haewon agreed. She only saved three PDFs at a time and enjoyed her hobby with a happy heart during her scarce free time, instead of feeling down.


  Just today, Baek Haewon left school with a bag full of workbooks.


  Normally, she only brought what she could handle, but today she felt motivated. After all, her study mates were scheduled to join her.


  ≫...spArk_official


  spArk is here for our youngest members and Sparklers facing the CSAT!


  Let's... study together...


  ※ People who want to read, people who have to work, all are very welcome. A whole six of them. There's never been a more reliable support team.


  She arrived home and washed up just in time for the live stream. As a fan since their debut, Baek Haewon knew this timing was calculated.


  She turned on her tablet on one side of her desk and waited. Soon, the screen lit up.


  『Is the stream working well?』


  Jeong Seongbin asked, tapping the edge of the screen as if operating his phone.


  To think that the blond Jeong Seongbin I saw in person a year ago can now only be seen through a screen. The cruel reality makes my heart ache.


  『As we announced beforehand, today we're going to have a study session together. Everyone, please introduce what you've brought.』


  『Joowoo, for Metube, you have to do your hands the other way.』


  At Jeong Seongbin's words, Park Joowoo stealthily pulled back the bare hand he had placed before his textbook.


  From a fan's perspective, seeing Park Joowoo's tray-sized hand and deep palm lines was a thousand times more enjoyable than some workbook. Still, she let it slide because Jeong Seongbin's warm affection was cute.


  『I'm planning to work. What kind of work it is, is confidential!』


  Kim Iwol thankfully looked well as he spoke. He wasn't the type to show it if there was a problem, but the atmosphere around him wasn't tense. It seemed he was doing somewhat better.


  At times like this, it really hits home that our eldest hyung has the best stamina in the team.


  I should tell Baek Haein to save more malicious comment PDFs.


  Baek Haein had been furious the day Kim Iwol's family issue broke out. Baek Haewon had taught that same Baek Haein how to save PDFs as 'a good thing to do when you want to help Kim Iwol'.


  Since then, Baek Haein saved PDFs as if he were breathing whenever he had nothing to do. Who knows how many reports he sent, but his desktop was always filled with PDF files. Baek Haewon was sure Baek Haein played a huge part in UA's active lawsuit notices against malicious commenters.


  『I peeked from the side, and he's really working. We can't share the screen, so I'll be monitoring him to make sure he doesn't slack off!』 Lee Cheonghyeon declared cheerfully.


  『Even though I'm in a tight spot myself…』


  Then Lee Cheonghyeon suddenly became gloomy.


  I know how you feel. I'm opening my workbook right now.


  『I have English homework too…』


  『I have something to tell the Sparklers. Did you know that at first, Kang Kiyeon was going to bring a diamond painting kit? I was seriously so dumbfounded.』


  『That's why I brought something else.』


  Kang Kiyeon didn't seem very interested in the CSAT.


  『Hyung, what did you bring… ?』


  『Isn't it a book?』


  『What book is it?』


  『I borrowed it from Lee Cheonghyeon.』


  And Choi Jeho was clearly not interested in studying either. Separate from the content, she wondered how many pages of that book Choi Jeho would actually read.


  『Seongbin-hyung, you're going to work too, right?』


  『Yep. I'm going to organize the notices I received from the company!』


  『Did more stuff come up since yesterday?』


  『A lot came up.』


  "......"


  Kang Kiyeon pressed his lips together.


  『I have to study…』


  『He's practically the member who best fits the purpose of 'Study With Me'.』


  No wonder Lee Cheonghyeon sat particularly close to the camera. Lee Cheonghyeon whined, asking if it would be broadcast live if he got a problem wrong.


  『Today's rules are simple. You do your own thing, and if your concentration wanes, you have to support the remaining members so they can continue studying in the best environment.』


  『If I ask you to make a late-night snack, will you make it?』


  『There's nothing but cabbage in the fridge, is that okay…?』


  『Not okay.』


  『Looks like Joowoo is already thinking about dropping out, huh?』


  Kim Iwol hit the mark. Park Joowoo averted his gaze.


  Chapter 407: Study With Me (1)


  For thirty minutes, the only sounds were writing, pages turning, and typing.


  Baek Haewon was about to stretch when a chat window flooded with 'ㅋ's caught her eye.


  ≫ Jeho, that's enough. Stop now.


  ≫ LOLOLOL Kiyeon, hurry up and go grocery shopping. Say Sparkler told you to.


  ≫ How can neither of them focus for more than 10 minutes? LOLOLOL And me too...


  On the screen, Choi Jeho frowned, pushing up his glasses every five seconds. The page refused to turn.


  Kang Kiyeon's expression was just as grim. He rested one hand on his forehead, a pen in the other, looking more serious than anyone. The pen in his right hand shook relentlessly.


  ≫ What is this English that's making our boy suffer so much?


  ≫ Choi Jeho still hasn't let go. Change the book.


  ≫ This live stream... I wonder what time it'll go on until.


  ≫ The dance line isn't moving at all.


  ≫ You guys, hang in there ♥♥♥♥♥♥


  ≫ If only Seongbin had studied this hard, he wouldn't have won a gold medal.


  The people watching the lonely battle from afar ate popcorn. Everyone was only interested in who would be the first to drop out.


  The glorious 'spArk Cup's Person Least Suited for Studying' was...


  『Hey, what did you say you wanted to eat?』


  ...Kang Kiyeon. Surprisingly, Choi Jeho was only wiping his glasses for the third time, his eyes still fixed on the book.


  『Pizza.』


  『How're we supposed to make pizza now? There's nothing but cabbage in the fridge.』


  『Pizza.』


  『You have to suggest something possible, and the calories...』


  『I'm taking the CSAT!』


  『You think I'm not taking it 'cause I don't want to?』


  The youngest members only quieted down after receiving a glare from Jeong Seongbin. With one last sigh, Kang Kiyeon left the frame.


  ≫ LOLOLOL Kiyeon LOL he's looking up a recipe LOLOLOL


  ≫ His posture is like a master chef who's here to judge LOLOLOL


  A tiny, finger-sized image captured Kang Kiyeon standing in the distant kitchen. He had both hands on the table, looking down at his phone. His shoulders were as broad as the sink in Baek Haewon's house.


  You all suggested that it would be nice if Kiyeon wore animal pajamas, so I looked into it. I even bought one, but he couldn't wear it because of a shoulder issue. The shoulder line didn't fit, so the seam jutted upwards. Kiyeon's shoulders are wider than they look.


  She recalled Kim Iwol's lecture from a live stream, where he had explained in great detail 'Just How Broad Are Kang Kiyeon's Shoulders'.


  The heavens were truly cruel. Why couldn't she remember the online lecture she listened to just two hours ago, yet a live stream from at least three months ago was this vivid?


  Baek Haewon steeled her resolve. Fortunately, her spArk friends had also returned to their tasks without any chatter.


  In the middle of it all, the dorm's front door opened. Though curious, Baek Haewon focused on her Korean history workbook.


  A while later.


  ≫ LOLOL TTTT Ah, our Jeho is stretching dough in the back LOLOLOL TTTTTT


  Baek Haewon finished organizing her review notes and looked up. She saw Kang Kiyeon, half-hidden by a giant bag as if he had just returned from grocery shopping. Two thick arms pulled floury dough in mid-air.


  

  A lot had happened with spArk in the short time Baek Haewon was engrossed in her studies. So much had happened that she couldn't grasp the situation from the chat alone and had to quickly rewind.


  Choi Jeho had seemed inwardly proud of Kang Kiyeon's early dropout, but he gave up as soon as the fifteenth foreign character appeared.


  The two of them had a serious discussion in the corner of the screen, then headed out. They returned an hour later with their hands full of bags.


  During that time, Park Joowoo finished all his homework. With nothing left to do, fans suggested he translate the lyrics of his favorite songs.


  The problem was that Park Joowoo was a true rock enthusiast. He already knew all the lyrics to his favorite songs by heart. When it came to rock, there wasn't a single song whose lyrics Park Joowoo didn't know.


  He seemed to want to share the workload, but the soft-hearted Park Joowoo backed away. He didn't want to disturb the other three, who were shooting lasers from their eyes.


  Park Joowoo walked into the empty kitchen and stopped in front of the dining table. Park Joowoo picked up a memo that was on the table.


  The surprise memo, also revealed to Sparkler, read as follows.


  Can the next person to drop out please put some parchment paper on the table?


  They say they need to roll out the dough.


  Park Joowoo diligently laid out the parchment paper by himself and took out a large bowl.


  He wandered around looking for something, so Baek Haewon fast-forwarded. At some point, he was wrapping a cardboard tube in plastic wrap.


  Park Joowoo, with nothing else to do, wandered around holding the cardboard tube that glittered under the fluorescent lights. The viewers found it a little creepy. Just then, the dance-line returned from their shopping trip.


  At 10 PM, a pizza party began in the kitchen while half the members studied with fiery determination.


  The three of them communicated entirely through hand gestures. They seemed to be trying not to interfere with the broadcast's purpose. That was why Baek Haewon hadn't noticed anything strange for a while.


  Kang Kiyeon shrugged about ten times, gesturing to ask what someone was talking about. Just then, Jeong Seongbin rubbed his eyes. He got up from his seat and trudged back with eye drops.


  『If your eyes hurt, stop there. Your lost eyesight won't come back.』


  Kim Iwol decisively made Jeong Seongbin drop out. Jeong Seongbin turned off his tablet after uploading the compiled notes to the group chat.


  The camera shook for a moment, then the angle changed. The screen now only showed Kim Iwol and Lee Cheonghyeon, sitting and working.


  Soon, a new notification announced that spArk's live stream had started. When she checked, the pizza team's eating broadcast was underway. Jeong Seongbin whispered.


  『Since there are a lot of dropouts, we've turned on another camera so you can see all the members. For those who like to study quietly, please watch the hyungs and Cheonghyeon's side. For those who need some ASMR, please watch our side!』


  『Can't we watch both at the same time?』


  『Iwol said you can use the multi-view function.』


  While Choi Jeho and Jeong Seongbin talked, Baek Haewon calmly turned off her charging tablet.


  What's the point of splitting an already small screen? Good things should be seen in full size.


  Silent or noisy, it doesn't matter. Just don't leave me alone in this barren land of studying...


  spArk got serious, as if they wanted to make a genuine pizza. While Jeong Seongbin went to wash a cloth, the sound of Choi Jeho punishing the dough assaulted Baek Haewon's eardrums. If it weren't for the healing sound of Park Joowoo chopping paprika, she might have had nightmares all night.


  Kang Kiyeon directed the entire operation. His determination to gift his friend the best homemade pizza was evident.


  Regardless of Choi Jeho slamming the dough into a stainless steel bowl, Kim Iwol and Lee Cheonghyeon didn't flinch. The sound of typing neither slowed nor quickened. Some people even suspected they were doing a typing drill.


  ≫ Don't you usually pause your typing when you're thinking?


  ≫ Even when you're doing a typing drill, you make mistakes lol


  ≫ This is amazing, neither of them is looking away even once.


  ≫ So this is what it takes to get all first grades...


  ≫ I have to make sure my mom doesn't see this.


  ≫ Please never appear in my mom and dad's algorithm again.


  ≫ LOLOLOLOLOLOLOL


  ≫ Q-P-B, let's ace the CSAT~~


  While Lee Cheonghyeon read the answer key and Kim Iwol tapped away at his laptop, the bread dough entered the oven.


  "I'll put it on the proofing function for about 40 minutes."


  "What should we do while we wait...?"


  "Should we take some questions for the first time in a while?"


  At Jeong Seongbin's words, the three of them started to head to the youngest members' room, the largest in the dorm.


  "Isn't there no space in the kids' room...?"


  A single comment from Park Joowoo changed the location. Two of them sat on the floor, and two sat on Choi Jeho's bed. They began reading the chat.


  "They're asking if Jeho changed his glasses."


  "Yes. I think I changed them the day before yesterday."


  "It was three days ago...!"


  "Jeho stepped on them and they broke in half!"


  Tears of blood streamed down her face. She was forced to only listen to this hilarious episode. They had agreed to study together. There was no mention of them having a tea time while she was the only one studying.


  Watching herself feel happy even while feeling betrayed, Baek Haewon memorized an English word. Contradictory, meaning paradoxical...


  While some members were engrossed in their work, the others held a fruitful Q&A Party. During the full 40 minutes, the number of viewers swelled like the bread dough in the oven. Even fans who hated studying and only intended to watch the highlight reel flocked in at the news of a cooking experience.


  With his hoodie sleeves rolled all the way up, Park Joowoo flattened the dough with the plastic-wrapped cardboard tube. Beside him, Choi Jeho began to pull at the remaining dough with his bare hands. This was the scene Baek Haewon had witnessed after finishing her review notes.


  "Isn't that a bit stingy with the cheese?"


  "We're in our promotion period... Doesn't it look like a pizza?"


  "It looks like it was made by a petty owner."


  At Kang Kiyeon's words, Jeong Seongbin poured on a heap of pizza cheese.


  "We can't show a petty side in front of Sparkler...!"


  Park Joowoo, looking slightly flustered, hurriedly added toppings to the pizza. He seemed to have a premonition that it could turn into a triple cheese overload pizza at any moment.


  And next to them...


  ≫ Guys, please look at Jeho too


  ≫ Choi Jeho the Culinary Master


  ≫ The owner is generous and the pizza is thick


  ≫ This place was a Chicago pizza hotspot


  ≫ I'll have the pizza baked by the owner over there


  ...was Choi Jeho the Culinary Master. He was the man who had mastered the essence of Chicago pizza, a generous chef who had never made a pizza lacking in toppings. He was busy putting his soul into making an accelerated-aging pizza.


  Chapter 408: Study With Me (2)


  Choi Jeho's pizza shop had its shutters pulled down before it even opened. It was all because Kang Kiyeon's sharp eyes had caught it.


  『Hyung, what are you doing right now?!』


  『You said you didn't like the stingy pizza.』


  The dough looked like wrinkled laundry from a bad wash and was thoroughly soaked in tomato sauce. Layers of pepperoni, like something from an American family restaurant, made it a masterpiece. Even the bell peppers and onions Park Joowoo had sliced, expecting leftovers, were all gone.


  『Won't it be messy to eat...?』


  『You can just roll it up and eat it.』


  Choi Jeho dispelled his younger brothers' worries with a single word and created a magnificent pizza, but he couldn't escape the crackdown from Jeong Seongbin, who was dispatched after Kang Kiyeon nudged him. Some of the removed toppings were divided and put onto the stingy pizza, which had been split in two.


  『When is the pizza going to be baked?』


  『Whoa! When did you get here?』


  Lee Cheonghyeon popped out from over Jeong Seongbin's shoulder as he remade the pizza. Baek Haewon quickly checked her phone. On the screen, Kim Iwol worked tirelessly alone.


  『Cheonghyeon's at his limit. I didn't have the confidence to last five hours.』


  『Just lasting over four hours is amazing. You worked hard.』


  Jeong Seongbin comforted Lee Cheonghyeon. Anyone watching might think Jeong Seongbin was just being a thoughtlessly kind leader, but Lee Cheonghyeon really was amazing. spArk had a pre-recording early that morning, followed by a music show recording and a group variety show filming. After handling all those schedules, sitting and studying for over four hours was anything but easy.


  『Still, I'm going to eat some pizza and go back.』


  『Because Kim Iwol isn't done?』


  Kang Kiyeon glanced toward the living room.


  『You can't just eat and go straight to sleep. Weren't the four of you going for a run after eating?』


  "......"


  At Lee Cheonghyeon's words, Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo simultaneously averted their gazes as if they had planned it.


  ≫ It's midnight and you're going for a run...?


  ≫ I was wondering why you guys were eating pizza at this hour


  ≫ It's okay to eat it for just one dayㅠㅠ


  ≫ Meboz's expressionㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  Baek Haewon neatly discarded her thought of making cup ramen. A late-night snack felt like a luxury for someone like her, who had planned to sleep right after the live stream ended.


  The 'once wretched, but reborn through grace' pizza came into the world. Lee Cheonghyeon named it after hearing the word 'grace'.


  『For short, it's the Han-Eun Pizza.』


  『Bank of Korea?』


  It was Jeong Seongbin's question, but the Han-Eun Pizza was dismantled into six slices before anyone could consider a name change.


  Jeong Seongbin was the first to place a freshly cut slice of pizza on a plate. He then cut the pizza into bite-sized pieces and delivered it to Kim Iwol with a fork.


  『I'm fine, really.』


  『Have some if you feel like snacking.』


  After serving even sparkling water, Jeong Seongbin returned and happily shared the Bank of Korea pizza with the members. Baek Haewon, staring blankly at the screen, sighed and poured water into her cup ramen.


  『This is frustrating. I want more.』


  『I'm baking another one...!』


  『Is this one a pizza blessed with overflowing blessings too?』


  『It's just a pizza.』


  Lee Cheonghyeon suppressed his laughter as he watched Choi Jeho reply listlessly.


  ≫ Kim Iwol, eat the pizza


  ≫ Iwol, eat something while you work!!


  Jeong Seongbin delivered the second baked pizza and whispered something to Kim Iwol. Perhaps he had been monitoring the comments. Kim Iwol looked at the chat window, then started to eat the pizza with his fork.


  ≫ He's eating


  ≫ ㅋㅋㅋㅋ It feels like watching a wild animal


  ≫ Don't your legs get numb...?


  ≫ I feel like I'm seeing a lifetime's worth of expressionless Iwol today


  Baek Haewon nodded after seeing the last comment. Although his smiling face was the prettiest, fans are greedy. For Sparkler, who wouldn't be satisfied until they saw every expression, an expressionless Kim Iwol was a truly rare sight.


  And right before the eyes of those fans! Today!


  ≫ University student Cheon Yunseong doing his homework is real


  ≫ A hundred praise stickers for Kim Iwol who came with the sweatshirt and covered-forehead hair combo


  Including the pizza tasting time, the full five-hour version of Kim Iwol's side-job moment had appeared...!


  (Because his main job is being a smiling idol.)


  ≫ We... just wanted a few CSAT tips


  ≫ A regular admission fighter emphasizing that pure study time is more important than tips


  ≫ The idol who's the best at sitting still among all idols


  ≫ It's such a relief he wasn't stolen by S University...


  Kim Iwol remained steadfast, even as the third pizza was served and slices piled up on the plate like a mountain. Baek Haewon also finished her cup ramen and steeled her resolve once more.


  『Then we'll go get some exercise!』


  『Cheonghyeon will return to the study live~.』


  With that ending remark, the national defense live ended. Lee Cheonghyeon hesitantly picked up his pizza plate and returned to Kim Iwol's side.


  ≫ Alright everyone, let's go study


  ≫ Open your books


  ≫ It's not easy living a 'god-life' following an idol...


  ≫ I have this on while studying but I have no confidence I'll do better on the CSAT than Cheonghyeon


  ≫ if ua has a conscience, they should pay Iwol a salary


  ≫ The working adult core is strong


  After that, the silent self-study session continued. It felt like being in a library. Perhaps because Kim Iwol and Lee Cheonghyeon's efforts to create a study atmosphere weren't in vain, Baek Haewon managed to finish almost everything she had brought. All that was left was to organize her study planner.


  Aren't you guys tired...?


  Baek Haewon had also woken up at the crack of dawn to go to school. No matter how much of a workout fanatic spArk was, there was no way they weren't tired after being awake on a similar schedule.


  Should I start working out too? If I become a gym regular like the members of spArk, will I be able to work on self-development even with a schedule like this? Baek Haewon thought that she should look for a gym as soon as the CSAT was over.


  

  "Should we wrap up now?"


  "......"


  Jeong Seongbin sat down beside me and asked.


  "It's already 3 AM."


  "......"


  I didn't realize because the kitchen lights were so bright. I do remember telling Lee Cheonghyeon to go to bed if he was finished with his work.


  "You haven't slept yet either?"


  "I slept for a little while."


  Jeong Seongbin's focus was a little blurry. He really did look like he had just woken up. When I said I would wrap up and go in soon, he staggered back to his room.


  "I'm sorry. I barely said anything today. For those of you who are still here... are your schedules okay for tomorrow?"


  ≫ Looks like I'm skipping class


  "If you're going to skip class... make sure you have enough attendance days left. You all remember how Jeong Seongbin almost got an F last semester for poor attendance, right?"


  Perhaps he had fallen back asleep, as no particular reaction came from Jeong Seongbin's room.


  A flood of comments urging me to go to sleep followed. I sat still and read the chats that were slowly scrolling up.


  ≫ Who makes the muse of the Ministry of Employment and Labor work until this hour???


  ≫ If UA isn't paying you a salary, shake the mouse


  ≫ Stop giving work to a kid who's already busy just being an idolㅠ


  ≫ You're not doing all the concert prep yourself, are you? Say you're not


  "I should've explained it better, that was my mistake. I'm definitely not working like this every day! The company always tells me it's okay to delegate. It's just that my personality is the type that needs to check everything myself to feel at ease. I'm slowly cutting back, and I also intentionally postponed some work to film today's content."


  However, I couldn't just dismiss the fans' anxiety as simple coddling of their favorite. After all, no one worried about everything I did as much as Sparkler.


  I brought the phone that was filming the live video over and moved it to a position where my face was clearly visible. Then, after checking if it was in focus, I carefully opened my mouth.


  "There's been a lot of work recently, you know."


  As if by magic, the chat window stopped.


  "When I'm working, it helps clear my head, so I like it. I'm not overdoing it. It would be putting the cart before the horse if I ended up hurting my body while trying to refresh my mind, wouldn't it? I'm only doing enough for it to be a healthy way to relieve stress! So you really don't have to worry too much. I just felt like I had to tell you all that I'm doing well."


  It didn't feel good to see the chat window become a sea of tears. I quickly added an excuse.


  "It's not just me who thinks this, Jeong Seongbin also said that I seem more energetic when I'm working to some extent!"


  ≫ If the leader gave his permission, then I can accept it


  "......"


  ≫ If Jeong Seongbin certified it... ㅋㅋ


  "...Why is the level of trust different from when I said it?"


  ≫ Sparkler isㅠ just followingㅠ Kim Iwol's wordsㅠ that we must follow the leader's words as if they came from heavenㅠ


  ≫ Why do you think


  ≫ Jeong Seongbin doesn't say wrong things. Not that you say wrong things, Kim Iwol, but anyway, Jeong Seongbin doesn't say wrong things


  ≫ Kim Iwol, if you don't sleep soon, young man Jeong Seongbin will come and get you


  ≫ Didn't you tell us to only trust Jeong Seongbin-! ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  As we laughed and chatted, time flew by again. If I made the fans stay up all night any longer, I felt like I'd be disqualified as an idol.


  "One last thing I really want to say is."


  I looked at the camera.


  "Everything I do, I do because I want to show Sparkler even better results. There have been difficult times, but never times when it was too hard, so please think of it as an effort to look good and watch over me. I'll enjoy myself and work hard."


  With that closing remark, I ended the live stream. I felt more refreshed than tired. I really wanted to say those words.


  I hope my sincerity came through in my words. The entire reason I work is Sparkler, and nothing makes me prouder than receiving praise.


  Chapter 409: Season's Greetings (1)


  At the end of every year, idols release a type of merchandise like an annual event. It's called Season's Greetings, or 'SG' for short. The set includes a calendar, photo cards, a diary, posters, and more.


  Today, the information for spArk's Season's Greetings was scheduled for release. For the past hour, I had been clasping my hands, desperately praying I hadn't missed any problems.


  The cold weather brought back memories of the Season's Greetings UA released long ago. It was a distant memory, but I still hadn't forgotten the shock I felt back then.


  ≫ spArk Season's Greetings Component Summary


  Wall calendar, one set of photocards, a keyring with the group's name, a perpetual diary, the end.


  └ Fucking awful.


  └ I don't even know where to start with this...


  └ What kind of company just throws in 5 photocards for an SG?ㅋㅋㅋㅋ Others give you 20 or 30, and even include a binder to put them inㅋㅋ


  └ A perpetual diaryㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Are they planning to use the leftovers for next year's SG?


  └ Surprisingly, that's highly likely. The diary cover is vinyl... they'll probably just swap out the paper inside.


  └ Ditch the wall calendar and give us a desk calendar. My living room wall is already taken by the insurance calendar.


  └└ The insurance calendar wins by a landslide in all three categories... size, font, and fast delivery...


  ≫ Who doesn't know that entertainment companies aim for cost-effective management?


  But don't make it so obvious. What consumer wants to feel like a sucker? What are we supposed to do when the agency itself is spreading rumors that our fans are total pushovers?


  └ Can't you just not buy it? This deserves a boycott.


  └ A normal company would get its act together if people didn't buy, either lowering the price or redoing the components, but not UA. If their income drops, they just cut the budget for the next investment... this is the result of that cycle.


  └ Are other artists' SGs like this?? This is the first time I've seen something this bad.


  └ Other artists' are a bit better... I don't know if they see idol fans as suckers or if they budget based on seniority, but none of the SGs from their artists last year were this crappy.


  └ It's not like they give all their artists an SG eitherㅠ Given UA's track record, they're probably patting themselves on the back thinking, 'Well, we gave them an SG because they're idols!'


  ≫ If you don't want to do your job, then just quit.


  Buying one SG is going to ruin my mood starting from the New Year.


  └ Give us a desk calendar or a daily calendar. Is that so hard to understand????


  └ What I'm most curious about is why they even bothered with a survey if they were going to do this.


  └ Right...


  That was why our dedicated team poured their hearts and souls into this year's preparations. Field reports from those who visited the factory to check on prototypes and production status piled up every week.


  We also put an incredible amount of effort into the photography. spArk had been preparing for this year's Season's Greetings for a full two years. I couldn't even count how many times we argued with the company about this since their rookie year. I broke out in a cold sweat trying to stop them from releasing merch last year, when they insisted they had enough data to put out an SG.


  We spent a ton of money releasing a double title track, and now an additional expense? We would have been lucky if both didn't turn out mediocre.


  Fortunately, the situation was different this year. The concert had been planned since the beginning of the year, so its budget was set aside early. The final album was also released digitally, which significantly reduced production costs. We had secured enough money to upgrade the components twice over.


  I wasn't unaware of the company's need to make a profit. However, seeing fans merely as consumers was a dangerous perspective. The affection a fan has for an idol surpasses that of a loyal customer.


  Affection for an artist often went beyond the bounds of common sense. Fans willingly endured what others would call self-inflicted hardship. They even tended not to raise their voices despite receiving unfair treatment.


  ≫ If this isn't defective, then what is???


  I requested an exchange for a defective item, and this is what they sent me. Should I report them to the Consumer Protection Agency... It's getting more and more annoyingㅠㅠㅠㅠ I guess fans aren't considered consumers.


  └ Filing a complaint about merch doesn't really do much.


  └ It's ridiculous that I paid for it, but I have to beg them to please exchange it;;;;;


  ≫ How is it my fault that the ticket got lost during shipping?


  It's not a small amount, it's over a hundred thousand won. If it disappeared before it even reached my hands, shouldn't they resend it? It should all be registered in the system. Is it that hard to check one thing and make a note of the special circumstances?


  How incompetent do you have to be to not even offer a reissue when a ticket you issued disappears before I can even touch it??


  └ It got lost mid-delivery and they won't reissue it?


  └ Yep. I even got the documents proving it was the courier's fault and sent it to them, but they still said noㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ It must have been a pain to prove their fault, and even that didn't solve it...?


  └ I wouldn't feel so wronged if I had at least gotten to touch the ticketㅋㅋㅋ I'm tearing up.


  ≫ Do they not do quality checks after producing the merch?


  The defect rate is no joke, and what's with the ink smudging the moment you write on the notepad?


  └ The notepad can't even function as a notepad~ T_Tㅠㅠㅠ


  └ These bstards must have heard that fangirls hoard merch for collection purposes and made it for decoration only.


  Fans bought low-quality merch and purchased albums even when they weren't satisfied. These actions always carried the nuance of 'doing something for someone' rather than just 'doing something'.


  There was only one reason they did it, even though they didn't have to. Because they loved their idol.


  I knew a little of how great that affection was. I saw it when the person who took the photos gained their own fans, just for editing pictures of the same idol. I saw it when people shared meticulously crafted props for free, with no strings attached. I saw it when people, who were just meeting because they shared a similar interest, spent days beforehand packing small snacks and deliberately bringing merch of the member that the other person liked.


  ≫ I find fansite masters the most amazing.


  The mentality to not back down even when staff search all your bags and security guards yell at you at no-entry sites + the financial power to buy a super expensive camera... It's incredible.


  └ There are people who go to the extreme of taking out loans to buy a camera, but just having a camera doesn't make you a fansite master... Following schedules, taking pictures, editing them, and holding exhibitions... you absolutely can't do any of that without love.


  ≫ 'Donating in a Star's Name,' Meaningful Fandom Activities Gain Attention


  It is no longer a rare occurrence for fans to gather their strength and donate in the name of their favorite star. Many fans are choosing 'donation' as a way to celebrate various anniversaries, such as a star's birthday or the fan club's founding day. This custom..... Anyone who has observed idol fans would know what people are capable of, just for the sake of liking someone, and they would also know that there aren't just one or two such people, but countless.


  The only thing that made all of this possible was affection. It was a love that, once it naturally formed, became difficult to let go of.


  Nam Jooah had received unconditional love from her family her whole life. She had given unconditional love to spArk and shared a bottomless love with fellow Sparklers. Because of this, she believed that such affection existed in everyone's heart.


  My dad is a good person, so he must be the same outside. Fans must feel real joy doing these things. They must be happy watching spArk.


  Some said such delusions clouded her vision and blurred Nam Jooah's judgment. They also asked how the simple reason of liking the same idol could offset such ridiculous excuses.


  However, proxy fangirling taught me that people existed who poured out that much love without reason or reward.


  Once you saw it up close, you had no choice but to understand.


  You understood when you heard that some people waited for a long time on a cold night street for a glimpse of their idol leaving work, a glimpse they might not even get. You understood when you saw them share the hot packs they brought with the people standing there with them.


  Once you realized these things happened very frequently, as if it were the most natural thing in the world, you could never go back to how you were before you knew the depth of that affection.


  Whether I understood it or not was unimportant. They existed regardless of my understanding.


  Ironically, that immense love was poured out even onto me, an observer from outside the league. So I simply thought I had to give it back.


  I hope that putting in effort becomes our default stance, not just for special events, but for everything we do. Because no matter what we do, we can never repay the love we've received.


  Knowing it wouldn't be easy to repay them, I tried even harder. The Season's Greetings was the result of that effort. It was also, shamelessly, a kind of request for them to love spArk next year as well.


  Whether the devotion I poured into it would have any meaning would be decided by the fans' judgment.


  

  Won Chaehee hadn't bought a calendar for next year yet. She planned to look at spArk's SG info when it dropped and then decide. She had fallen for spArk harder than she'd expected, so she would probably end up buying it, but she held onto a thread of reason and waited.


  I wonder what the components will be.


  The worst SG Won Chaehee had ever seen was an 'ugly SG'. She couldn't understand how a company could debut people with such handsome faces, only to produce merch with a complete lack of aesthetic sense and then have the audacity to sell it. The incident filled her with the prejudice that all entertainment company employees were salary thieves who saw fans as nothing but suckers.


  If you're too lazy to work, then just give up on the money.


  You want to rake in the money, but you don't want to work? Then get lost! Do you think fans' money just flows out of a tap?


  It was hard to suppress the rage that surged whenever it was time to spend money. Perhaps it was because she knew her own future, one where she would pay for it with trembling hands as long as it was only moderately ugly.


  Speak of the devil. The SG info was posted that day at lunch. The preview image was a pale beige, suggesting it might not be trendy but would at least be decent. Or at least, that was the hope.


  [Spark High School Club Activity Souvenir] A suspicious concept title appeared, similar to their debut album but with a slightly different direction.


  Chapter 410: Season's Greetings (2)


  [Spark High School Club Activity Souvenir]


  Won Chaehee doubted her eyes.


  Her eyesight, however, had the same prescription as last year's health check-up. Not even the blur effect could obscure Won Chaehee's vision. The mockup image on the desk calendar clearly showed spArk in school uniforms.


  Each item had a detailed description. There was a desk calendar and a photo book with pictures from the club's annual activities. A diary helped organize plans, and an activity commemoration card for 'etiquette shots' was called an essential item for a polite student.


  The sample page of the desk calendar was the most eye-catching item.


  On November 3rd, Choi Jeho's handwriting read 'My birthday'. Below it, Kim Iwol had written, 'Jeho, if you just write it like that, who's going to know it's your birthday'.


  They have this kind of banter for every birthday?


  If Won Chaehee had not seen the other five pages, she might have turned into something consumed by jealousy.


  The diary also showed great care. Anyone who had bought a business diary would recognize the practical inner page layout.


  A note explained that the recipient could choose their name or 'Sparkler' for the club member list. The blank spot for the honorary member was apparently for the Sparkler.


  Next was a polaroid set that the members had taken of each other, followed by a notebook perfect for recording an activity log.


  [Exchange Diary Written by the Club Members (6p)]


  [To. Honorary Member Rolling Paper (2p)]


  I have to see the exchange diary.


  That decided it. Won Chaehee immediately pressed the 'Add to Cart' button in her mind.


  The photocards were the pinnacle of the paper goods. There were four sets in total, including school uniforms, casual clothes, vacation, and the theater festival.


  Is the theater festival concept 『What I Want To Say』?


  Images were pre-released. A white-haired Kim Iwol smiled while holding a toy crown. Choi Jeho had a gift ribbon tied around his face with a chain.


  How could anyone not buy the one of the bluebird Lee Cheonghyeon reading a script? No Sparkler could ignore Park Joowoo smiling with his chin on a windowsill set, Jeong Seongbin sitting among jewels from the music video, or Kang Kiyeon adjusting a toy soldier's hat.


  Name tags and student ID cards were basic items for a student concept, so Won Chaehee just checked the design and moved on. She once thought it was fine as long as the photos were good, but many companies produced even student IDs poorly, which only needed a few words and a seal on a white background.


  The tin case had 'contents included' written on it. She thought it might contain candy, but there was a picture of a paper folded like a note.


  [Notes written one by one during class, sent to the honorary member]


  [Guess who sent it!]


  This element made you feel like you were in the same class as the members. It seemed 'studying hard' was not their concept.


  They were so intense about their group projects, though. Then again, kids who cared about their student records would not have joined a 'hobby club'.


  After a certification stamp for the honorary member's faithful completion of club activities and a deco kit for polaroids, there was...


  [Animal's_pArk Round and Soft Flint Doll]


  ...dolls of the members as animals appeared.


  They put dolls in the Season's Greetings?


  Won Chaehee quickly scrolled down to check the price. As a rule, sellers decided the price of dolls and acrylics.


  The price was 50,000 won, which included six 5cm doll keychains shaped like stones with each animal's ears or key features. It was pricier than other Season's Greetings products, but only by about 5,000 to 10,000 won.


  The dolls were not shoddy either. The flint concept fit a high school and the group name 'spArk'. It combined with the amusement park character setting from 『With List』, giving them a mascot-like cuteness.


  Interestingly, Lee Cheonghyeon's doll was not an eagle. Lee Cheonghyeon had become a fennec fox with wide, pointy ears.


  For a moment, Won Chaehee wondered if Kim Iwol, a staunch harpy eagle supporter, had succumbed to production costs.


  On a whim, Won Chaehee searched 'fennec fox in the world' on a portal site.


  The result was exactly what she expected.


  [TOP 1 Cutest Animal in the World Selected by Foreign Media, Fennec Fox]


  There was a reason they gave it fan-sized ears. Kim Iwol must have worried that others would mistake Lee Cheonghyeon for a regular fox. Won Chaehee laughed dryly when she saw 'Fennec Fox' written in huge letters under Lee Cheonghyeon's name.


  It went without saying that Kim Iwol also avoided becoming a Fortune-Telling Octopus doll. If he had made the other members into a smiling chinchilla and a beaming fennec fox but released his own as a katsuobushi edition, he would not have escaped being stoned.


  ≫ The dolls are freaking good, more than anything else


  If they sold the full set of six for 40,000 won, people would've probably bought it thinking it was a good deal


  └ In the minds of us nerds, this would have been a totally reasonable reaction lolㅠㅠ


  ≫ Dolls are only expensive when they're custom-made. If you simplify the design and mass-produce it, it might not have a huge profit margin, but it wouldn't be a loss.


  I'm already excited to see cute dolls after only seeing ones with wild-looking facial features all the time


  └ Why is only one of Jeho's bear doll's ears yellow?


  └ They say it's honey


  └ Please


  └ How deep did he dip it in the honey pot?


  ≫ Even the amusement park mascots in that neighborhood are cute


  Give Republic of Korea an amusement park where the mascots are a cat, bear, owl, chinchilla, fennec fox, and a baby tiger


  └ Look at how only the dance line's animals are exciting


  Although the animals differed from the symbolic ones used since last year's fan meeting, most Sparklers willingly accepted them. Anyone would prefer a bear or fennec fox doll over an anaconda or harpy eagle doll.


  The headbands they're wearing in the May photo must be these animal headbands.


  Won Chaehee stared intently at the blurry screen. She thought she could identify the fluffy things on the members' colorful hair.


  Won Chaehee scanned the details page from the top again. Since it was her second time, she saw the overall flow she had missed while reading quickly.


  The notebook with the group project report, the photo at the amusement park with matching headbands, the concept photocards of them preparing for the theater festival.


  Did they prepare for two years just to release one Season's Greetings?


  It was unbelievable.


  The final component, a large poster, captured spArk standing side by side before an old gym storage room door.


  The paper with handwritten words pasted above the club members' heads caught her eye.


  You guys, if you keep this up, you'll have no choice but to become a top-tier group...!


  

  "The reaction to the Season's Greetings is amazing. Have you guys seen it?"


  Min Jukyung asked. Jeong Seongbin and I nodded.


  ≫ Where can I go to see mission spArk who came for a job experience


  ≫ It was worth chanting for a happy ending


  I can't believe I'm seeing spArk playing in the water. Earth, I'm sorry. Thank you for forgiving humanity.


  ≫ Their timing for rowing is an art


  They're performing Hideout on every show. Even though it's a digital single, they're doing all the music shows, the Season's Greetings, and even a concert.


  └ We were always rowing even when the water wasn't coming in.


  └ Opportunity is not something you wait for, but something you greet.


  It was impossible not to look. Praise is always more exciting the more you hear it. Everyone could not put their phones down.


  "It's all thanks to the company's support. Thank you."


  "In the meeting room, you said you knew we'd still make a profit even with all this, but now you're playing coy."


  "Haha, we really are making a profit!"


  "I never showed you the cost sheet, so how did you know?"


  Because I used to be the one making those cost sheets. For four years, I learned all about market prices and profit margins. My only regret is that my conscience pricked me into finding the most optimal price range, when I should have just picked an expensive company and drained Department Head Nam's money dry.


  "What about Cheonghyeon? Is his CSAT prep going well?"


  Jukyung's voice became cautious.


  We had excluded Lee Cheonghyeon from all work besides official activities, with two weeks left until the CSAT. The guy used the studio like a study room, cramming for the exam.


  If there was one regret, it was that Kang Kiyeon had given up on the CSAT. After the Thursday music show appearance was confirmed, Kang Kiyeon willingly decided not to take the exam because two members could not be missing from the team.


  Kiyeon [I'm sorry Sparkler]
[I wanted to be a foundation for you...]


  The BubblePop he sent after his decision was a masterpiece. I vividly remembered his sullen expression when he learned that non-takers are not reflected in the grade cutoffs.


  "It would have been better if we had more time. I regret not being able to take care of it for him in advance."


  I wanted to say he was studying like his life depended on it, but I held back. Getting others' hopes up would not do Lee Cheonghyeon any good. The only things meaningful to a test-taker are money, chocolate, and the exam admission ticket that guarantees nationwide discounts after the CSAT.


  "You said you were going to make a lunch box. What did you decide to do?"


  "I'm planning to make it in advance, keep it in the rice cooker, and just pack it in the morning. We have to leave before Cheonghyeon does."


  "What's the menu? Fried tofu rice balls again?"


  "I'm thinking of making them with an electric roller this time."


  "There's no one else taking the CSAT in the future, is there?"


  I almost asked if I might not take it, but I stopped. Why would I jinx things by talking about retaking the exam in a house with a student?


  Even after we finished talking about renting the device, there was still much to discuss. Jeong Seongbin led most of the conversation about this week's and next week's activity schedules. I just had to sit quietly and listen. Feeling like a freeloader, I busily took minutes for the meeting.


  "...That should wrap up the concert-related agenda items. Any additional opinions? From within the team, perhaps."


  "Joowoo is really looking forward to the sound equipment. He's watched all the concert videos of our seniors by himself."


  Jeong Seongbin mentioned Park Joowoo, who watched videos on his phone whenever he had a spare moment.


  "We've decided to mobilize the entire sound team anyway. There won't be any sound issues. I can say that with confidence!"


  "What about the on-site safety inspection?"


  "We've already selected a company and signed the contract. Separate from the personnel managing access, we'll conduct a set inspection before the rehearsal and the concert."


  At broadcasting stations, a mere idol could not request a safety inspection, so we had to keep our eyes wide open every time we performed. Even with a company involved, I was going to follow them to all the inspection sites.


  "You guys just focus on practicing. Got it?"


  At Jukyung's words, I felt quite relieved.


  Chapter 411: Side Story. One December 29th


  How many people in the world were born on the same day as their favorite celebrity?


  Kang Kiyeon often reminded himself on his birthday that he had seized that one-in-365 piece of luck. If not for his favorite, Kang Kiyeon would never have known that the birthstone for December 29th was Faustite, or that Faustite symbolized resurrection and vitality.


  Kang Kiyeon's birthday was also his mom and dad's fifth wedding anniversary. His dad still told the story of how he wondered why the baby was taking so long, thinking a truly great child must be on its way. He always added that even as a newborn, the corners of Kang Kiyeon's eyes were extraordinary.


  Astounding things happened at Kang Kiyeon's house on every one of his birthdays. On his first birthday, Kang Kiyeon tried to grab a fistful of uncooked rice and stuff it in his mouth. On his second, he grabbed a sorghum red bean rice cake in each hand and squashed them. When he was three, he colored the wallpaper blue with baby-safe crayons.


  Kang Kiyeon vaguely remembered the day he first said he wanted to dance. He had just started elementary school. Though he did not know what he had been trying to imitate, his pants were covered in dirt.


  They say you need a lot of money to dance, so you have to get permission.


  The young Kang Kiyeon had gone into a dance academy by himself and even brought back a flyer. Looking back, he could only imagine how baffled the academy's instructor must have been.


  What could his mother have been thinking as she looked at her son handing her a flyer for an academy a thirty-minute walk from his school? He had never asked, but he remembered her surprised expression.


  For the next few days, he and his dad went all over, watching every kind of dance imaginable. For performances he was too young to enter, they watched recordings.


  Of everything you've seen so far, which one do you like the most?


  Kang Kiyeon chose Korean Dance. He had sought out a dance academy first, after all. He thought he must have liked the graceful, flowing lines of the dance back then.


  His mom and dad, as they always did, made the choice that would give Kang Kiyeon the happiest memories.


  If it's something you want to do, then you should do it.


  His mother, who had pursued a career as an athlete against her family's wishes, fully supported Kang Kiyeon's decision. Thanks to her, Kang Kiyeon danced without a heavy heart. He only realized how rare that was after making friends in the dance world. At the academy, Kang Kiyeon was the only one who had never been told, 'Our family has invested everything in you.'


  Was that why? Kang Kiyeon often thought he had grown up surrounded by love. A sense of responsibility, not pressure and expectations, drove him. For years, he devoted himself to dance with the single-minded desire to repay their trust and the wish to do his best at something he started because he loved it.


  If he had never known Choi Jeho, Kang Kiyeon would still be there.


  You just never know how life will turn out.


  Kang Kiyeon thought as he glanced at the door to the room where Choi Jeho slept. The very cause of his fate-defying career change.


  It all started with a video someone showed him. For Kang Kiyeon, whose only experience with street dancers was from when he was very young, the short clip evoked both nostalgia and a sense of the unfamiliar.


  Won't this wreck his knees?


  I feel like he's going to get scraped on the ground.


  He scrolled down and saw the video was full of comments. The atmosphere was vastly different from the comments on his own competition videos.


  ≫ The future of Korean Dance is bright. Beautiful.


  ≫ I get so emotional every time I feel our traditions being passed down~~ Wonderful performance~~


  If those were the kinds of YouTube comments Kang Kiyeon was used to seeing, the ones on this shocking dance video were as aggressive as the dance performed by the man in the video.


  ≫ Holy shit


  ≫ The way he stares into space when it's other people's turn and then just pops out for his own is so damn annoying for real lol


  └ A king is not swayed by the movements of insignificant beings


  └ LOLOLOLOLOL


  ≫ A middle schooler with this physique is a damn cheat lol


  ≫ There should be a law that bans handsome bastards from being good at dancing too. Please regulate this ecosystem-disturbing species.


  That was the comment Kang Kiyeon should never have seen.


  ≫ What agency is he from?


  └ I heard he's an idol trainee


  └ Why is he choosing to bury his own talent?


  

  "What are you staring at so hard?"


  Startled by the voice, Kang Kiyeon turned to find Kim Iwol standing there.


  "...You're up?"


  It was an hour when everyone else should still be asleep. Despite waking up early, Kang Kiyeon found that Kim Iwol was already awake, making his effort pointless.


  "I heard a noise from outside the front door," Kim Iwol said, gesturing toward the entrance.


  "I'm sorry. That's my delivery."


  "Did you get up early to deal with a delivery?"


  "Yeah, it's food, so..."


  Kang Kiyeon declared he would quickly put it away and headed for the entrance. Kim Iwol followed behind him.


  "I'll help."


  "It's okay, there's not much."


  Waving his hands dismissively, Kang Kiyeon opened the door. A giant tower of ice boxes greeted him.


  "Were you that hungry?" Kim Iwol asked gently.


  The back of Kang Kiyeon's neck flushed. "No, this is... from my mom."


  "Ah."


  Kim Iwol watched Kang Kiyeon about to rush out in a flurry. "She must have sent it for your birthday."


  "How did you know?"


  "A birthday is an important day. Could you step aside? Let's get the boxes inside first."


  Kim Iwol rolled up his sleeves. He had a habit of never letting the members, especially the younger ones, carry anything heavy.


  Despite Kang Kiyeon's protests, Kim Iwol carried two boxes to the kitchen by himself. While Kim Iwol was gone, Kang Kiyeon picked up a box, but Kim Iwol caught him in the living room and confiscated it. Left with no other choice, Kang Kiyeon could only cut the tape and start putting the side dishes into the refrigerator.


  While they organized the side dishes, the two made light conversation. Kim Iwol asked if his mother usually sent things for his birthday, and if he did not need to go out to eat with his family.


  "I have to practice, and both of my parents get off work late."


  "Is that so?"


  "I texted them as soon as I woke up."


  "That's good."


  Maybe if I earn a lot of money, my mom and dad can quit their jobs and rest. Knowing they had to work twice as hard as others to raise a child pursuing the arts, Kang Kiyeon now ran toward a single goal.


  "When you contact them, are they happy?" Kim Iwol asked as he opened the lid of a container to check its contents.


  Kang Kiyeon paused, about to answer. The memory of how Kim Iwol never once contacted his own family flashed through his mind.


  "It's just me checking in. Nothing special," Kang Kiyeon replied as if it were nothing, glancing at Kim Iwol. His expression was no different than usual.


  "Still, you should send them a picture as proof."


  "......"


  "I'm going to make breakfast with the side dishes she sent you."


  Kim Iwol took out a large container from the bottom of the box. It held seaweed soup, double- and even triple-wrapped to prevent leaks. The seaweed soup... I can just heat this up.


  Behind Kang Kiyeon, the rice cooker alarm went off. The smell of freshly cooked rice and steam filled the kitchen.


  "So you waking up because of the delivery... was that a lie?"


  "Half true. I'd already started the rice and was just lying down."


  He had heard it from Lee Cheonghyeon before. Sometimes, Kim Iwol would lie in bed with his eyes wide open while everyone else was asleep. If you spoke to him then, his reply would always be a beat late. Lee Cheonghyeon called this his 'time for organizing his thoughts'.


  The important thing, however, was that Kim Iwol had already made rice. Kang Kiyeon rushed over to the gas stove. Sure enough, a large pot was already out.


  "Hyung, what time do you even get up?"


  "It's flexible, depends on the schedule. Can you get out one more pot? It's your birthday, you should eat the soup your mother made for you."


  Even though he had woken up at the crack of dawn to make rice and soup, Kim Iwol showed no sign of it. Kang Kiyeon snatched the container of soup from Kim Iwol's hands. Then he took out a small pot and poured in just enough for one person.


  "Trying to save it?"


  "I'm not that petty."


  Kim Iwol quietly watched as Kang Kiyeon took out seven soup bowls. After setting out matching sets of spoons and chopsticks on the table, Kang Kiyeon picked up the ladle. He filled six bowls with the soup Kim Iwol had made and the last bowl with the soup his mother had sent. He placed two of the seven bowls at his own seat.


  "I can just eat both. Soup isn't that filling anyway."


  "You don't have to."


  "I like seaweed soup," Kang Kiyeon offered as a clumsy excuse.


  Instead of pressing the issue, Kim Iwol opened the now-finished rice cooker. "The year's almost over. How are you feeling?"


  "I'm not sure. I was most worried about how things would change once I started high school, but maybe because we were preparing for our debut, school itself seems to have just flown by."


  "Do they change up the classes every semester at your arts high school, too?"


  "It depends on the number of students in the major. For dance, it'll probably be more or less the same. It's nice not having to worry about my environment changing."


  "That's a relief."


  Even though Kim Iwol had just graduated from high school at the beginning of the year, he had a strange air of experience. He seemed to reminisce about his school days as if they were from a long, long time ago.


  "Wasn't it difficult to switch to being a trainee after graduating from a regular high school?" Kang Kiyeon asked, trying his best to sound casual. He had only switched from one style of dance to another, but Kim Iwol had overcome a much bigger hurdle. He figured the decision could not have been an easy one.


  "Sometimes life just flows in a direction that has nothing to do with your own decisions."


  "What's that supposed to mean?"


  "It means I just accepted it as fate," Kim Iwol smiled playfully. As he took out the side dishes, it seemed like he also muttered, "Tell me about it."


  "Why did you give me so much rice?"


  "So you can eat a lot and grow up big and strong."


  "Haa..." A sigh escaped him at the overwhelming affection.


  Kim Iwol, who had been chuckling, suddenly went into his room as if struck by lightning. He came back out with a spare phone.


  "Hurry and take a picture. That way you can send it to your mom."


  "A picture?"


  He had never sent his mom a picture of the side dishes before. Even Jeong Seongbin usually just made a phone call to say he had enjoyed the meal.


  "There's nothing more reassuring than seeing it with your own eyes."


  Kim Iwol handed him the phone with the camera already on. While Kang Kiyeon took a few pictures of the laden table, Kim Iwol went to wake up the other members.


  Kang Kiyeon stared down at the photos he had taken. He felt a strange emotion looking at the large table covered with all sorts of side dishes, the rice piled high in its bowl, and the two bowls of soup.


  "Hyung, can I send the photos first before I eat?" Kang Kiyeon called out to Kim Iwol, who was on the other side of a door.


  Kim Iwol told him to do whatever was comfortable.


  Kang Kiyeon had believed he was someone who contacted his family often, so he did not think his mom and dad would be particularly overjoyed by a single photo.


  Mom [You're eating well]
[Seeing this puts my mind at ease. lol]
[It's good to see the seaweed soup. ]


  Dad [Even if you eat two bowls of seaweed soup, you don't age two years~]
[Age slowly, son~]
[Dad will be lonely if you grow up too fast]


  However, it seemed he did not know everything about his parents, either.


  Kang Kiyeon sent a very long text message. He filled the message window with words of gratitude for giving birth to him and raising him, and with promises that he would eat well.


  Reading the reply that came five minutes later, which explained that it had taken his dad a while to read because he had the font size on his phone set to large, Kang Kiyeon had to admit it. At least for today, there was no one in the world who had received as much love as he had.


  Chapter 412: Preparing for Business


  Becoming the public's top pick was a powerful effect. 『Hideout』 topped the music charts for the longest period of any spArk song to date.


  The song echoed through shopping districts nationwide and instantly infected listeners. Alongside it, 『Speaker』 steadily held its position, fluctuating between second and third place.


  Lee Cheonghyeon had worried their momentum might wane while he took the CSAT, but that did not happen. Even on the final music show after Lee Cheonghyeon's return, 『Hideout』 won the first-place trophy.


  The concert announcement and the start of pre-sales then ignited the Sparklers uncontrollably.


  ≫ There's so much to do


  We have to watch the music shows, the original content, the livestreams, buy the season's greetings, and get tickets


  └ I thought spArk was great, but I'm disappointed. They're trying to make Sparklers cut off all their social ties, not even letting us go to year-end parties.


  ≫ I thought they'd rest in the second half of the year because of IDC, but I really underestimated these guys.


  └ It feels like the second half of the year is even busier... lol


  ≫ ??: What? You don't have enough time to run a comeback, season's greetings, and a concert all at the same time at the end of the year?


  Then you just have to start making the season's greetings two years in advance.


  └ Hahahahahaha


  └ They started preparing the Hideout album before IDC too lol


  └ They basically went all-in on concert prep for the 4th quarter, but looking at the timing, it seems like last-minute cramming for the year-end lol


  ≫ I believe in spArk


  I believe they'll give every Sparkler a seat at the concert.


  └ I don't think even Iwol could do that;;;;


  I wanted to help them somehow, but it seemed impossible. In the past, ticketing had always been the hardest part. I could secure seats for one or two people, but any more was out of the question.


  An idol could not just give away concert tickets as a reposting event. All I could do was set out a bowl of water and pray that everyone could swiftly claim their 'grapes' without any server issues.


  Ah, speaking of tickets, that reminded me of something.


  "Jukyung."


  "Yeah, what is it?"


  "Did the kids not take their invitation tickets?"


  The concert seating chart, scheduled for upload soon, had no invitation seats at all. While securing as many fan seats as possible was a virtue, and I intended to do so, don't people usually invite their families?


  "Ah, we decided to turn them all into fan seats."


  "...Is it because I suggested we reduce the number of invitation tickets?"


  "No, it's not that! The kids wanted to."


  Jukyung looked startled, but my uneasy feeling did not go away.


  Jeong Seongbin has a lot of friends.


  The memory of Jeong Seongbin and his twenty friends from graduation day was still vivid. It was strange that they had not even invited Mr. Jeong Seongjun, who had a stake in all of spArk's various content.


  "I heard none of you applied for invitation tickets?" I asked when I went to the practice room.


  They all scrambled to make excuses.


  "My family said they absolutely couldn't make it!" Jeong Seongbin said. His entire family supposedly worked on weekends.


  "Why bother when the DVD is coming out," said Choi Jeho. He claimed they could just watch the DVD that would be released next year.


  His reason was flimsy. Leaving everything else aside, did it make sense to give your family a DVD to watch a video of you? You should be thinking of giving them a Blu-ray with a player included.


  I heard the exact reason for this from Park Joowoo. The kid called me over to the water cooler and, after a long hesitation, confessed.


  "Um... we all decided not to invite anyone."


  "......"


  "......"


  "Don't tell me it's because I'm the only one with no family to invite? That's not it, right?"


  "......"


  "Really...?"


  Park Joowoo averted his gaze.


  "Still, you have to invite your families! It's your first concert!" I kicked open the practice room door and yelled at the top of my lungs.


  "But..."


  "What do you mean, 'but'?! The reason I'm not inviting my family is not because I don't have one, but because I don't want to see them! Is someone who wouldn't come even if invited the same as someone who wants to come? Call them right now!"


  "My sister said she'd try to get tickets."


  "Stop talking nonsense and send her a text right now."


  I inspected Choi Jeho's phone and sent Jeong Seongbin as a messenger. Not long after, Jeong Seongbin returned with news that he had secured the invitation tickets.


  "Hyung, your temper hasn't died down one bit," Lee Cheonghyeon said, clapping his hands with a dumbfounded expression. "You've been quiet lately, so I thought your personality had changed."


  "How many did you reserve?"


  "Two. One for my dad and one for my brother. If they say they can't come, I'll return them."


  "......"


  "You're not going to scold me for not inviting my mom and younger brother?"


  "You left out people you didn't want to invite. What reason is there to scold you?"


  Lee Cheonghyeon must have thought I had taken his side, because he leaped up and clung to my back.


  "What about you, Joowoo?" I asked Park Joowoo, who sat blankly with his phone in his hand.


  "...My aunt's family is all coming."


  "Get them a place to stay. It'll be tough for them to travel a long distance after the concert."


  Park Joowoo stared at me quietly, then smiled faintly.


  "Okay," he replied concisely.


  

  Preparing for a single concert was a mountain of work.


  Being an idol was not just about practicing a set list. They had to take measurements for outfits several times and review the constantly changing stage formations one by one.


  They also had to plan the events for the middle of the show. The talk time was already set, so they just needed to decide on the topics.


  While brainstorming content they had not shown at fan meetings but could elicit a good response, Park Joowoo made a terrible suggestion.


  "Watching our debut-era videos...?"


  "Joowoo, I'm sorry. This time, I can't be on your side."


  It had been a while since I had seen Jeong Seongbin so resolute. For the record, I also opposed that idea.


  "What about 'honest time'?" Kang Kiyeon offered next.


  "Didn't we do that once in our original content?"


  "We did, but it was really short, and everyone was holding back."


  "Kiyeon, did we do something to upset you?"


  At my question, Kang Kiyeon waved his hands. "It's not that! I saw comments saying people were disappointed because it was too short."


  That was true. It was a hastily assembled corner we did briefly during our training camp, so we did not get to say much.


  "If we're really going to do 'honest time', it needs some improvements. Like Kiyeon said, there needs to be a mechanism to increase the aggression."


  "Do we really have to say mean things...? I don't have any complaints about the members..." Park Joowoo said, but improvement was essential.


  spArk was not naturally suited for insubordination. If a group of guys like this tried 'honest time', it would just end up as a half-hearted game of speaking informally.


  "You don't necessarily have to voice complaints, but it needs to be entertaining. Or let's think of some other ideas."


  Many proactive opinions about trying new challenges came up. The progress of the unit stages also changed daily, so there were more than a few things to revise. Kang Kiyeon, who was taking minutes for the meeting, had turned on a recorder early on.


  After talking for a long time, we had jjajangmyeon for our last feast before the concert. The managers felt sorry for us, wondering if mere jjajangmyeon was enough before we started our diet. We could eat chicken breast or beef for protein, but there was no substitute for the collaboration of carbohydrates and oil.


  Just as I was about to pick up a piece of sweet and sour pork, a notification went off in the group chat. It was a message from the dedicated team.


  Spark Planning - Jukyung [Grand Music Festival stage-related notice... See more]


  A few members eating jjajangmyeon hastily put down their chopsticks. Only Choi Jeho kept his screen on and continued eating as if nothing had happened.


  "You know, right after the concert, we have to start doing the year-end stages the very next week," Lee Cheonghyeon said, staring at his phone.


  "That's right."


  "A week won't be enough time to prepare, will it?" His voice trembled, likely after seeing the time spArk was allotted.


  "It's severely insufficient."


  My words silenced the meeting room. The guys pushed their jjajangmyeon bowls aside in unison and opened their laptops. I had to yell at them for a full thirty minutes to eat first.


  

  The CSAT was over. Baek Haewon had become a 'post-CSAT high school senior', the freest person on Earth.


  The past week had been a frenzy. Her exam admission ticket was tattered from being stamped so many times. On weekends, she stayed up until dawn watching YouTube and woke up in the middle of the day.


  While others might get lazy with free time, Baek Haewon always found something to do. She had to catch up on their original content and learn the fan chants she had missed while studying. She could not go to the concert unprepared.


  Praise myself for getting tickets to all the concerts.


  That's right. Baek Haewon was going to both days of the concert!


  While her friends booked train tickets for a 'Unlimited Train Pass' trip, Baek Haewon bit her nails during ticketing and succeeded. With tickets for both the first and last concerts in her hands, Baek Haewon ordered spicy tteokbokki that evening as a reward for herself.


  The day after securing her concert tickets, Baek Haewon immediately purchased another light stick. One light stick in one hand, and a slogan in the other. She also took out her favorite bag that she carried to every offline event. Inside the bag, a handheld fan, a portable battery, and an L-folder for her slogans waited for their owner.


  How long had it been since she had seen them in person? It felt like ages since she last saw spArk.


  She had pre-ordered the Season's Greetings, but the delivery date was still a long time away. Baek Haewon, a person with plenty of time but a lack of content, needed something new.


  Hurry up and release the concert merch. Someone please host a fan event. If not, I'll host it myself...


  Baek Haewon tapped her leg nervously, refreshing her social media every ten minutes. In between, if she saw a scalper trying to sell tickets at a premium, she would report them.


  ≫ They'll perform Speaker, right???


  └ Please, I'm begging


  └ Wow Speaker


  └ Those IDC bastards, they're the only ones who saw Speaker live


  ≫ I started running today to prepare for the concert.


  Offline events are a battle of stamina.


  └ FR if you don't have stamina, it's hard for fans from the provinces to even get there


  └ Thank god it's a seated concert... otherwise this grandma would've had to aim for the 2nd floor.


  She loved the feeling of everyone who liked the same idol getting excited together.


  The sense of belonging in the fandom was as much a source of fun and joy for Baek Haewon as the exhilaration of cheering for idols. After all, talking about the things you love is never boring.


  As she ended her semi-hiatus, she saw news from 'Jjae-i', a famous fansite master she had recently started following.


  ≫ I want to bring something to celebrate the first concert.


  Anyone have any good ideas?


  For me... a single photo from you is more than enough...


  Baek Haewon liked the new photo posted with the tweet and left a calm, mature comment.


  └ Just being in the same venue as you, Jjae-i, makes me happy.


  Hah, I restrained myself. Baek Haewon patted herself on the back.


  On the first day of the concert, Jjae-i, one of the spArk fandom's most renowned fansite masters, and Minam Hunter, the representative of the original Sparklers, would have a fateful meeting in adjacent seats.


  Chapter 413: Opening


  It was Saturday, five hours before the concert.


  The gates had not opened and no line had formed, but Baek Haewon arrived early anyway.


  The concert's in the evening. Why are you going so early?


  I have to buy merch!


  Then, Baek Haewon received completely unexpected support. Baek Haein sent her a whopping 50,000 won.


  What's this?


  You said you're buying merch. Buy something decent, not those dolls.


  I pity you for not knowing the charm of cotton dolls.


  Baek Haewon never refused money. With 50,000 won from her dad, 50,000 won from Baek Haein, and transportation money from her mom, Baek Haewon also emptied her emergency fund and stood in the MD line with a full heart.


  Her bag soon grew heavy.


  Her bag was actually heavy from the start. Fans called the light stick the 'People's Spirit Stick', and if its battery efficiency was poor, she would have needed to pack double the batteries.


  Baek Haewon bought two T-shirts and two ball caps. As far as she was concerned, the more black shirts and black hats, the better.


  After finishing her shopping, she joined acquaintances gathered on a nearby bench. Everyone inspected their new merch for defects.


  They held a small surprise party to celebrate her liberation from the CSAT, then they all started talking about spArk as if on cue.


  "Did you see Hwayakgo's light stick? It's a total scene-stealer."


  "The light stick is one thing, but Hwayakgo's nickname is just so intense..."


  "All Sparkler nicknames are like that."


  "No, but have you guys seen this year's Season's Greetings?"


  "Is there anyone here who hasn't?"


  They took proof shots with their light sticks against the concert venue's banners. They shared stickers and snacks and even analyzed Sparklers' fashion styles based on their biases. By then, the sun was slowly setting.


  "It's so funny how Jeho biases always wear #FF6600 somewhere."


  "Are you making fun of the Orange Squad right now?"


  "I heard Cheonghyeon's father just showed up in the parking lot."


  "Hah... he's probably just staying in the car."


  "Do you think Seongjun will come too?"


  "The chances of meeting Mr. Jeong Seongjun in person are lower than winning a spot at a spArk fansign."


  "Everyone, should we go get in the entrance line now?"


  Time flew by as they chatted. After getting their tickets checked, Baek Haewon and her friends scattered inside the venue.


  Baek Haewon's ticketing had been a success. She got a center seat in the first row of the first floor. The joints in Baek Haewon's fingers were still intact.


  As Baek Haewon went to find her seat, she discovered an A4-sized orange box on every chair. It was a reverse tribute.


  Baek Haewon hurried to her seat.


  Welcome, Sparkler!


  Before taking off her coat, Baek Haewon opened the box. It was packed with baked sweets, a slogan banner, a concert mini-poster, a photocard set, a small fan, and more.


  There was also a small, straight light stick. The instructions said it included batteries. When she flipped the switch, a bright red light assaulted Baek Haewon's eyes. Red lights flashed from all around.


  ≫ Iwol is at it again


  After posting a picture of the bright red light stick, Baek Haewon turned it off and continued reading the instructions.


  spArk has prepared this for you! Emergency Stick User Guide for a Safe Concert Experience 1. The emergency stick contains batteries. Before the concert begins, please turn on the switch to check if the light works properly. Sticks that do not light up can be exchanged at the 'Emergency Stick Exchange Booth' on the 1st floor. (For those using wheelchair seating, please inquire with the staff on standby at the wheelchair section, and we will assist you at your seat.) 2. In case of an emergency, please turn on the emergency stick.


  .


  .


  It was a seated standing concert, so there was less chance of an accident, yet spArk was thorough. It was just like them to put a map to the police station on the packaging of a fan gift.


  To be clear, Baek Haewon had never worried about the agency's finances. Fans knew how much profit the company made. They had their suspicions but tolerated it out of love.


  Right now, however, she only wished spArk would earn a little more money.


  Reverse tributes are great! They boost Sparklers' morale and make us happy! We're delighted by your warm consideration! But stop using your own money!


  While Baek Haewon tearfully packed her entrance kit, the owner of the seat next to her arrived. The person wore a calm, all-black outfit and held a light stick with a giant black ribbon. A fan of Kim Iwol.


  The Kim Iwol fan opened their bag, revealing a white, round body inside.


  A fansite master.


  Baek Haewon's first instinct was to check the security's location.


  The fansite master was also experienced. A brief rustling sound was followed by a zipper, and the bag closed seamlessly.


  But a fansite master was a fansite master, and Baek Haewon had things to do before the concert started. She had to post as many reviews as possible before more people gathered and killed the data connection. If you asked what kind of reviews she could post before the concert even began...


  ≫ If I'd known you guys were going to give out fans, I wouldn't have brought my handheld fan


  ≫ But this is amazing. How did they know it would be hot inside for the first concert in the middle of winter?? This is something I'd only expect to see at an experienced SBN's concert


  ≫ What am I going to do with these idols who aren't satisfied unless they're giving out food with everything they do


  ≫ The message on the photocard is so touching


  ...Things like that. Baek Haewon seriously considered starting a Sparkler vlog channel.


  While she read through all the mentions of the merch box, a new post appeared on Jjaei's account. It even included a proof shot of Kim Iwol's photocard in a toploader with a giant black ribbon...


  Wait a minute.


  ...The fansite master in the seat right next to her put the toploader back in their bag. Baek Haewon saw it clearly. The toploader with the giant ribbon!


  It was Jjaei!


  It was not an impossible occurrence in a place filled only with Sparklers, but it was still surprising.


  "Excuse me."


  Jjaei even spoke to Baek Haewon.


  "Where's the switch on this thing?"


  Jjaei held the emergency stick. She had likely seen Baek Haewon's little light show a moment ago. Baek Haewon hid her surprise and, with as much kindness as she could muster, showed her where the switch was.


  "Thank you."


  Jjaei offered her thanks.


  No, I'm the one who should be thanking you. If it weren't for you, Jjaei, I would have gone my whole life without seeing high-definition photos of Kim Iwol in his KAIST sky blue outfit... If security comes, I'll throw myself in front of you to block their view...


  Sobbing internally, Baek Haewon made a vow. She thought it would be comfortable since it was seated standing. She had a feeling this was going to be a dynamic viewing experience.


  At that moment.


  The lights in the ceiling began to go out, one by one.


  It was time for the concert to begin.


  

  The concert title on the large screens on either side of the stage disappeared. A VCR began to play in its place. The familiar UA conference room and the members came into view.


  『Right before the concert starts, we need to give a signal that something is beginning. How does everyone want to stage the opening?』


  Jeong Seongbin asked, making eye contact with each of the members.


  『First... all the lights have to go out.』


  At Choi Jeho's words, the main light, the only one still on, went out. Small cheers erupted from all over.


  『It would be nice to hear the sound of instruments or the session being tuned...』


  No sooner had Park Joowoo finished speaking than an electric guitar rang out from the dark stage. The thumping bass seemed to be a perfect echo of Baek Haewon's own heartbeat.


  『Let's put up a stopwatch too! It'll be exciting!』


  The stopwatch Lee Cheonghyeon requested appeared on the large screen in the center of the stage. The milliseconds ticked down rapidly.


  『How about we hit the spot where we first appear with a blast of light?』


  A bright blue light flooded the center of the stage. Even though she was in the back section and sitting in a chair, Baek Haewon knew instinctively. That spot was a lift.


  『I want to see all the light sticks lit up, too.』


  Just as Kim Iwol said, orange lights turned on in all the light sticks, one after another. The fans screamed, waving their light sticks.


  『As for me...』


  Jeong Seongbin clasped his hands together.


  『I want to perform 『Flowering』 as the first song.』


  All the lights on the screens went out. The sound of a heavy iron door opening echoed through the venue. At the sound of footsteps in the dark, people raised their light sticks high above their heads.


  『Call my name until your heart bursts!』


  A newly arranged intro blared as a lift shot up from the floor. The members burst onto the stage, and confetti exploded from the very first song.


  『There are times when a single dream feels so vivid』


  Kim Iwol, the owner of the intro, appeared. His voice, both gentle and powerful, was exactly the same as when Baek Haewon had first heard him sing.


  『A power that makes my heart pound in the long, dark night, keeping me from sleep』


  When Choi Jeho stood at the center of the stage, you understood what kind of group spArk was.


  Through Choi Jeho, Baek Haewon and all the other Sparklers were newly reminded every day that no one could ever be like spArk.


  『A single flare sent into the night sky, igniting the fuel of our wishes』


  Kang Kiyeon shone brightest when he was under the lights. No matter what dance he performed or what expression he made, his eyes gleamed. That light in his eyes held too much to be dismissed as mere passion.


  『You know we were born like a miracle』


  Every single line Kim Iwol sang was captivating...


  『Even in the darkness, a candle burns, shining its light』


  ...And Lee Cheonghyeon took over, adding another layer of perfection.


  Perfectly executing anything he was given, no matter the part.


  There was no better way to describe Lee Cheonghyeon.


  『Sound the alarm, let the cheers erupt』


  Just listening to Jeong Seongbin's singing was enough to make one's heart swell. Even when many people listened to his ballads, Baek Haewon always thought spArk's songs suited him best. Because there was an uplifting quality to Jeong Seongbin's voice.


  『Until the world heats up and grows hot』


  spArk always said in unison that Park Joowoo's life was only about music. When Park Joowoo sang, he seemed to become one with the song.


  Listening to Park Joowoo live made you feel as if all traces of anyone else had been erased, leaving only his voice and you in the world.


  『A clear goal becomes the driving force』


  『To kick off the ground and split the night where the milky way flows』


  The screens filled with tiny stars. A violet milky way sparkled beyond the starlight.


  "Look here, I'll show you a once-in-a-lifetime magic"


  "Secretly pierce the sky, scatter like fireworks, and shout"


  Lee Cheonghyeon gripped the mic and yelled. As if drawn by the call, Choi Jeho returned to the center.


  "My name"


  Pillars of fire erupted along the stage's edge. A wave of heat washed over Baek Haewon.


  However, it had no effect on Baek Haewon, who had already been burning with excitement for a long time.


  The sound of exploding fireworks layered over the track.


  "Sound the alarm, let the cheers erupt"


  "Until your heart boils over and overflows"


  They were out of breath, sweat dripping from their faces, yet they smiled happily.


  The spArk that Baek Haewon had first fallen for was right there before her eyes.


  Chapter 414: Concert (1)


  Listening to 『With List』 drained all my energy. The cushioned chair was a huge relief.


  Just then, Baek Haewon’s eyes met Kang Kiyeon’s as he came forward for water.


  Kang Kiyeon’s sharp eyes stood out even more when he smiled. The character band-aid on his cheek was enough to drive a person crazy.


  I'm saying this for the thirtieth time. It's a crime for him to wear a school uniform and flash that mischievous smile.


  Kang Kiyeon picked up two water bottles with straws, handed one to Park Joowoo, and sipped from his own. He was unbearably cute. The members of spArk were cute apart, but they were six times as adorable when gathered together.


  The school uniforms are driving me insane, seriously.


  The dark navy school uniform jackets and pants gave a calmer impression than the uniforms spArk previously wore in music videos. They felt less like freshmen from their debut and more like upperclassmen. Of course, Baek Haewon’s school had no upperclassmen like that.


  

  "It's good to see you, Sparkler!"


  "It's good to see you too!" the fans responded to spArk's greeting.


  "The weather was really cold, wasn't it...?" Park Joowoo asked, gripping the microphone tightly with both hands. The Sparkler probably weren't cold at all. The Sparkler had been on fire for about five hours.


  "The day we'd hold our own concert has finally come," Jeong Seongbin said. "Maybe because something I only ever imagined has become a reality, I still feel a bit dazed."


  The other members nodded. From a distance, Kim Iwol slowly looked around the audience. Following Kim Iwol’s gaze upward, she saw a wave of light sticks swaying in response.


  "We tried decorating the opening with 『Flowering』 and 『With List』, was it okay?"


  "In just two months, it'll be two years since 『Flowering』 was released."


  "Time really flies, doesn't it? I was in middle school when I first met these hyungs."


  "Has it really been that long?" Choi Jeho stared at Kang Kiyeon with a dazed expression. Baek Haewon’s reaction was not much different.


  Two years. It was surprising. So much had happened that it felt like five years had passed.


  Next year, all of spArk would be adults. It felt like just yesterday that most of them were minors. Time moved incredibly fast.


  "Our youngest members are saying goodbye to their school uniforms this year. How do you feel?"


  At Kim Iwol’s words, sounds of disappointment poured from the audience. If refreshing idols didn't wear school uniforms, what were they supposed to wear?


  The sighs quickly subsided. Lee Cheonghyeon said he was relieved because his own school uniform wasn't pretty but promised to bring back the concept anytime if the Sparkler wanted it. Kang Kiyeon agreed.


  "If we do a school uniform concept next year too, it might be a bit difficult for me."


  As soon as Kim Iwol tried to change the subject, a thunderous permission came from the other side.


  "You can wear it for another 10 years!"


  Kim Iwol’s eyes widened. He lowered his microphone and laughed.


  "Still, now that we're in our second year, shouldn't we show a more mature side of ourselves?"


  "We can show them, but can you hyungs do it too?" Lee Cheonghyeon asked, looking at Kim Iwol and Choi Jeho.


  "You hyungs haven't grown any taller!" Lee Cheonghyeon, now slightly taller than Kim Iwol, waved a hand over his own head. Kim Iwol looked dumbfounded.


  "Cheonghyeon, we have experience, you know."


  "You've gone past growth and just gotten old...?"


  "That's why I'm saying, Jeho." Kim Iwol casually placed a hand on one of Choi Jeho’s shoulders.


  "I think at this point, the eldest hyungs need to show something."


  During IDC, Choi Jeho had hit Kim Iwol's back. Now, at the concert, Kim Iwol patted Choi Jeho's shoulder. Baek Haewon, who was weak to changes in their relationship dynamics, covered her mouth.


  All the stage lights went out. Soon, the sound of sloshing liquid echoed through the venue.


  A purple liquid slowly rose from the bottom of the large screens on both sides of the stage.


  Are they doing 『Under Bar』?


  It was a cover song the fans loved, but it wasn't new. They had already seen the full version with all the members in their first-anniversary content.


  That was, until Kim Iwol and Choi Jeho appeared out of the darkness.


  "Aaaah!"


  A scream burst from Baek Haewon’s mouth. Starting with the people in the front row, the crowd erupted in chaos.


  Choi Jeho appeared without his jacket. His upper body perfectly suited the white shirt, his forearms prominent beneath the rolled-up sleeves. He had tossed his jacket, but his necktie remained perfectly neat, a fact that was enough to drive her crazy.


  Kim Iwol, standing with his back turned, was even more striking. A cord cinched his dress shirt at the waist, creating a sharp, concave line. His torso narrowed dramatically from his broad, square shoulders. The black uniform pants now looked like a well-fitted suit.


  Choi Jeho tapped the stage floor with his toe, and the song began.


  『Under the table, you send a signal for me to come to you』


  He's singing it live?!


  For their first anniversary, spArk had only danced the choreography, like in a challenge video.


  This time, they were singing it themselves. Listening closely, the instrumental was also subtly different.


  『As if you know I've been waiting, your two eyes smile from across the way』


  The 187-centimeter-tall man’s solo dance was breathtakingly good. Every time the deep, wine-colored lights stained his shirt, Choi Jeho's movements created shadows that made the fabric look soaked in wine.


  『Just watching from beyond the boundary』


  Choi Jeho covered his eyes with one arm and did a pelvic thrust.


  The fine muscles on his forearm twitched. The fit of his pants clung to his tight thighs.


  Choi Jeho’s skill at dances mixed with waves was something that made many Sparkler tear their hair out.


  Now, Choi Jeho performed a new dance, a variation of the original choreography. It was packed with everything he did ridiculously well.


  After delivering a huge shock, Choi Jeho stood in a straight line with Kim Iwol and turned around. As he did, a pale white hand descended down Choi Jeho’s back.


  Kim Iwol swept one arm down Choi Jeho’s back and revealed himself.


  『I know you don't want to cross the line, so stop』


  They didn't do this for the first anniversary!


  Of course not. The original song had no such performance.


  Ever since 『Hi』, Kim Iwol’s dance had reached a new level of sexiness. Baek Haewon couldn't take her hand from her mouth. If she kept watching, she had no idea what profanity might burst out.


  『Stop pretending you don't want it, admit your leaking heart』


  However, Baek Haewon failed to maintain her dignity. When Kim Iwol swept his hair back and smiled with one corner of his mouth raised, she had no idea how to restrain herself.


  『If you don't want to get caught, come here』


  Kim Iwol pulled on Choi Jeho’s necktie. He wrapped the end around his hand and sang.


  『Under the bar you tapped』


  Loud enough to drown out the DSLR camera shutters, everyone around Baek Haewon screamed as if their light sticks would break.


  When the three-minute song ended, all strength drained from her body. Baek Haewon wiped her damp hands on her pants. Her head spun, but she couldn't rest.


  『I want to be the last person standing by your side』


  『MISSION』, the one spArk song that could be called sexy, followed. Kang Kiyeon appeared in tight leather pants and a black turtleneck.


  Mom...


  Only their tops were different. All of spArk appeared in leather pants. Choi Jeho had untied his necktie and now wore a black harness over his white shirt.


  Kim Iwol still wore a shirt.


  Except now, half of it was missing.


  Seeing the cut-off shirt and his fully exposed abs, Baek Haewon realized the white belt around his solar plexus was a perforated line for a quick style change.


  On Kim Iwol’s pale white back, under the shirt, was a long, stretching orchid. Curses threatened to spill out. Being a cultured and dignified Sparkler was far too difficult.


  『I'll escort you all the way to the stage』


  Isn't it too cowardly for the person who said he'd escort us to come out with a bare-chested body chain?


  It was absurd. She couldn't believe Jeong Seongbin was the successor to Choi Jeho's bare-chested black leather harness. Wasn't Jeong Seongbin the most covered up in the 『MISSION』 music video?


  If it had been an overly otaku-ish body chain, her excitement would have been broken. However, spArk's styling team, as always, boasted an excellent aesthetic sense.


  The simple, thin chain suited Jeong Seongbin's neat impression. It crossed his chest but wasn't overly flashy. The glittering silver chain created unity with his bracelet. In short, it was just good.


  spArk must have worked out so hard for this day. Otherwise, their shirts would not fit like that, especially around the shoulders.


  When the signature choreography began, the venue became a crucible of frenzy. Voices boiled up from the depths of their stomachs.


  It was insanely good that Park Joowoo had unbuttoned three shirt buttons and that Lee Cheonghyeon wore glossy combat boots that came up to his shins.


  『The goal is just one thing, to remain by your side, that's all』


  But when Kang Kiyeon came to the center, she was simply overwhelmed with emotion. He wore leather gloves that only covered the back of his hands and flashed a languid, lingering smile. Kang Kiyeon had been unable to participate in the promotions at the time due to his health.


  He had said he was glad he could at least join them for the final broadcast. It had been heartbreaking to see Kang Kiyeon say how much he regretted it and how sorry he was.


  This felt like proof that they could still perform even after the official promotions were over. For that, Baek Haewon was truly happy.


  Chapter 415: Concert (2)


  The sexy concept that had taken the world by storm left its aftereffects.


  "Sparklers always tell us they like whatever we do, right? But there are concepts they 'like more'. I'm sure of it."


  "The difference in the size of the cheers..."


  Kang Kiyeon and Park Joowoo presented the facts, and the Sparklers lost face. They wished the members would just pretend not to notice such things.


  Next was a friendship duet by Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo.


  The combination had been seen a few times before, but today's unit stage held a special meaning.


  They sang Jeong Seongbin's first-ever OST together. During the instrumental break, the volume lowered...


  『Seongbin.』


  ...and a VCR of Park Joowoo played without warning.


  『You're surprised, aren't you? I wanted to do a surprise event, but I wasn't confident I could trick you... so I'm filming this now, 10 hours before the concert.』


  Park Joowoo beamed, even though his stunt was hard to classify as timid or bold.


  『...It feels like a dream that we, who spent our trainee days together, can stand side-by-side at the concert today and sing your song together.』


  The Sparklers had been laughing at Park Joowoo's eccentric behavior, but their reaction changed.


  After Jeong Seongbin released his OST first, and with his solo stages for 'I.Am.For.Real' and at the IDC, public opinion trying to drive a wedge between the two had grown considerably. If Kim Iwol's issue hadn't occurred, a controversy over discord due to preferential treatment would have likely erupted first.


  『Even when we weren't preparing for a concert, you always told me to let me know anytime if there was something I wanted to do. You might have thought I'd say a band, but...』


  Park Joowoo spoke in his usual slow, but even more affectionate, voice.


  『My wish... is to sing and dance for the rest of my life on this stage we're standing on now, together with the members.』


  On stage, Park Joowoo looked at Jeong Seongbin. Jeong Seongbin could not take his eyes off the screen.


  Any Sparkler would know. They knew how much Jeong Seongbin wanted people to hear Park Joowoo's singing.


  When Park Joowoo uploaded a cover song, Jeong Seongbin was the first to listen. Whenever they filmed karaoke content, he was the first to hand Park Joowoo the remote and microphone. This was the Jeong Seongbin that Park Joowoo now addressed.


  『To my one and only, most precious friend in the world, Seongbin. Thank you for asking me to become an idol.』


  He was saying that he truly enjoyed his current life.


  Jeong Seongbin's shoulders shook as he cried. Park Joowoo had to sing the second verse alone. Patting his friend's shoulder, Park Joowoo sang the song his friend had first presented to the world, finishing it all on his own.


  

  After the tearful vocal stage came a rap stage of pure ecstasy. The youngest members showed off their insane diction. Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon, decked out in hazmat suits from a post-apocalyptic movie, delivered a rap so brilliant it was dizzying.


  During an instrumental break, Kang Kiyeon took off the top of his hazmat suit and tied it around his waist. People everywhere tore their hair out.


  Lee Cheonghyeon stopped dancing and approached the audience. They were too stunned to speak. They had seen him at fan signs, during off-run departures, and even at music shows, but Lee Cheonghyeon, deliberately styled for the concert, was a masterpiece.


  I want to immediately join the private organization 'Cheonghyeon Love Squad'. She presumed Kim Iwol himself had created and solely joined it.


  After the song ended, a video played. Lee Cheonghyeon, with light purple hair, sat in a park with an open laptop.


  『He's shooting bubbles at the kids over there, you know?』


  It was a bright spring day. Faded purple hair and the formal speech he used in private, something they hadn't heard in a while. It was Lee Cheonghyeon from their early debut days.


  The camera panned to a fountain where Kang Kiyeon shot a bubble gun in each hand among young children.


  『Jeho, it's raining...』


  『You want me to make kimchi-jeon?』


  『Yes...!』


  Park Joowoo confidently demanded a kimchi-jeon spatula, and Choi Jeho naturally got up from the sofa as if this had happened many times before. Park Joowoo stood beside the oiled frying pan, watching Choi Jeho pour the batter the entire time.


  『Seongbin, what are you doing?』


  『Decorating my notebook.』


  Laughter erupted when the familiar notebook appeared. Jeong Seongbin explained they were stickers Choi Jeho had brought from Gwangju. He carefully peeled them off one by one and stuck them in his notebook. The arrangement wasn't particularly pretty.


  『Give me the camera.』


  『To film up close?』


  『No, to film you.』


  『Me? Why?』


  『Because you're coming out really well.』


  Following the reluctant voice, Kim Iwol came into view. The fans went wild for Kim Iwol, who wore a plain t-shirt and training pants. They had seen Kim Iwol with a 'natural concept', but a 'real natural' Kim Iwol was as rare as wild ginseng.


  『How should I pose for you?』


  『Uh... I think I'll look weird no matter what I do.』


  『Please make a hand heart.』


  In his early debut days, Kim Iwol received countless requests to make a hand heart. He always had to use two hands, even if it meant putting down whatever he was holding.


  Even with just the members in the dorm, Kim Iwol made a heart with two hands. His awkwardly smiling face filled the large screen.


  A piano melody flowed from the speakers...


  『I remember you who watched over me』


  ...and the first verse of 『The Third Letter』 began.


  The members sat side-by-side on high chairs and took turns holding up their microphones.


  『At the end of my drawing, you were always there. To meet you, I drew and drew even in my dreams. You, and us』


  『This hand I worried someone might grab, I carefully held it out with a trembling heart』


  『You held it back. It was so warm, I wanted to hold that hand forever and run』


  『I erased and erased, taking many detours, but still, you know, won't you listen?』


  The memory of hearing 『The Third Letter』 for the first time flooded back. It was a time when she was moved just by the fact that the boys had released a fan song. The Baek Haewon of today understood the weight of the lyrics.


  Kim Iwol raised his microphone.


  『Tell me it's okay to give you this heart』


  The two years Kim Iwol had spent trying to show only his best side to the fans flashed by. No fan who had seen that effort could turn away.


  『Let me give it a name』


  She also knew that everything Kim Iwol did was for the fans. Giving them the affectionate name 'Sparkler', giving a title to every one of spArk's songs... it would be impossible without great affection. Impossible without a great deal of affection.


  『Call it love』


  Her eyes met Kim Iwol's. His eyes, as black as the cosmos, smiled at the fans.


  

  The emotional rollercoaster lurched nonstop, carrying Baek Haewon and over 15,000 Sparklers with it. The travel-sized pack of tissues she had brought just in case was completely used up.


  Even after the fan song ended and it was time for comments, the Sparklers were wailing. They vividly remembered the ups and downs since 『The Third Letter』 was released. The bewildered members tried their best to soothe the sobbing fans, but it was not enough. From the front row to the third-floor restricted-view seats, everyone was a sea of tears.


  "Sparklers, if you keep crying like this, we can't show you the next content!"


  At Lee Cheonghyeon's firm words, the tears stopped as if by magic.


  I want to immediately arrest Choi Jeho. He was telling them to stop crying while smiling as if he found the situation absurd.


  Baek Haewon quickly wiped her tears. Because Sparklers are good kids.


  A drawing of a chalkboard appeared before the admirable audience. A piece of chalk moved slowly, writing out words.


  [Recess]


  Desks and chairs were arranged on the re-lit stage. The members of spArk, changed into school uniforms, entered one by one from the edge of the stage.


  While the other members took their seats, Jeong Seongbin entered, dragging a whiteboard. He then wrote 'Class Meeting' in large letters on the board.


  "Hey guys, we need to have a meeting now. Can everyone please focus?"


  The moment she heard Jeong Seongbin's informal speech, she knew. It was a skit!


  "Class president, why does our class have so many meetings?" Lee Cheonghyeon asked, raising his hand. His remark felt genuine.


  "If there were fewer suggestions, this wouldn't be happening, but the complaint box was full, so I had no choice," Jeong Seongbin said, shaking a small box on his desk.


  "So today, we're going to take some time to resolve the complaints of our classmates. I hope everyone will think about these issues as if they were their own and help out."


  "Can I submit a complaint that there are too many meetings next week?"


  "Sure, I'll pass it on to the teacher."


  At Jeong Seongbin's sharp attitude, Lee Cheonghyeon lowered his hand. After confirming there were no other complainers, Jeong Seongbin took a slip of paper from the box.


  "Here's the first suggestion. It says, 'I wish you wouldn't stare so intensely at me when we get a break during PE class'."


  "Joowoo."


  "It's Joowoo, isn't it?"


  Kim Iwol's and Kang Kiyeon's gazes turned to Park Joowoo. Park Joowoo's flustered face was plastered hugely across three large screens.


  "It's... it's not me...!"


  "You're the only one who would say something like this," Choi Jeho stated firmly.


  Park Joowoo's face turned bright red.


  "Actually, it is me..."


  "You could have insisted it wasn't you at least one more time...!" Jeong Seongbin looked genuinely regretful, which was hilarious. The friendship between the two was truly beautiful.


  "It's because you guys stare too much..."


  "We do?" Kim Iwol retorted.


  Park Joowoo nodded his head vigorously.


  "We're just timing you."


  "You set a timer, but you still stare..."


  "Because it's a waste of time if you're late."


  "Sometimes I just want to rest for 10 more seconds..."


  The back-and-forth between Choi Jeho and Park Joowoo was also interesting, with one side being overwhelmingly weaker. The fun part was that even though Park Joowoo was faltering, he didn't collapse.


  "You guys love working out! I just like it...!"


  "No, we don't love it either."


  "Don't lie," Park Joowoo said, his expression turning serious at Kim Iwol's words. A chill befitting his natural good looks poured from his face.


  "That can't be explained without love."


  Lee Cheonghyeon leaned back and laughed, a sign of his strong agreement.


  "But you like arm workouts, Joowoo."


  "We don't only do arm workouts..." Kang Kiyeon tried to soothe him but failed.


  Park Joowoo looked genuinely sad.


  "I don't hate working out. I'll work hard, but I just wish the break time was a little longer..."


  "So you felt burdened because you felt pressured by us staring?" Jeong Seongbin's attempt to smooth things over also failed.


  "No, it's just that Iwol's and Jeho's glares are scary..."


  The camera closed in on Kim Iwol's and Choi Jeho's eyes in succession. The sharp, upturned corners of their eyes were fiercely directed at Park Joowoo. One could only hope for the main vocalist's safety after this segment was over.


  Chapter 416: Concert (3)


  The next note was just as scathing.


  "An opinion has come up. 'I condemn the act of eating chicken breast steak on a cheat day.' What does everyone think?"


  "Isn't it okay since it's a regular meal?"


  "No, chicken breast isn't exactly a regular meal."


  The straightforward Choi Jeho and the logical Kang Kiyeon clashed.


  "Did you write this?"


  "No, but I'm saying that a food you find when you search for 'diet food' can't be a cheat meal."


  Amid the sharp confrontation, Kang Kiyeon finally stood and passionately argued his point.


  "Honestly, you all agree, don't you? It tastes similar, but it's not the same."


  "Is that so?"


  "Kiyeon, Iwol has an unrefined palate. He won't understand if you put it like that."


  Lee Cheonghyeon chimed in. Park Joowoo, a 'complete' epicure who went beyond being a mere gourmet, agreed with Kang Kiyeon.


  "So, you want to eat a real steak?"


  "How would I know? I'm not the one who wrote the note."


  "You're saying you didn't write it?"


  Choi Jeho looked at him suspiciously. Kang Kiyeon, however, was confident. He showed no hint of lying.


  Kim Iwol, who had been watching, turned his gaze to Lee Cheonghyeon.


  "Cheonghyeon."


  "Hm?"


  "Was the soy hamburg steak not good either?"


  Lee Cheonghyeon silently turned his back on Kim Iwol.


  "Then why did Kang Kiyeon react like that?"


  "He must have been thinking something similar deep down."


  Kim Iwol kindly explained to the clueless Choi Jeho.


  "I think our team has too few gourmets. Can't you all find joy in eating? Aren't you happy when you eat something delicious?"


  Lee Cheonghyeon shot up from his seat, as if he had given up on hiding it.


  "A cheat day once a month, that's great! I don't intend to ask for more days, but for one day, just one meal, shouldn't we be able to eat freely?"


  "We don't decide the menu. It's a free meal."


  "You call it a free meal, but you all eat chicken breast, so how are we supposed to order a pizza!"


  Lee Cheonghyeon clutched his chest and looked at Jeong Seongbin, as if asking how he could dare say 'free meal'.


  More importantly, they only had one free meal a month. Baek Haewon was reminded again that these idols were known for their strict self-management.


  "You can just order it."


  "Jeho, we have some tact!"


  "We really don't mind."


  "I know! I know you guys wouldn't care! It's us who feel self-conscious!"


  Choi Jeho and Kim Iwol took turns frustrating Lee Cheonghyeon. Behind them, Kang Kiyeon muttered, agreeing with Lee Cheonghyeon's words.


  "I, too, sometimes want to eat something delicious..."


  "Hm?"


  "A sundubu set meal doesn't qualify as the party food that Kang-geon and I are asking for."


  "......"


  "Right, Joowoo. It's fine to eat a sundubu set meal on a regular day."


  Kim Iwol placated Park Joowoo. Was Park Joowoo's cheat meal really a sundubu set meal?


  The memory of her impulsively ordering tteokbokki after getting a ticket flashed through Baek Haewon's mind.


  "So, Cheonghyeon wants everyone to eat something delicious together on cheat day, right?"


  "'Delicious' by the maknaes' standards."


  "Right, delicious by the maknaes' standards. What do Iwol and Jeho think?"


  "I have an unrefined palate, so I'll follow what the others want."


  "Ah, Hyung!"


  "Hyung? Cheonghyeon, we're friends."


  While Jeong Seongbin tried to moderate, Kim Iwol and Lee Cheonghyeon clashed in an epic squabble.


  "Just tell us what's delicious to you guys. We can't decide otherwise."


  Choi Jeho stepped in to mediate. Lee Cheonghyeon cleared his throat, then spoke clearly and distinctly like a student in a speech contest.


  "Spicy stir-fried chicken on a hot plate with added fried rice, shabu-shabu with added kalguksu noodles, pasta with extra noodles and shrimp, a large portion of jajangmyeon with large sweet and sour pork, ordering tteokbokki with added self-serve rice balls, and being allowed to order doenjang-jjigae for dessert after eating naengmyeon."


  "Isn't that too many carbs?"


  "Iwol, I'm talking."


  Park Joowoo's face turned pale at the endless parade of menu items, as if he had imagined eating all of it.


  "That's something I was a bit disappointed about too..."


  Jeong Seongbin joined in with an awkward laugh. Kim Iwol wore a shocked expression.


  "You guys were such big eaters?"


  "It's not that we're big eaters. Everyone in the world eats this much. You're the only one who eats jjolmyeon as a special treat."


  "Jeho also eats... that much. I see."


  Kim Iwol understood immediately. The cheat day discussion concluded with a decision to fully respect the youngest members' opinions.


  After that, various other notes exposed spArk's grievances to the world. 'When you upload a new document to the shared folder, please grant editing permissions properly,' and 'I'm grateful you put an air freshener in my shoes after borrowing them, but I'd be even more grateful if you told me. I've washed the shoes three times and they still smell like lilac.' Every single one was utterly trivial.


  "This is the last note. I'll read it!"


  Jeong Seongbin took the last note from the box.


  "'I see some of you cutting a few seconds off your stretches. Let's do the full time. Skipping a few movements won't dramatically increase your practice time.'"


  "That sounds like Iwol."


  "Didn't Iwol write the note about the shared folder earlier?"


  Kim Iwol shrugged, leaving only the members in confusion. Lee Cheonghyeon interrogated Choi Jeho.


  "I'm just asking to be sure, but you didn't have Iwol ghostwrite this for you, did you, Jeho?"


  "Who would have someone ghostwrite a note for a concert?"


  "A concert? This is a class meeting."


  Choi Jeho laughed in disbelief at Lee Cheonghyeon's words.


  "Is it... Seongbin?"


  "Seongbin doesn't talk so sternly. Our Seongbin is so nice."


  Kang Kiyeon defended Jeong Seongbin. The leader certainly seemed well-respected. Baek Haewon wasn't sure about the respect the older members commanded, though.


  "I agree that we should stretch diligently. You can never do too much of a warm-up."


  Jeong Seongbin sided with the note's author, even while smiling. Jeong Seongbin's reliable personality showed in these small details.


  "Still, the content is warm. It's about worrying for your friends' health."


  "Kiyeon, are you being sarcastic towards me, the one who condemned the cheat day?"


  "You make it impossible to say anything."


  Even though no one wrote a note to put someone else down, the members fought relentlessly. They bickered over trivial things just like ordinary students.


  "Everyone remembered the opinions your friends brought up, right? At the next meeting, let's have the person who wrote the note present the reason for their suggestion themselves. That's all for today's meeting!"


  Fortunately, the class meeting ended on a bright and heartwarming note. A school bell rang as Jeong Seongbin finished his comment.


  The 'next meeting' probably meant this same time at tomorrow's concert. Baek Haewon was again praising herself for getting tickets for both days.


  "Hey, move the desks!"


  "Let's clean up quickly and go!"


  The members moved the desks and chairs to the edge of the stage. Staff who had been waiting out of sight then took away the roughly cleared furniture.


  It was rare for idols to move props themselves, especially at a concert.


  Are they doing this to stay in character?


  As a puzzled Baek Haewon watched, the large black cloth concealing the back of the stage fell.


  It revealed a magnificent set of band instruments.


  

  ≫ IDC's existence is justified by the fact that it produced Speaker


  It's a shitshow of a program, but you have to admit this song is good


  └ I disagree. It's infuriating that Speaker's debut stage was on a show like IDC


  └ The original post is right and so is this comment


  ≫ Person who hasn't seen speaker: Why does this video have so many views?


  Person who has seen speaker: Why does this video have so few views?


  └ Fact: The view count trend has already surpassed the level of a survival show


  └ All the people who were into 90s rock bands flocked here, of course the views are gonna be highㅋㅋㅋ


  └ It's already insane that a 19-year-old wrote a song with this vibe, but then the 20-year-old vocalist woke up all the enthusiasts who were sleeping in their coffinsㅋㅋ


  ≫ If they release two or three more songs like Speaker, couldn't spArk start a band-idol syndrome?


  I know they're good at their main job, but haven't there been no other bands that have gotten this much buzz recently?


  └ Totally possible


  └ It'll be tough because of the skills of the members who didn't major in it


  └ Seeing how they reached this level in just a year, it's not an impossible stretch in the long run


  ≫ Why Speaker is a masterpiece


  They know exactly what points make people's hearts race. The nostalgia of that era hits you right from the intro, even though I wasn't even born back then...


  └ The last lineㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ Ikr, I'm feeling nostalgia I never had


  └ That's why it's getting so much support from people in their 30s and 40sㅋㅋ


  └ And the fact that people in their 10s and 20s aren't calling it old-fashioned proves it's a legend


  ≫ Guys, Speaker is starting to hit the global algorithm


  Let's not lose to the English comments. Let's show them the power of Koreans


  └ jijimalja


  └ What's with this guyㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  Her heart began to pound. A heartbeat echoed in her head with every step Kim Iwol took toward his white bass guitar. A wide strap settled over Kim Iwol's white school uniform shirt.


  Park Joowoo dragged a mic stand from backstage and set it in the center. He must have taken off his shirt when she wasn't looking. He now wore a white short-sleeved t-shirt with a thin leather belt and his uniform pants.


  Choi Jeho, his tie loosened, struck the snare drum.


  ≫ The drummer's sense of rhythm is insane


  For a first-year to have this kind of rhythm;; It's like he was destined by the heavens to play the drums, so I'm not even jealous. His power backs it up, so the sound is great... ㅋㅋ He's not lacking anything with that natural physique.


  Blue veins popped on the back of Kim Iwol's white hand as he pressed down on the chords. Lee Cheonghyeon, sleeves rolled up, placed both hands on the keyboard.


  ≫ The keyboard and bass are the divine move


  It's a true masterpiece and the vocalist is inhuman, but the reason this rookie band can maintain its balance is because the experienced members on melody and bass are putting on a superhuman performance. The song demands a lot of skill and the vocalist covers a wide range, so the number of notes they have to play and the parts they have to support are immense, yet they perform it perfectly live+in a band style. The keyboard has a slightly more standard feel (even this is just at a humanly good level, you'd never think he's someone who switched genres,,), while for the bass, as the critics say, there's a saying that he's so good he could kidnap a pro bassist, but at this level, it's more like he devoured any that came into sight.


  Jeong Seongbin and Kang Kiyeon plucked their strings in perfect sync.


  ≫ I always teach students learning guitar for the first time to focus on the fundamentals, and the guitarists here show exactly why.


  If you overdo it or get obsessed with speed, your accuracy is bound to drop. Just seeing them faithfully perform their roles without missing a single note makes it hard to believe they're beginners... It's by no means an easy song. Placing two guitars, which could have easily been weak compared to the other sessions, and clearly defining their roles seems to have been a good choice.


  『A sharp sound that pierces through the tangled crowd and seething noise』


  The accompaniment was loud enough to burst eardrums. The lights were so intense they didn't just dazzle, they seemed to burn.


  『I'll scream until you can hear me, so pay attention now』


  Park Joowoo's voice, like scraping an iron wall with steel wire, instantly pierced the clamor.


  『I'm speaking, so if you won't listen』


  ≫ Has there ever been a vocalist like this in our country...?


  I can't believe it even as I'm listening. Hearing that he's twenty makes it even more absurd. I guess logic is useless in the face of overwhelming talent.


  Park Joowoo gripped the microphone in its stand tightly.


  Baek Haewon saw it clearly. The voice Park Joowoo summoned traveled up the veins in his neck and spread to the tip of his chin.


  『speak louder, there's no choice but to play louder』


  If the song had a color, the highlight of 『Speaker』 would be red.


  It was like Park Joowoo's flushed face, like a lighthouse that never goes out on a dark blue sea.


  Chapter 417: Concert (4)


  The band version of 『Hideout』 ended, filling the concert hall with fervor. The atmosphere felt just like the rock festival I attended two years ago.


  After a short VCR, 『End』 and 『On A High Note』 followed.


  During 『End』, they sang lyrics from 『On A High Note』. During 『On A High Note』, they sang lyrics from 『End』. I only realized it was intentional after hearing all of 『On A High Note』.


  『The reason I can't stop is because this moment is so much fun』


  The cheerful and hopeful atmosphere of 『On A High Note』...


  『Wherever I go, all that remains is an empty city, an eternal silence』


  ...contrasted with the heavy, sharp lyrics of 『End』. The similar syllable count and sentence structure allowed them to be swapped without sounding awkward. I could see why the members were ground to dust preparing the double title tracks.


  Next was the cover stage. The pairings, chosen by drawing lots, looked like they should be called the 'tall line' and the 'short line'. The performers seemed to be in better shape than the audience just sitting and watching.


  I really have to go to the gym in the New Year.


  The sight of spArk was awe-inspiring.


  I really should go to the gym in the New Year.


  Fortunately, spArk took a moment for comments before Baek Haewon could pass out. It felt like they had performed five songs straight. As if reading my mind, Jeong Seongbin pushed a cart from the stage's edge. It carried a large cylinder filled with big, rolled-up sheets of paper.


  The giant sheets were rolling papers. The members looked ready to cry before they even unrolled them.


  "Who should read first?"


  Jeong Seongbin asked for volunteers.


  "I'll go first."


  Choi Jeho raised his hand. While tearing off the tape, Choi Jeho ripped the paper slightly, earning an earful from Kim Iwol.


  "......"


  Choi Jeho tilted his head as he examined the paper.


  "What's wrong?"


  "There are two messages that start with 'Jeho-yah'."


  It seems one of the younger members did something audacious...


  Or so I thought. Park Joowoo noticed something was off.


  "Would Iwol-hyung write 'Jeho-yah'...? He'd get caught right away...?"


  The news that half the younger members had fearlessly committed insubordination against Jestrallo Erectus made the spArk members' eyes dart around. Choi Jeho, however, simply began to read the letter with an unfazed expression.


  A series of messages followed. One offered comfort about his pre-concert diet, since he needed to eat a lot to maintain his physique. Another thanked him for always offering whatever he was holding, but said they could do things themselves. A final, earnest plea begged him to carefully discuss his companions before going to a deserted island.


  "Nothing here is normal except for the one Jeong Seongbin wrote."


  "How can you be so sure Seongbin wrote that one? It could've been me."


  "As if."


  Kim Iwol tried to sow confusion over the touching letter, but Jeong Seongbin just smiled silently.


  Lee Cheonghyeon cried while reading his rolling paper. He held it together through 'best friend' but broke down at 'the maknaes I love most in the world'.


  "In our team, from now on, mentioning love is forbidden."


  The members on either side soothed the sobbing Lee Cheonghyeon. It was a heart-wrenching sight, but it also warmed a corner of my heart.


  As if to prove they were friends, Kang Kiyeon also created a reservoir with his tears. By this point, the Sparklers were crying so hard they could barely see. Jeong Seongbin gently patted Kang Kiyeon, who sobbed with his head down.


  After the wave of sadness passed, Kim Iwol took out his own rolling paper.


  "The mood has been pretty emotional so far, so I'll try to keep things light."


  "Hyung, this is no joke. The tears just flow on their own," Lee Cheonghyeon said, handing him a tissue in advance.


  Kim Iwol checked the letter with a microphone in one hand, the rolling paper in the other, and the tissue on his lap.


  "You said earlier there were two messages that started with 'Jeho-yah'."


  "......"


  "Well, there are three that start with 'Iwol-ah'. How do you suppose that happened?"


  The crowd burst into laughter. Kim Iwol pointed to Park Joowoo, Lee Cheonghyeon, and Kang Kiyeon in turn. The members vehemently protested Kim Iwol's unhesitating deduction.


  "Jeho-hyung could've written 'Iwol-hyung' to avoid getting caught, and Seongbin-hyung could've written 'Iwol-ah'!"


  "Our Jeho isn't that smart."


  "Isn't that a bit harsh to say right to his face?"


  Kim Iwol cleanly ignored Choi Jeho's complaint and focused on reading the letter. For a moment, he said nothing.


  "......"


  "What is it?"


  "It's just... I can tell everyone wrote this with great sincerity."


  Kim Iwol's expression was unreadable.


  "I told you, everyone wrote with 200% sincerity. You think I cried for no reason?" Lee Cheonghyeon insisted, justifying his recent tears.


  Kim Iwol picked up the microphone he had set down.


  "I'll read it. 'Iwol-ah, it's been a while since I've written a handwritten letter. You must have a lot to write in my letter. Seeing you not lift your pen from the paper makes me worry about what you're writing.'"


  The introduction was light, like most letters.


  "'You said you'd be the roof of the team and climbed to the coldest place. Thanks to you, who endured all the snow and rain, we were able to light a fire in the fireplace.'"


  Kim Iwol read the sentence, a long explanation of the word 'eldest brother', slowly and clearly.


  "'I hope you'll come down now and warm yourself by the bonfire.'"


  The subject of the letter, Kim Iwol, remained composed, but Baek Haewon's nose tingled. Her eyes burned as if they would burst.


  "Aigoo, everyone is crying so much..."


  Kim Iwol stood up awkwardly. Looking to her side, Baek Haewon saw Jjae-i covering half her face with a handkerchief. Tears burst from Baek Haewon's eyes uncontrollably.


  "Hurry up and read Jeho-hyung's part."


  "I should do that."


  Kim Iwol immediately accepted Kang Kiyeon's solution.


  "...Aigoo, I can't do it."


  He then immediately retracted his decision. Choi Jeho himself looked toward Kim Iwol with an indifferent expression.


  "Still, it's for the content! I'll read it quickly," Kim Iwol declared, readjusting his grip on the microphone.


  "'To Kim Iwol. You've consistently worked hard since our trainee days. I won't tell you what to do, since you're the type of person who has to do what you think is right no matter what others say.'"


  This felt like a deeper understanding of Kim Iwol than even the letter from the birthday live stream revealed. Kim Iwol paused for a moment before continuing.


  "'Do whatever you want. If you need something done, just ask. There are five of us left, so I don't think you need to do it all alone.'"


  Kim Iwol's gaze turned to Choi Jeho. His expression showed disbelief that Choi Jeho had written this. Choi Jeho watched Kim Iwol silently for a moment, then turned his head away.


  I remembered something Kim Iwol had said in passing during a live stream. He had said that Choi Jeho took on a lot of responsibility in the team. He could trust Choi Jeho with certain things, and Choi Jeho always followed through without a single complaint.


  The skateboard too. Without Jeho, it would have been difficult to create that much of an impact. I can't tell you how reassuring it is to have a center who steps up for the team.


  To that Kim Iwol, Choi Jeho was now giving him a push, telling him to do whatever he wanted. Because Choi Jeho would continue to take on the supporting role.


  "'It might have been boring if I were the only one without someone my age. Thanks for being here.'"


  Kim Iwol managed to finish the sentence. His voice was thick with an emotion that choked even the listeners.


  

  After the final song, 『Winter Night』, all the stage lights went out. It was time to chant for an encore.


  Encores were once special events, but now most artists include encore songs in their set lists.


  The artists know the fans will chant, and the fans know the artists have prepared songs. In a way, it was a bit of a farce.


  ≫ We'll show you that artists aren't the only ones who can do events


  ≫ We're going to show you a real encore reaction


  So Baek Haewon joined forces with the Sparklers, who had become masters of the craft. Another person took charge on behalf of the idea's originator, Baek Haewon, a high school senior. Jjae-i and other talented fans, the 'golden hands', joined in to prepare.


  The preparation was not easy. To avoid spArk's monitoring, they had to write the group's name as 'Craypas' in all posts about the fan event. This was a process of spArk → k-pas → craypas.


  Contacting spArk's dedicated team through the fan manager was like something from a spy movie. It was difficult to avoid the members' eyes, since Kim Iwol and Jeong Seongbin came to the office every day.


  Thanks to the staff covering for them, the Sparklers finished placing the slogans under the chairs. Deciding the timing for the event announcement and the delivery method were all difficult. However, they reached the encore stage without any spoilers.


  "Encore! Encore!"


  While chanting, the Sparklers reached under their seats. They grabbed the slogans that had been hidden deep out of sight.


  The event slogans required two to be combined into one complete message. They were made with the hope that spArk and Sparkler would walk together forever.


  Baek Haewon's slogan read 'spArk and Sparkler are'.


  Then my partner's must be...


  Jjae-i pulled out a slogan in a contrasting color. The phrase 'going to be together forever' was visible.


  "We just hold them together, right?"


  "Yes! Should I move closer?"


  Baek Haewon closed the distance. The message on the back of the slogan, 'Please coordinate with the Sparkler next to you so it can be read as a single sentence!', stood out.


  Baek Haewon, who had been repeatedly shouting for an encore, asked Jjae-i, "Did you enjoy the concert?"


  Jjae-i held her slogan perfectly aligned, smiled, and answered.


  "Very much."


  Jjae-i's voice mingled with the sound of a chime bell.


  『When the sun sets, the festival begins. It's a fantastical time that opens the long night』


  The song the Sparklers had prepared was 『What I Want To Say』. It was a song that wholly captured spArk's first year after their debut, reminiscent of a festival's final parade.


  The words spArk wanted to say to Sparkler had come like a gift at the end of the year.


  So this time, the Sparklers decided to convey their feelings to spArk.


  『When the surroundings are colored and it gets dark, a brilliant cluster of stars lights up in the sky』


  From the fan section, everyone turned on their phone flashlights in unison. They couldn't put stars in the sky, but inside the concert hall, the Sparklers could create a galaxy.


  The large screens on both sides showed the fan section. Amidst the twinkling lights, the 'highly legible slogans' that Kim Iwol had stressed until he was blue in the face were clearly visible.


  The next verse did not follow. As the instrumental flowed, spArk stood still, unable to sing for the first time.


  『The most brilliant night I wanted to give you』


  A massive sing-along filled the empty melody. Even Kim Iwol, who was about to sing his part, ultimately could not bring himself to open his mouth.


  『The most honest expression of love I can give』


  Not a single person was silent. The Sparklers roared loudly each time a member appeared on the screen. There was no affection quite like this, expressed in one voice by all.


  『We'll fill your eyes with stars as you stand on stage, because we love you』


  And, they returned the lyrics to spArk, changed.


  『We hope you'll be happy』


  Kim Iwol, the owner of that part, was shown in a close-up.


  He was not smiling like he usually did, nor was he composed like when he was acting.


  He had an expression of being completely overwhelmed with emotion.


  Chapter 418: Backstage


  The concert was a huge success. I was in a complete daze until the curtain fell, and I'm pretty sure I showed the most foolish side of myself since our debut. Fan events just make your mind go blank.


  I don't even remember how I finished the performance. When I got off stage, all the guys were crying. Choi Jeho and I were busy tending to two younger members each, sticking tissues to their faces. Congratulations for our first concert poured in from all sides, but they still cried like a gushing spring from Jirisan Mountain.


  How did they think of holding up the slogans? When did they prepare them? How could they possibly hold such a big event without us knowing?


  If I let my guard down for even a moment, the image of the light-filled audience and the wave of slogans filled my mind.


  I should have taken a picture. I wonder if the video team managed to capture it well...


  "......"


  Someone tapped me on the back. Choi Jeho handed me a towel.


  "Thanks."


  "You okay?"


  "Yeah, just a bit dazed."


  Burying my face in the steaming hot towel helped me calm down. Still, giving us such a moving ending was too much. I almost cried.


  "Hyung, are you okay?"


  "Seongbin, you look less okay than I do."


  The leader's eyes were swollen like a goldfish's. It looked like all the effort he put in for the past two days to look his best was about to go down the drain.


  "Did you wipe your eyes with an exfoliating towel? Why are they so swollen?"


  "I think I rubbed them too hard..."


  "How are you going to do tomorrow's concert like this? We'll have to call Mr. Seongjun."


  "I'll just stick my face in the freezer..."


  Unable to bear the thought of handing the concert over to Mr. Jeong Seongjun, Jeong Seongbin sniffled and hurriedly looked for an ice pack. His sense of responsibility was impressive.


  Consoling them was useless. As soon as their families came to the waiting room, the guys' eyes welled up with tears again. I had often thought we had many sensitive members, but I never realized it was to this extent.


  However, one guest made the soft-hearted members of spArk simultaneously school their expressions.


  "Lee Kangmyeong?"


  Lee Cheonghyeon's younger brother had arrived, following his father. The waiting room fell silent as the two men with ice-cold impressions entered.


  "Soohoon said he had work at the lab. He wanted to come in person, though."


  "I heard. I didn't expect Lee Kangmyeong to come in his place, though."


  Choi Jeho's mother broke the subtle silence. She had been waiting to see Lee Cheonghyeon's father after hearing he was coming.


  "I heard about what you did. That you helped a lot with finding a lawyer for the kids."


  "It was nothing."


  This left the student Lee Kangmyeong alone, separated from his father. Lee Cheonghyeon silently looked down at his younger brother.


  "......"


  "......"


  They were brothers who didn't resemble each other much, though not as much as my sister and me. Choi Jeho placed an arm on Lee Cheonghyeon's crookedly standing shoulder.


  "Younger brother?"


  "Yeah. This is Choi Jeho-hyung. Twenty-two years old."


  Lee Kangmyeong's gaze, which even Lee Cheonghyeon had to look up to meet, rose even higher. Choi Jeho scanned the visitor with an indifferent expression. Lee Kangmyeong flinched.


  That's the face of someone who'll cause trouble if you mess with him carelessly.


  The tank top had too little fabric to hide the muscles pumped from over three hours of dancing and singing. His wet hair made his already sharp gaze look even fiercer.


  A guy like Choi Jeho, whose likes and dislikes are so clear, doesn't hide his 'I find you fucking disagreeable' feelings when someone he dislikes is in front of him.


  "How old are you?"


  "Seventeen..."


  Lee Kangmyeong's voice trailed off.


  "Ah."


  "......"


  "So young."


  It roughly meant, So it was a young little bastard who was talking shit to his own brother. Lee Kangmyeong's expression hardened. Perhaps because he was Lee Cheonghyeon's brother, his comprehension was good.


  Lee Cheonghyeon took his thoroughly intimidated brother and went to find their father.


  "Were you sticking up for Cheonghyeon?"


  "They say you should nip it in the bud when it starts to sprout."


  "Who taught you such a scary saying?"


  "My sister."


  Choi Jeho said this grimly, like a worker who had just finished plowing a field. His sisters are never wrong. Their way of speaking is just a little rough.


  "It would have been better for him to get an earful from me."


  "Is there a worse option than you?"


  At my words, Choi Jeho pointed over his shoulder. Park Joowoo was glaring with fire in his eyes.


  I remembered he heard the news of Lee Cheonghyeon running away with me. He had rushed from Daejeon to Seoul to comfort a crying Lee Cheonghyeon, so there was no way he would see Lee Kangmyeong in a good light.


  "Joowoo, relax your eyes. You're getting wrinkles between your eyebrows..."


  "For the sake of revenge, a wrinkle or two is..."


  "What on earth are you trying to get revenge for..."


  Fortunately, Park Joowoo soon returned to his usual gentle self. The reason was that Lee Cheonghyeon hadn't seemed too displeased by his family's visit.


  "I'll let it slide just this once..."


  I had never seen the veins popping on his fist look so scary. I once again instilled in Park Joowoo the importance of peaceful conversation.


  A short while later, Lee Cheonghyeon returned alone after seeing his family off. He opened a new bottle of water and spoke.


  "Lee Kangmyeong, he left without saying a word?"


  "......"


  "I was planning to give him ten words back for every one he said, but he left with his mouth shut. I guess Jeho-hyung scared him."


  "His face is pretty scary."


  Lee Cheonghyeon burst out laughing at my words. He downed half the bottle in one go and wiped the water from his lips.


  "There aren't many people who can still hold their head high after getting scolded by both Lee Soohoon and Choi Jeho."


  It seemed his older brother had also started to keep his youngest brother in check. I gazed at him quietly. Lee Cheonghyeon smiled, looking relieved.


  "When you become an adult, you become free in many ways. Right?"


  Of course. From now on, the only thing that can boss Lee Cheonghyeon around will be his deadlines. I patted Lee Cheonghyeon's back to encourage him. He was overjoyed by the simple gesture.


  

  The first day was moving because it was the first, and the next day was emotional because it was the last. If there had been a third day, we would have been moved because it was the third. How many days in a life leave such a big mark?


  The MVP of the second day was undoubtedly Kang Kiyeon. The guy didn't just run around, he flew. Having shaken off the fear of trying something new, Kang Kiyeon was unrivaled.


  He delivered the lines he memorized the night before without missing a single word. During his speech, he also mentioned the slogan event. I saw a few of the guys desperately holding back tears.


  After coming off stage, Kang Kiyeon was showered with encouragement. He even hugged the managers. He should have been exhausted, but endorphins must have kicked in, because we even went for a team dinner. The members had a proper meal for the first time in months and fell asleep the moment the car started. Choi Jeho and I once again took two younger members each and pushed them into the dorm.


  Everyone was in bed and all the lights in the dorm were off, but I alone couldn't sleep. There was still something left to do.


  + [SYSTEM] Employee's KPI 'Hold a Concert' has been confirmed as achieved.


  ▷ Reward: Bonus Data +


  The KPI completion alarm popped up. It was approved early for some reason.


  Then the next KPI appeared.


  + [SYSTEM] 'Receive a Grand Prize' has been designated as Employee's KPI.


  + Debuting, winning first place on a music show, gathering fans, and holding a concert were all matters that depended on individual capabilities. However, a Grand Prize is different. No one can predict how the judging criteria will change, or which artist will sweep the music charts in a given year.


  There were variables beyond my control, a sharply increased synchronization rate, and a shortened contract period.


  Combining that with a reward labeled 'Bonus', unlike the previous data, made it easy to arrive at an answer.


  This is the last KPI.


  This leads to the conclusion that all the data the SYSTEM deemed essential has now been provided.


  My ears pounded as if my heart had moved into my head. I slowly steadied my breathing.


  Unless you're exceptionally famous, name value alone doesn't guarantee a Grand Prize. Some idols are particularly lucky with awards, while other teams are not.


  The past spArk was famous, but not enough to create a syndrome. They weren't very lucky with awards either.


  Before they disbanded, spArk had never once won a Grand Prize.


  I have to make them receive their first Grand Prize with me.


  Making spArk re-achieve their past accomplishments wasn't easy. However, it was enough to clear my guilt in other ways. I even rationalized that they were kids who would have won first place even without me, so I just moved up the timeline.


  However, faced with a step that spArk had never once climbed, it was hard to think so conveniently.


  They should receive that among themselves. It's not just any award, it's the Grand Prize.


  Regardless of how I feel, I have to respect the path they've walked.


  Still, since it was set as Employee's KPI, I couldn't use any tricks to have the five of them receive the award by themselves. My heart felt heavy.


  With a complicated heart, I opened the memory data. A darkness blacker than the room obscured my vision.


  I see an ordinary intersection, normal until that incident happened.


  People and cars move in lines, following the signal.


  The morning commute I used to walk without a thought.


  A crosswalk where I only knew the order of the green lights and never cared where the CCTVs were.


  It looks familiar.


  The scenery, once hazy like fog, becomes clear.


  The letters on the banner, even the store name on a sign's corner, are distinct.


  How could I have forgotten this place?


  Just thinking about it makes my eyes burn.


  The image of my sister weaving through the crowd to cross the street is so vivid.


  Just standing here feels like I'm about to collapse.


  If I wait quietly, it feels like that missed face will approach me.


  The traffic light turned red.


  People brushed past me dozens of times.


  The sun set and night came, then morning dawned.


  Snow fell, then new leaves sprouted. After the pouring rain stopped, autumn leaves fell.


  A mixed-use apartment building replaced the old shopping center.


  As everything changes, only I remain standing there.


  Unable to leave. Until the longing to see her grows dull.


  Time flows on, but I can't let my sister go.


  Endlessly, continuously.


  "......"


  Chapter 419: Aftermath Analysis


  Finding the accident's location was a huge gain. I visited as soon as I woke at dawn. The place didn't look like I remembered. The utility pole had less peeled paint and no rust.


  A banner announced the district was a great place to live. It felt strange not to see one asking for witnesses to a traffic accident.


  The winter wind battered my face, leaving it red and swollen. My skin even started to flake, so I slathered moisturizing lotion on in the taxi. I couldn't go on the year-end stage with chapped skin. That was unthinkable for spArk.


  I recovered my warmth and moisture in the taxi and then returned to the dorm. A few lights I had turned off were now on.


  "Where were you so early in the morning?"


  "Just a walk."


  "Hyung, you have amazing stamina, especially after having a concert just yesterday."


  Kang Kiyeon, the first of the five to wake up, greeted me.


  As I walked to the kitchen for a glass of water, Kang Kiyeon’s gaze followed me relentlessly.


  "......"


  "Did something happen?"


  His upturned eyes were sharp. His tone was calm, but the atmosphere felt like an interrogation room.


  Last time he was like this, he went straight to Jeong Seongbin. I have no idea how his intuition has become so sharp.


  "There is something."


  "What is it?"


  "There's not enough time to prepare for the year-end stage. How many hours will I even get to sleep until D-day?"


  "Don't overthink it and just go to sleep when it gets dark. If it comes to it, I'll just have you sit in a chair for the performance."


  "Are you planning to just store me away in a corner like that?"


  "Didn't you once say you'd rather retire honorably than make the members worry about stashing you away?"


  "Your memory has improved. Is it because of the supplements you're taking?"


  "Isn't it the power of repetitive learning?"


  Kang Kiyeon didn't let a single word slide. The childish conversation ended when Park Joowoo woke up looking like a grim reaper.


  

  Fortunately, the concert wasn't just for our own satisfaction. The event we had struggled so hard to hold received overwhelmingly positive reviews.


  ≫ When's the encore concert?


  I won't even complain if you bring the exact same set list, just please hold one ㅠㅠ


  └ I know, right? I'd be happy even if they said the exact same things ㅠㅠ


  └ The set list was so well-planned lol, I don't think the reaction would be bad even if they brought it back as isㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ The sound system was legendary


  I pride myself on having been to many concerts, and I couldn't quite understand why the Sparkcon sound was the best, but then I remembered their agency and it all made sense


  └ There are so many reviews about the sound system lol, everyone must have been so satisfied


  └ That's basically the only reason Sparkler has kept UA alive until now


  └ This level of sound at an idol concert...? A quality you'd only see once or twice at a concert by an international artist, but it's here...?


  ≫ There were many other good points, but I hope people also recognize that there were no safety accidents!


  The lack of safety awareness at concert venues and the terrorism-like behavior from fans, the security has always been shitty for cracking down on it as hard as they did this time, but everyone, while angry, had a tendency to just let it slide, but I guess these were things that could be fully prevented if the company took preventive measures...


  Let's not be pushovers and claim our right to watch safely and confidently, since we all pay to see the show!!


  └ A single flower of hope blooming amidst management teams that acted like fans have no human rights


  └ I won't even glance their way if another fan club tries to recruit me


  ≫ Right, you have to sing live to be a real singer


  I'd forgotten such an obvious fact


  └ A group that competes with MR, not even AR


  └ The harmonies were so clear... legendary


  An encore concert might really happen next spring. I decided I should suggest new units then. We already did the anonymous message box, so maybe I'll prepare a mini-game next time.


  Another event occurred besides work. Lee Cheonghyeon's CSAT scores were released.


  Lee Cheonghyeon had a schedule that afternoon, but he quietly went to school on the day the scores came out. He picked up his report card, came home, and handed a small piece of paper to me and Jeong Seongbin.


  ≫ To think our boy was a real genius


  A future scientist with the blood of a science major


  └ I mean, Kim Iwol kept saying 'my baby is a genius,' so I just thought it was Iwol being extra again


  └ Sorry for misunderstanding, Iwol. You were just stating facts.


  ≫ Lee Cheonghyeon is the real deal


  He took... Life Science II for his science elective...


  └ Seeing that he took Chemistry I and Life Science II, it really seems like he was trying to win with memorization + calculation


  └ It's so ironic that his dad is a chemistry teacher, but chemistry was the only subject he got a grade 2 in


  └ I'm a geography teacher's kid, but I totally bombed geography lol... Academic ability doesn't seem to be passed down... exactly the same generation after generation...ㅎ


  ≫ When Cheonghyeon was traveling, it was hard to pack a lot and he had no time, so he just looked at the answer sheets without the workbooks and memorized everything whole


  To think you can study like that and it actually sticks in your head... What is his brain made of?


  └ I'm once again reminded that preparing for the gifted high school entrance exam isn't for just anyone


  ≫ Thinking about it again, spArk is a strange group


  The composing member did 2 comebacks + a survival show + a concert and still got a 1.2 grade on the CSAT


  └ At this point, aren't they a study group?


  └ Still, I hope this trend doesn't spread too much because it might look like Cheonghyeon is downplaying it ㅠㅠ A grade in the early 1s is an amazing score too!


  └ Right. We should just go with 'Cheonghyeon did great~' If we're like, 'Wow, there are kids who did better than him??' then people who don't stan him will get their feelings hurt


  └ Yeah, people are already starting to compare, saying stuff like 'Iwol studied full-time and got a grade 1, but CPV got a 1.2 while promoting, so the latter is the clear winner'... They could just say both are amazing


  Lee Cheonghyeon had worked so hard he even got nosebleeds. His efforts finally paid off. The kid maintained his mock exam score. He hadn't said much after the CSAT, so I thought he'd messed up and didn't ask. How audacious of him.


  The night his report card came out, we stayed up shortlisting universities. It wasn't difficult, since he had already decided on a few departments himself.


  "Write the dates down carefully in advance. Don't apply right before the deadline. If possible, support on the day applications open."


  "Geez, I get it."


  He grumbled but was quite obedient. I wanted to teach him how to register for classes, but I held back. It would have raised suspicion. Instead, I promised I'd pray my hardest for him until the acceptance announcements came.


  "Does that mean everyone in our team will be an adult next year?" Lee Cheonghyeon asked, his voice full of excitement.


  "You wanted to become an adult?"


  "Of course."


  "Why?"


  "Because all the hyungs are adults."


  "Is that why? Did me telling you to sleep early so you'd grow taller make you feel like I was treating you all as immature individuals?"


  "Can you be more specific? You weren't like that to us, only to Kang-geon."


  The kid rattled off his words and then laughed like a child.


  "It's natural for younger brothers to think everything their older brothers do looks cool."


  As someone with an older sister, I understood what he meant and immediately agreed.


  

  spArk approached the concept meeting for the year-end stage with fierce determination. A heated discussion broke out. They debated what to show at an event where all K-pop fans would be watching.


  "Still, we have our usual style. Wouldn't it be better to emphasize that?"


  "Haven't we established our team image enough? I think it's time for something new."


  The planning meeting had started before the concert, but the guys were still thirsty for more. They found a ton of references. One of them even wanted to fly on wires.


  "Guys, let's first think about what we can do in four minutes."


  I even reminded them that it wasn't a solo stage.


  "Hyung, they said our stage time is 11 minutes."


  The Grand Music Festival had given us over ten minutes. It was a solo performance with no collaborations.


  The broadcast station's intention was clear. They wanted something as impactful as the 『IRREGULAR』 stage. We were thrilled we could do whatever we wanted and excitedly continued the meeting.


  Additionally, Choi Jeho was invited to a special stage for the centers of various groups. 'Invited' felt like the wrong word for a semi-forced participation, but I told him to think positively since he couldn't get out of it.


  After the announcements finished, I was about to stand up with my diary when Jeong Seongbin whispered from behind me.


  "They said Minil isn't coming."


  "Not at all?"


  When I turned around, Jeong Seongbin nodded.


  "......"


  "Weren't Parthe scheduled to appear too?"


  Even though it was just the two of us, Jeong Seongbin lowered his voice.


  "They said he's planning to take some time for self-reflection."


  "Is that the official stance? Or just speculation?"


  "We got a call from MYTH. They said they'll post a notice sometime tomorrow."


  It seemed like a signal. They wanted us not to make a bigger issue of it and would handle it internally.


  "That's unusual. They usually ignore it unless it's a huge issue."


  "It was a huge issue."


  "Didn't they try to frame it as a senior's typical guidance at first?"


  Parthe's initial statement about the Grand Music Festival issue was vague. 'We will do our best to ensure there are no matters of concern.' They apologized to UA separately, but their public apology sounded like they were only sorry for upsetting their own fandom, Naos.


  UA and Sparkler strongly protested. UA was especially furious.


  ≫ UA lol you can see the rage in their announcement


  Right from the start, it expresses deep regret over MYTH's noticeㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ Right? Iwol was the one who got cursed out and Sparkler was the one demanding an apology, so why is Naos the one getting coddled?


  └ I'm a bit flustered since it's my first time seeing a head-on clash like this, but UA... they may be a shithole company, but they say what needs to be said. It's not sophisticated, but you can definitely feel the anger.


  └ They might have gotten away with half-assed apologies until now, but it's time for industry practices to change... If you did something wrong, you should bow your damn head and apologize properly.


  ≫ Just write what people are actually concerned about~~


  Write that you're well aware people are worried that the power-tripping senior Parthe will pull some shit on the victim group spArk again, so you'll keep a tight leash on Parthe~~~


  └ They're basically treating all complaints as delusions lol. Min Iljin tormented the kids for a whole year, and fans' concerns are 'excessive'?


  └ 'Please trust us' (X) 'On the day of the Grand Music Festival, we will take ~~ these measures' (O). Take notes.


  After being called out so directly, MYTH received twice the backlash.


  It was quiet for a long time after that. I thought they were just waiting for things to die down.


  Just how many faxes did they receive?


  In any case, it was a relief not to see that displeasing face. I gave Jeong Seongbin a thumbs-up.


  Chapter 420: Collaboration


  The chicken she ordered on her way home from work arrived at the perfect time. Won Chaehee opened the box and set it on the table. She even took out a can of beer for the first time in a while.


  According to the timetable that had leaked long ago, she had about an hour to spare. During that time, Won Chaehee started the washing machine and neatly folded the laundry from the drying rack to make space. It was a shame the chicken was getting cold, but she wanted to eat while watching spArk.


  spArk’s ten-minute allocation was unexpected. She had anticipated their treatment would improve slightly, but she never imagined they would receive such preferential treatment.


  Everyone seemed surprised, but no one credited the agency's power. Everyone knew UA lacked that much influence.


  However, spArk would surely show them something, and that performance would not receive harsh criticism. This was why Won Chaehee could order chicken with a peaceful mind.


  Isn't it one collaboration and then their solo stage much later?


  Their turn was even toward the end. She supposed this was the kind of moment for the phrase 'how times have changed'.


  She had heard that some people lose interest when a struggling idol they stan becomes successful. They wrap up their fangirling and find a new rookie. Won Chaehee understood that feeling, but she found it difficult to empathize with it when it came to spArk. Tasting such a thrilling success wasn't a common experience.


  She also liked that they received decent content this year, unlike last year when they covered a long-outdated girl group song. It was a relief spArk had used their heads. Otherwise, they would have been hammered for being idols who couldn't keep up with the times so soon after their debut.


  The lineup for the collaboration stage was well-composed. A four-member group 'made of only centers' was formed, consisting of Ond's Doah, Berion's Heerang, the center of a rookie group she had never seen before, and Choi Jeho.


  Fans' expectations skyrocketed from the moment the news was announced. After a tidbit about them covering a masterpiece from over ten years ago came out, the entire fandom was set ablaze.


  The synchronized choreography of that era was truly amazing.


  They would see a cover of a song that made history with its spectacular group choreography. A group of skilled dancers would perform it. It would have been strange if a lineup like that didn't get a reaction.


  The anticipation was not just about the dancing.


  spArk was an exception, but most idol groups were formed with a diverse spectrum of looks to cater to various demands. If a team had a foxy-faced member, they also had a bunny-faced one. The 'stiff' member was paired with a 'sundubu' member like a partner. This meant the true nature of Choi Jeho, the boss monster of a snowy mountain who had been pretending to be a grand duke among Northern Grand Dukes, was now fully exposed.


  ≫ Was our Jeho always this scary... this is weird...


  He's a chubby baby bear...


  └ Doah is much older, so why is our Jeho... our Jeho... He definitely doesn't look old for his age...


  └ Mr. Heerang is younger? Okay, I can get that, but I can't understand Doah being older. Sir, it's not that our Jeho lied about his age, it's just that


  ≫ Lmao, you Sparkler folks' eyes are all optimized for spArk


  You think every other idol is a warm, sunny, handsome guy, that's hilarious lol


  Our Heerang is the 'cold handsome guy' of our team lol T_T


  └ Sparklers are always amazing at recognizing handsome men, but they can't seem to distinguish their 'temperature' lol


  └ It's because we live in a freezer...


  ≫ What did you say


  Heerang wasn't a warm handsome guy...?


  Even when he looks this pure...?


  └ Looking at the photos alone, he's the epitome of a wholesome and neat guy lol


  └ Isn't that Berion meme famous? The chaebol guy who succeeded alone, looking fondly at his troublemaker alumni who grew up just as they were.


  └ Lmao, so that chaebol guy was Mr. Heerang?


  └ Regarding the case of the chaebol guy becoming an innocent female lead in one day...


  ≫ Guys, weren't we stanning a refreshing summer idol group?


  How did we become the last six survivors of the Trans-Siberian railway and their followers?


  └ We've been brainwashed.


  └ I thought it was summer...


  ≫ Choi Jeho's visuals are killer


  In many ways


  └ No matter how I look at it, doesn't that just mean killer in one sense?


  └ Shh


  └ Seriously, he's so daaaamn handsome


  └ One Choi Jeho is better than ten tigers.


  Choi Jeho's visuals once again entered the spotlight. His gaze seemed to promise death if he kept his mouth shut, and the word 'Die' if he opened it. His face and dancing, once hidden behind Banana, had never failed to become an issue since their discovery.


  It was also good that the members were friendly toward spArk. It was a gathering of people without difficult personalities. Their round and gentle personalities created synergy the more they were together.


  To this, the revelation of Kim Iwol's tear-jerking support turned it into a festival for all four fandoms.


  Why were the other fandoms happy that Kim Iwol supported Choi Jeho?


  ≫ Doah lol He said he got long text messages from Iwol every day at lunch lolllll


  └ Doah became a successful fan before I did... Doah-hyung, send your long BubblePop messages every day at lunch too. You're already the most devoted son.


  └ lol We only know he got long texts because Doah came to BubblePop to brag every time he got one lolllllll


  └ Doah-hyung isn't satisfied until he tells Iwol, who asked him to take care of Jeho, everything from what Jeho ate to why Jeho's shoe soles are worn out.


  └ Doah, stop it, Iwol is going to block you at this rate lolllll


  "......"


  Mr. Ooogami's sleeveless shirt


  └ Mr. Heerang, what's the occasion for such unconventional casual wear?


  └ Iwol gifted it to him T_T He said he bought it because he thought it would look good on him while they were monitoring Jeho's practice videos together.


  └ I was wondering who that was, but it's Mr. Heerang's last name lol. First time I've learned it.


  └ Make Kim Iwol the coordinator for Greenline


  └ Mr. Iwol... so the rumor that you make every dancing man wear a sleeveless shirt at least once was true. Thank you. You have saved a woman.


  ≫ JH is unexpected


  He doesn't look like it, but he must take a lot of selfies. I feel like there are more selfies taken with JH than the ones our official account posts during promotions.


  └ Apparently, it's a rule for spk to take a selfie whenever they do something new (new clothes, new menu, new hair, etc.)


  └ What kind of rule is that lolllllll


  └ (Photo)


  └ Why is this real?


  └ And the font for this item is huge.


  └ The divine blessing of the selfie has been bestowed upon the rookie junior... Thank you.


  There's no idol who gives out as much fan service as Kim Iwol...


  The amount of new content scattered because of Kim Iwol alone was countless. While other fandoms were busy picking up the flood of photos and stories, Sparklers were busy vacuuming up Choi Jeho's anecdotes from all three teams.


  That long journey neared its end. Won Chaehee popped open her beer can while watching the member introductions for the event group 'Four you'. Few drinks went down as smoothly as the beer she drank while Choi Jeho's photo filled the TV screen.


  Soon, Choi Jeho's outfit appeared, looking as if the word 'unconventional' had been made into clothing.


  A complicated explanation was not needed. A deep-cut black velvet shirt, leather pants, and black dress shoes created an overwhelming visual with a simple composition. A choker made of the same material as the pants was layered with a thin silver chain.


  Before, they had him wear a sheer inner shirt, and before that, just a jacket on his bare torso. Contrary to the increasingly cold weather, Choi Jeho's clothes became simpler. Only the muscles filling out his clothes suggested he probably was not too cold.


  Choi Jeho's performance, which started with bonus points for style alone, was perfect.


  ≫ Jehorang-i-ssaem's 'main job' moment is insane.


  There was a reason he always looked at the kids from the survival shows with a 'why can't they do this' expression.


  └ He's a kid who became not just a judge but a mentor only two years after his debut lol. Goes without saying.


  └ Right, in his eyes, the kids who came to dance probably look like they're just doing a workout routine lolllll


  └ The subtitles make it seem like he's speaking gently, but I watched without sound because I forgot my earphones, and with just the subtitles he's practically a kindergarten teacher.


  └ He's not the type to speak hatefully or start a power struggle at all, but his natural face... and his voice...


  └ His low-pitched voice was too harsh for the babies.


  ≫ Kim Iwol, bring a sexy concept right now.


  I still remember you saying you'd think about it once the ink on the youngest members' IDs is dry. We can't let this Choi Jeho go to waste.


  └ I watched MISSION and Underbar with my hands over my mouth, but this time I watched while covering my phone ;;;;;


  └ To think they'll all be adults next year... The world must be lying to me.


  ≫ Turns out I like tall, muscular men doing body waves.


  I like it a lot...


  └ I thought I liked the pure-hearted type until now, but I was wrong. My type was just Choi Jeho.


  └ He's too talented to be called a simple strongman who lived his life chopping firewood. A hot guy like that would have become something in his village the moment he was born.


  Fans in their late 20s to mid-30s were particularly enthusiastic. Won Chaehee, who was in that exact age range, was no different.


  While the MCs talked, Won Chaehee searched for 'Four you' on Metube and refreshed the page relentlessly. Three hours later, she became enraged that the broadcasting station had not uploaded the video right away.


  

  During the breaks, Won Chaehee moved busily. She put the half-eaten chicken in the refrigerator and stir-fried the leftover sauce with instant rice. By the time she returned with her second round of food, another performance was just ending.


  『...And here's the group that showed a fiery presence all year long!』


  『Let's see the performance from spArk!』


  spArk was mentioned along with the introductions of about three other teams. Parthe had performed a long time ago, and it was clear they had tried to place them as far from spArk as possible.


  She already knew the setlist. Since 『Speaker』 and 『Hideout』 were their most recent songs, she had expected them to perform those even before the list was released.


  However...


  What's 『End + On A High Note』?


  It seemed they had combined the two songs. Considering Lee Cheonghyeon was preparing for the CSAT, connecting them was probably the fastest way to arrange it. Thinking about Lee Cheonghyeon's tendency to rarely borrow others' help in song production, it was unlikely he had left it 100% to someone else.


  After she put some cheese on her fried rice and heated it in the microwave, a familiar orange light filled the screen. It was the spirit of the people.


  With a familiar snare sound, bright lights flooded the stage.


  Chapter 421: Role Model


  spArk opened with 『Speaker』, dressed like a group of science fiction enthusiasts. Won Chaehee thought Park Joowoo's transparent horn-rimmed glasses and Jeong Seongbin's plaid shirt with a leather guitar strap were the best items.


  It was also fun to see Kim Iwol with his bangs down for the first time in a while. He looked like an outsider, a geeky genius who studied in his room and strummed the bass as a hobby, but someone who only studied wouldn't have arms like his.


  Won Chaehee had seen the band live, so she knew it was wise to pre-record 『Hideout』 and perform 『Speaker』. The performance was too good to be seen only by a small number of Sparklers.


  As expected, the international audience received Vanpark well, and many people sang along to the chorus. It was a fitting reception for a song that had been so overwhelmingly successful on the overseas charts. Thanks to the live performance with Jeong Seongbin's two-vocal system, even those who had only seen the IDC finals could enjoy it in a new way.


  The performance was perfect, except for the sound system. It was worse than at a spArk solo concert, especially for a group claiming to create a global music festival. She wanted to tell them to get advice from UA. It was a shame, but it wasn't spArk's fault.


  Next, the pre-recorded video for 『Hideout』 played. The set was a deserted factory decorated with LED camping lights, old movie posters, and neon signs, which created the feel of a secret hideout.


  spArk huddled together on small chairs as they sang. Jeong Seongbin's acoustic guitar set a cozy mood.


  So that's why Jeong Seongbin's name was in the arrangement credits...


  Kang Kiyeon looked quite cute wearing knit earmuffs with the coolest expression in the world. Park Joowoo's cape also softened his ice-cold impression.


  ≫ spArk's first impression at debut was, 'How is this a group where most members are minors?' but now it's, 'How is this a refreshing boy idol group?' <- I just repeat this like a parrot.


  └ During promotions, they're genuinely youthful boys, but every other moment they're like chaebol male leads. Such a unique group.


  ≫ It's fine when they're by themselves.


  They can't be with other people. If they are, no matter what happens, our boys will look like the culprits.


  └ LOLOLOLOLOL


  └ Seongbin was the certified warm, handsome one among Sparklers, you know.


  └ Chinchilla's head is about to touch the recording booth ceiling~-!!!


  ≫ The eldest hyungs' album detail cuts look like an athlete's photoshoot.


  (Photo) (Photo) Not just any sport, they look like they're definitely on the rugby team.


  A post she had seen while scrolling through SNS came to mind. Won Chaehee agreed. It was a daily occurrence among Sparklers to wonder whether they should be worried about the members' faces growing fiercer each year, or be relieved that it wasn't noticeable because they were all becoming intimidating together.


  As the song neared its end, the blinking LED lights looked familiar. Won Chaehee dismissed them as a common item, but then the next song's title appeared on the monitor.


  『End + On A High Note Composition: Lee Cheonghyeon Lyrics: Jeong Seongbin ...』


  The similarity to the music video for 『On A High Note』 was clearly intentional. This was surprising, since Kim Iwol's philosophy was, 'Useless elements are nothing but a waste of capital and resources'.


  A familiar instrumental began to play, yet parts of it were new. It didn't take her long to realize the source of the déjà vu. The two songs Won Chaehee knew so well were mixed together in an unexpected way, as if they had always been a single track, created with this very outcome in mind.


  Won Chaehee belatedly remembered one more name listed as an arranger for the track, which had been transformed into a powerful, up-tempo dance song.


  『...Arrangement: Kim Iwol, Lee Cheonghyeon』


  The songs had subtly influenced each other during the concert. Now, at the year's end, they had fully combined to take on a new form. It was clear this had been planned from the start.


  Kim Iwol, you tenacious and meticulous professional idol.


  While the pre-recorded video played, spArk had changed clothes and now returned in new outfits. Dressed in bomber jackets, vintage denim pants, and jumpsuits, the members rose on a lift and strode across the stage. The many instruments in the high-teen-style song created a festival atmosphere.


  Gold confetti rained down on the members' bright smiles.


  『Still, the reason it endlessly rises』


  『Is because this memory is precious』


  She remembered the sunlight and raindrops mixing and sparkling on the sea's surface in the 『End』 music video, and the colorful pollen that scattered in 『On A High Note』.


  『Because it makes my heart race』


  The various light sticks visible in the wide shot of the audience seemed to overlap with the highlights of the two music videos.


  『Let's go on an endless journey』


  The choruses of the two songs intersected and swirled together. In her small studio apartment, the atmosphere filled with the sense of a long year passing and drawing to a close.


  

  It was past midnight, but sleep wouldn't come. Four hours had passed since Gu Jahan had gotten into bed, but his mind was as sharp as ever.


  Three hours ago, annoyed by the ticking second hand, he had ripped the clock's batteries out and thrown it on the sofa. Two hours ago, he had changed all the bedding, deciding the blankets were uncomfortable. A short while ago, he had dressed fully and smoked a cigarette in the heavy snow. Still, his wide-open eyes refused to close.


  [An attitude of carelessly looking down on people is not helpful in life.]


  There it was again. The text message surfaced whenever he tried to clear his mind.


  That young punk, trying to lecture people.


  Gu Jahan shut his eyes in irritation.


  Normally, Gu Jahan would have quickly forgotten an impudent junior's words and turned on the TV.


  What did I do that was so wrong?


  I apologized, and after that, I think I took perfectly good care of him.


  [I am sincerely grateful for the material and emotional support you've given me.]


  He even admitted it himself.


  How can anyone be nice to everyone? Why should I have to live like that in the first place? It's only natural to run into people you don't get along with. Why should I have to hold back from saying what I dislike?


  He didn't even want to recall the foul feeling from when he first received the text. He had been so dumbfounded he was left speechless. Gu Jahan had exercised superhuman patience just to hold back a torrent of words and send a single reply. 'Okay.'


  After that, every single day felt like shit. Resentment surged up several times a day. He seethed at the thought that he must have been viewed as human trash. The fact that he hadn't spat out those words proved how much he had changed, yet being condemned for such a trivial matter made him furious to his core.


  [However, your kindness being limited only to me is uncomfortable. It is because I cannot turn a blind eye when someone else is being ignored. Knowing how well you've treated me makes me feel all the more guilty and conflicted.]


  When he'd asked his manager if his personality hadn't improved recently, he'd only gotten a positive response. What did a brat who was still wet behind the ears know?


  But when his anger subsided, an inexplicable sense of defeat washed over him.


  It was because Kim Iwol's tone, pointing out the very things he didn't want to admit, had hit the mark.


  If the sender had been someone who only spouted platitudes, he would have felt more at ease. He would have just cursed him for being a hypocrite, no different from anyone else, and forgotten the whole thing.


  However, Kim Iwol was someone who lived by his own words. He never spoke ill of others and didn't go out of his way to be disliked. He simply did the work he was given, whether it was fair or not.


  At one time, he hadn't understood why Kim Iwol lived that way and had even considered him pathetic and frustratingly stifled.


  ≫ [Best] That kid's fate is so harsh. He never got special treatment, never talked back to his family or used violence, but he became a power-abusing, immoral monster overnight. Fake news is this scary...


  He thought of Kim Iwol, who had been pummeled by the public despite having done nothing wrong.


  [Public opinion is a truly frightening thing. It's easy for things to get distorted, or for words that were never said to be fabricated. In the entertainment industry, where you can be misunderstood no matter how uprightly you live, I'm not sure what value there is in willingly taking on such risks.]


  [If you've done nothing wrong, you can at least be confident. However, in a society that won't easily listen to the truth even if you're flawless, it would be very difficult for someone who actually has faults to survive.]


  He could now somewhat understand what must have been going through Kim Iwol's mind as he wrote at such length.


  People had been cruel even to Kim Iwol, who had lived an impeccably upright life. Everyone had been busy tearing a single person to shreds.


  [They say it's a world where even sinners live just fine, but criticism is bound to eat away at a person.]


  Gu Jahan had seen with his own two eyes the state Kim Iwol was in when he collapsed at the press conference, the same Kim Iwol who had stepped forward so confidently because he had nothing to hide.


  [I hope that you will neither walk a precarious path nor, in the distant future, should something happen, be greatly hurt by ignoring the mounting verbal abuse just because you feel fine for the moment.]


  Shit. Damn it.


  Could the way he got back up and smiled in front of everyone as if nothing was wrong, even when he was supposedly on the verge of a stomach ulcer, be dismissed as mere professionalism?


  This was a matter of values. It was a kind of signpost for someone who has decided on a direction for their life. It was a lesson learned from life's scars, the kind of thing one would never even consider if they hadn't lived fiercely, if they had never been broken.


  Gu Jahan sat up. He picked up the phone he had thrown at his feet and checked his remaining contacts. Even among the few numbers he had saved, numerous people weighed on his mind.


  Gu Jahan tapped the contact at the very top of the list. It was a company employee he had recently lost his temper with, his face flushing red as he'd let his anger fly.


  He had no idea what to say first. His finger hovered over the keyboard for a long while.


  < Gil Haeun Me [Ms. Haeun. This is Gu Jahan...]


  Gu Jahan typed out the message very slowly and with great difficulty.


  Chapter 422: Invited Guest (1)


  spArk's official broadcast schedule ended with the company's year-end stage tour. I still had one job left, though. I was invited to the Acting Awards for my work on 'Exclusive Report'.


  Unlike my work as an idol, the awards ceremony required a suit. Luckily, a sponsorship let me go looking sharp. My biggest concern was how to act. I was going as Cheon Yunseong for the first time in a while.


  I was also conflicted about whether to dye my hair. Since it was for the drama, I considered dyeing it again to match the character. I figured it might interfere with next year's activities if I wanted bright hair, so we just toned it down.


  "Either way, Iwol, you're going to stand out the most."


  "Should I have just dyed it completely black...?"


  "If you go black, you have to assume that hair can't be bleached again. Let's be satisfied with this."


  I couldn't argue with that firm judgment. I just hoped viewers wouldn't pay too much attention to Cherry Yoonseong.


  Standing on the red carpet with spArk had been awkward, but not difficult. My nerves were on edge because I never knew which member would randomly close their eyes.


  Walking the red carpet alone was truly uncomfortable. It felt like working in someone else's place while wearing ill-fitting clothes. Gazes flew at me from all over, as my hair was as flashy as some of the actresses' dresses.


  The solo interview wasn't easy either. I felt like I was receiving all the public attention in the world.


  "Mr. Iwol, I hear this is your first time at the Acting Awards?"


  "That's right. I'm very nervous because my members aren't here with me."


  "You don't look nervous at all! What do you think 'Exclusive Report's chances are for awards today?"


  How could I not be nervous when you ask questions like that! You're trying to bury me socially!


  I barely entered the venue after passing through the hellish interview and the merciless barrage of camera flashes. If it weren't for the fans at the photo line, I probably would have collapsed and wiped away tears before even making it inside.


  The 'Exclusive Report' team, who I hadn't seen in a long time, was as friendly and cheerful as ever. They saw me and immediately imitated spArk's ending pose from the Grand Music Festival.


  "Young Master, what are we to do if you quit management and jump into the idol market like this!"


  "Chief Go lost his job because there was nowhere for him to return to, Young Master!"


  "Please, don't do this...!"


  I fought the urge to go straight back to the dorm. Half my social energy vanished before I even sat down.


  My first impression of the Acting Awards might sound materialistic, but it was simple.


  It's warm.


  Coming indoors felt unbelievably good after shivering in a large concert hall all winter. What's better? Opening the venue to more fans, or providing a comfortable environment for a smaller audience? I think industry officials need to seriously consider this.


  If an idol's year-end stage is like a year-end party, the actors' Acting Awards felt like a year-end settlement.


  Unlike the singers' seats, which were in rows, the round tables at the front were good for conversation. People were busy asking after one another even before the live broadcast began.


  "Our PD needs to win an award."


  "Am I at that level?"


  Jeon PD waved his hands dismissively. The atmosphere was thick with uncertainty about how high-ranking officials might influence things, even though no other drama had ratings as good as 'Exclusive Report'.


  Still, a different current flowed through the air once the cameras started rolling. The broadcast title appeared on the large screen as a red curtain, symbolic of an awards ceremony, opened visually.


  "...As this is the 40th ceremony, I believe it will be an even more meaningful occasion."


  The broadcast officially began with the hosts' introductions and some small talk. The celebratory performance, Rookie Award, Popularity Award, and Best Combination Award were announced in order.


  The Ham Yiseo-Gong Jichan Couple were only nominees for the Best Combination Award. It seemed their camaraderie was emphasized more than a romantic narrative in the show.


  In life, there's this kind of love and that kind of love. I hope the broadcasting station will also pay attention to the narratives of couples united by a common cause.


  Next, it was time to present the Excellence Award. This was the reason I was invited today.


  I'm a nominee for the Excellence Award?


  Being nominated for an Excellence Award was something I never expected. It made attending unavoidable. I had tried to avoid activities unrelated to the group, but I had to come, at least out of respect for the other nominees.


  "Let's watch the VCR for Cheon Yunseong of 'Exclusive Report'."


  My face filled the large screen. The funeral of the (former) Chairman Cheon, the Haneulchae filming scene, and Cheon Yunseong's final moments passed by like a film reel.


  While the other nominees' videos played, I checked where they were seated. I was ready to give the best applause no matter who was called. I felt it would be rude not to know the other nominees' projects, so I binge-watched clips even if I couldn't watch the full versions. Now I'm confident I can recite the lines for any meme that comes up.


  "The winner of the Excellence Award at The 40th Drama Awards is..."


  "'Exclusive Report's Mr. Kim Iwol for the role of Cheon Yunseong! Congratulations!"


  I reflexively looked for Mr. Kim Iwol's seat, then paused. Me?


  "Mr. Iwol, congratulations!"


  "What are you doing? Get up there, quickly!"


  Someone plucked me from my chair like a radish before I could even ask if they really called my name. The only person capable of this was the Director... no, Woo Yunjae.


  As I walked to the stage amidst applause, the background showed a huge picture of Cheon Yunseong and my name.


  The presenter handed me the trophy after we shook hands. My name was clearly engraved on the crystal. When I came to my senses, a microphone for my acceptance speech was right in front of me.


  "...Hello, I am Kim Iwol of spArk, who played Cheon Yunseong in 'Exclusive Report'."


  It was a huge relief that I had experience giving acceptance speeches as an idol. Otherwise, I would have had to rely on my experience from OJT and business status reports to get through this crisis.


  The people at the 'Exclusive Report' table right in front of me were a great help. They cheered me on with both hands, just without making any sound. My smile quickly returned.


  "I've unexpectedly received this precious award, so I'm wondering what I should say."


  A request to 'Please take your time with your speech' appeared on the prompter below the stage. I ended up receiving as much attention as the extended time.


  There are usually two things to say at a time like this. Make a comment that fans of the work can enjoy, and express necessary gratitude.


  "I'm happy to see the world without Cheonju Group, which I wanted to achieve until the very end. I feel it was worth coming back alive."


  I spoke from a dual perspective of the drama's ending and reality. Thankfully, everyone understood right away. I almost became the guy who has to explain his joke at length after it fails.


  "I would like to express my gratitude to the writer and PD who gave me this great opportunity, the production staff and the senior actors who took such good care of me on set, and especially to Woo Yunjae, who spent the most time with me."


  Woo Yoonjae made a finger heart. He once said he was too shy to even appear on variety shows. He keeps moving people at unexpected moments.


  "Above all, I want to say thank you to my members and fans who supported me to the end so that I wouldn't be afraid of this new challenge. spArk, Sparkler! Thank you, and I love you."


  Familiar lightsticks waved wildly in the audience. My hands were full with the bouquet and the trophy, so I responded with the best smile I could muster.


  Congratulations poured in even after I returned to my seat. I was on pins and needles. I just kept bowing my head and repeating my thanks.


  The actor for Gong Jichan was nominated for the Top Excellence Award, but he didn't win. It seemed the nominations were arranged to avoid an overlap, since So Saeyoung was a candidate for the Grand Prize. The main characters' chemistry was well-received, but the male lead's solo scenes weren't a huge hit.


  'Exclusive Report' was also mentioned as a nominee for Best Drama. The camera panned to our table once again. So Saeyoung, her hands clasped tightly, was shown in a close-up.


  "Best Drama! 'Exclusive Report'!"


  A deafening cheer erupted along with a fanfare. Jeon PD went on stage as the representative.


  "I used to think that just making a project was a happy life... but now that I've received an award, I realize how shortsighted I was. If I had known it would be this overwhelming, I would have lived with a little more ambition."


  Laughter broke out at his honest speech. Soon, however, the PD's eyes welled up with tears.


  "This is the result of everyone, the writer, the actors, and the staff, all doing their best with one heart. I was happy to be able to run as one team with my respected colleagues. I dedicate this award to everyone who participated, thank you!"


  I gave him my wholehearted applause, as someone who had also received more than enough consideration and help from the PD.


  The success of someone who knows how to acknowledge the contributions of those around them made me as happy as if it were my own. His work's quality and directing skills were proven by his ability, and his reputation among the production staff was also good. The PD's directing career would be smooth sailing from now on.


  And finally, the long-awaited Grand Prize was...


  "To all the viewers who supported and loved Ham Iseo's journey, thank you. I will become an actress who repays the love I've received with my acting! Thank you for subscribing to 'Exclusive Report'!"


  ...awarded to So Saeyoung. She had succeeded in uncovering a conglomerate's corruption and ultimately realizing social justice through 'Exclusive Report'.


  The camera also caught the tears of her partner, who had acted passionately alongside her. I clapped until my palms hurt for Ham Iseo, who had fulfilled Cheon Yunseong's dream in a fair and just way. Buoyed by the honor of the Grand Prize winner, we even took a group photo.


  "Oh my gosh! Shouldn't our team get together for a dinner party later?"


  "Another wrap party?"


  "Yes, let's. It's on me."


  With So Saeyoung's generous words, a 'Wrap Party Again ~ Long Live 'Exclusive Report'~' was instantly scheduled. The PD said he would pay for the second round, and the date and restaurant were decided in a flash.


  I was leaving the venue to meet my manager after promising to meet before the year was over when I heard a familiar voice.


  "Mr. Iwol."


  "Yes, sunbaenim."


  "Let's go down together."


  ...It was Gu Jahan.


  Chapter 423: Invited Guest (2)


  We headed to the parking lot, maintaining an awkward distance. We had left early, cutting through the crowd of people busy greeting each other, so the elevator and the parking lot were quiet for the end of the year.


  Mr. Gu Jahan said nothing as others passed by. A suffocating awkwardness continued.


  Didn't he intend to ignore me?


  I had run into Mr. Gu Jahan before the awards ceremony and nodded at him, but he ignored me. I thought I should at least do the basics, but I didn't try to talk to him further, worried it might displease him.


  But for him to stop me like this... It was hard to guess what he was thinking.


  Mr. Gu Jahan finally broke the silence when no one else was nearby.


  "Congratulations on the award."


  "Thank you."


  Silence fell again. With no one else around, the situation was somehow even more uncomfortable.


  "If you don't have anything else to say, I'll be on my way..."


  "I apologized."


  Mr. Gu Jahan cut me off.


  "I thought it wouldn't be a big deal, you know? But it took a long time."


  "......"


  "I couldn't do it for the people who blocked me. They said it might just make them more uncomfortable. If they contact me later asking for an apology, I'll do it then."


  Mr. Gu Jahan sounded nonchalant.


  "Mr. Iwol was right. I guess I underestimated people too much."


  He had remained silent whenever people passed, as if he cared about prying ears, yet now he was being overly honest with no one around to question him.


  "I've lived my life ignoring everyone I didn't like, but when I think about how those people put up with me and answered my calls because of work..."


  "...it just makes me feel even more sorry."


  Accepting an apology is the victim's choice. Refusing contact from the perpetrator should also be a choice the victim can make.


  However, a victim might have to engage in an unwanted conversation when a job is on the line, when their livelihood is an issue, or when there's pressure from others.


  This meant Mr. Gu Jahan had realized that himself. He could only contact the victims because he was a celebrity, a person in a position of power in the industry.


  "So I told them thank you. I also said they shouldn't feel guilty for not forgiving me."


  "You must have been busy."


  "I don't know."


  Mr. Gu Jahan didn't seem proud in the slightest.


  "The people who had to work while hearing my damn shitty attitude every day were probably busier."


  Adding my own words would have been rude. I just listened quietly to what Mr. Gu Jahan had to say.


  "They said thank you for apologizing. It's absurd."


  "......"


  "I wonder what's so thankful about a verbal apology, but then I think about how frustrating it must have been for them to live without even hearing that, and the thought that some people might have forced themselves to accept it, worried that nothing good would come from my mouth again if they didn't, weighs on my mind."


  Assistant Manager Kim, I told you I was sorry on behalf of the department head. You should know how to be flexible and let it go.


  ......


  Are you planning on quitting after today? When a superior comes out this humbly, isn't it proper to say you're sorry and that you had your own shortcomings too? Putting everything else aside, don't you have even the slightest thought of sacrificing for the company in your heart, Assistant Manager Kim?


  The moment you force yourself to bow your head, your self-esteem gets mercilessly crushed. The wound from admitting fault for something that wasn't your responsibility never fades. It's like a crease left on paper.


  A very deep scar was left on me long ago, and Mr. Gu Jahan's words covered it like tape. A wound carved by another can't be erased just by rubbing correction tape over it, but the hollowed space was filled, smoothing the unevenness in my heart.


  "What made me believe I'd always survive without any trouble? Was it because my life had no adversity?"


  "I don't think so."


  "You're generous. Some people say I'm just acting the part of someone born with a silver spoon."


  Some people seek compensation from others for a difficult childhood, while others who grow up in a good environment give more to others. To say, 'You are the way you are now because of your past!' is a narrow-minded condemnation.


  "I now understand the last thing Mr. Iwol said to me."


  I remembered the last message I sent to Mr. Gu Jahan.


  [... If our opinions differ, it seems it will be difficult for our relationship to last long.]


  Mr. Gu Jahan stopped walking.


  "Now, do you think my opinion and Mr. Iwol's have become the same?"


  His eyes, now devoid of arrogance, turned to me. His gaze held no aggression meant to corner me. It was a gaze that waited for the conclusion I would reach 'myself'.


  I walked to my car without a word. I took out a small box of cabbage juice from inside and held it out to Mr. Gu Jahan.


  "Woo Yoonjae asked me to give this to you if I saw you."


  It was a gift from Woo Yoonjae, who must have been on Mr. Gu Jahan's apology list. I had vaguely guessed that Mr. Gu Jahan must have taken some action when Woo Yoonjae gave this to me, saying he wasn't sure if he'd have a chance to give it himself.


  Mr. Gu Jahan hesitated before taking the box. I took out another package and handed it to Mr. Gu Jahan as well.


  "This is my year-end gift to you."


  "......"


  "It bothered me that I only ever received things from you, so I prepared something small."


  Mr. Gu Jahan's eyes widened.


  "Weren't you planning on not seeing me again?"


  "It's just as I said. It would have been difficult if our opinions differed."


  "But why..."


  "Because that's not what I wanted to happen."


  Mr. Gu Jahan is the first person to prove to me that people can change. He's not a member I have to work with on a team, nor a colleague I see every day at the same company, but a stranger in a relationship we could just end.


  He is someone who, despite our complete incompatibility, tried not to sever his relationship with me.


  So I had hoped. Just a little, and I waited.


  "I just thought it would be nice if we could have the kind of relationship where I could be grateful for what I've received and be able to give something back."


  "......"


  "I'm glad I can finally repay you. It's seasonal, you know."


  At my words, Mr. Gu Jahan checked inside the shopping bag. It contained a black cashmere scarf, an essential item for an actor who frequently has to upload 'boyfriend look' photos.


  Because Mr. Gu Jahan had shown me an unbelievable change, I suppose I, in turn, wanted to try believing in him.


  I hoped I could give the gift to its owner before winter was over.


  

  "Congratulations on the Excellence Award!"


  "Congratulations, Hyung!"


  As if talking on the phone the entire way home wasn't enough, a chorus of energetic congratulations hit my ears the moment I opened the dorm door. A Joseon Dynasty village that produced a top scholar wouldn't have been this loud.


  More importantly, you guys need to tone down the talk about me on your personal BubblePop. Just talk about what pajamas you were wearing while watching the drama awards, or which nominated dramas you've seen.


  "Take out the trophy. Let's see it."


  "Cheonghyeon, let Hyung come inside first...!"


  Park Joowoo rescued me as I was trapped at the entrance. I thought my bag was about to be ransacked right there in the doorway.


  The surprise welcome didn't end there. Kang Kiyeon, who had been hiding in his room, appeared holding a large bouquet.


  "Congratulations on spArk's first acting award."


  "Thanks, but where did you buy a bouquet like this in the middle of the night?"


  "Jeong Seongbin pre-ordered it as soon as your drama awards schedule was confirmed."


  Such decisive action. When I asked Jeong Seongbin, he said that just being nominated was a huge deal, so he had planned to give me the flowers even if I hadn't won.


  This time, Choi Jeho didn't stop his younger brothers. Or maybe he couldn't. Was it because I, the eldest, didn't give him enough control? I could try to restore Choi Jeho's authority now... but it's too late. Adding a rote learning curriculum seems like the fastest way.


  "Wanna see Cheonghyeon's screenshot? Based on visuals alone, you're a movie star."


  "What movie star shows up with pink hair like that?"


  Choi Jeho interjected, but Lee Cheonghyeon paid him no mind and held out his phone. A huge picture of me was posted on Lee Cheonghyeon's Instar account. Since fans like seeing our teamwork in these kinds of posts, I decided to hold back my nagging.


  "Anyway, there was something we had to do before the year ends. You all did your homework before watching the broadcast, right?"


  The guys nodded confidently.


  spArk had greatly benefited from this year's annual plan. After experiencing budget shortages in our early debut days and a sudden survival show appearance, spending a year with a fixed schedule from comeback to concert must have made the importance of planning feel much more significant.


  Jeong Seongbin was even proud, saying all the members had contributed many opinions. He seemed a bit like someone who had fallen in love with his work, which made me feel the need to lessen his burden as a leader. In any case, since everyone cooperated actively, planning for next year should go smoothly.


  Is it already our third year?


  When the year changes, spArk's seniority will also go up a level. Considering that many companies promote employees around their third year, spArk was now at the assistant manager level.


  "I submitted the third concept item, so why is my waiting number in the double digits?"


  "Because Iwol submitted seventeen..."


  "Why would the guy who always preaches quality over quantity do something like that?"


  Was it just my imagination, or did I sense the vibe of office workers in Park Joowoo and Lee Cheonghyeon's conversation? I certainly did. It wasn't the listless energy of my time doing tasks for Department Head Nam, but the same vibe as Assistant Manager Hwang and Assistant Manager Song, who went through trial and error over new, trivial tasks hardly worth noting in a work log.


  "Don't you remember what that hyung posted in the group chat? 'Many useless options make a junkyard, but many meaningful options make a jewelry box'."


  "So you're saying he submitted seventeen items to make a jewelry box right now."


  "How many were you planning to submit?"


  "Me? Thirteen."


  "Seongbin, I don't think we need to have a brainstorming meeting anymore, do we?"


  "No. We have to go through collective intelligence to filter out unexpected problems or catch ideas we missed..."


  "Alright, I get it, so someone just book a meeting room."


  "I'll get it...!"


  Assistant Manager Hwang, didn't you install the partition backward?


  Huh? Did I?


  Oh, the footrest is facing up!


  You're right? Why did I do that?!


  It's because you've been working all night for two days straight. Let's finish up quickly and go home early today.


  Sounds good, and next time, let's all apply to companies that have a general affairs team...


  Ahaha!


  A memory that wasn't perfect, but was fiercely competitive and enjoyable in its own way, was being reenacted. I just had to use that nostalgia as fertilizer and keep moving forward.


  Chapter 424: New Year's Greetings


  ≫ It's a tale as old as time when the Grand Prize winner and the team with the most stage views are different.


  Amidst all the trashy paid voting, spArk's stage was overwhelmingly dominant. The fact that their video was the longest and had the most views says a lot. Basically, this year's Music Festival was a spArk solo concert.


  └ First place... They got first place!


  └ When the cue sheet first came out, I saw the 11 minutes and fainted lololol


  └ Why wouldn't spArk get 11 minutes?ㅠ If the boys hit number one for all the 'Best 1 Minute' on IDC, don't they deserve it??


  └ fr, so many XX fandoms were on the NBC MeTube Official Channel when the song first dropped, but they all disappeared after the stage performance was released.


  └ And that was even though Exclusive Report was a TVm production lolololololol


  ≫ I'll keep thinking about the last song, End On A High Note, for a long, long time.


  I thought I didn't need to brag anymore because I wanted more people to recognize the boys' live skills, but I take it back. I need to shout about it until my voice goes hoarse.


  └ It makes me so proud to see comments from non-idol fans saying they keep rewatching it ㅠㅠ


  ≫ One-line review of the Music Festival: Was it really necessary for SMI to be the center...


  People attached all sorts of titles like 'Genius Center' and 'Visual Center' and called him the gateway to a temple, but you can't even tell he's gone. MI, what is this?


  └ Thanks to Minil redistributing the parts, Gawoon shines even more! Excited Naos hand (1/10000000)


  └ Excited Naos hand (2/10000000)


  └ Excited Naos hand (3/10000000)


  └ Minil-ah! You can't sing for X, yet you whined so much for the killing part, and this is what happened! I don't feel sorry for you at all. Good riddance!!!


  └└ lolololololololololololol


  ≫ spArk was only getting checked for being 'NBC's sons' on SNS. The live venue was just a party... lololol It's not for nothing that Hideout hit number one on the year-end charts all the way to the final broadcast, except for one comeback music show.


  Not a single person wasn't singing along lololol


  └ I'm a total dance maniac, so I was a bit disappointed when I saw 'Acoustic ver.' next to Hideout on the cue sheet... but it was totally hype and amazing. I left with my emotional batteries fully charged.


  └ I'm so jealous of the people who were there..... I can sing along well too...


  └ In every video uploaded from the fan section, the decibels of people singing along to the chorus lololol. It must have been so fun ㅠㅠㅠ


  ≫ 30-something ahjussi here. I watched the Grand Music Festival for the first time in a while, and spArk is, what can I say.


  It's been a while since I watched because there were fewer and fewer songs I knew and it wasn't fun to watch the stages anymore. I just happened to turn it on after a long time, and Speak was good...


  After seeing them perform as a band, I've been looking up their songs. People my age would probably feel a lot of nostalgia.


  └ spArk?


  └└ Yeah, you're right. I got the most important part, the name, wrong;;;


  └└└ Isn't it because the song title is Speaker?? I just looked it up, and the song called Speaker is a band song lolol


  └└└└ Why did they make their name so confusing?


  └└└└└ Be grateful it's short. Don't you know the trend for titles these days???


  └ Not watching because you know fewer songs is so real. There wasn't a single stage that I had a complaint about.


  └└ When they have some CG set or something, I don't think 'that's cool', I just think 'what is that...'. I guess I'm really getting old.


  spArk ended the year amidst high praise. As they welcomed the New Year, they experienced several changes.


  First, the youngest members turned twenty, making spArk a group composed entirely of adults. Accordingly, the team rules became more detailed. The previous belief was that they would exercise self-restraint because of the younger members. The renewed regulations now meant that each action carried responsibility, as no one else would take it for them.


  Second, the members' workout preferences began to diverge. After the concert issue where their workout intensity was exposed, everyone expressed their opinions more honestly. Some, like me or Choi Jeho, only did weight training. Another faction wanted to enjoy sports, and a third group managed themselves out of professional duty. I won't specify who was who.


  Third, they closed their second friendship savings account when it matured. The young idols had previously used the interest for team dinners. This time, they added a portion of the principal to the interest and made a donation. This came from discussions that idols should constantly find ways to exert a positive influence, especially since even companies were adopting ESG management.


  The annual schedule also received final approval. They set three major activities as their main schedule: two comebacks a year and an overseas debut.


  Starting this year, they decided to add a slight image change. Since they had completed the school concept with the season's greetings, it was time to show a fresh picture. This was why I was currently wrestling with a Webshell file, pointlessly applying and removing filters.


  I objectively couldn't participate much in work during the second half of last year. However, my personal affairs were now almost resolved, so nothing hindered me.


  The encore concert was confirmed, so we also had to plan its detailed content. An encore concert characteristically has a similar set list, but they couldn't reuse the same rolling paper or skits. They spent a week deciding on games that were good for playing on the spot.


  Hyung, do you think it would be better for me to take another semester off?


  Jeong Seongbin had cautiously suggested this, unable to watch everyone get ground down physically and mentally. Fortunately, my condition improved quickly. It was decided that Jeong Seongbin would return to school this year with Park Joowoo as planned.


  These details...


  "The number of rules suddenly dropped?"


  "The previous rules have already been internalized... so everyone has probably gotten used to them without them needing to be written down."


  "Seongbin was good at badminton. Did you decide to keep playing?"


  "No, I'm putting it on hold for now...!"


  "Hyung, after we went to the gym together, Seongbin started reading my messages later than usual."


  ...were all chattered about trivially during the New Year live, excluding the encore concert and comeback schedules. The main content was supposed to be slicing rice cakes for tteokguk while wearing hanbok, but they ended up chatting more.


  The tteokguk was complete when Jeong Seongbin placed the pan-fried egg garnish, as yellow as his hair, on top. The dumplings Choi Jeho had made all burst as if to assert their presence, so the visuals weren't great, but they made the broth rich.


  "If I eat three bowls of tteokguk, will you let me join the eldest hyungs?"


  "It's possible, but can you burn all those calories within today? You know it's 400 kcal per bowl, even if I lowered it as much as I could, right?"


  Lee Cheonghyeon firmly shut his mouth at my words. As if in rebellion, he generously sprinkled pepper on his food. The audio never went silent for a moment while they ate.


  

  They didn't get a separate holiday vacation because they were too busy. I was at my wit's end trying to decide on spArk's next concept.


  A schedule appeared that didn't require much brainpower to be called work, yet was too high-pressure to be called comfortable. I would be filming with high-seniority celebrities.


  An offer came in for 'Let's Eat and Talk'. It was an observational healing variety show where they gathered combinations of people requested by viewers. They would cook meals in a small country house by the mountains or sea and share various stories, including about their lives.


  The other people appearing with me are already decided, right?


  Except for unusual cases, the cast members usually knew each other. They had to create a lineup that would interest viewers to boost ratings. The publicly known '◯◯ Line' or '◯◯s' derived from birth years were typical examples.


  And I...


  It's a 'Trio of Villains' concept!


  "......"


  ...was set to appear on a special broadcast titled 'A Villain's Different Daily Life'. Cheon Yunseong was a role, not me. It was a mystery why the person Kim Iwol had also become a villain.


  The other guests were also familiar.


  "...Mr. Iwol, you're here early."


  "Not at all, I just arrived!"


  Woo Yoonjae, who had passionately acted as Cheon Yunseong's partner, entered first. For the crime of being in the same boat as me, Woo Yoonjae had earned the dishonorable title of villain. I planned to express my deep regret with a heartfelt, handwritten letter.


  The last person appeared, exuding an unusual aura even from a distance.


  "It's been a while, Sunbaenim."


  "Indeed. It's been a while since we've seen each other on a broadcast, right?"


  Mr. Gu Jahan greeted me with a nonchalant face, with a friendliness that would make anyone think they were neighborhood friends.


  "It's been a... while."


  "It has. I received your gift well."


  Mr. Gu Jahan also exchanged an awkward greeting with Woo Yoonjae. I tried not to show how much I was on pins and needles, breaking out in a cold sweat while saying things like, 'Aigoo, you have no idea how surprised Jahan Sunbaenim was!' and 'You said you wanted to see Yunjae Sunbaenim!'


  "That's right. It's been a long time since our last project..."


  "We didn't have many opportunities to run into each other. Still, it seems we're fated to meet, seeing as we've ended up on a show together like this."


  Fortunately, the two of them saved face for me. I was tearfully grateful for the sincerity of my sunbaenims, who played along appropriately instead of refuting my words.


  After the ambiguously amicable self-introductions, we had time to look around the filming location. We saw the harvested rice paddies, the vegetable garden covered in plastic sheeting, the chicken coop wrapped in bubble wrap, and the yard with a large dog and a warehouse. By then, it was already time to prepare the first meal. We decided to change our clothes first for a smooth workflow.


  "Sunbaenim, surely that's not your work attire...?"


  "Yeah, why?"


  I then enthusiastically nagged Mr. Gu Jahan, who had brought slim-fit training pants as his supposed work clothes. How could this ahjussi live and die by the fit more than Choi Jeho, an active idol? Looking at either Mr. Gu Jahan or Choi Jeho, I was so frustrated that I could only pound my chest.


  The trio of villains could only head to the kitchen after I finished dressing Gu Jahan in the extra padded pants I had brought just in case.


  "Don't tell me we have to cook rice in a cauldron?"


  "There wasn't an electric rice cooker inside, was there, Sunbaenim?"


  "No... but I know how to do it, so you don't have to worry."


  Woo Yoonjae dispelled Mr. Gu Jahan's worries in one fell swoop.


  "So, if you could wipe the cauldron, Jahan..."


  And get some revenge for the past, too. Mr. Gu Jahan ended up wiping a real cauldron lid with the hands his fans had loved, saying they were as big as a cauldron lid.


  Chapter 425: Countryside Experience (1)


  The cauldron produced an enormous amount of rice after Gu Jahan scrubbed it until his hands were raw. Woo Yoonjae masterfully started a fire with wood scraps I had gathered from a low hill. I also finally understood why Odae rice was so famous. Its taste was completely different.


  While Woo Yoonjae and I built the furnace and seasoned the cauldron lid with oil, Gu Jahan just got in the way. He could make gambas by drizzling olive oil in a pan, but he lacked the knack for resourceful cooking.


  Gu Jahan watched Woo Yoonjae, who wore work gloves and wrestled with the fire, ignoring the acrid smoke. Whenever dishes piled up, Gu Jahan quietly headed to the tap.


  "Iwol, what's all that on your clothes?"


  "This? It's dried radish greens. There was a lot to prepare."


  "I see..."


  He sometimes gave me a very conflicted look, but I had a mountain of things to do. I couldn't guess his every thought, so I focused on my own tasks.


  I took kimchi from the crock platform for a stew and fried dried radish green pancakes on the cauldron lid. A splendid meal was soon complete. The dining table was a bit small for four grown men, but everyone sat peacefully before it.


  "The rice turned out great, right?"


  "It's amazing."


  Gu Jahan exclaimed in admiration after one spoonful and devoured two whole bowls. Woo Yoonjae, perhaps feeling sorry for his colleague who was covered in red pepper powder from fetching the kimchi, used clean chopsticks to place a long strip of fermented kimchi on Gu Jahan's rice.


  

  The remaining dishes also became Gu Jahan's responsibility. We didn't make him do it. He volunteered. I sealed the leftover ingredients and wiped down the table.


  We let Woo Yoonjae rest since he had worked the hardest, but sitting still didn't seem to be in his nature. He was already in the yard, hammering something with a small mallet.


  "Is there anything I can help with, Sunbae?"


  "No... I'm almost done."


  Two long runners were attached to a thin wooden board. When Woo Yoonjae attached a thick wire over the runners, I realized what he was making.


  "It's a sled, isn't it?"


  "The rice paddy was frozen... My grandfather used to make them like this for me when I was little."


  Woo Yoonjae also fashioned sled sticks on the spot. TAP, TAP. In an instant, he had completed a full sled set for an adult.


  "Let's go for a ride."


  Woo Yoonjae stood up, holding the sled.


  "Where are you going?" Gu Jahan asked. He came out of the kitchen, rubbing his reddened hands with a dishcloth.


  After Woo Yoonjae explained, Gu Jahan threw on a padded vest and slipped his feet into fur-lined rubber shoes. He had ignored me earlier when I asked if he wanted a padded jacket. Three hours in the mountains and his localization was complete.


  The frozen rice paddy was filled with threshed rice straw and rough stubble. Still, some patches looked clear enough for a sled to glide on.


  Woo Yoonjae placed the sled on the ice.


  "Now, you ride it," he said to me.


  "......"


  Me? I'm twenty-three... no, how old was I again... thirty-something... wait, should I say I'm twenty-three? In any case, I'm not at an age where I'd shout about wanting to ride a sled just because I see ice.


  "What are you doing? Get on," Gu Jahan chimed in.


  At my age, I have to ride a handmade sled in front of everyone and go, 'Haha, this is so much fun!'... Well, the cameras are rolling.


  I got on the sled that Woo Yoonjae had so carefully made.


  But I couldn't move. I'd never ridden a sled before!


  "Stab the ice with the sticks... and don't lean your weight too far back."


  The scene grew even stranger as Woo Yoonjae started pushing my back. I was clearly unfamiliar with winter leisure. The sound of awls piercing the ice echoed across the vast winter paddy.


  "Iwol, can I take a picture?"


  "I'd appreciate it if you could make me look as good as possible."


  "How am I supposed to make something funny look good?"


  "An idol has to look good anytime, anywhere...!"


  Despite my desperate plea, Gu Jahan carelessly snapped the shutter. I didn't need to check the gallery to know his promise to 'try' was a complete lie.


  "Iwol, why don't you try on the roasted chestnut hat? I saw one inside."


  "...Should I go get it?"


  "You know that mother-of-pearl vanity in the room? It's on top of that."


  They even started chatting about making me wear a roasted chestnut hat. I felt like they were just using me to capture a scene of the two actors talking.


  I suddenly became a man-child in a furry roasted chestnut hat, riding a sled made by a senior who had thrown all semblance of his age into the kimchi stew. I had never felt such intense rage.


  "You two should try it, too. It's not every day we get to do this."


  "How old do you think I am?"


  And I rode it because I'm five years old?


  I glared at him with a smile, and Gu Jahan hesitantly took the sticks. Gu Jahan, who had confidently walked the red carpet just last year, was completely humbled on the ice sled. The production staff burst out laughing.


  After watching the winter sports specialist Woo Yoonjae's spectacular drifting, we warmed ourselves by the fire pit. My whole body went limp, like a marshmallow in hot chocolate.


  "Is the floor warm?" Woo Yoonjae asked from the fire, looking at me confined to the room.


  "It's boiling hot."


  I gave him a thumbs-up. Woo Yoonjae looked satisfied and took off his work gloves. Soon, heavy footsteps sounded, THUMP, THUMP, and Gu Jahan arrived with a large tray.


  "These are all the sweet potatoes, right?"


  We needed to prepare them for roasting in the fire pit. Woo Yoonjae neatly chopped off the ends with a knife, while Gu Jahan and I carefully wrapped them in aluminum foil.


  "Who's going to eat all this?"


  "Won't the staff eat some too? Just holding one of these when it's cold can warm you up."


  At my words, Gu Jahan wrapped the sweet potatoes without complaint. He even sped up when he heard they were pumpkin sweet potatoes.


  We tucked the sweet potatoes between the logs and gathered around the fire to chat. For people who made a living on screen, we had soot smudged all over our faces. It was a pitiful sight, so I heated some towels in the microwave and handed them out.


  "Yunjae and Iwol seem really used to this. Don't you both live in Seoul?"


  "My family home is in the countryside," Woo Yoonjae answered, poking the firewood.


  "I've been to a similar place before to film a variety show with my members."


  That's a lie. I'm a product of a weekend farm. My specialties are planting tomato seedlings and setting up pepper plant supports.


  "The cabbage juice that Yunjae gave me was also made from cabbages he harvested himself from his garden."


  "Really?"


  "Yes. Have you tried it?"


  "It was delicious. I'm drinking it well."


  "If the three of us were villains, who would be the worst one?"


  "Chief Go is innocent. He only did it because I ordered him to."


  "It's the fault of a full-grown adult. Master Yoonseong was largely a product of his childhood environment..."


  "I think I just became the worst one."


  We mentioned Woo Yoonjae's gift and chatted about our recent drama roles. Since this was a villain special, we had to talk about bad guys at least once.


  We delivered the cooked sweet potatoes to the staff first. We could only cook a few at a time, so we shared trivial stories about first impressions and past anecdotes while waiting for the second batch.


  "Yunjae, have you ever seen this kid get angry? It's no joke."


  "Haha, how could I ever get angry at you, Sunbae!"


  "In that case, isn't it highly likely that Jahan was the one at fault..."


  "It seems I'm definitely the biggest piece of trash on today's broadcast."


  "You should eat a sweet potato before your image gets any worse, Sunbae."


  I quickly took out a sweet potato and offered it to Gu Jahan.


  Watching the flickering flames, my muscles slowly relaxed. The sweet potatoes were delicious. I was looking for a skewer to eat one more when Woo Yoonjae stabbed a large one and handed it to me. Roasted sweet potatoes are high in calories...


  "You must be tired from taking care of your hyungs. Eat a lot."


  ...but how could I refuse? I decided to run three laps around the neighborhood tomorrow morning, then diligently peeled and ate it.


  The sweet potatoes also made it into dinner. Gu Jahan, now wearing a floral cardigan and fuzzy socks, picked and peeled a plump sweet potato. I chopped it into large chunks and put it in the cauldron.


  Beside us, Woo Yoonjae made fresh kimchi. It looked so delicious that I got caught staring. In exchange for a taste of sweet potato with fresh kimchi, Gu Jahan and I made zucchini soybean paste stew.


  "We're eating really well."


  "You have to eat while you work. Iwol, you don't eat properly, do you...?"


  "I eat my meals regularly! I just control the type of food."


  "I thought you were thin, Iwol, but all idols are incredibly skinny."


  "I heard our agency isn't that strict with dietary restrictions. I'm not in a position to complain."


  Our conversation quickly caught fire, moving to topics like 'Essential Supplements for Men in Their 20s and 30s' and 'Effective Bodyweight Exercises for Health Management'.


  "Once you're over thirty, your body just gives out. Take care of yourself," Gu Jahan warned me sternly.


  Geez, I've never been over thirty, so I couldn't even argue back.


  I decided to do the last round of dishes. It wasn't the fate of the youngest. We decided Woo Yoonjae, who was covered in the most ash, should wash up first. I thought Gu Jahan had gone for a smoke, but he boiled water in the cauldron and mixed it with the cold dishwater.


  After washing our faces, we lay side by side under a cotton quilt. Gu Jahan suddenly shot up, saying he felt a draft. This led to a 30-minute commotion as we tried to block the cracks in the door.


  "Iwol, you sleep by the wall. A singer can't afford to hurt his throat."


  "The floor is warm, so I'm fine. I'll sleep by the door..."


  "Should I heat up a towel for you? It'll be warm if you sleep with it under the covers."


  My seniors' consideration was overflowing. At least neither suggested I put a sweet potato on my face to keep warm. It was a moment that truly showed how extraordinary our Choi Jeho was.


  Chapter 426: Countryside Experience (2)


  A highly trained member of spArk becomes hyper-aware of cameras. Because of that, I couldn't fall asleep even after lying down for a long time.


  I couldn't go outside, worried a biting wind from the door would wake the two sleeping men. I quietly pulled the blanket over myself and stared at the face-like stain on the ceiling.


  After an hour, I felt like I was wasting time. The adults fell asleep as soon as the sun set, but my youthful body kept me wide awake. The sun set early in the winter mountains, making it dark even sooner.


  I'm not sure if Jeong Seongbin will ask why I didn't sleep when he watches the broadcast, but this is really unfair. It's not that I don't want a good night's sleep. They just go to bed too early. If I fall asleep now, I'll just wake up at 2 AM...


  In the hellish silence, I stealthily slid my upper body from under the blanket. Thankfully, the seniors didn't stir. I reached for my bag, took out my Mini tablet, and dimmed the screen. I also grabbed my Bluetooth keyboard and ducked back under the covers.


  The blanket should muffle the typing sound enough, right?


  I didn't intend to strain my eyes working in the dark. I would just check my piled-up Dotion notifications.


  As I reviewed the changes, I noticed something unusual. The budget for our next music video had nearly doubled from the initial proposal. The page was already filled with comments from the members who had checked it before me.


  Jeong Seongbin [...Dam Gyehyuk Hello, Gyehyuk! I was wondering if our music video shooting budget is listed correctly?]


  Dam Gyehyuk [...Jeong Seongbin Yes, that's correct! Additional funds were allocated, so I'll create a comparison column in the attached file with the details~]


  Lee Cheonghyeon [Are we going to bathe in gold dust in our music video?]


  Kang Kiyeon [At least one of us probably should.]


  Looks like they were having a good time.


  An idol's workload is harsh for their age. Kids who dream of debuting just to sing and dance soon realize, once they become trainees and finally debut, that they have to do things they never imagined. This ranges from somewhat related fields, like studying foreign languages or practicing acting, to tasks that seem completely irrelevant. It's similar to an office worker who, after being hired, ends up doing far more than what was listed in the job description.


  But it's hard to just tell idols, 'The staff will handle support, so just focus on your main job!' My philosophy is that idols work for their fans. They must understand what they're presenting, why they're presenting it, and the process behind it.


  A company sells products for money, but the idol industry runs on fan devotion. One shouldn't play with people's hearts, so everything requires a minimum level of sincerity.


  Following my philosophy, spArk partially involves itself in behind-the-scenes processes like planning, operations, monitoring, and analysis. The degree of involvement varies, but no spArk member is 'completely in the dark' about our team's work.


  A carrot was needed to keep them engaged with uninteresting work. That carrot could be a threat or a reward, but from my experience at Hanpyeong Industry, neither was very effective on me.


  Something that lets a person keep going without getting exhausted.


  The power to make them look one more time, to let the work seep into their daily lives so ideas spring to mind naturally...


  Park Joowoo [...Jeong Seongbin Seongbin, should we add a reference image for the gold dust bath to the proposal? (...Lee Cheonghyeon ,...Kang Kiyeon )]


  Kang Kiyeon [...Park Joowoo, that's not it!]


  Kang Kiyeon [...Park Joowoo, that's not it!!!]


  ...comes from having fun. I just had to create an atmosphere where they could work as if they were playing. These responsible guys wouldn't neglect their main job just for a little fun.


  Look at the results. I taught them to use tags carefully to avoid unnecessary notifications from private chats. Now they're playing amongst themselves, tagging each other only when needed.


  Perhaps my muffled laughter gave me away. Someone tapped my shoulder. I pulled back the blanket and met Woo Yoonjae's eyes.


  "...You're not sleeping?"


  "Ah, I'm about to...!"


  I lowered my voice, worried I might wake Gu Jahan. Woo Yoonjae hunched his shoulders too.


  "Do you have to work this late?" Woo Yoonjae asked sympathetically, his gaze shifting between the bright tablet screen and me.


  "It's a hobby."


  I answered seriously. One wrong move could get UA reported to the Ministry of Employment and Labor. Unfortunately, Woo Yoonjae didn't seem to buy it.


  "Idols are so busy..."


  Woo Yoonjae patted me comfortingly. My bright smile must have looked like 'the hope and passion of a weary young man' to Woo Yoonjae.


  It would have been great if that SYSTEM, whether it was the Sunshine Smile or the Crab Stick Smile, had activated just then. I can't quite remember which.


  Now that I had woken my senior, my late-night work was over. I turned off the tablet and lay down again.


  "Should we have steamed cabbage tomorrow?"


  "Weren't all the cabbages left in the field frozen?"


  "They were probably left there to become fertilizer. Let's use the ones in the fridge."


  "That sounds delicious."


  Woo Yoonjae looked pleased with the breakfast plan and my reaction.


  We talked about more than just food. Since it was late, the topics grew deeper. He told me stories about his long, unrecognized career as a supporting actor. He probably hadn't had many chances to talk about it, so I listened intently to his candid words.


  "How are you these days, Iwol?"


  "I'm the same as usual. Though my days are getting more and more enjoyable."


  Life was still a struggle.


  But considering I have more to laugh about and my work is fun, isn't that a pretty good life? At least, that's what I think.


  "Can I ask you something?"


  "You can ask me five things."


  I wondered what he was hesitating to ask...


  "...How is the search for your sister going?"


  A topic he probably hadn't had many chances to bring up, much like his acting career, had emerged.


  Considering how the 'Exclusive Report' team treated me, his reason was easy to guess. They probably wanted to give me a platform to talk about it whenever possible. It wasn't the kind of story you could tell on a music show.


  "There hasn't been any particular progress. I've been a little busy with work."


  "Ah, I see."


  There was one thing I found out through the SYSTEM while drinking at the dorm.


  Back then, my voice definitely wouldn't come out when I tried to say my sister's age.


  ...years old?


  You're not sure, I guess. Between seven and nine years... about. Yeah.


  My sister and I were eight years apart. Her basic personal information hadn't changed.


  "She's eight years older. That's quite an age gap, isn't it?"


  Thanks to the recent incident, I could now disclose this information.


  My mother and father, accused of infant abandonment, had revealed to the world exactly 'when' they had given birth to and abandoned my sister to claim the statute of limitations had expired. While they might evade direct punishment for that, the information they provided will become a stumbling block for them in my domestic violence case.


  "If your sister finds you, she'll dote on you so much."


  "Woo Yoonjae, do you get along well with your younger sibling?"


  "No, not really..."


  "What's that supposed to mean!"


  We covered our mouths with our sleeves and laughed quietly.


  "Since you're tall, Iwol, wouldn't your sister be tall too?"


  "She might actually be closer to average height."


  "Really?"


  "It's a hunch."


  I passed it off as a joke, but it was the truth. My sister had told me herself that she was 'average height'. I guessed that since the definition of 'average' changes over time, the SYSTEM might not restrict me from saying it. I was right.


  "And I don't think she looks much like me."


  Her appearance, a subjective impression, also passed through without a problem.


  Stupid SYSTEM. It must not have realized that my sister and I not looking alike is so obvious it's practically an objective fact.


  "It would've been nice if you had at least a baby picture."


  "Tell me about it."


  What else was as specific as her age and height, but something I could explain indirectly? After some thought, I began carefully.


  "...My sister was born in the fall."


  My sister loved her birthday. I thought her birthday suited her perfectly. Early autumn, when the sky is clear and it's still warm before the cold winds blow. A season where traces of summer have yet to fade.


  The price of roasted chestnuts in our neighborhood went up.


  To how much?


  Ten thousand won for three bags.


  Everything is going up except for my salary.


  A season filled with heartwarming, if not sentimental, memories.


  If this scene makes it to broadcast, and my sister happens to see me and contacts me, just like my mother and father did.


  And so, if the day comes when we meet again...


  I hope that day will be in the autumn.


  

  The morning of our last day began with an interrogation from Gu Jahan. When Gu Jahan asked what the two of us had whispered about all night, I told him to find out by watching the broadcast.


  Washing our faces in icy water turned all three of our faces red as tomatoes. Gu Jahan whined that his bangs had frozen, so I diligently dried and styled his hair with a hairdryer.


  For breakfast, we ate the steamed cabbage we had decided on the night before.


  "Yunjae, what did you put in the ssamjang?"


  "I just added a few seasonings that were in the kitchen."


  Woo Yoonjae's ssamjang was so delicious that even Gu Jahan was impressed. I jotted down the recipe to make for the spArk guys at our next company dinner. If Woo Yoonjae ever starts a ssamjang company, I'll sign up for his online store and buy enough to become an MVP.


  Woo Yoonjae and Gu Jahan took the blankets outside to shake them out. The two of them, each wearing a glove while beating dust from the blankets, seemed like a rare sight for their fans. I asked the production staff for permission and eagerly took pictures with my phone. After getting the best shot, I swept the wooden floor and wiped it down with a wet cloth.


  "I was just thinking."


  "......"


  Gu Jahan spoke to me while I was wiping dust from high places the elderly owners couldn't reach. I cleaned the warehouse shelves and the top of the wardrobe as a small thank you for letting us film here.


  "It feels less like we were filming and more like we just came to hang out."


  That's because you didn't pay any attention to the cameras...


  The idol Kim Iwol, however, fretted about his puffy face being caught on camera. I had to rub my face about thirty times under the covers before getting up. If Gu Jahan ever tried living 24/7 with a bunch of 'twinkle super hot stars', he would understand how I feel.


  Except for that...


  "I had fun too."


  ...it was an enjoyable shoot. I hope I can come back with the spArk guys next time.


  Chapter 427: Countryside Experience (3)


  ≫ I'm hungry


  A student living alone wouldn't have aged kimchi...


  To get a bundle of winter spinach, you'd have to put on a long padded coat and go to the mart...


  └ They're just cooking with what they have, but it looks so delicious ㅠㅠ The color of that kimchi ㅠㅠㅠ


  ㅠ


  └ The ssamjang is amazing ㅠㅠ Won't they share the recipe????


  └ Go to Woo Yunjae's Insta! He's writing down the recipe step-by-step right nowㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ This week's 'Let's Eat' was great to see, with no one slacking off


  It was unexpectedㅋㅋ Given their usual behavior, I figured it might be like that. I thought Yunjae and Jahan were going to be petty cheapskates, but they were like easygoing farmhands, and Yunjae is... just so proper...


  It was funny how they made a sled to give the maknae a ride. He just kept eating sweet potatoes.


  └ The sweet potatoesㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ He really ate them the whole time. Except for Kim Iwol, the other two just held sweet potatoes in their hands like hot packs.


  └ I wish Woo Yoonjae would appear on more variety shows, please.


  └ Since the water was icy, it was so heartwarming how they poured hot water for each other while washing dishes. Just the two of them standing there filled up the kitchen. It was so funny, for real.


  └└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋMaybe because they're actors, they're all so tall and lankyㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ The three of them share very similar conversation topics


  And they're so wholesome. Working out, supplements, how to memorize scripts, then back to working out, supplements...


  └ And among them, the maknae works out the most.


  └ Overwhelmingly.


  └ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ For those who love Kim Iwol's maknae moments, a collection of 'Let's Eat' gifs!!


  The sunbaes all came in puffy padded jackets, but he wore a coat so he got a scarf wrapped around him. After bringing the sunbaes their hoes, he didn't have one so he dug for sweet potatoes with his hands in a corner. He was told to get just a little firewood but came back carrying a full rubber basin on his back. Melting in the warmest part of the floor. Sweet potato, sweet potato, rice, nom. Giving the sunbaes handwritten letters at night. Getting scolded for where he'd been so early in the morning after coming back from a morning run. Cabbage wrap, nom. Sweeping the wooden floor. Sewing up a sunbae's torn pants.


  └ There's not even an explanation for the sweet potato oneㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ Sweet potato, rice, nomㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ But there's no better explanation than thatㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ When did our group's elite eldest hyung become such a giant baby old tree?


  └└ I'm not kidding, this is the first time I've seen fans give their idol a nickname like 'giant baby old tree'.


  └└└ Sparklers just call him whatever comes to mind...ㅋㅋㅋ


  └└└└ I mean, his official names are 'Cutie Pretty Visual' and 'Center Emperor' anyway.


  └└└└└ Are those really his official names?ㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ Kim Iwol, get some sleep!!!!


  Seongbin!!!!!!!!


  └... Seongbin!!!!!!!...!!


  └ Sparklers have now chosen to call the leader instead of nagging at length.


  └ Because it's the fastest and most effective way.


  └ He's the type to come out and do something during an overnight shoot, but it's funny and cute how he's staying perfectly still because Jahan said a draft was coming inㅠㅠ


  ≫ Hey, am I the only one who noticed the difference in attitude depending on the project they were in together?


  Chief-Young Master: Comfortable. They take really good care of each other. The Chief tries to attend to the Young Master like he's a flower in a greenhouse, but the Young Master has already become such a grown-up that he just gets everything done on his own. Team Leader-Employee: Thrilling. It's not that they aren't close, and you can see the boss thinking, 'Hoh... this guy's pretty good at his job,' but the subordinate is just like, 'How does the professor know my name?'


  └ Best analogy of the yearㅋㅋㅋ


  └ I wonder if In My Office and Exclusive Report will get a season 2ㅠㅠ


  └ Wouldn't Exclusive Report be difficult?ㅋㅠㅠㅠ It had a completely closed ending.


  ≫ The age gap with Iwol is pretty big


  Eight years...


  └ Doesn't that mean he's already thirty-one?


  └ To think he didn't even know he had a younger brother for 30 years... wow.


  ≫ It'd be hard to find someone who looks like him, but how are you supposed to find someone who doesn't look like him?ㅠㅠ


  └ Didn't he just mean he had a feeling they wouldn't look alike?


  └ Do you think a guy who can guess other people's family clans can't guess his own sister's face?


  └└ That's... persuasive!


  Many posts also mentioned my sister. My speculative comment had gained considerable credibility because of my actions so far. You really never know how things will turn out.


  After having my fill of fun and food at the filming location, I returned to find the recording date just around the corner. I started rolling around like a hoop again. Since it was a concept I had pushed for, I couldn't just pass it off to someone else and pretend I didn't know.


  I was still the one who knew best how to present spArk in the coolest way. I had to work myself to the bone before people started saying Kim Iwol's aesthetic sense was dead.


  Kang Kiyeon was racking his brain as well. The guy struggled to choreograph a dance that fit the new concept, which was even more intense than 『MISSION』.


  "Hyung, this will definitely get flagged by the censors."


  "You think so."


  It was even more so because our collaboration partner was the walking censorship target, Choi Jeho.


  Will we even be able to air this...


  Watching Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon bicker, it seemed a rough road lay ahead for the time being.


  

  Even amidst the chaos, there was good news. The biggest news was Lee Cheonghyeon's university acceptance.


  At first, the guy said nothing about whether he had passed or failed. It was obviously the acceptance announcement day, yet he showed no sign of looking at his phone or laptop.


  There was no way the result was bad. We had checked the acceptance cutoff long ago.


  "Cheonghyeon, aren't you going to check the acceptance page? You need to check the registration period."


  I told him this with the feeling of coughing up blood. "You'll end up like me if you're not careful."


  His expression turned strange.


  "Oh, I should!"


  Then Lee Cheonghyeon ran over to Kang Kiyeon, who was still wrestling fiercely with Choi Jeho. I soon heard the reason for his incomprehensible attitude from someone else.


  "Well..."


  Even Jeong Seongbin hesitated as he spoke.


  "It's because he's worried it'll look like he's showing off too much."


  "Why can't he show off? It's an achievement he earned through his own effort."


  Jeong Seongbin looked troubled. I realized the reason for his reaction a bit later.


  "Ah."


  He felt uncomfortable celebrating his university admission success in front of me, who had lost my admission by failing to register. It wasn't even their fault.


  "Cheonghyeon has to get in for my college admission consulting portfolio to be maintained."


  "For an idol, that kind of portfolio could be... educational, I guess? Hmm."


  Jeong Seongbin, indoctrinated with all sorts of education as part of the essential idol code, was finally persuaded. He was also given the momentous task of helping his timid younger brother stand tall.


  A few hours later, Lee Cheonghyeon appeared with a confident posture. A printed acceptance certificate was stuck to his forehead.


  "I told you not to stick things on your face carelessly!"


  Literally! On his forehead! I had no idea what he used to stick it on!


  "I stuck it on top of a headband, Hyung!"


  "I told you to completely refrain from any actions that could leave marks on your face unless absolutely necessary!"


  "A mark from a band will disappear after a little while..."


  "Don't! Put! Pressure! On your skin!"


  If that fluttering acceptance certificate so much as scratched his face, I wouldn't be able to face the fans. As I stood there, unable to do anything, Lee Cheonghyeon cackled for a good while before taking off the band.


  "So, where did you get accepted?"


  "Did really no one listen to what I said?" Lee Cheonghyeon marveled at Choi Jeho's indifference.


  Did he really need to be told, though? I already recognized the logo.


  "You have the tuition money, right?"


  "......"


  "If you don't, tell me. I have emergency funds. If it's a limited account, get it unrestricted beforehand."


  "I have it! I told you I do! You know from the settlement statements!"


  "Make sure you pay the tuition and keep a record. Call the admissions officer to confirm before the deadline passes. This is exactly what Seongbin and Joowoo did too."


  "Okay, okay."


  Lee Cheonghyeon breezily finished his preparations to become a freshman. Spring was coming.


  

  "Let's check the footage!"


  At the camera director's words, we all rushed to the monitor. The screen flashed brilliantly. Even a promotional video for a jewelry store wouldn't sparkle this much.


  "The storyboard for this scene was a group shot, right? But I think a bust shot would also be good. It feels like a waste of the costume details and composition to only shoot it from a distance."


  "If the directors are okay with it, shall we just try filming it?"


  The director who worked with us on 『End』 and 『On A High Note』 was with us again. He had posted on his Insta that the rainy beach scene was the work of his life, and he apparently really wanted to shoot this storyboard as well.


  This music video doesn't have many narrative or symbolic elements like before, though?


  He's hooked on the title.


  Then I checked the final storyboard that Jukyung said she had passed on to the director.


  [A Music Video Solely for the Purpose of Showing the Most Beautiful Scenes in the World]


  'This went through without any changes?!'


  I figured there was no better copy that captured the core concept.


  The document title I had written as a placeholder was in there, just as it was. Thanks to that, it felt like I'd just maxed out my embarrassment stat.


  He said he'll shoot it with all his might!


  Jukyung gave me a wink. I had survived not dying of shame back then, so I could now shoot this dazzling music video. Be strong, me.


  "Let's move quickly. We have to shoot as much as possible while we have natural light."


  At the PD's signal, everyone returned to their positions.


  Sunlight filtered through ornate, golden lace curtains. It brightly illuminated the gold-colored set.


  Chapter 428: Preview


  "You guys need to look even better..."


  "Hyung, that's the tenth time you've said that exact same thing."


  "You were counting?"


  "You passed ten a while ago, but I stopped after that. I just rounded it down to ten."


  Kang Kiyeon spoke as I lamented, clutching the tablet. I had stared at the color test photos from the set for nearly three hours. I looked at them so much the data might have weathered away. I anxiously awaited the music video's rough cut.


  For male idols, the growth period was not just about getting taller. It was a time that separated good transformations from bad ones, a time when fans prayed, 'Please let our baby grow up to look just like he did when he was young'. This was especially true for idols like spArk, who had little baby fat from a young age and whose features were already well-defined.


  I tend to think that an environment where you have to cultivate your appearance even before you're physically mature is far too harsh... but that's not the issue I want to address right now, so I'll set it aside for a moment.


  There was not much to worry about since spArk, and especially Lee Cheonghyeon, were icons of a good transformation. However, being satisfied that spArk's faces, enhanced by the Camera Massage, had merely avoided a bad transformation felt like a piercing waste. The limitation of only being able to print those faces on a flat surface was frustrating enough to make my insides boil.


  Printing full-color still cuts from spArk's music video would be a million times more beneficial than watching Department Head Nam print stock reports on the company printer. At least it would be healthy for the viewer's eyes.


  "Didn't this come out well enough?"


  Park Joowoo asked, coming up beside me. A photo of Park Joowoo happened to be on the tablet.


  This year, Park Joowoo had dyed his hair a translucent blue. He also wore faintly blue-tinted lenses over his grayish eyes, creating a color palette like a winter lake.


  The surroundings were dark because we shot a scene with shadows. Sunlight illuminated only half of Park Joowoo's face, creating a mystical atmosphere.


  The photo came out well enough that it did not feel like a waste of his polished real-life visuals and the money-drenched set.


  However, human greed knows no bounds. So here I was, tearing my hair out while I waited for the power of editing and retouching.


  "...How about looking at Cheonghyeon's photo?"


  Seeing my state, Park Joowoo discreetly swiped to the next photo. The very next one was Lee Cheonghyeon. The first thing that caught my eye was his hair. It was dyed with a contrast between the light brown bangs and inner sections, and the muted, hazy green of the outer layer.


  The generous amount of glitter on top of a light blush base and the dangling accessories lost their power before his features. Even if these additional elements were intense, their presence could not match the splendor of his eyes. If we had not blasted the lights to create reflections on the jewelry, people surely would not have even noticed that Lee Cheonghyeon was wearing a laurel-wreath tiara.


  If I still say it's not enough, does that make me greedy? No, they say people should have big ambitions, whether it's greed or dreams. Being stubborn about the wrong thing is just obstinacy, but if there's a purpose, it becomes conviction. I'm working with conviction. Really. I really am...


  "We should've put a lace ribbon on his neck!"


  "We tried it on set and decided against it! The item overlapped with a previous stage outfit!"


  Park Joowoo was horrified. I buried my face in my hands and wailed without tears.


  "It's over for me. I need to step back from the front lines and retire. Who knows when I'll bring some outdated cyborg concept to the table."


  "Hyung."


  A calm voice stopped my runaway mouth. Park Joowoo touched the screen once more.


  "Look at Kiyeon."


  "......"


  My turbulent self-loathing subsided a little. The face in the photo boasted makeup that could be called legendary.


  His emerald hair also perfectly matched his skin tone. It was the first time he had shown off green-toned hair in a while, since the turquoise from the 『MISSION』 era. Perhaps because it was a proven color, it suited him well this time too.


  A subtle brown tone was applied under his eyes and on his cheeks, creating a look similar to a model's pictorial. If Kang Kiyeon had not been an idol, the cover of Fog's December issue would have been his.


  The harmony with the background was also excellent. We filled both sides of the dark, monochromatic set with apple trees and lowered the illumination. This created the feel of an old house or garden. Of course, we hit his face with plenty of pin-spot lighting, so the subject was brightly lit.


  ".....Feeling a bit calmer now?"


  "Thanks. Joowoo, you're my savior."


  "Over something like this...?"


  "People can be saved by the smallest of things."


  I swiped back through the photos, and Jeong Seongbin's individual cut appeared. He had coral-colored hair with a slight wave.


  He felt awkward and said the style was a bit too 'idol-like' for the leader of an idol group. I told him to take 300 mirror selfies to get used to it.


  Colorful light filtered through the stained glass, covering Jeong Seongbin's hair and clothes. White and pink light spread downwards from his shoulders as if it were flowing.


  I wanted the shadows to cast like waves of flowers. When planning the fake stained glass, I sent over a folder full of references. The result was a high-quality piece.


  If Jeong Seongbin wasn't an idol, this should have been hung as the main pictorial at a wedding fair...


  Wait a minute. Isn't this a problem that can be solved by just having them all work second jobs?


  Since Choi Jeho is already a model, he'll probably go shoot something else somewhere anyway.


  Befitting his nickname 'The Emperor', the guy's head was plastered in gold. The real gold color suited Choi Jeho so well that it made all my fuss about not letting it become a tacky blonde seem pointless.


  This was all to avoid the 'bleached hair color that least suits Koreans'. We calculated the saturation and brightness as if planning a semiconductor nano-process. We also added points of different colors in between to keep it from being loose... Ah, my screen cracked.


  "Are you still clinging to those photos?"


  Lee Cheonghyeon passed by and shook his head. He added that it was amazing. Judging by his 'you're too much' expression, it was definitely not a compliment.


  "The battery efficiency must be pretty good. Good job buying this tablet."


  "There's nothing better for work."


  I turned off the tablet, set it down, and stretched. It was time to accept that the final, final music video shoot was over. PD-nim, I believe in you.


  

  "The rough cut is here!"


  Rayun, the spArk dedicated team's newest and youngest member, announced the breaking news. While Pyeong Daeyeon messaged Lim Chanyoung to come up to the office, Min Jukyung booked a conference room.


  For the past few days, the tension in the dedicated team was sky-high. This was because Kim Iwol, the real power of the spArk dedicated team and the team's producer, an idol by day and an honorary employee by night who worked himself to the bone, had embraced a new kind of venom for the New Year.


  Kim Iwol's obsession with beauty was as unparalleled as his own outstanding artistry. The staff sometimes seriously suspected that the only thought in Kim Iwol's head was, 'How can I make spArk look more like they do in real life?'


  Even without rose-tinted glasses, spArk's visuals were outstanding. There was no way I could not be proud of my idols, who stood out wherever they went. Knowing they were making blood-sweat-and-tears efforts to maintain it made me even more proud of the members.


  So, whenever someone tried to say, 'Our boys are cool enough!', Kim Iwol would come running with fire in his eyes. I did not know where he learned it from, but he was always fluent and eloquent, using different expressions each time.


  This madness of Kim Iwol's had become about three times more toxic since the end of last year. Kim Iwol wanted just one thing.


  Something cool and beautiful.


  Unconditionally, the best!


  The entire dedicated team noticed Kim Iwol's eyes had a wilder look than usual. They went all-in on comeback preparations day and night.


  If we fail to change their image now, the next year will be tough.


  Kim Iwol's chilling warning created tension throughout the team. The data clearly showed that many groups tried to change their image around this point in their careers.


  However, the exact timing, the importance of how much to invest, and the clear reasons were all factors that existed outside the data. Kim Iwol pinpointed these things more sharply than anyone. Always.


  Min Jukyung once believed that a genius was someone with overwhelming talent, like Park Joowoo or Lee Cheonghyeon, but...


  There must also be geniuses of the Iwol type.


  ...was a thought she often had these days.


  He was good at his job, it was true, but Kim Iwol had something that transcended the scope of work competency. He himself did not even seem to be aware of it.


  In any case, the rough cut had arrived. UA's unique talent, Kim Iwol, had been waiting for it with bated breath since last week.


  The entire dedicated team gathered in the conference room and swallowed dryly. Lim Chanyoung, who had watched Kim Iwol from the closest proximity, even prayed with his hands clasped together.


  "Rayun, was there anything unusual in the email?"


  "No!"


  Rayun replied. That was a relief. Emails that started with an excuse always had a bad ending.


  "The rough cut is here?"


  Even CEO Yoon Hyunjoo arrived at the conference room. Yoon Hyunjoo forced the staff to sit back down as they tried to stand and greet him.


  "What's with the greetings? You all look like skin and bones."


  "Haha..."


  "I heard the shoot went well on set, right? If the result doesn't meet expectations, we can just revise it. We made the schedule with plenty of room."


  Yoon Hyunjoo encouraged the staff with the generosity befitting a CEO. The staff knew just how awful a client's revision request could be, so they swallowed their tears internally. They prayed that everything would end with this one take. Otherwise, neither they nor the studio would survive unscathed.


  Min Jukyung opened the downloaded file. The video length was fine, and the thumbnail came out even better than requested.


  However, these two things were easy to fix even if there were problems. The content was the important thing.


  Min Jukyung's finger trembled as she pressed the click button, perhaps a side effect of working overtime.


  A moment later.


  "I'm sharing the video with the boys right now!"


  With a unanimous sign of approval, the shared drive link was sent to the group chat.


  Chapter 429: Misfit (1)


  spArk's 2nd-anniversary live was the most stimulating roller coaster on Earth. It swung between hot and cold, heaven and hell, joy and sorrow. Baek Haewon and the other Sparklers struggled to contain their smiles as they enjoyed the full-course fan service spArk provided.


  It all led to the teaser that played without warning at the end of the live.


  『Yes! We're making a comeback!』


  And then came the surprise comeback announcement.


  The excitement showed no signs of dying down even after the broadcast ended. Baek Haewon thought, Are these guys really sane? in the best way possible. When she came to her senses, two hours had vanished. The teaser was unprecedentedly mysterious, which only added to the feeling.


  After releasing an album in November, spArk was finally returning with a new song in March. Few idols were as diligent as them.


  Baek Haewon eagerly awaited spArk's March comeback as much as her own university admission. Some fans worried that a March comeback meant a back-to-school concept, but if spArk's planning was that obvious, they wouldn't have made it this far.


  Still, it would be better if they came out having given it their all.


  As the year turned, spArk became a third-year idol group. Junior groups debuted, and spArk got caught up in tier battles and performance competitions that only haters cared about.


  It wasn't a big deal.


  Baek Haewon wasn't too concerned. Among their peers, spArk's performance and recognition were the best. The members seemed to have strong personalities, so no juniors acted out of line, even if they weren't close. They have no idea how soft and gentle our boys really are...


  Still, from a fan's perspective, it was best when her idols were undeniably the best in everyone's eyes. Since they had done so well until now, she hoped they would return with results that would silence any nonsense.


  Sorry for being a greedy Sparkler, but I believe in you.


  Baek Haewon counted down the seconds until 6 o'clock. Before her eyes, the music video for the new song 『Bright』 was finally uploaded.


  

  In the darkness, a match struck a matchbox. The flickering flame transferred to a candle. Plump lips blew out the match and disappeared behind the smoke.


  "......"


  The small whisper sounded like noise, or maybe a sound effect with the volume turned down.


  A rhythmical bass overturned the profound atmosphere. A light yet brilliant keyboard melody shone like the light reflecting all over the set.


  Park Joowoo sat hunched in a stately chair, the kind seen in classic Western paintings. The space and chair were decorated with transparent jewels like diamonds, making only the blue-haired Park Joowoo stand out.


  Park Joowoo's face was pale and flawless. The distinct boundary of the shadows made him look more like a well-edited image than a real person.


  As the shadow that half-covered his face lifted, Park Joowoo shone even whiter. Sky-blue embroidery, almost silver, decorated his pure white outfit.


  『I remember the first promise we made』


  Park Joowoo held a large jewel over his eye, as if to catch the light. His gray irises projected through the gem.


  Deep gray and a pale, murky sky-blue spread across the screen, which was then pulled into a faint green light.


  Kang Kiyeon stood in the middle of a green garden, surrounded by thick, glossy leaves. Behind the trees, the dark brown lattice of an old house's window frame was visible.


  Kang Kiyeon's statue-like face stared straight ahead.


  『You told me to be your eternal star』


  His serious yet noble voice was like a sapling with thick, glossy leaves.


  A forest-like darkness settled upon his dark green durumagi, which was patterned in black, with every movement. Kang Kiyeon's hand reached for a small, light-green apple hanging from a tree.


  『Staying up through the long night, I'm going to you now』


  Kim Iwol's voice spread out like red silk. In the group dance scene, everyone wore black shirts and dress pants with different details. The look was more ascetic than the gray suits from 『MISSION』.


  Intense lighting illuminated their styled hair and heavy makeup. The sheen of black leather gloves and shoes darted around, following the camerawork.


  The moment she saw the bright red velvet curtains, carpet, golden pillars, and chandeliers, Baek Haewon thought of an opera house. The choreography moved like a single symphony.


  The instruments swirled intensely.


  『I'll become a light and fill you up, dazzlingly』


  The end of the highlight connected to the beginning of the second verse.


  As Kang Kiyeon bit into the apple, a deep pink color flowed from his lips like paint. Stained glass, featuring rose vines wrapped around the window frame, shone brilliantly.


  『If you were to put a price on my heart』


  The green and pale red mixed in his dark brown eyes recalled flower petals in an oil painting. Jeong Seongbin's soft voice and the layered instruments matched well with each passing scene.


  The pink light that had been dyeing Jeong Seongbin's white suit now poured down over Kim Iwol's head.


  『It would probably be whatever you call it』


  Gift boxes of various sizes, ribbons, and a line of showcases surrounded Kim Iwol. His sweet vocals blended with the pastel-toned background.


  His hair was pink, similar to before, but the feeling was different. Glimpses of blue and white appeared and disappeared between the strands. The overlapping hairs of different colors created a subtle hue. His blush, a combination of several colors, created a mysterious atmosphere.


  『Decide its value』


  From Kim Iwol's fingertips, a pink ribbon came undone in an instant.


  As the box opened, a bright light poured out.


  『Engrave the most meaningful words』


  Lee Cheonghyeon was revealed, sitting in the center of a pure white light source. Light reflected diffusely from his accessories, blurring his face. When Lee Cheonghyeon lifted his chin, his distinct features became clear.


  A glint shot from his eyes as they caught the light. Like a spark.


  The crackling, burning embers became a candle's flame on a candlestick held by a large hand.


  The swelling music neared its climax.


  『Even if I can't reach you, it's okay, to me』


  During a short pause, Choi Jeho stared at the flickering flame before his eyes.


  『Reach out your hand』


  Holding the antique candlestick, Choi Jeho walked toward a giant door.


  He pushed the door open with force, revealing a hall plastered in gold. When Choi Jeho placed the candlestick on a shelf by the entrance, the space finally achieved perfect symmetry.


  『I'll fill you up for all eternity』


  The scene rapidly switched between the red stage and the members' individual spaces as the ad-lib-filled chorus and melody alternated. Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo, standing at the ends of the formation, faced each other and raised their notes.


  『Dazzlingly』


  Choi Jeho sat on a golden throne. Lee Cheonghyeon opened his shining eyes between the hands that covered them. Kim Iwol tied a ribbon around his own neck.


  『The last words I said to you』


  Jeong Seongbin looked up at the stained glass. Kang Kiyeon lifted the stem of a fleshless apple. Park Joowoo pushed a jewel between his lips. The images passed by in a brief moment.


  『Remember them』


  In the final moment, only the faded accompaniment remained.


  Beneath the chandeliers that filled the ceiling, Choi Jeho's lips moved.


  『From the beginning to the end』


  His voice was so small and low that it seemed impossible to hear.


  But every nerve, focused in her ears, clearly caught his words.


  

  The initial reactions to 『Bright』 were quite mixed.


  ≫ The concept is interesting


  It's definitely not the innocent and refreshing style they've done before, but it's not overtly sexy!!! either, but it makes me worry if I should be watching this in public. The boys are all covered up, but I still feel self-conscious.


  └ The visuals are so overwhelming you just end up watching in awe...


  └ Handsome guys keep appearing endlessly, and they're all grown-ups.


  ≫ The color palette, screen composition, there's nothing lacking in this MV...


  Every frame is a photoshoot.


  └ Who needs a narrative? The narrative is already in their faces.


  ≫ It looks like they spent a lot of money, but it doesn't seem like they put in a ton of effort.


  It's just... simple? The set looks expensive?


  You know what I mean.


  └ Maybe I expected too much after seeing On A High Note... Tsk.


  └ On A High Note was made with so much preparation... haha


  └ You can't get something on On A High Note's level twiceㅠ They said even Kim Iwol planned it as a double title from the start with full intention.


  └ I think I feel this way more because Hideout, which came out right before, was a digital single and the quality is similar.


  └


  └ Yeah, you're right. It's definitely a much better version than Hideout, but didn't they focus too much on just filming their pretty faces? Still, it's not a total flop, so I'm satisfied enough~


  ≫ The song is too good for this.


  Just looking at the digital chart performance, it was poised to be a hit following the success of Hideout, but the MV missed the mark.


  Half the reviews were praise, and half expressed disappointment. That was the case even after filtering out the posts that were just blindly hating.


  This public opinion began to change slightly as the connection between the music video and the song was revealed.


  ≫ Wasn't the MV well-made...?


  The more I listened, the more I liked it because it fits the song so well.


  Listeners began to notice that every single directorial choice, which they thought was just for aesthetics, was intricately woven with the detailed elements of the music.


  ≫ The perfect visualization of music


  A reminder of what the essential role of a music video is.


  I'm amazed. I'm out.


  └ The more I analyze the organic connection with the song, the more I'm filled with admiration... As an old guy who used to work in video production, this was an interesting MV.


  └ If hearing had a color, it would be these colors. The sense to use intense colors at points of emphasis or to switch palettes when the melody's flow changes is nothing short of brilliant... The director is a genius.


  ≫ I didn't know because I couldn't hear Jeho's voice well at the beginning, but the moment I heard the last lyrics and narration and put it on repeat, I realized.


  I said I'd give you everything → Remember the last words → From the beginning to the end → I said I'd give you everything. An endless cycle...


  └ Because of this, I keep listening to the song through the MV...


  └ TTTTTT right, Jeho's voice isn't on the digital track.


  └ You have to watch the MV to hear the message → Once you start watching the MV, you keep listening to the song.


  └ No wonder the view count is rising so damn fast lolololol


  ≫ Guys, it's official, their motifs are their birthstones.


  They say it means giving their all from the moment they're born.


  └ Fainting


  └ Kim Iwol is finally turning spArk into jewels in the Sparklers' drawers.


  The New Year's 'Has UA's discipline gotten lax?' controversy was dispelled in an instant. Completely.


  And, on this promotion cycle that now seemed like it would be smooth sailing...


  ≫ Why hasn't PJW been on BubblePop much lately?


  ...the first signs of dark clouds began to appear.


  Chapter 430: Misfit (2)


  The members of spArk checked in on BubblePop over 25 times a month on average. When they were too sleep-deprived, we sometimes forced them to rest to ensure the quality of their next schedule, causing them to miss a day. Unless it was an unavoidable situation, however, everyone left messages almost daily.


  The standard for frequent or infrequent messaging on spArk's BubblePop was not typical. Someone like Choi Jeho, who would say just about anything, was much faster and more frequent with his messages than the more cautious Jeong Seongbin.


  Everyone knew Jeong Seongbin did not send fewer messages because he was lazy. It was merely the difference between sending 10 messages a day or 20, not enough to spark a controversy about his sincerity.


  Park Joowoo was the same. He was the type to send all sorts of things, much like Choi Jeho, but the time between his recent replies had grown a little longer. Still, it did not seem like enough to warrant accusations of neglecting his fan service.


  However...


  ≫ Fuck, do they think the idol is their personal friend? They need to stop with the malicious solo stan comments.


  ≫ The guys squeezed in time they didn't have to practice and even performed as a session band for him, what more could they possibly want? lol Did you preorder his solo album or something??


  ≫ I know it's mostly the recent new fans who are like this, but it's so stressful... They know how many times Joowoo has said he loves singing with the members.


  ≫ Are those crazy XXs out of their minds, spamming for 3 hours straight like parrots squawking for a solo? How is the artist supposed to reply when they send messages like this?


  ≫ This was about to get buried because Joowoo didn't mention it, but thanks to you taking screenshots and spreading them, now we all know. Should I thank you? lolllll What did you think you were achieving by posting this? Did you want us to curse you out?


  The contents of the screenshots and posts I glimpsed were alarming.


  Among them, the most frequently mentioned post was this one.


  ≫ I heard he was really attentive on spArk's BubblePop, so I was looking forward to it, but I haven't gotten a single reply. Disappointed... lol Don't go around promoting yourself for your fan service.


  The four attached photos displayed a long list of messages the user had sent to Park Joowoo.


  "......"


  .


  [Joowoo why aren't you replying????]


  [Joowoo you want to go solo too, don't you]


  [During Speaker, you monopolized the vocal parts and then pretended you didn't. That's even more hypocritical... It's okay to be honest. I can understand everything.]


  [I can see that you're reading this]


  [The 1 disappeared again]


  [This is too much. How many messages have I sent, and you won't reply even once??]


  [Are you scared? Hehe, cute]


  [Joowoo but I'm serious. I want you to go solo.]


  [We're the only ones who know you originally wanted to be a solo artist, right?]


  [Park Joowoo, answer me.]


  [I don't want to say harsh things to you either. I'm only doing this because we're the only ones who can talk to you objectively right now.]


  I knew that many of Park Joowoo's individual fans had arrived after 『Speaker』. A glance at live chat windows or Metube comments showed many people looking for Park Joowoo.


  The people who came for Park Joowoo's vocals did not broaden their interests to the other members. For someone who became a fan after hearing Park Joowoo sing an entire song, the short parts in an idol group's music were not satisfying.


  This dissatisfaction soon led to negative evaluations.


  ≫ He would have been a huge success as a solo artist, so why this idol group...? Especially since his agency is UA, it's not like they can't manage a solo career. Seems his vision was too narrow.


  ≫ I wonder how long Joowoo has to keep sacrificing himself... There's one person who sings, and then there are others who go on variety shows and broadcasts to build recognition. Watching it makes me upset, but then I realize my baby's heart must hurt the most, so I stop myself from saying more.


  When they were all together, negative reactions were easily washed away by other chats. With our group, we had seen several times how individual members' fans get pushed out by the sheer numbers of the collective fandom.


  We had seen it time and again.


  However, BubblePop, where Park Joowoo was alone, would be different. The gaslighting that occurred in an isolated space was difficult to stop in real time. Even if only one person out of a hundred was like this, considering the number of subscribers on BubblePop... my mind went blank.


  I had no idea the situation had gotten this bad.


  I tried to talk to Park Joowoo right away but failed. It turned out to be the day of the week Park Joowoo appeared as a fixed guest on a radio show.


  I stopped Jeong Seongbin.


  "Why Joowoo?" Jeong Seongbin asked.


  "It's nothing. I just had a question while monitoring."


  "The solo talk?"


  Jeong Seongbin hit the nail on the head. After startling me, Jeong Seongbin laughed awkwardly.


  "It suddenly became a hot topic, so I talked with Joowoo about it a bit."


  "Just the two of you?"


  "......"


  "Why was I left out?"


  "You were busy, and it wasn't an urgent issue."


  Jeong Seongbin said that Park Joowoo was not as shaken as I had imagined. In fact, the attitude of Park Joowoo, as relayed by Jeong Seongbin, was quite calm.


  "So he just asked how he should handle himself?"


  "He knows that the existing fans like him as a part of spArk, and he also understands that the new fans want to see more of him. It seems he was contemplating it."


  That was a wise and admirable attitude, but.


  "Joowoo wasn't too stressed, was he?"


  "No. Don't worry too much. I'll keep a close eye on him."


  "No, I have plenty of time too."


  I managed to soothe Jeong Seongbin, whose eyes were about to narrow into triangles, and left the room. At that point, I complacently thought I could breathe a sigh of relief.


  The situation changed drastically when an overseas label offered Park Joowoo a solo album release.


  Everyone at UA was incredibly excited. It was unusual to receive such an offer when he already belonged to an agency, which would complicate the contractual relationship. Even UA said they would need to seek new legal advice.


  "...I'm not going to do it."


  Park Joowoo rejected the offer flat out. He did not even ask for time to think.


  "Joowoo, you can think about it a little more before deciding."


  Min Jukyung, who knew that Park Joowoo had joined the company dreaming of becoming a solo artist, tried to placate him. However, Park Joowoo was firm. Jeong Seongbin, caught in the middle, was put in an awkward position.


  It was not certain if a member of spArk could release a solo album. The reduced contract period was the biggest reason, and we could not ignore that group activities had to be the top priority.


  On the other hand, bringing in a label would create a shield. UA could prioritize spArk's activities and just say, 'We received an offer and made a special exception for this one case'. An opportunity like this might never come again.


  Moreover, it was a chance to release an album on the global market. Park Joowoo clearly has talent. If an opportunity arose for him to take a step closer to his dream, it was my duty as a teammate to actively support him.


  Amidst the people dispersing in an ambiguous atmosphere, I lightly tapped Park Joowoo's arm. Park Joowoo turned to look at me.


  "Can you spare some time?"


  Park Joowoo readily nodded his head. We found an empty meeting room and sat down, each holding a cup of warm plain water.


  "Joowoo."


  "......"


  "The solo album, do you really not want to do it?"


  Park Joowoo stared at me for a moment before lowering his head. He fiddled with the steaming paper cup in his hands as he answered.


  "......"


  "Even if it's a band?"


  The offer was for a band album from the home of rock music. That was the reason I had sat Park Joowoo down again after he had already expressed his refusal.


  "......"


  Despite that, Park Joowoo was unmoving. He might avert his gaze, but it seemed he would not change his mind.


  "Can you tell me why? It's not like you've never thought about going solo."


  "......"


  "I'm not trying to force you. I'm just curious about your intentions, Joowoo."


  Park Joowoo was silent for a long time. He only swayed his body slowly from side to side, a habit of his. I waited for Park Joowoo to gather his thoughts.


  "Hyung."


  "Yeah, go on."


  "I like how things are now."


  His voice was firm.


  "I don't want anything else. Recording with the members, performing on stage... that's enough for me."


  Park Joowoo moistened his throat. I saw a vision of a past live stream from Park Joowoo overlapping with his current appearance.


  Joowoo, can you cover a RoseD song...? I like RoseD too, but I'd have to practice to cover them. I can't seem to capture that old feeling... I think it's because I changed my singing style. I'll practice hard.


  A band song... Hmm. You're right... I hope I get the chance.


  The Park Joowoo of the past never got to sing a single favorite song on stage. He had so few songs he sang all the way through by himself that you could count them on one hand.


  "It's not multiple times, just once. You don't want that either?"


  "......"


  "You don't often get the chance to do songs that are just about the singing."


  Lee Cheonghyeon did all his activities with his own songs. While Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon danced to their hearts' content, and Jeong Seongbin sang on competition programs and for OSTs, Park Joowoo quietly did only what was assigned to him. In two years, there were only two stages where Park Joowoo got to do what he wanted.


  Even at the concert, he just sang Jeong Seongbin's OST with him. It was painfully obvious how few solo stages he would be given in the future, and how low the probability was of receiving a song he truly loved within those few opportunities.


  "You can do a real band, the kind you've always wanted. It's true that everyone worked hard, but if you get to work with professional session musicians, it will definitely be..."


  "......"


  Park Joowoo cut me off. His gaze was cold.


  "I don't want to talk about this anymore."


  "Joowoo."


  "I won't do it alone."


  "You might not feel up to it now. However, you don't know what the future holds."


  I carefully chose my words. There were things I needed to point out to Park Joowoo, and things I needed to remind him of.


  "The members might not be able to do a band for you again. If you want it, the company will of course provide support, but the time it typically takes for the first solo album to come out in an idol group is..."


  "I... after deciding to become an idol, I've never once said I wanted to go solo. You know that, Hyung."


  But you were disappointed.


  The words I could not say swirled in my mouth.


  "Joowoo, I'm... I'm not saying this because of public opinion."


  "......"


  "It's because you love to sing, and the genre you like is very different in style from the songs our group sings. So..."


  Park Joowoo's face twisted.


  I had no choice but to stop talking.


  "Don't talk as if I don't like our songs."


  Park Joowoo stood up from his seat, looking as if he was about to burst into tears. The conversation ended there.


  Chapter 431: Misfit (3)


  The kind-hearted Park Joowoo apologized the same evening we argued. He didn't want to hold on to bad feelings, especially during our packed promotion schedule.


  But when the cameras were off, Park Joowoo looked dejected. He tried to hide his discomfort, but I could see it clearly.


  How many years have I been watching over spArk?


  "Park Joowoo, aren't you going to eat?"


  "Yeah, I'm not really hungry..."


  Choi Jeho urged him a few more times, but Park Joowoo ended up skipping his meal.


  

  ≫ 2X03XX Coral Art Hall Fan Meeting


  Bright Joowoo, who will be remembered for his all-time best visuals


  └ The Joowoo you capture is the best.


  └ TTTT Thank you for always taking such beautiful pictures of Joowoo TT This time, Joowoo was so pretty I didn't want to miss a single moment, so I'm happy I can see him like this!! TTTTT


  └ He reached his peak at Coral Art Hall! He's in his prime!


  └ Park Joowoo is the idol of Coral Art Hall. Everyone loves him.


  └ Park Joowoo is the best. Did you see Park Joowoo's Bright too?


  └ He must have gotten so much exposure for Blue Mark ai to be swarming a fansite master's account like this;;;;;;


  ≫ So this is what an adult is


  This is what a grown man is...


  └ It's like he's a perfect 3:3 split between sexy and gentle.


  └ KimChoiPark:JeongLeeKang


  └ Kang Kiyeon looks like the biggest delinquent, but the fact that he turns into a cool male lead the moment you put him in a suit drives me crazy.


  └ Park Joowoo is back, what's going on?


  └└ This concept suited him especially well TT I was originally a fan of the dance line's fancams, but for bright, I watched Joowoo's fancam the most.


  └└ He didn't even have any weight to lose, but it looks like he lost more... is his health okay?


  ≫ Setting all that aside, their vibe is just unreal


  There are six of them, each with a unique face rarely seen in the idol scene. They all have slightly different colors, but the overall vibe is similar, so it's not like they lack unity. However, isn't their greatest talent the fact that they have these kinds of faces and yet aren't thugs?


  └ The last line is the key point.


  └ Guys, it's not too late. Don't regret it later, become a fan now.


  └ There was a reason the unnies liked them.


  

  Amidst the praise, Park Joowoo slowly withered. When our manager gave him an energy stick, he would hold the packet in his mouth all day. Jeong Seongbin had to watch him suck it all down before Park Joowoo was finally freed.


  Once an issue gained traction, no single person could stop it. We all knew attention was poison for Park Joowoo right now, but as each member started getting their own spotlight beyond group promotions, he couldn't avoid it.


  ≫ spArk Park Joowoo Classmate Certification


  I thought he looked familiar, and it turns out we went to the same elementary school. It's the first time someone I know became a celebrity, so it's fascinating.


  └ Rock Joowoo's classmate...? What great deed did you do in your past life?


  └ Rock Joowoo made it this far hahahahaha


  └ Rock Joowoo is a legend.


  A former classmate's testimony revealed the veiled school life of Park Joowoo, who was already known as 'Rock Joowoo' among rock music fans.


  ≫ I'm the OP of the Park Joowoo classmate post


  I didn't know this would blow up like this;;;;;;; A lot of comments are asking how I didn't recognize Joowoo-hyung-nim, so let me explain. His personality wasn't like that back then. He was super quiet and always alone (another classmate who was in the same class said they didn't exchange a single word for a whole year), so the kids who knew his name all thought it was just someone with the same name. Some also say their memory of him is faint because he didn't come to school much. What's for sure is that he definitely didn't have the personality to be an idol hahahaha. The school wasn't that big so I ran into him a few times, but I never once saw him smile. I guess he had an extraordinary aura even back then.


  ≫ I already proved it with the album, what other proof do you want hahahaha fuck


  I swiped my friend's fucking class photo, is this enough?? You people don't believe a fucking word anyone says, so damn suspicious hahaha


  Calling it an 'extraordinary aura' was a nice way to put it. As a commenter wrote, he was closer to a social misfit. There was a reason other classmates didn't remember him. Common sense dictated that you'd remember someone you went to school with for six years.


  When a label is attached, the claimant's words gain power. It becomes easier for outsiders to chime in. In this case, the label that stuck was 'social misfit'.


  The word 'misfit' became a keyword.


  The new controversy caught fire, so we gathered in the dorm living room right after our schedule ended. The number of posts had already grown significantly in that short time.


  ≫ The classmate's words aren't exactly wrong


  PJW's social skills are fucking terrible hahahahaha


  └? What's your basis for saying that?


  └ I don't talk to solo stans, sry


  └ At least a solo stan is a fan. Why are you dragging another group's idol instead of stanning your own faves?


  ≫ A lot of reactions are surprised that PJW lacks social skills...?


  I thought everyone knew and was just turning a blind eye, but you guys are genuinely coddling him. Shocking... It's not just me who thinks this, right?


  ≫ People whose bias is another member all know why Joo is so fucking annoying, right? ㅎㅎ


  Getting his hair and makeup done last, claiming the passenger seat as his fixed spot, getting a solo stage in the survival show finale.


  └ When you live in a group, there are times you sacrifice for each other and receive consideration... but this... lol You've never lived in a group, have you?


  └ So why does 'one specific person' have to keep receiving that consideration~


  └ Stop dissing him like this for getting his makeup done late because cosmetics make his skin itchy.


  └ The members decided it among themselves, but look at you nitpicking... Don't go around calling yourself a Sparkler.


  └ The members themselves say Joowoo is the most considerate one, so what is this bullshit... Do you even watch their original content?


  └ Do you have any other proof besides those 3 things? It really seems like someone who hasn't even bought a single spArk album is just dragging him for fun lol


  └ I became a fan during The Third Letter, and I'm saying this because it's annoying how everyone suffers equally but only one person gets all the coddling^^


  └ The people who say this crap all claim they became fans during The Third Letter, as if they coordinated it... I guess they think we'll believe them if they say they were moved by the fan song and joined the fandom, but who becomes a fan after seeing a performance with only one concert video? lol And a non-fan listening to a fan song? lol What do you know about their narrative? hahaha And of all things, it's a digital single so you can't even prove it with a physical album lol


  └ You completely erase the efforts of the kids who practiced their instruments for a year to be in a band and just say 'solo stage' lol Who's the one trying to talk about consideration now?


  It was true that Park Joowoo had his quirks, but they were just his personal traits. So what if he sat in the passenger seat when the rest of us didn't get carsick? We rarely had a set time to get off work, so what was the big deal if he got his makeup done later? Those people couldn't imagine that Park Joowoo was the one putting up with the more insensitive members.


  The other guys felt the same way. They surrounded Park Joowoo and told him not to take those opinions to heart.


  Then, Park Joowoo replied calmly.


  "...They're not wrong."


  "What?" Choi Jeho shot back.


  "I said, they're not wrong."


  "......"


  "I am a social misfit."


  Jeong Seongbin, who was next to Park Joowoo, grew flustered at the nonchalant response.


  "Why do you think that? Joowoo, what is there that you haven't been able to do?"


  "I couldn't even go to high school. If it weren't for you, Seongbin, I probably wouldn't have gone to college either."


  "Joowoo."


  Park Joowoo looked at me when I called his name.


  "Not everyone has to go to school and learn the same things. Some students are homeschooled, and many people don't go to college. You know everyone lives their life differently."


  "That's not what I'm talking about."


  Park Joowoo bit his lip.


  "I'm talking about my pathetic attitude. I can't make a single friend unless we meet through a contract, and I don't want to do anything by myself. All of this... it's my problem."


  "......"


  "Is it normal to refuse any blanket that isn't white? To hate anything mint or pan-flavored in my mouth? To feel like I have to turn the whole dorm upside down to clean it? To have to wear a band on my wrist just to put on a single bracelet...?"


  Park Joowoo tugged at the bracelet with his fingertips, then let go. Faint marks remained on his skin from the few times he had worn it without the wristband and scratched himself.


  "Not everyone has to make lots of friends. Everyone has colors they like and foods they dislike. What's important is that you're living well."


  "Even if the hyungs and the younger guys are suffering because of me?" Park Joowoo's voice grew louder as his emotions flared.


  "Most people can't understand. The members only put up with it because they're nice. Even I know that much."


  "It's not because we're nice. They weren't things that would cause problems, so there was never a reason for us to clash."


  "......"


  "Everyone makes those kinds of concessions for each other. That's how we've maintained our group life. You're the same, Joowoo."


  If things weren't clean enough for him, Park Joowoo took action himself. He always asked for our understanding before he started cleaning and doing laundry. As a result, the rest of us became a bit neater, and everyone was satisfied with our clean environment.


  Despite his sensitivity, Park Joowoo always slept with an eye mask so Choi Jeho could turn on the lights at night. He made me hangover soup after I stunk up the dorm with liquor, and every member knew that he, a guy who gets exhausted just from riding in a car, had rushed from Daejeon to Seoul without a break because he was worried about Lee Cheonghyeon.


  We all know how kind he is, yet for some reason, he himself...


  The other guys crowded around Park Joowoo. They insisted they weren't inconvenienced and knew how hard he tried for the members and the fans.


  In the end, Park Joowoo burst into tears.


  I knew they weren't tears of hurt, but tears of unresolved guilt. My heart felt heavy.


  Chapter 432: Misfit (4)


  The misfit controversy dragged on for some time. The situation escalated when some people tried to defend Park Joowoo, claiming geniuses were always unconventional. In reality, this opinion only fueled the fire.


  A post even circulated that claimed to have proof of Park Joowoo being an outcast in spArk. For instance, Park Joowoo’s habit of going out to the veranda to grow plants was twisted into an act of avoiding his members.


  Normally, a fuss this large would have settled within K-Pop fan communities.


  However, spArk’s recognition had grown, and Park Joowoo had become a public favorite. This, combined with the recent All Over case where a member was threatened into silence over a drug incident, added a terrifying amount of fuel to the fire.


  ≫ How are they supposed to respond when people just take moments out of context like this? This is such a damn headache.


  ≫ Are those solo stans acting like this because they think UA will just drop a solo album for him if the group breaks up...? Did they forget that JW said the members are his biggest support? Snap out of it...


  └ I saw you guys screenshotting my post, saying I'm pressuring him because he can't make it solo, hahaha. I also saw you fans cursing me out because my profile picture is Kiyeon or the members. Do you think I wrote 'All-Fan' in my profile for decoration?


  └ If you've seen JW bragging about the members and the members bragging about JW since their debut, how can you carelessly tell him to re-debut solo? Setting everything else aside, did you really think the saying 'It's not easy to love spArk more than JW does' was just a joke?


  └ I'm only using initials because I'm worried he might see this, but you guys don't even use search prevention and say trash like 'he has no social skills' or 'the artist is fanning the flames'. I'd rather listen to Speaker one more time than respond to that garbage.


  The sparks even flew to the line distribution. The problem was that Park Joowoo, the main vocalist, had too few parts. A strict quota system had been in place ever since I was removed from managing line distribution, but some people were still dissatisfied.


  "‘If you give the intro or middle parts to the main vocal, he'll never escape being the next shuttle...’ That seems to be a popular opinion these days."


  Kang Kiyeon added his explanation. It was driving me crazy.


  "Why didn't I see this?"


  "Your monitoring time has been reduced, you know."


  Just as Kang Kiyeon said, my permitted monitoring time had been cut to the bare minimum. The company had strictly restricted my internet access, warning me to be especially careful until the trial ended.


  I only checked immediate album reactions and major issues, so I couldn't look into the details. I never expected something like this to happen. No, that was just an excuse. This wasn't an unprecedented case in the entertainment industry. I had been complacent.


  "Don't worry too much. Joowoo-hyung, you promised to start eating properly again from tomorrow, right? So it's fine."


  "Daeyeon-hyung said he's getting some tofu delivered from Gangwon Province."


  Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon tried their best to change the atmosphere. Park Joowoo watched his younger brothers stick by his side and smiled bitterly.


  

  Whether Park Joowoo was a social misfit or genuinely wanted to go solo, spArk's activities continued.


  The new concept attracted a new demographic. The controversies and mentions ultimately just contributed to the overall buzz.


  Even as interest in the group grew and their performance peaked, Park Joowoo's condition did not improve. I suggested he could rest if he was struggling, but Park Joowoo refused. He never let it show in front of the cameras.


  The company staff insisted, "There's nothing wrong with Joowoo," but their words had little effect. I wanted to do something, anything, but since Park Joowoo himself didn't want my help, there was nothing I could do.


  I can't keep whining to Jeong Seongbin, so what should I do?


  The fastest way to solve the problem with Park Joowoo was to approach his best friend, Jeong Seongbin. However, I had bothered Jeong Seongbin until recently about that pathetic man. Since Jeong Seongbin was already taking care of Park Joowoo, I felt sorry to burden him further.


  Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon were at a loss, wondering if it was okay for them to get more involved in their hyung's problem. The only one left to rely on was...


  "Why does it have to be me?"


  "Are you trying to pick a fight?"


  ...Choi Jeho.


  This punk, just cooperate a little. My eye pressure keeps rising because I have to keep my eyes wide open at every schedule, worrying that a stage prop might fall. It's natural you don't know my contributions, but you should know to play nice on your own.


  "So, what do you need help with?"


  "I want you to tell me if there's anything different about Joowoo. If he shows any unconscious signs of struggling, someone around him needs to let me know."


  "Wouldn't it be better to just ask him directly? Or tell him to rest."


  "......"


  "You don't want to be hated for bringing up a topic that's already been settled?"


  These guys had only gotten better at poking at people's weak spots.


  Choi Jeho remained unfazed by my furious glare. He simply racked his slow brain, trying to recall something.


  "Not really, there's nothing spec..."


  Choi Jeho trailed off.


  "There is one thing."


  "What is it?"


  "When he's in his room, he's almost always wearing his headset."


  "Doesn't he wear his headset often anyway? Joowoo likes listening to music."


  "He's not listening to music."


  "......"


  I thought I had misunderstood Choi Jeho, or that Choi Jeho had misspoken.


  However, Choi Jeho did not correct himself.


  "I said, he's not listening to music."


  

  My conversation with Choi Jeho only made my thoughts more complicated.


  Was it always like that? Or only recently?


  It's been especially noticeable recently. He used to listen to music just fine.


  How could you tell if he was listening to music or not?


  I could tell by seeing if he was fiddling with his phone before putting on the headset.


  Choi Jeho added that Park Joowoo rarely charged his headset. He said that lately, Joowoo frequently wore the headset even while sleeping. On the rare occasion he took it off, no sound came from the device.


  Even as I lay in bed, my chaotic thoughts would not settle.


  Could it be because his senses are heightened? Is it like... wanting to be alone?


  It was not entirely incomprehensible. When people are exhausted, they can lose their appetite or find others’ help burdensome. Realizing this was a sign of his poor state made me even more anxious.


  At the same time, a conversation I had with Park Joowoo long ago suddenly came to mind. When Jeong Seongbin received the offer for the 'In My Office' OST, I had asked Park Joowoo if he was okay with his turn not coming yet.


  It's not so much that I believe... it's because you promised.


  ......


  Hyung, you've kept every promise you've made.


  ......


  That's why I'm waiting for my turn. I can wait until then.


  Even back then, Park Joowoo had clearly said...


  Until we can be in a band together and do intense songs.


  ...‘together’. He also called it a promise.


  We promised to jam together...


  Watching that Park Joowoo, I too had thought, ‘Promises are important’.


  And most recently.


  I'm talking about my pathetic attitude of not wanting to do anything alone.


  Park Joowoo had stated it clearly. He did not want to do anything alone.


  The band wasn't the important part.


  Being together as six and keeping promises. Those were the two things Park Joowoo had consistently insisted on. The band was just a genre he liked and one of the things he wanted to do together.


  The core issue was something else entirely, so he must have been frustrated with me saying all that infuriating stuff. I was belatedly starting to understand Park Joowoo's attitude when a question struck me.


  Wouldn't the previous Park Joowoo have pursued the same values?


  The deep-seated essence of spArk they had shown so far was not much different from what I knew before my regression. He had tried his best to mediate when the past Park Joowoo and Lee Cheonghyeon fought over a misunderstanding.


  Would a guy who loved the team performing as one more than the stage he adored have actively agreed to disbandment?


  Park Joowoo's video letter from the concert VCR echoed in my mind.


  ...You told me to let you know anytime if there was something I wanted to do. You might have thought that was the band, but... my wish is to sing and dance with the members on this stage where we're standing now, for the rest of our lives.


  And also Park Joowoo's answer when I suggested we play that ridiculous balance game.


  I don't want to give up good memories because of one brief moment.


  For the rest of our lives, and giving up.


  Would the previous Park Joowoo, with the same disposition, have really agreed to disband so meekly?


  An unknown anxiety began to rise within me.


  SYSTEM, can't I view memory data that I've already opened?


  The SYSTEM readily agreed and asked which data I wanted to see.


  The day I died.


  My vision darkened. My body returned to the dark, dingy room.


  The first time I opened this data, I had touched my dead self's hair. The memory of the strands slipping through my fingertips was vivid. It meant I could exert some influence in this past space.


  I walked up to the computer and stood before it. The article about spArk's disbandment was still on the screen.


  I took a deep breath and placed my hand on the mouse. I vividly felt the cold, lifeless plastic.


  I dragged the mouse, and the article's title glowed blue.


  『spArk, Unable to Overcome the 7-Year Curse... to Begin Disbandment Process.』


  With a trembling hand, I scrolled down. The page moved.


  The 5-member boy group spArk will begin the process of disbandment, unable to overcome the 7-year curse.


  UA Entertainment announced through its official account that spArk will conclude their activities after their upcoming national tour.


  • • • Discussions were held with the goal of all members renewing their contracts, but they fell through.


  It is confirmed that the decision to disband was made long before the official announcement.


  It is reported that no members have yet signed exclusive contracts with other agencies.


  They drew a clear line, stating there will be no group activities for the 5 members after the disbandment...


  The article's contents stabbed into me like daggers.


  It was then that I saw it. Under the advertisement section on the right side of the screen, red arrows began to appear one after another next to the popular articles.


  Chapter 433: Misfit (5)


  ※ This chapter contains content that may trigger trauma (depression, suicide). Please be advised.


  『↑ spArk Joowoo, Attempts to Make an Extreme Choice at Home...』


  A ringing filled my ears, louder than a warning siren.


  I clicked the title that had somehow climbed to the number one spot. The screen changed.


  [Breaking News] spArk Joowoo, Attempts to Make an Extreme Choice at Home... Reported by a Member 20XX-XX-XX 12:17 AM (photo.jpg) [spArk Joowoo. Photo is unrelated to the incident.] (Seoul=Dispatch) spArk Joowoo reportedly attempted to make an extreme choice at his home. Member Seongbin discovered him during a visit and immediately transported him to the emergency room. It has been revealed that his life is not in danger.


  Some speculate the incident occurred due to despair over the group's disbandment. As the time of Joowoo's attempt coincided with UA Entertainment's disbandment announcement, demands for a transparent disclosure of the decision-making process have arisen, primarily on social media. UA Entertainment has appealed to the public to refrain from baseless speculation regarding the artist.


  .


  .


  .


  My fingertips grew cold as if frozen. My head ached.


  I couldn't even bring myself to ask why. My vision went black, then blindingly bright.


  I felt like I could collapse at any moment. Was I standing? Or was I sitting in a chair?


  He was planning to die?


  He would have died just like that.


  If he didn't call Jeong Seongbin himself, does that mean he really intended to leave all alone?


  Without asking for help even once. Having given up on everything.


  Because he thought there was no reason to live if spArk was gone?


  He had that little attachment to living.


  Fuck, stop trying to project your own misfortune onto others at a time like this. Kim Iwol, are you even human?


  I struck my head again and again for dwelling on things already past. The impact resonated through my bones, and my cheek went numb.


  I remembered Park Joowoo during our trainee days, sick in bed with a cold. The kid wouldn't say a word about being sick, even with a raging fever.


  I knew people don't usually die from a bad cold, but I was still scared. I was so scared I shoved on any pair of shoes and ran out. My heart sank, and I broke out in a cold sweat, unable to sleep all night.


  But this was so much worse.


  Something could have really gone wrong.


  And Jeong Seongbin must have been so...


  I felt dizzy.


  However, what overwhelmed me more than the confusion was Park Joowoo's resolute voice from when I had tried to persuade him.


  I don't want anything else. Just recording with the members, performing on stage... that's all I need.


  "Joowoo."


  I pushed myself up, leaning on the desk. I looked for Park Joowoo, who couldn't possibly be here.


  Fear washed over me.


  "Joowoo, Joowoo..."


  It was the fear that Park Joowoo might make the same choice again.


  It was the emptiness that comes when someone by your side disappears forever.


  Guilt flooded in. The guilt that I, the one closest to him, might have pushed him toward a choice he should never have made.


  My face burned as if scalded. I couldn't breathe.


  I burst out of my officetel door, nearly breaking it down, and my memory shattered. Instead of the building's hallway, I saw the darkened living room of our dorm. It was just like that night when Park Joowoo was suffering all alone.


  Even when I threw the door open, Park Joowoo just lay there motionlessly. When I lifted the blanket, Park Joowoo took off his sleep mask in the darkness. He removed his headset with surprised eyes.


  "......"


  "Joowoo."


  I had prayed that no one would get hurt. It's a relief that he isn't physically sick like back then, but...


  I can recognize when someone's body is sick, but I'm too inadequate to quickly notice when their heart is hurting.


  "I'm sorry."


  "Wait..."


  "I was wrong. I'll never force you to do anything again."


  "......"


  Park Joowoo shouted. Someone grabbed my shoulders, and my body was pulled away from Park Joowoo.


  "Joowoo, please."


  I held onto Park Joowoo's arms and resisted.


  My head ached so much it was hard to lift, but I endured it. If I let go now, Park Joowoo might disappear.


  My surroundings brightened. A commotion seemed to erupt all around.


  "Do whatever you want. I'll make sure you never have to do anything you don't want to. I just, you..."


  A hand covered my mouth, which had been pleading with a deathly pale Park Joowoo. A strong grip pressed against my nose and mouth. A fucking tissue...


  "......"


  Park Joowoo, his expression distorted, reached a hand toward my face.


  + [SYSTEM] 'Synchronization Rate' is announced to Employee.


  ▷ Current Synchronization Rate: 80% + "Are you okay...?"


  I could faintly hear Park Joowoo's voice beyond the SYSTEM.


  I slowly lowered my gaze.


  Park Joowoo's white bed was completely red.


  

  It took some time to regain my senses. In fact, I only remember rambling incoherently for several hours. Much later, I realized it had been Choi Jeho who had pinched my nose shut. He had irritably thrown the soaked tissues on the floor and neurotically torn off new ones to stop the bleeding.


  "He suddenly ran into the room, and I saw he had a nosebleed..."


  While Choi Jeho explained the situation to Jeong Seongbin, who had come looking for me, Park Joowoo stayed by my side. I knew I must not have seemed sane, but I exploited their kindness. I felt I could only be at ease if at least one member of spArk was in my sight. Fuck, I'd have nothing to say even if they completely lost all affection for me.


  "Is your nose still bleeding?"


  Jeong Seongbin asked with a worried expression. He held a tissue in his approaching hand. Park Joowoo replaced the one I was using.


  "Should I call Chanyoung? Or Daeyeon?"


  Jeong Seongbin knelt in front of me and asked. I shook my head.


  I wasn't sick, nor did I need help. As long as you guys were within my reach. Just letting me hear your voices or footsteps was enough.


  "...What about Cheonghyeon and Kiyeon? Are they sleeping?"


  "Probably. Their light was off."


  "Can you just check on them once? I'm anxious."


  It was hard to keep my eyes open properly. My head kept drooping. If Park Joowoo hadn't been holding my shoulder, I would have slammed my forehead into something and fallen asleep.


  Jeong Seongbin agreed, comforting me. Choi Jeho also gathered the scattered tissues and left the room. Only Park Joowoo and I remained.


  "...Joowoo."


  "......"


  "I'm sorry."


  "Why do you keep saying you're sorry?"


  I'm certain I hurt you, but I don't know what the biggest problem was. The thought that you might not even want me to ask about it made me feel helpless. I'm sorry for depending on you without being able to explain myself, all while not fully understanding what you're going through. So very sorry.


  Park Joowoo gently pulled at the hand I was using to press the tissue to my nose. The new tissue wasn't stained with blood.


  "The bleeding has stopped... Let's get some sleep. We can talk after you wake up."


  I said no, but Park Joowoo was gentle yet firm. He laid me down on his own treasured bed and covered me with a new blanket that Jeong Seongbin had brought.


  "I don't want to sleep."


  "......"


  Park Joowoo asked.


  I'm scared that when I wake up, everything will be over. I can't sleep because I know tragic things can happen in the blink of an eye when I'm not aware, yet, it's agonizing that my body is so heavy my eyes are closing on their own.


  "The bed's too narrow for two people..."


  Right. Joowoo, you're...


  The compliment that used to come out of habit got stuck in my mind. THUD. My brain really wasn't working at all.


  I heard something being set down nearby. A rustling sound, too. Then I heard Park Joowoo's voice from a little farther away.


  "...I'll be right here."


  "......"


  "You'll see me whenever you wake up, so don't worry and get some deep sleep."


  My eyes were closed so I couldn't see, but I could tell Park Joowoo was by my bedside. My headache eased just a little.


  "They said Cheonghyeon and Kiyeon are dead asleep."


  Park Joowoo said softly.


  "Let's all sleep well, and see you tomorrow."


  With that gentle farewell, I fell asleep. Nothing appeared in my dreams.


  

  Our managers heard about the commotion from last night and strongly insisted that I stop all activities. I explained it was just a simple nightmare, but they didn't back down.


  However, I didn't step down. It wasn't just stubbornness. I begged them to please let me tag along because I felt like I would lose my mind if I was separated from spArk in this state.


  Park Joowoo's blanket was declared beyond saving. Park Joowoo vehemently refused my offer to buy him a new one.


  I still couldn't figure out what Park Joowoo was truly thinking. It was unclear if wearing his headset made him feel at ease, if he wanted to blend into society as long as he was with the members, or if he just wanted to associate only with those close to him.


  Fortunately, Park Joowoo's stress over the term 'social misfit' seemed to have lessened somewhat. Paradoxically, it was because I had emerged as someone who needed even greater help.


  Park Joowoo would hate it if I said this... but I am functioning as a member of society by depending on Park Joowoo and spArk, so I can't deny that Park Joowoo's contribution is significant.


  The offer from the record label was settled. UA respected Park Joowoo's opinion, who had repeatedly insisted he wanted to focus on group activities. Even I, allowed to sit in on the meeting because I was biting my lips so much, felt much more at ease after the matter was completely concluded.


  "Do you not want to do any solo schedules for the time being either?"


  Jukyung asked. I thought she was talking about his existing schedules like the radio show, but there was another matter.


  "Remember 'Genre-Swap' that Seongbin appeared on before? This time, an offer came in for Joowoo. If you need time to think about it, we can give you as much as you need. Of course, it's okay to refuse, too."


  Park Joowoo looked at me. I smiled and said.


  "Follow your heart. I hope you'll do that."


  "Hey..."


  "Just know this one thing."


  A factor that would likely have a huge influence on Park Joowoo's decision.


  "People will see it as an appearance to promote the album. Your intentions won't be misunderstood, so if you want to do it, don't hesitate."


  At my words, Park Joowoo asked for some time. It didn't take him long to make a decision.


  "...I said I'll do it."


  I knew he would accept as long as it wasn't something that could be misunderstood as a stepping stone for a solo career. After all, Park Joowoo loves singing enough not to turn down an opportunity that comes his way.


  Jeong Seongbin was overjoyed at his friend's decision. He even hugged Park Joowoo and patted his back and shoulders.


  "You did well."


  "......"


  "You really made a good decision."


  I'm not unaware that Jeong Seongbin felt indebted to Park Joowoo. For Jeong Seongbin, too, Park Joowoo's decision must have been good news.


  Chapter 434: Sleight of Hand (1)


  "Guys, are we all taking one car home today?"


  "......"


  Lim Chanyoung agreed and took out the car keys.


  This was the first time all six of them rode in one car since the manager joined. The idea started with Kang Kiyeon's suggestion.


  Seongbin, would it be too cramped if we all traveled in one car?


  Six people in one car? Why?


  Kang Kiyeon explained that Kim Iwol had been frequently anxious since his nightmare. He mentioned it was obvious how restless Kim Iwol became whenever the car Pyeong Daeyeon was driving disappeared from sight.


  Kang Kiyeon even brought Lee Cheonghyeon as a witness.


  If the members agree, I think it's better to have everyone ride together. He just stares out the window when he's in the car, you know?


  Jeong Seongbin then told Kim Iwol they would use one car for a while, citing a 'reorganization of staff operational policies' as the excuse. Kim Iwol asked if it wouldn't be too cramped but didn't seem to dislike the idea.


  The members, who had noticeably bulked up over the years, had to squeeze their shoulders together even after rearranging the seats. The kind youngest members volunteered to sit in the most uncomfortable three-person seat.


  Making three of you sit shoulder to shoulder is just cruel.


  I agree with Lee Cheonghyeon.


  Jeong Seongbin decided to squeeze in between the younger members. Whether Kim Iwol or Choi Jeho sat between Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon, the space was still tight. It was probably better for his younger brothers' shoulder blades if he sat there.


  Should I sit in the back...?


  Park Joowoo had also brought it up. However, they had no intention of asking for more consideration from a friend who found even the passenger seat taxing.


  When told to just ask Cheonghyeon or Kiyeon to switch with him occasionally if it bothered him, Park Joowoo nodded in understanding.


  Kim Iwol calmed down so quickly that his trembling figure from the early morning seemed like a dream. It was a good thing he listened to the younger members.


  "Whose concept was the set today?"


  "Cheonghyeon, yours."


  "I'm about to make history with my looks," Lee Cheonghyeon quipped in response to Kim Iwol's answer. Everyone chuckled.


  The set concept used backgrounds designed to highlight each member's birthstone. Starting with the opera house with golden lace curtains for the first broadcast, spArk built several large-scale, splendid sets. It was the result of Kim Iwol's passion for beautiful visuals.


  However, Kim Iwol himself couldn't fully enjoy the promotions. He was initially full of worry over Park Joowoo's issue, and from the middle onwards, he seemed troubled himself. It was amazing that he managed to conduct himself without causing any talk among the fans.


  "Cheonghyeon, you said you're going to school after the pre-recording, right? You can take Daeyeon's car later."


  "Oh, it's been a really long time since I've ridden in Daeyeon's car!"


  As Lee Cheonghyeon fidgeted, the back row erupted into chaos. A flattened Kang Kiyeon shrieked.


  "You have the radio show in the evening. Will you have the stamina?" Kim Iwol asked, looking back.


  "It's fine, I can just sleep at school."


  "You sound just like Kiyeon."


  "Hyung, comparing me to him is too harsh on me."


  "Huh? Isn't it too harsh on me?"


  The two started bickering again. They only quieted down when Jeong Seongbin laughed and said, 'Let's have a quiet ride'.


  He wondered what he would do if even those words stopped working.


  I need to come up with a countermeasure urgently.


  "Oh right, Joowoo. Do you have your bag?"


  "Yeah, why...?"


  "I wrote down what you asked for on paper. Take it before I forget."


  Lee Cheonghyeon took an L-shaped folder out of his large backpack. The folder passed through Kim Iwol's hands to Park Joowoo in the passenger seat.


  "What's with the folder? There wasn't another meeting I don't know about, was there?" Kim Iwol glared.


  Ever since finding out he was the only one who didn't know about the part distribution issue, Kim Iwol had become subtly obsessed with the idea that he was missing something.


  "It's about the 'Genre-Swap'. It has nothing to do with you, hyung."


  Despite Lee Cheonghyeon's explanation, Kim Iwol didn't easily let go of his suspicion. Only after Park Joowoo laughed and clarified that it was true did Kim Iwol reluctantly lean back against the seat.


  "Joowoo just asked me to look over a few lyrics. That's all. Okay? Satisfied?"


  "He discussed the lyrics with you? Not Seongbin?"


  "The lyrics were in English..."


  "Ah."


  Park Joowoo's area-of-effect attack saddened Jeong Seongbin and the now-silent Kim Iwol.


  "I'm sorry, hyung. It's hard to write or translate lyrics with just basic conversational skills..."


  "No, it's not easy to be able to free-talk as well as you, Seongbin!" Kim Iwol hurriedly made an excuse.


  Choi Jeho diligently mocked him for it.


  I wish we could just maintain this kind of atmosphere.


  Jeong Seongbin often asked himself if he was wishing for too much. Compared to practicing while a senior harassed him at a company with no experience managing idols, and working under a malicious producer, his current life was more than he deserved.


  Creating results that wouldn't disappoint the fans and growing step by step. Without regressing or stagnating.


  Everyone was looking forward. Even with obstacles, they always removed them and moved forward.


  Jeong Seongbin was very pleased with the team's progress.


  However, he also found himself wishing for something more, even while knowing it was a greedy thought. He would have to find the answer to that 'something' to motivate them.


  Something that could become a driving force when a crisis arrives that can't be overcome by the younger members' consideration or the older members' jokes. Or when someone becomes more exhausted and hurt than they are now, and their steps slow down.


  If we were to pick a leader among us, I thought you were the most suitable.


  He had to live up to the trust of Kim Iwol, who had believed in him since they first met.


  Jeong Seongbin steeled his heart. There would be many more things to do for the group in the future.


  

  ≫ The set is the prettiest ever


  ua definitely knows how to spend money


  └ All the schedules are pre-recordings, so it's top-tier... I was just staring blankly ㅠㅠㅠㅠ


  └ It's such a relief that Iwol didn't bring a failing computer repair shop set


  └ But now I think that would be cool in its own way


  └ They'd look perfect in anything vintage retroㅋㅋㅋ Iwol, let's ride a time machine


  ≫ To all my friends who changed their wallpaper to a picture of the set


  What did you use to capture it?


  No matter how I try to screenshot it, a person is always in the frame ㅠㅠ


  └ The fancafe!! After the broadcast ends, Iwol edits and uploads them


  └ Whoa, so that's why there are pictures of just the set without people... I thought they were stitched together from multiple screenshots


  └ My baby even makes wallpapers for us to pretend we're not fans...


  ≫ The masterpiece Lee Cheonghyeon finally became a reality ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ I laughed for a while watching this choreographyㅋㅋㅋ The eldest hyung who insisted on becoming part of the picture frame to turn Lee Cheonghyeon into a painting


  └ Knowing the whole saga of turning Lee Cheonghyeon into a masterpiece is hilarious, but when they zoom in on Lee Cheonghyeon, it's not funny... my mind just goes blank


  └


  └ If you watch MV reaction videos, everyone goes wow... at this sceneㅋㅋㅋ


  └ Whoever gave Lee Cheonghyeon the odd-eye lenses, please accept my deepest bows


  └└ It's not a bright color but a subtle purple and blue, so it's even prettier! Speaking of which, guys, Iwol said to buy gold because the price went up


  └└└ Gold is at its cheapest right now. I bought a tiny bit of gold during their debut and the price has almost doubled


  └└└└ Awesome


  ≫ The true value of spArk's new choreography is revealed in the full shot


  During Kim Iwol's part they act like shopping mall employees over 180cm tall, then during Kang Kiyeon's part they stretch out their arms and fingers to look like a tree, using a member's back as a table ★★★★★ The Lee Cheonghyeon picture frame ★★★★★


  └ But you have to see the close-up of Choi Jeho blowing on Jeong Seongbin's finger like he's blowing out a candle


  └ I'll raise you that and add Joowoo pulling down the hand covering his eyes from behind to reveal his own


  └ Why are you even commenting something so obvious


  └ The details and directing are pretty perverted (in a good way) but they controlled the movements and expressions well so it doesn't go as far as being 'too much'!


  『Bright』 received good reviews in many aspects. Many posts especially praised its visual elements.


  Keyword analysis also revealed that along with 'musicality' and 'public appeal', the word 'aesthetic' held significant weight. Associated mental images included maturity, splendor, and sophistication.


  It's safe to say there's been a change in their image to some extent.


  This is perfect for a brand image improvement portfolio. If someone from UA actually used this material to successfully get a new job... I'd send them off wishing them a happy future, but I'd be crying tears of blood. The year has passed, so they must have gotten a salary increase, right? I'm really counting on you, CEO.


  While one phone delivered such good news, another thing flashed before his eyes, driving him crazy.


  + [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.


  ▶ Assistant Manager Kim, does ignoring reality change it?


  For the past few days, the SYSTEM had been pestering him more persistently than a gnat. To be precise, it started the moment the synchronization rate went up. At first, he hadn't noticed because he couldn't see straight, but once he realized, it had been continuously displaying similar messages.


  + [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.


  ▶ How long is Assistant Manager Kim going to stay in denial?


  + + [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.


  ▶ How can someone who's part of society be this weak?


  It was so annoying that he scrolled back up to check what comment had been the starting point. The very first message the SYSTEM had sent was this.


  + [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.


  ▶ Is Assistant Manager Kim still afraid of death?


  It sent this right after I found out the news about Park Joowoo, that fucking... If the SYSTEM had a physical form, today would have been the last day for both of us.


  The SYSTEM had a coexisting mix of a compassionate side that tried to care for him and an inhuman part. That was why he tried not to waste his emotions on every little thing the SYSTEM said.


  Afraid of death? In a situation where someone next to me could die, how could I not be...


  His thoughts paused. Something quickly clicked into place in his mind.


  At one point, he thought the SYSTEM was threatening him using his sister as leverage. He believed it cared about his condition and safety only to ensure he could continue the KPI. If he failed, he thought it would just end with him being dropped into Hanpyeong Industry.


  However, why would a perfectionist SYSTEM need to care about his mental state, which had nothing to do with achieving the KPI? Whether he couldn't feel pain or was emotionally unstable, the result should have been okay as long as he completed the mission, right?


  Even if it was for the sake of smooth labor, it didn't add up. If that were the case, it should have also provided a way to control the synchronization rate that hindered his activities, just like how it provided a means to reduce accumulated fatigue, even with side effects. Unless it couldn't prevent synchronization...


  "......"


  You, in some way...


  So, you can't interfere with 'my death', including by voluntary means, can you?


  Chapter 435: Sleight of Hand (2)


  In the past, I had threatened the SYSTEM with my life only once. It happened when my sister's survival was uncertain.


  Back then, I believed there had to be a specific reason 'I' was an idol. I thought that if I strayed from that path, the SYSTEM's entire design would collapse. My sister's situation was too urgent for deeper thought, so I postponed speculating on why it had to be 'me'.


  When the SYSTEM adjusted the negative emotion recognition rate or showed me the other members' pasts, I assumed its purpose was to help me complete the mission. I saw it as a kind of benefit.


  But thinking it over, it was strange. The SYSTEM presented itself as an exploitative company, but its essence was just an anomalous phenomenon. Why would it have any obligation to care for my welfare or my mental and physical health?


  It all made sense if I assumed the SYSTEM's actions had another purpose. It pretended to help me achieve my KPIs, but it actually had a completely different goal. Everything it had shown me was just a cover for its true intentions.


  At this point, the most likely possibility was that 'I must not die and must carry out something'.


  Even the SYSTEM's shitty way of speaking was an example.


  Department Head [I'm coming in tomorrow after visiting a client.]
[Have Assistant Manager Kim handle the new employee onboarding.]
[Come in early and get things set up.]


The Kim Iwol who walked to the Hannam Bridge because of Department Head Nam had always followed his superiors' orders out of inertia. Even on the verge of drowning himself, he would have gone back to do what he was told.


  If the SYSTEM just mimicked an exploitative company, I would automatically stop myself from taking extreme actions. I would learn the framework it presented all on my own.


  "......"


  A hollow laugh escaped me. My body trembled, so I took several deep breaths to calm down.


  What if this was all just a stage designed by the SYSTEM to provoke specific behaviors? What if the KPIs and their rewards had no real value?


  What if the SYSTEM had an ultimate goal it wanted from me? Since it couldn't control variables like my emotional state or synchronization, what if it just made me believe it was managing even those uncontrollable areas?


  What if it trapped me in an environment where I was the absolute subordinate? What if it used my sister and spArk as mere tools, just like the KPIs?


  Tell me your real purpose.


  I snapped at the SYSTEM.


  I'm not going to die, so just tell me. It's clear now that me staying alive and stable is one of the conditions, right? The way you've been leading me proves it. What do I have to do?


  I asked again, but the SYSTEM did not answer.


  I'll do whatever you want. If it doesn't take much effort or cost to nullify the car accident, wouldn't a direct deal be better?


  I asked why we had to take the long way around when there was a shortcut. The SYSTEM gave a dismissive reply.


  + [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor ' has arrived.


  ▶ Assistant Manager Kim still doesn't have a good grasp of himself. How about taking a job aptitude test?


  + I don't need to take one to know I'm an office worker, you bastard. What do you know.


  + [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor ' has arrived.


  ▶ Superiors don't give orders for no reason. They do it because they have~ all the previous data and experience. Imagine if I just dumped work on Assistant Manager Kim right now without any feedback. Would Assistant Manager Kim know what the core task is, or what the vision is?


  + Why? Are you scared because the synchronization rate is soaring and you can't even stop it? Does it look like I'm getting skeptical about the KPI system? Is it less fun to just lay it all out and negotiate instead of keeping up this role-play? Did you think I couldn't fulfill a single one of your demands without doing it this way?


  At the very least, you shouldn't have deceived someone so desperate.


  Don't give me any more guilt...


  + [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor ' has arrived.


  ▶ Assistant Manager Kim .


  + The SYSTEM flickered. The thing slowly typed out the words.


  Assistant Manager Kim seems to think he can do anything, but he can't.


  Assistant Manager Kim is...


  + [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor ' has arrived.


  ▶ You're still a long way off.


  + With those last words, the SYSTEM vanished.


  

  What must an individual do to survive? For a while, I tried to ponder that question whenever I had a spare moment.


  It was not easy. An idol in the middle of promotions barely had enough time to breathe.


  Even Park Joowoo, who had suffered from the controversy, was pulling himself together and focusing on work. I couldn't be the only one walking around in a daze. I tried my best to get a grip.


  ≫ spArk is doing a pop-up in collaboration with a gallery


  A gallery is pretty fresh haha


  + Everyone said the posters and jewel toploaders were pretty so I went to check them out and fell into an impulse where I had to buy the green apple Kang-geon. Sorry, wallet.


  └ I saw the merch lineup and the Mini poster is so pretty


  └ The jewel toploaders are a bit pricey for merch, so I was like, 'It's pretty but should I buy it or not;;;' but then I saw the sample image with an album photocard in it and immediately added it to my buy list


  └ fr I was wondering what they were thinking mass-producing jewel toploaders that you usually only see in the commission market, but it was all to match the birthstone concept... and they even nailed the colors


  └ I took a million screenshots of green apple Kiyeon from the MV, so I'm happy they just gave us a whole photoshoot of it


  └


  └ To the Sparkler who was like, 'Mini apple is cute~~', Kim Iwol gave apple green faustite


  └


  └└ Thank god Iwol didn't buy the friendship bracelets. If Kim Iwol had bought them, they would've all been matching birthstone bracelets


  ≫ Today's spArk reverse-support Mini bouquets


  They said they're made from the dried fresh flowers Seongbin used during the MV shoot. The boys collected the flowers + only outsourced the drying!


  └ Why couldn't I go to the fan meeting...


  └ They said the boys did the packaging too ㅠㅠ I envy, resent, and am jealous of the Sparklers who went to the fan meeting


  └ It didn't seem Mini though


  └ If the boys said it's Mini, it's Mini


  └ Our boys are so generous


  ≫ I've seen a lot of idols with ribbons tied on their faces, you know?


  But you're the first idol I've seen tie a pearl ribbon, Cheonghyeon


  └ How can a person look so much like a ball-jointed doll


  └ Biting the pearl should be illegal for C-pretty-V


  └ And then after this, he gave pearl ribbon charms to the people who came to the fansign that day to decorate their lightsticks. He really knows his fans.


  ≫ The most ridiculous thing in the world to me is how Kim Iwol picks on Choi Jeho all the time but then praises El Dorado Choi Jeho nonstop


  He's a frustrating friend, but his face is handsome, is that it


  └ El Dorado is legendary


  └ Sorry, but it's not that Jeho is golden


  └ lololololol


  └ Jeho X Gold is a combination that can't fail... the Bright MV did it all


  └ How can natural light X Choi Jeho X chandelier possibly fail


  Since everyone loved it so much, I had to live up to their expectations. What did we spend all that time researching and filming for, anyway?


  Am I going to let all our hard work go to waste just because of some trouble with the SYSTEM?


  I couldn't let that happen. Who would that even benefit?


  No matter how much the SYSTEM treated spArk as a tool, I had no intention of treating them as a means to an end.


  There was a time when achieving the goal right in front of me was my top priority. That was not the case anymore. I had received too much love to only look forward to rewards.


  I was clearly aware of what I should hold important and what my driving force was. I resolved to do what needed to be done, even if my own work was overwhelming. Only now, at this age, was I realizing how important it is to have people who help you endure.


  Perhaps the heavens were helping me avoid distracting thoughts, because there was plenty of work outside our album promotions. Just this week, Choi Jeho had a photoshoot with a new magazine. With spring approaching, his appearance in Jang Junhoo's music video resurfaced at the perfect time.


  First, posts saying 'I miss autumn Jeho' circulated quietly among fans. Then, a powerful cry of 'Who says coat Jeho can only come in autumn? Come in spring too!' exploded in popularity.


  And so, Choi Jeho, once known as the 'autumn coat guy', completely sold out an outerwear brand's stock. The heartwarming story ended with him shooting a spring coat pictorial.


  As for Jeong Seongbin, he had somehow become a master of memes, his face circulating all over the internet. A brave Sparkler systematically compiled all of Jeong Seongbin's eccentric behaviors. Known for a face that turned cold if you covered his mouth and his unflappable demeanor, he earned comments like, 'He's not the leader among those shoulder gangsters for nothing'.


  ≫ spArk Seongbin is weird


  Trying to fix a friend's knocked-over flowerpot but getting confused and sticking an artificial flower in it. Carrying around a 'Murder if you touch my ginseng' notebook. Picking up a bag his brother threw away. Making animals out of towels. Leaving work wearing fairy wings. Taking a picture at his graduation wearing someone else's name tag. Pouring grape juice into a flower vase and drinking from it.


  └ And one of these isn't even Jeong Seongbin


  "......"


  └└└ The one about wearing someone else's name tag is Jeong Seongjun haha. They're twins and Seongjun came wearing the wrong name tag.


  └└└└ So on that day, there were two Jeong Seongbins at the graduation ceremony


  └└└└└ lolololololol ahh lololol


  └ I thought he was a handsome and wholesome young man...


  └└ He is handsome and wholesome


  └ My ballad prince..... is weird


  In an era where even peculiarity is a selling point, Jeong Seongbin attracted attention in a new market. The influx of new fans from memes and short-form platforms was a boon for the team and couldn't be ignored. I could only hope that, thanks to our self-sacrificing leader's benefits, I would slowly be forgotten amidst the festival of memes.


  Lee Cheonghyeon was so busy his eyelashes, which looked nurtured by expensive supplements, were fluttering. The guy rarely complained, so for him to say he was close to an academic warning said it all.


  "But you have to work hard when you have work! Cheonghyeon will go make some money!"


  I was proud of him for staying energetic despite his killer schedule. Every morning, I squeezed out cabbage juice, which I now had on a regular subscription. I might not become a VIP at Woo Yunjae's jajangmyeon restaurant, but I could definitely become a cabbage juice VIP.


  Kang Kiyeon filmed a perfume commercial. Advertisers who had hesitated to contact him because of his young age became more proactive after the new year. Of course, a high school senior promoting a perfume for adult men would have created a sense of dissonance.


  His image, both internal and external, had been youthful despite his mature face, but 『Bright』 completely overturned it. The once-energetic Kang Kiyeon perfectly pulled off a calm and composed atmosphere.


  Having both a classic and a modern impression was one of Kang Kiyeon's greatest strengths. The advertising industry recognized this brilliantly. Since the sample smelled good, I bought one for myself.


  Only one individual activity remained, Park Joowoo's 'Genre-Swap'.


  Nudge Effect: A method of guiding the choices of others through flexible and gentle intervention, rather than through forceful commands.


  Chapter 436: My Beloved Family (1)


  Park Joowoo was swamped with work before his appearance on My Singer's Genre-Swap. It was hard to even see him at the dorm on days when his schedule didn't end with group activities.


  When I asked if his throat would get sore from so much singing, he replied that he wasn't just singing all the time.


  I'm preparing to move forward.


  It sounded meaningful, but I didn't press for details. I couldn't dampen his spirits before such an important show, so I just cheered him on and told him he was the best.


  People's expectations were high. That was how many people were waiting for Park Joowoo's solo stage.


  UA also diligently put out press releases that followed the current trend. They also undeniably aimed to push out the articles about him being a maladjusted person.


  The controversy over Park Joowoo's social maladjustment and uncooperative group activities was completely buried by the combined firepower of the Sparkler, who were furious over the absurd hair-pulling incident, the rock enthusiasts who had to watch cold water get thrown on the genre's revival, and the general public who were unaware of the full situation due to their limited access to entertainment news.


  ...The talk about my solo debut has really almost disappeared.


  See? I told you.


  Park Joowoo saw the comment section for himself and nodded in agreement.


  After that, Park Joowoo's expression relaxed considerably. Choi Jeho told me Park Joowoo now sometimes slept without his headset on. It was reassuring news for a change.


  He also started eating regularly. Today, Park Joowoo diligently ate his galbitang, even mixing rice into the soup.


  "You should at least tell me the song, though."


  Park Joowoo's eyes widened at my question.


  "How else are we supposed to prepare our support for your solo stage?"


  During Jeong Seongbin's turn, he wanted to go alone. Since we were rookies, it was hard to ask the production team if we could all go together. We filmed our own content from the living room's front row, but it was a shame we couldn't cheer for him up close.


  This time, however, the writer asked us first if any members would visit the waiting room. It meant they wanted to film spArk's reaction shots. From the program's perspective, it was likely a way to boost viewership from the Sparkler without paying extra appearance fees.


  Park Joowoo gladly permitted the members' visit. He went beyond permission and warmly invited his colleagues.


  I'll be happy if everyone comes.


  The weight of the 'everyone' Park Joowoo mentioned was different, so I accepted immediately.


  Despite inviting all of us, Park Joowoo wouldn't even tell us the song he was singing. There was no merit in being an invited guest. It seemed he had properly learned the importance of confidentiality.


  "Even I, his roommate, don't know," Choi Jeho replied, looking unconcerned.


  I couldn't mess with the guy while he enjoyed his meal, even if he was being annoying. Ugh.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, the only one who knew the song, promised to keep it a secret until the broadcast. His only spoiler was that we wouldn't be disappointed. If Lee Cheonghyeon saw no major issues, then a disastrous song choice probably wouldn't happen.


  "What about the arrangement?" Jeong Seongbin asked, adding cheongyang peppers to his bean sprout soup.


  Every spArk song involved Lee Cheonghyeon in some way. To be precise, Lee Cheonghyeon was 'at the center of every song'.


  Until now, the members had only performed songs Lee Cheonghyeon had made or arranged at official events. This was the first time a song untouched by Lee Cheonghyeon would be performed on a stage bearing spArk's name. This was also one of Park Joowoo's wishes.


  When Park Joowoo first said he would entrust the arrangement to the A&R Team, Lee Cheonghyeon shouted, looking as if he'd just heard the sun rises in the west.


  It's not that you don't trust me, right?!


  Of course not...! There's a reason for it.


  It had better be a reason I can accept.


  Lee Cheonghyeon grinned even while glaring. He had probably already accepted the decision at the words 'there's a reason'. It didn't seem like he ever intended to nag Park Joowoo.


  The A&R Team staff looked puzzled for a while, which made me worry. I was curious what direction Park Joowoo had suggested, but I didn't spy or dig into it. I just decided to trust the guy with the picky taste in music.


  The person in question, Park Joowoo, sipped his soup and answered.


  "...It came out just how I wanted."


  "That's a relief. I'm looking forward to it."


  Park Joowoo smiled at my words.


  Will Park Joowoo be okay as long as we're all together?


  I would do my best, but I knew my efforts weren't perfect and felt anxious. I worried a day might come when I would have to look into his personal history, telling myself it was unavoidable.


  Honestly, I didn't want to. I hoped I would never have to dig up a story he didn't bring up himself. I had even told Choi Jeho that everyone has things they want to hide.


  But no one knew if the reserved Park Joowoo was truly at ease. I knew that hiding things isn't always comfortable.


  You have a very precious friend. You like that friend very, very much... but other people say that friend is a bad person and that it would be better not to be close to them. What would you do in that situation?


  The words Park Joowoo once tossed out like casual conversation might have been a signal, a hope that I would listen to his inner thoughts. I just hoped my choice would ease his complicated mind, even a little.


  "Joowoo."


  I called out as Park Joowoo headed to the sink with his empty bowl.


  "If you ever have something you want to talk about, call me anytime."


  "......"


  "I promise I'll always listen to what you have to say first, no matter what."


  I didn't say it casually. I spoke with sincerity, pressing the full weight of the word 'promise' into my voice. Thankfully, Park Joowoo understood my heart.


  "Okay. Promise."


  Park Joowoo smiled. For some reason, I felt a lump in my throat.


  

  People were looking for Park Joowoo even at 4 AM. It had been like this for the past few months.


  [Joowoo ]
[You're going to release a solo album before I get eliminated, right?]
[I'm not kidding, I'm really on the verge of elimination]


  The messages grew more persistent each day. Park Joowoo just stared blankly at the glowing screen.


  He didn't know when things had gotten like this. People had first mentioned him going solo in passing, but their voices grew loud before he knew it.


  The time he spent working hard as a team member was denied so easily. Perhaps it was because Park Joowoo was someone who didn't fit in with a group.


  Park Joowoo had always been like that. He couldn't belong anywhere. At times like these, Park Joowoo felt he alone had no 'place to return to'. Not even his home. Maybe it was obvious he had dropped out of social groups early on.


  You know that everyone lives their life differently in society.


  Kim Iwol was kind. He tried so hard not to be difficult himself, yet he was generous to the incredibly sensitive Park Joowoo.


  But Park Joowoo knew that abnormal people stood out, and unfortunately, he was far from ordinary. 'Extremely emotionally unstable and sensitive'. Park Joowoo still remembered the doctor's words from when he was young.


  It was nearly a miracle that five people who understood his disposition had gathered. He knew he was being selfish, but he acted spoiled because he knew how precious that warmth was.


  He just didn't want to be alone anymore.


  ≫ Idols also last longer if they maintain a business relationship


  There are more cases where obsessing over a family-like relationship leads to emotional fights and becomes irreversible. It felt like he would never be able to blend into society.


  He wished they would ask why he liked being with others, not why he hated being alone. If they did, Park Joowoo could answer as much as they wanted.


  Because the members were precious. Because accomplishing new things every day was fun. Because the things that happened while living together were interesting.


  Being alone was desolate. Every day was a mundane repetition. Joyful events never happened to a person who was alone.


  A life without people was lonely. He could sing his favorite songs anytime, but good people tended to disappear in an instant. Park Joowoo wanted to hold on to the things that wouldn't last forever, even for a little longer.


  Was that why the words telling him to do his part alone felt like a dagger? It felt like being dragged from the sanctuary he had finally found. The more outsiders urged him to come out, the more Park Joowoo shrank back.


  He knew what the problem was. Park Joowoo had long been aware that his inner self was immature. He just couldn't fix it, or more accurately, he had no will to. He was sick and tired of being pitied.


  If he had said he liked the members more often, would this not have happened?


  If he had gone to school like others and made many friends, would things not have gotten this big?


  If he had stayed by his mom or dad's side a little longer...


  One thought led to another.


  A sharp scream tore through Park Joowoo's mind. Hearing auditory hallucinations was as familiar as breathing. His mind, worn and tattered from years of strain, slowly rewound his memories.


  Kang Kiyeon had been afraid of cameras but ultimately returned to the stage. Lee Cheonghyeon, responsible for the group's songs, made his past fear of promoting his own work seem meaningless. Jeong Seongbin had escaped the shadow of the senior who tormented him. From the outside, they all poked at Park Joowoo's empty heart.


  Choi Jeho had his first drink because of a friend. Kim Iwol had started to open his heart to the members. They had all changed.


  Only Park Joowoo remained the same. From before his debut until now, Park Joowoo hadn't changed at all.


  Not everyone has to make a lot of friends.... What's important is that you live well.


  Park Joowoo was living the exact opposite of Kim Iwol's words. He knew exactly how he wanted to live, yet he didn't try to change.


  [We're saying this for your own good, why do you keep ignoring us?]


  A new message had piled up.


  A comment he had read long ago overlapped with the message.


  ≫ They probably thought they couldn't do it when they considered the child they'd be leaving behind


  Let's not just curse them out blindly.


  Park Joowoo closed his eyes. The day he was first left alone in the world surfaced like a dream.


  Chapter 437: My Beloved Family (2)


  ※ This chapter contains content that may trigger trauma (suicide). Please be advised.


  It had been a while since he asked to go play.


  His dad tightly wrapped a handkerchief around his neck, telling him not to catch a cold. He felt light enough to fly anyway. He hated motion sickness, but he happily got in the car to go to the amusement park with his mom and dad.


  His mom always packed snacks and water, but she hadn't packed anything today. So he asked her first.


  Mom, what about water? Should I put it in Joowoo's bag?


  His mom said it was fine since they would arrive soon. Still, Park Joowoo insisted on bringing his yellow bag.


  The amusement park, a place he'd never even heard of, was very far away. The car was quiet, with no music or radio. The only sound was his mom and dad talking softly to each other.


  Tell Joowoo too.


  He tried to join their conversation, but no one listened.


  Normally, his dad loved exciting things and would have played a stream of songs too fast for Park Joowoo to sing along to.


  His mom would have sat next to Park Joowoo, feeding him cut fruit or telling him how much farther it was to the next rest stop. She would say, 'Our Joowoo gets carsick, so we should take a break.'


  Today, Park Joowoo was alone. There was no place for Park Joowoo in the back seat or in their conversation.


  They drove and drove, but the destination never appeared. His stomach churned as the car twisted along the winding mountain road.


  But Park Joowoo didn't complain. He didn't want to throw a tantrum and get the outing canceled.


  Until yesterday, his mom had stared blankly into space, and his dad had only just come home. He knew if they didn't go today, he didn't know when they would take him again. Disappointed, he closed his eyes and endured it.


  The sky spun with the car. The trucks and motorcycles that occasionally passed them disappeared. Soon, only their family car moved through the endless mountains.


  He wanted to say he felt stuffy. His stomach hurt, too. Park Joowoo knew from experience that if this continued much longer, he would soon go, BLECH.


  Pouting, Park Joowoo secretly unbuckled his seatbelt. The adults didn't notice. His mom and dad just kept talking, looking straight ahead. They never met Park Joowoo's eyes in the mirror.


  Mom is a dummy.


  She always told me never to unbuckle my belt. Her saying the policeman would take me away was a lie, wasn't it?


  Hmph. Hmph. Swallowing his sulk, Park Joowoo turned to the window. A small finger pressed the button, and the glass slid down. He heard the rustle of crushed leaves.


  Park Joowoo. The window...


  Just leave it.


  His dad took Park Joowoo's side. Cool air rushed in, messing up his hair.


  Park Joowoo endured a little longer. He thought that if the wind blew harder, his stomach would feel better. A little more. If the car went faster, if the speedometer passed 100...


  Honey, honey!


  I love you, darling.


  His mom screamed. The shriek tore at his ears and dug into his mind. Park Joowoo thought she was scared because the car was going too fast.


  Park Joowoo scooted forward to pat his mom's back and comfort her. When he peeked between the front seats, he saw his mom and dad's hands clasped tightly together.


  A large lake spread out before them. Park Joowoo didn't know the word 'reservoir', so to him it looked like a puddle as wide as the sea. The gray metal guardrail along the road rushed closer.


  A sound like thunder erupted right in front of him.


  The car smashed through the guardrail and launched into the air. His body lifted, then his head slammed hard against something. The pain was so intense that tears welled in his eyes.


  He wanted them to hold and comfort him, but his mom and dad were crying, too. They screamed even louder than Park Joowoo.


  How much must it hurt for a grown-up to scream so loudly?


  Unable to understand their pain, Park Joowoo was terrified.


  For a moment, his body felt weightless, like he was in space. Then his heart lurched, and gravity pulled Park Joowoo down.


  

  When he woke up, everyone wore black clothes.


  The reservoir accident in the news, that was about this couple, right?


  Ah, that.....


  The people who cried before his mom and dad's photos and sighed while stroking Park Joowoo's head all said the same thing once they sat down.


  They said they tried to commit suicide with the kid.


  Why? Were they in debt or something?


  I don't know. Outsiders wouldn't know the details, so they probably thought they were living well.


  The poor kid.


  People pitied Park Joowoo. They acted like they could say anything as long as they ended by pitying the lonely child. To Park Joowoo, whose family sank with the car, their goodwill felt incredibly shallow.


  No. We were going to the amusement park.


  Park Joowoo desperately denied it. He refused to admit his mom and dad had left with only each other. After all, Park Joowoo's family was a happy one.


  If you're going to talk nonsense, get out.


  No, it's just because I feel sorry for the kid.....


  I said get out! Don't spout nonsense in front of the child!


  What made Park Joowoo saddest was his aunt. After chasing away the people badmouthing his mom and dad, she would cry alone late at night, spitting hateful words at them.


  Those awful bastards. Those damned bastards. How could you do that with a child? Are you even human?


  For Joowoo's sake, you shouldn't have done that, you two.


  His aunt was a good person. Park Joowoo loved his aunt, and his aunt loved Park Joowoo, too.


  And yet, his aunt cried. She said his mom and dad deserved a great punishment for trying to take Park Joowoo with them. She said this even while she was sad, even while she choked out his mom's name, telling her to come back. Because Park Joowoo was a precious nephew she wouldn't trade for the world.


  Park Joowoo's mind couldn't comprehend it. His mom and dad had done nothing wrong.


  Park Joowoo just wanted to see his mom one more time, the mom he was told he could never see again.


  Someone hugged Park Joowoo from behind. The embrace was warm, like his dad's.


  Hyung.


  Park Joowoo looked up at Heo Sihoo, who had come to get his little brother.


  Can't I say I miss Mom anymore?


  Heo Sihoo hugged Park Joowoo tightly.


  Dad too?


  He asked again, but Heo Sihoo didn't answer. He just hugged Park Joowoo even tighter, as if he thought Park Joowoo might run away.


  Let's go inside. Let's go to sleep, Joowoo.


  In Heo Sihoo's eyes, Park Joowoo saw the same look he had seen countless times over the past three days. It was the exact expression people made when faced with tragedy.


  His elementary school teacher, his friend's mother, his kind deskmate, the apartment security guard. Everyone wore sad faces in front of Park Joowoo because his mom and dad had passed away.


  Park Joowoo never saw his mom and dad's faces in the end. He only realized later that his aunt made that difficult decision out of consideration for her young nephew.


  Maybe it was because his last memory was of them saying goodbye. It felt like if he went under the white blanket, his mom could hold him. The smiling mom he remembered, the one who led him to the shoe rack to go play, was calling to Park Joowoo from under that blanket.


  Park Joowoo holed himself up there. When he covered himself with the cozy blanket, he felt like they were one, even though they were apart. This must be what it felt like to finally step into the lake he couldn't follow them into.


  He couldn't live under a blanket forever. The day the blanket went into the washing machine, his aunt sat the hysterical Park Joowoo down. She told him his parents had gone to the land of stars.


  His aunt didn't know that from that day on, Park Joowoo's dream was the stars. It wasn't a child's vague longing for family. He knew it was an eternal dream, but he missed the people who left so much that he sincerely wished for his own end.


  And yet, when the news reported a record-breaking meteor shower, he would stay up all night. He stood by the window, eyes wide, worried about his mom who was afraid of falling things.


  ≫ Seeing cases like that makes you wonder what family even means


  Some families are better off not existing


  ≫ Park Joowoo should go solo


  Promoting in a group is a loss for him and the team


  ≫ An idol's lifespan is 7 years at most, and it's a given that their form dies even if they successfully renew their contract, so it's not bad to find your own way to survive


  It's not like you can be an idol forever


  When every day is lonely, you feel left alone in the world. When the value of your cherished existence is denied, a person loses their reason to live. The time he endured alone like that was very long and lonely.


  All that was left for Park Joowoo was the group that formed as if by fate, and their fans. This was the only place for Park Joowoo to stay. That's why he didn't have the confidence to leave.


  People could disappear even when they were together. He feared he would open his eyes and they would vanish like a mirage, as if they had never existed. If that happened, Park Joowoo couldn't endure the emptiness again.


  However...


  The day Kim Iwol ran into his room, Park Joowoo confronted his own defense mechanisms.


  Do what you want to do. I'll make sure you never have to do what you don't want to. I just, you...


  Kim Iwol's desperate pleas circled in Park Joowoo's mind long after Kim Iwol fell asleep.


  I want to be with the members. I'm satisfied just being all together.


  Was that purely Park Joowoo's own will? Or was he just hiding his fear of being a loner again behind the words 'I want to be with good people'?


  For the agonizing Park Joowoo, the competition program was a major turning point. The choice was up to the adult he had become.


  Park Joowoo called out 'Mom' in his mind. He was used to the silence that followed, and it made him sad.


  I don't want to part with Mom and Dad.


  If he remained tied only to them, he would be stuck in the same place forever. He would be scared to stand on his own. While everyone else grew, he alone would remain stagnant, just as he always had.


  Park Joowoo covered his face with his hands. He could feel them trembling.


  To move forward, he had to sort things out.


  No one pushed Park Joowoo from behind or pulled him from the front. Park Joowoo had to move forward with his own strength.


  Until now, he had been afraid of every single step, but...


  I think the time has come to say goodbye.


  He had to do it so he wouldn't fall behind his changing members. He didn't want to go back to the days of being alone.


  Park Joowoo trusted Kim Iwol, who promised to prioritize his little brother's words and told him to call anytime. So, Park Joowoo decided to finally tie up the loose ends of his past.


  Chapter 438: My Beloved Family (3)


  The day of the 'Genre-Swap' filming dawned. Park Joowoo left the dorm at the crack of dawn to handle a preliminary interview, rehearsal, and the opening recording.


  spArk arrived at the forest later. They attended as gallery members for a traditional competition program, so they toned down their flashy idol makeup.


  They each wore their neatest casual clothes. I was the exception, choosing something moderately formal. My neatest outfit would have been a full black suit.


  "Seongbin, your bangs!"


  "Ah! Sorry!"


  Jeong Seongbin unconsciously brushed his bangs down. It was the third time. His hands just couldn't stay still.


  "You're that nervous?"


  Kang Kiyeon asked while quietly watching the leader. He looked ready to offer Jeong Seongbin a calming pill.


  "Yeah. It's not even my stage, but it's strange."


  Jeong Seongbin laughed awkwardly.


  "'Genre-Swap' is a show where you're the senior, Seongbin. Did you give Joowoo some advice?"


  "What advice could I give Joowoo?"


  The man was perfect on stage. Park Joowoo had carved out a niche with his voice alone in spArk, a group with Choi Jeho as its center and Lee Cheonghyeon as its visual.


  "Still..."


  Jeong Seongbin hesitated, then smiled.


  "I told him I'd cheer for him with all my heart."


  Those are the words that will resonate most with Park Joowoo. Jeong Seongbin instinctively knows how to encourage him, something I only grasped after reviewing data and having a flashback. I guess this is what they mean by having friends.


  "Joowoo must have liked that."


  "He did. Joowoo's a pure guy, you know."


  Jeong Seongbin's bangs were neat once again.


  The 'Genre-Swap' cast gathered in a waiting area, moving to the performance hall for their turn. They returned there after performing, and the entire cast watched each other's stages together until the recording ended.


  This meant we couldn't see Park Joowoo in his personal waiting room. When we arrived before the recording, we saw the waiting studio on a large monitor.


  The recording began soon after, and the Park Joowoo who appeared was...


  "Huh...?"


  ...incredibly calm. With his hair dyed black, he looked like a different person. He wore a matching black half-sleeve jacket and long pants, giving no hint of the stage he would perform.


  His usual wristband was gone. The hair on his pale arms glittered under the lights. Kang Kiyeon was shocked by his unexpected appearance.


  『Following Seongbin, you're the second spArk member on the show.』


  『Yes, I'm even more nervous because I'm after Seongbin.』


  『Joowoo, you're the main vocalist in your team, right?』


  Park Joowoo answered smoothly, a seasoned idol even by himself. His experience from many radio shows clearly helped. Still, his mouth was bone dry.


  The singers before him were formidable. An artist known for breakup songs performed an unconventional K-Pop stage, instantly electrifying the venue.


  "I guess if you're good at singing, you look cool no matter what."


  "I suppose so..."


  Lee Cheonghyeon commented, his face flushed. Kang Kiyeon nodded in agreement, his eyes sparkling. He looked ready for a vocal lesson the moment the recording ended.


  『Ah, it's this person's turn.』


  The host picked a small ball from a box and checked the name. Jeong Seongbin's hands had turned white and red from clenching his fists every time a ball was drawn.


  『He's the one who has captured the hearts of the youth with his captivating voice.』


  The old-fashioned introduction still made it clear who was next. Lee Cheonghyeon covered his mouth with both hands.


  『Let's welcome spArk's Joowoo to the stage!』


  Unlike the broadcast, it took time for Park Joowoo to appear on set. He had to move from the studio to the stage.


  A few minutes later, Park Joowoo walked to the stage's center. Staff members clapped for him from a corner of the waiting room.


  『What were your thoughts watching the stages from backstage?』


  A brief interview began. Park Joowoo clutched the microphone with both hands and answered in a calm, soft voice. After he shared his thoughts on his first appearance, the questions turned to the competition.


  『Could you please explain what kind of stage you've prepared?』


  Park Joowoo's hand gripped the microphone tightly, then relaxed. It was a habit he had when he wanted to say something.


  『The anniversary of my family's passing is coming up soon.』


  The topic was unexpectedly heavy. I had never heard him mention siblings, so the 'family' Park Joowoo meant must be his mother and father.


  And for both of their death anniversaries to be on the same day meant...


  『I was young back then, so it's always bothered me that I couldn't say a proper goodbye. Now... I've become a proper adult. I want to tell them that I'm doing well with good friends, so they can rest easy.』


  Park Joowoo was composed. Losing someone close was never easy, but his calmness meant he had cried until no tears were left. I had been the same way.


  With his free hand, Park Joowoo straightened his black jacket.


  The melody of a famous old pop song began to flow. It was so well-known that the original was instantly recognizable despite the new vocal arrangement.


  This masterpiece, spanning all generations and based on Andersen's 『The Little Mermaid』, was titled...


  『My Family, Submerged in Water』


  ...it was.


  

  Blue lights rippled across the stage. When I blinked, I felt like I was underwater again, back on that day.


  『In my hometown, white seafoam swirls, and an endless black current flows. A splendid castle of sand where even the light that draped like a curtain sinks and melts, my beloved home.』


  Water filled my nose and mouth. When I tried to spit it out, more rushed in.


  The car spun around, and then...


  "......"


  ...with a THUD, I was suddenly outside the car.


  Park Joowoo saw his parents' hands tangled in his mother's long hair. They held on so tightly there was no room for him.


  Beneath his feet, there was a small, shallow patch of ground to stand on.


  The car, now far out of reach, sank into the bottomless depths.


  『The land is beautiful. Birds chirp under the sun. The voices that used to call me can no longer be heard since some point in time.』


  For a long time, Park Joowoo heard his family's voices. He lived with screams from morning until night. He didn't mind. It was the only way he could still hear them.


  People had to call his name several times to get his attention. They all assumed he was just dazed with grief.


  The shock didn't fade with time. Park Joowoo's mind stayed at the accident scene, its roots spreading into every part of his daily life.


  The memories scattered everywhere. A sudden shout, the sway of a car's back seat, or mud on his clothes would remind Park Joowoo of that time.


  『My name shatters and becomes a wave. The shouts searching for me spread on the water's surface and blur, distantly. Only the sound of sand being swept away tells me that I am on the shore.』


  Seeing Park Joowoo press his hands tightly over his ears, his older sister gifted him a headset she bought with her part-time job money. She saw an ad that said noise-canceling helped with mental stability.


  It wasn't external noise that bothered him, but Park Joowoo gladly accepted the gift. Under the covers with the headset on, the traces of his parents would fade, only to return more vividly.


  Park Joowoo constantly rewound his memory to the fall. He replayed it desperately, trying to engrave that final moment into his mind.


  And he remained there for his entire life.


  Until one day, an unexpected change occurred.


  It was an accident. Heo Sihoo wrongly connected his Bluetooth and blasted loud music into Park Joowoo's headset.


  『The world is full of amazing things. I smell a sweet, not fishy, fragrance from red flowers. I feel the dry, cracked texture of a large tree.』


  A colossal noise poured down. The ear-splitting screams couldn't pierce the cranked-up volume of an electric guitar. The drums echoed louder than crying.


  Some voices were pleasant even when shouting. A song sung with a living person's will was never empty, no matter how many times he listened.


  『The pouring rain soaks me, but it cannot rise enough to drown me.』


  His whole body was drenched. Music was different from a reservoir. He could be submerged without the pain of breathing water. Even if he sank, he could get out on his own.


  For the first time in years, Park Joowoo perceived music again. He had forgotten it even existed.


  『Breathing outside was such a refreshingly cool thing to do.』


  Park Joowoo treasured the music he had rediscovered. When he didn't want to hear the screams, he cherished the only thing that could help him.


  I heard from the CEO that you're the same age as me...


  The world began to move again when a peer from the company, someone he had run into a few times, started a conversation.


  Are you by any chance interested in being an idol?


  Two eyes looked at Park Joowoo without a hint of pity.


  He was interested. Very interested. He just hadn't considered it, thinking who would want him when his own family had left him behind.


  If he hid his past, Park Joowoo could be normal friends with Jeong Seongbin. He could live in a house with more people than his childhood home. A normal life was as comfortable as he had desperately hoped.


  『Living as a merman on land is lonely, but it's enjoyable because I can hear whistling.』


  Park Joowoo sometimes remembered the family he had pushed away. It happened when Lee Cheonghyeon returned crying from harsh words, or when Kim Iwol said, 'You don't have to get along with your family', and he realized Kim Iwol couldn't forgive his own.


  At times like those, Park Joowoo was always closest to them. It wasn't a coincidence. It was fate.


  Watching them, Park Joowoo empathized as if it were his own story. He watched to see what choices Kim Iwol and Lee Cheonghyeon would make.


  Lee Cheonghyeon received an apology but decided to keep his distance until his resentment faded.


  Kim Iwol decided to end the relationship. The process would be long and difficult, but Kim Iwol wanted the freedom of knowing he wasn't at fault.


  Park Joowoo had no one to apologize to him or to admit he wasn't at fault.


  However, one thing remained.


  Park Joowoo himself, who could decide how to live his life from now on.


  『I miss the people I left behind sometimes. When the full moon reflects on the sea, I pray for the moonlight to reach the deep sea.』


  Some farewells are irreversible, so Park Joowoo tried his best to avoid the worst outcomes. Death was still terrifying, but the grown-up Park Joowoo could act. He made food for Kim Iwol after he collapsed from a spiked drink, wiping his own tears at the sink.


  He decided not to linger on the departed so he could do his best for the living. It was time to let go of the two people he had carried his whole life.


  On the stage he had meticulously prepared, Park Joowoo sent his precious ones on their way.


  『I won't go back. Even if my shed tears pile up and become seafoam, I will drag my heavy legs and walk on the ground. My life is here.』


  Hyung, if you find something you want to do, just tell me anytime.


  Park Joowoo remembered how long it took to say those words. It required great courage because he never thought he could do something for someone else.


  He couldn't say his life was whole. He wasn't sure he could give back as much comfort as he had received.


  Park Joowoo still slept under his mother's blanket and reached for his headset when he missed his father's voice. When lonely, he was weak, scraping together the last traces of his family to hug and curl up with.


  But now, he would slowly begin to change.


  How could you do that with your child.


  The people Park Joowoo had loved so dearly had no place for him at the very end, but...


  ...the people who say that are probably just giving me advice for my own good.


  ...there were more people who cared for him even more than that.


  People who fulfilled every promise he had uttered, promises he never expected to come true.


  『I will go to the water. Don't miss the departing merman. If you loved me, forget me.』


  Actually, I resent you a lot. You lied and didn't even look at me, even though you knew it was the end.


  What upset me the most was that you didn't hold my hand.


  I still miss you, but I might resent you sometimes. Still, don't blame me or be disappointed that I don't want to see you soon.


  『My family, asleep in the deep, cold sea, may you be at peace forever in the darkness.』


  I'll stay here.


  Because I like it here.


  Because a new family is waiting for me.


  『Goodbye, sleep well.』


  If I miss you, I'll cry just a little.


  Chapter 439: My Beloved Family (4)


  The performance’s afterglow lingered for a long time. I was trapped in the deep sea Park Joowoo had created, unable to escape even after the final contestant finished their song. The victory went to Park Joowoo.


  We waited quietly for Park Joowoo to return. Park Joowoo finished his winner's speech, interview, and greetings, then opened the door and entered. Jeong Seongbin shot up from his seat.


  The two hugged each other without a word. Park Joowoo patted Jeong Seongbin's back, and when our eyes met, Park Joowoo approached me next. I opened my arms, and Park Joowoo slid into my embrace. The searing heat from his body transferred directly to me.


  In the past, Park Joowoo made a choice for himself and failed. As for me, I faced a sudden death and met my end without doing anything.


  Once my head cooled, I deduced that our common ground wasn't suicide. Our painful feelings might have been similar, but everything from the process to the result was different. I just hadn't been able to read beyond that.


  And only today did I find the answer, one that might have been better left unknown.


  If our commonality was losing someone we loved and being left alone for a long time, it would have been better if we weren't so similar.


  For now, at least, I decided to gladly accept it. I could now understand his loneliness, even if just a little. There was a difference, though. Unlike me, who couldn't accept the farewell, Park Joowoo had already sorted out his feelings.


  "...Don't you have any thoughts?" Park Joowoo asked.


  I almost said that commenting on such a performance didn't feel right, but I stopped myself. I knew he wouldn't have done that performance if he had wanted pity.


  I knew the feeling of being unable to move forward without confronting the past. Back then, I usually chose to avoid it.


  Park Joowoo faced it head-on and ultimately overcame it. His expression said it all.


  It was my role as a listener to hear the message in his song and respond.


  "It was amazing."


  The image of Park Joowoo, shining despite being dressed in black from head to toe, was vivid. I felt like I would never forget today's performance. How could I forget such a fierce life story?


  "It was truly amazing."


  "......"


  "Rock is the best, after all, right?"


  Park Joowoo stepped back and looked at me. I could feel the vitality from his damp hair and flushed skin.


  Park Joowoo's eyes twinkled and shone.


  "That's right," he grinned. "This is why I love rock."


  Even without the wristband, Park Joowoo didn't scratch the skin where the bracelet had been. The bracelet likely no longer felt cold to him.


  If stars existed on earth, wouldn't they resemble Park Joowoo? Especially in the way they sparkle and how people cheer when they see them.


  The star named Park Joowoo is so dazzling that anyone who encounters him would stop for a moment under the starlight, even if no one asked them to.


  Then, Park Joowoo would smile and sing a song for the audience with a pure heart.


  Just like the childhood dream he himself had wished for.


  

  After appearing on 'Genre-Swap', Park Joowoo became much more cheerful. He started to frequently shake his head alone in front of the fridge or hum while tending to the potted plants.


  His reply pace on BubblePop also returned to normal. Park Joowoo said that the negative reactions didn't bother him anymore.


  I guess it's because I've made a decision in my heart.


  Park Joowoo explained, slowly but clearly, that he was focusing on group activities entirely of his own will. He wasn't swayed by external factors or shrinking into himself.


  I've decided to be grateful to the members, rather than feeling sorry.


  He said something quite admirable. I told him that was a good way to think.


  On the broadcast day, he and Lee Cheonghyeon also did a live stream about his 'Genre-Swap' experience. Jeong Seongbin, Kang Kiyeon, and I watched it live together in the living room, biting our nails.


  『The mood of the performance was a bit heavy... so I couldn't ask you to arrange it, Cheonghyeon.』


  『What's that about? From now on, you have to come to me first, no matter what.』


  At Park Joowoo's honest confession, Lee Cheonghyeon grumbled needlessly. Park Joowoo soothed his younger brother with a faint smile.


  『A lot of people were worried about me after my situation was revealed, but I'm okay...! Jeho-hyung even told me I could be his younger brother if things got tough.』


  『Really?』


  『He said there's not much difference between having one younger brother or two...』


  『He's a funny hyung, anyway.』


  Thanks to the live stream, I heard the conversation the roommates had. I need to let the world know that Choi Jeho, who officially became Park Joowoo's hyung, actually went to bed early! I was about to type furiously in the live chat but held myself back. I decided to let it slide just for today, seeing how sincere he was in looking after his dongsaeng.


  『The members are all family,』 Park Joowoo said. It was a short sentence, but his sincerity was palpable.


  『So... I want to be active with our members for a long, long time. For much longer.』


  It was a gentle refusal to the mentions of a solo career. The words that had frequently appeared in the chat slowly began to vanish. Lee Cheonghyeon nodded, saying he understood how he felt.


  『I'll keep doing covers, and 'Genre-Swap' was fun too.』


  『Do whatever you want to do. Just make sure you're back in time for the comeback.』


  『Yeah...』 Park Joowoo answered meekly. He looked happy, perhaps pleased by the words telling him to come back.


  After the live stream, the number of obsessive posts decreased significantly. Some people were angry, claiming he was targeting his fans, but they all disappeared after hearing a flood of comments like, 'Do you have no conscience, you should be grateful he said it this nicely.'


  Instead, the individual attention on Park Joowoo grew even more. It was obvious he would get caught up in unnecessary attention. Even though it was a waste of tuition, I told him to give up on this semester, but he diligently attended his classes.


  I was so worried that I grabbed Jeong Seongbin after he came home from school and sat him down.


  "Did people at school bother Joowoo?"


  "They did. The people in his department were careful, but it was the other students he didn't know and just happened to run into..." Jeong Seongbin glossed over his troubled expression with a laugh.


  "Still, Joowoo was very composed. He didn't seem burdened by it either."


  "Okay, I get it for now. What did I say you should do if a professor looks at Joowoo and asks, 'Aren't you going to do solo activities?'"


  "Professor, you can't have Joowoo!"


  "What are you two doing...?" Park Joowoo appeared before Jeong Seongbin and me, who were in the middle of our repetitive training.


  "We're running a simulation to prevent the abduction of Park Joowoo. It'd be a problem if more people started targeting the master singer chinchilla. What did I say a visual member is more precious than?"


  "Wild ginseng."


  "It looks like Seongbin is almost brainwashed..."


  "Joowoo, if your voice cracks once, it's a mistake, but what is it twice?"


  "Carelessness."


  "And a third time?"


  "A warning."


  "The reason?"


  "Because from the fourth time on, the shame and sense of caution disappear."


  "And a collection of voice cracks is?"


  "A byproduct left in the path of one who was lazy in their development..." Park Joowoo covered his mouth with a start, as if surprised by his own answer.


  "I just added one more thing to that. Joowoo belongs to spArk. We can't give him to anyone. It's not a big deal, but it's a very important story, right?"


  Park Joowoo nodded, though he looked reluctant. It might have been more excessive than what he wanted, but he must have clearly recognized that the group cherishes him.


  

  For a while, UA's phone rang off the hook with love calls for Park Joowoo. They were called 'love calls,' but the content was closer to 'love ops'.


  It was natural for Park Joowoo's skills to receive nationwide attention. It would be stranger if someone who sings as well as him didn't become known.


  However, we needed to pay attention to his rapid rise. There were precedents of fake dating scandals being spread to cover up issues and public opinion being manipulated for money, so we had to be even more careful.


  So, at the risk of being rude, I decided to check for myself whether it was normal for Park Joowoo's performance to have this much of an impact...


  + [spArk's Eternal Vocal] Park Joowoo Career History


  — Grand Music Festival Rookie of the Year Award


  — My Singer's Genre-Swap Winner


  Performance Evaluation


  — Vocal Proficiency: 21/


  — Dance Proficiency: 14/20


  — Self-PR: 4/20


  — Attendance Management: 10/20


  — Adaptability within Organization: 8/20


  + ...I realized I had been under a huge misunderstanding.


  At first, I thought the vocal proficiency was written incorrectly, but only the vocal proficiency had no limit, and the maximum score standard '(10 0)' wasn't written next to the performance evaluation like it was on my or Jeong Seongbin's resumes. I could tell there was no error. It went beyond 'a guy who should have been famous is finally famous'. This was a case of 'a guy who should have been famous hadn't been famous until now'.


  He really worked hard.


  Looking at his adaptability score, which was double his self-PR score, made my heart feel complicated.


  Unlike KPIs, proficiency levels changed quickly. Park Joowoo's self-PR score likely reflected the 'I. Am. The. Best' effect. The fact that it was still less than five points showed just how passive Park Joowoo was about exposing himself to the outside world.


  At the same time, his adaptability score revealed the effort he put into fitting in with his peer group, an effort that involved hiding himself away.


  Now that it's come to this, I can't help but care. Following the monthly Leader's Day, I should create a quarterly Harmony Day. I'll organize it with effective programs, not dogshit things like group jump rope or unity rallies, to promote mental health and foster a sense of belonging...


  "Hyung, are you busy?"


  "Yeah, why?"


  "You don't even bother lying anymore..." Park Joowoo, who had come to my room, said with a complicated look on his face.


  "I have time to talk. Want to sit?"


  Park Joowoo obediently sat on the edge of the bed. I closed my diary and turned my chair to face him.


  "What are you doing tomorrow morning?" Park Joowoo asked.


  Now that promotions were over, my only schedules were monitoring, working out, practicing, and preparing for the next album.


  "If no new schedule comes up, I'll probably go to the gym."


  "The gym... is important." Then he trailed off. He clearly had something to say.


  "What did you want to do with me tomorrow morning?"


  "......"


  "Go on, tell me. I can work out in the afternoon."


  Park Joowoo hesitated for a long time, then glanced at me cautiously as he spoke.


  "I'm... planning to go see my mom and dad... Can you come with me?"


  Chapter 440: Side Story. A Certain January 31st


  "Cheonghyeon, your mother called and said to check your texts," Lim Chanyoung said, holding out the phone he had been keeping. The phone felt as cold as a lump of scrap metal, as if it had been in a drawer.


  Back in the practice room, Lee Cheonghyeon plugged the phone into a charger. He asked his hyungs for a moment, then leaned against the wall while the other members practiced. He opened the message from his mom.


  Mom [The CSAT is next year, how are your preparations going?]
[Send me your target major and grade.]


  She called the company just to tell me to reply to this?


  A sigh escaped him. He did not reply right away, knowing his mom was too busy to constantly check if he had read the text.


  The music stopped, and he heard his colleagues talking.


  "Hyung, you have to jump a little higher than you just did," said his friend, Kang Kiyeon.


  "Singing, dancing, and jumping high is a very difficult task for a beginner like me," replied Kim Iwol, who had been a trainee for almost a year.


  "Jumping about a hundred times should do it."


  "I'll try to get it done in under seventy."


  "Isn't that compromise a bit too realistic?"


  That hyung said he originally planned to go to college too...


  Lee Cheonghyeon did not know the details of how an ordinary student preparing for entrance exams became a trainee. He just assumed there was a reason and left it at that.


  When the New Year came, Lee Cheonghyeon told his family he would be debuting soon. His debut had been confirmed much earlier, but he had waited for the right time. He knew what they would say if he told them in advance and a delay occurred.


  I thought I'd hear less of this kind of talk once my debut was decided.


  It was a futile hope. He glared at the innocent screen for a long time, then closed his strained eyes.


  I wonder if she even knows tomorrow is my birthday?


  Even if she knew, not much would change. The birthday gifts from home were always similar. He would be lucky not to get a book titled something like 'Become a Global Leader!'.


  Lee Cheonghyeon turned off his phone and stood up. As he returned to the formation, Kim Iwol, in the middle of his fourth jump, started a conversation.


  "The message? Did you check it?"


  "......"


  "It's nothing bad, is it?"


  "It was nothing," Lee Cheonghyeon said playfully. "My mom, honestly, making things difficult for a busy person!"


  Kim Iwol smiled in relief. Only Kang Kiyeon, who knew the situation, did not look bright. Lee Cheonghyeon patted Kang Kiyeon's back a couple of times and resumed practicing.


  

  It was not uncommon for him to wake up before his alarm. A troubled mind made him wake at the slightest sound.


  Today was the same. Lee Cheonghyeon woke to a small noise from under his bed, a sound he normally would not have noticed. It came from Kim Iwol's spot.


  Does that hyung not sleep at all?


  Last night, when Lee Cheonghyeon had gone to bed first, Kim Iwol was still in the living room, glued to his laptop. The album was about to go into production, and the promotional text and posters were finished, but Kim Iwol's work never seemed to end.


  Lee Cheonghyeon used to think all adults gained that kind of perspective when they grew up. The adults he had seen growing up were his mom and dad, Lee Soohoon, and Kim Iwol, but after seeing people like Jang Junhoo, he learned that not everything an adult says is right.


  Anyway, Kim Iwol was not an ordinary hyung. Lee Cheonghyeon shook his head and slipped back under the covers.


  Three seconds later, he opened his eyes again. He had realized why Kim Iwol was up at the crack of dawn.


  "Hyung!"


  "You scared me," Kim Iwol said nonchalantly. "Why are you up so early? Lack of sleep is the enemy of healthy skin."


  Kim Iwol had dark circles the size of his own eyes. Cut seaweed already sat in the sink. If lack of sleep was the enemy of healthy skin, Kim Iwol's skin should have staged a full-blown uprising by now.


  "Why are you celebrating another birthday?"


  It had become a tradition for Kim Iwol to make seaweed soup on a member's birthday. Because of this, everyone, including Jeong Seongbin, would wake up together to help. For today, they had already decided who would stir-fry the meat, soak the seaweed, and start the rice.


  "It would be unfair to not make it just for you. 'Mem-dis' is a sin."


  "What's 'mem-dis'?"


  "Member discrimination. It's usually a problem caused by the agency, but there are also issues of differential treatment between members, so just be aware of it."


  "Who would think it's discrimination just because they didn't get a birthday meal! I'm not that petty!"


  "It's not like I'm preparing this meal specifically to avoid a discrimination controversy. It's just that I know it's your birthday, so there's no reason not to celebrate it."


  Lee Cheonghyeon opened the rice cooker, intending to at least wash the rice, but the rice was already thoroughly washed and waiting to be cooked.


  "There's not much to do while the seaweed is soaking, so why don't you go back and sleep some more?"


  "Sorry, but I'm wide awake now."


  "Then at least drink some milk. To grow taller."


  "Wow..."


  Kim Iwol ignored Lee Cheonghyeon's reaction. He poured milk into a mug and put it in the microwave without waiting for an answer. He stood guard to make sure it did not boil over, then handed the perfectly warmed milk to Lee Cheonghyeon. Steam rose gently from the mug.


  "Aren't you drinking anything, hyung?"


  "Nope. I'm satisfied with my height."


  It was the statement of a deceiver.


  I'll definitely grow taller than that hyung. I'll get my revenge by surpassing 183cm.


  Despite his words, Kim Iwol brought a glass of lukewarm water for himself. He seemed to think Lee Cheonghyeon might feel awkward drinking milk alone.


  "Aren't you tired, hyung? You've already celebrated five birthdays."


  "If celebrating birthdays was the only thing I had to do, I could do it any number of times."


  "What other anniversaries do you have to worry about besides birthdays?"


  "A lot. The 100th day celebration, first birthday, entrance ceremonies, graduation ceremonies, weddings, wedding anniversaries, 60th, 70th, and 80th birthdays, father's passing, mother's passing, grandmother's passing, grandfather's passing, father-in-law's passing, mother-in-law's passing, ancestral rites..."


  Kim Iwol recited the list like a broken vending machine. He seemed ready to list someone else's moving day, so Lee Cheonghyeon cut him off.


  "But why won't you tell us your birthday, hyung?"


  "Because it already passed."


  "When on earth is your birthday that it's already passed every time I ask?"


  "I think the timing is impeccable too."


  "......"


  Kim Iwol was not the type to evade a question just to play with words. He seemed to have a reason for not saying, so Lee Cheonghyeon did not press further.


  "Right, I have to cook the meat," Kim Iwol said.


  "......"


  "I ordered the seasoned vegetable side dishes pre-made, but I ordered the meat uncooked. It doesn't taste good if you reheat it after it gets cold."


  "What else did you buy besides the seaweed?"


  "Just things to set the table. Since it's been a while since you've had a home-cooked meal."


  Kim Iwol poured water into a small earthenware pot and took soybean paste and tofu from the fridge. "And since you like Korean food," he continued.


  It had been a long time since any member had a home-cooked meal. They were all restricting their diets to get in shape before their debut, but Kim Iwol was not making soybean paste stew just because everyone missed home-cooked food.


  Kim Iwol was going through all this trouble because the birthday boy, Lee Cheonghyeon, had not been able to eat the food he liked for so long. Lee Cheonghyeon had never received such a thoughtful birthday celebration in his entire life.


  "What if I binge today and get chubby in one day?"


  "We're back to salads tomorrow, so don't worry. With our practice volume, you could eat a twelve-course meal for all three meals today and still lose the weight, so rest assured."


  "Aren't you being a little too nice just because it's my birthday?"


  Kim Iwol had been replying mechanically, like an answering machine, while slicing enoki mushrooms. He put down the knife, looked at Lee Cheonghyeon, and spoke.


  "Didn't you once say I was only harsh on you, unlike with Kiyeon?"


  "When did I ever go that far! I just said you were a little stingy with my sleeping hours~"


  "I make Kiyeon sleep early because he wants to grow taller. I feed you well while working you hard because you want to try writing songs. Got it?"


  Kim Iwol had a knack for leaving people speechless. This often happened when Lee Cheonghyeon talked with his mom or dad, too, but there was a clear difference. When Kim Iwol left him speechless, he did not feel bad.


  Kim Iwol checked the time and pressed the cook button on the rice cooker. Soon, the delicious smell of cooking rice filled the air. After setting the stew to simmer, they talked about their debut song. They discussed what kind of song they should release for their next comeback to maintain the color of their debut album.


  "Are you going to entrust the next song to me too?"


  "If you're not burdened by it and the result is good."


  "I heard that too much self-production can lead to self-plagiarism."


  "A creator's style is bound to be present in their work. Whether it becomes diversification or a copy doesn't depend solely on you. There are countless points to create differentiation, from concept selection and lyrics to arrangement and producing. If it still sounds like a copy, then the people in the middle also bear some responsibility."


  "But what if ten out of ten songs I write have similar melodies?"


  "Weren't you studying right now to prevent that from happening?"


  Once again, Lee Cheonghyeon was at a loss for words. Kim Iwol's expression did not change one bit, even after cornering him with no way out.


  "Hyung, you're very... confident in yourself."


  "Do I look that way?"


  A look of puzzlement flickered across Kim Iwol's previously calm face.


  Kim Iwol, who usually conversed without hesitation, was uncharacteristically quiet.


  "That's an unexpected assessment."


  The reaction was too short to have been given much thought. It did not seem like a lie, either. It was a peculiar response from someone who never doubted others' abilities.


  Perhaps feeling awkward, Kim Iwol excused himself to grill the meat.


  Lee Cheonghyeon did not care about the meat. He had already received everything he wanted for his birthday.


  I'm really so immature.


  Praise and trust. With just one of those things, Lee Cheonghyeon could have the happiest birthday ever. This year, he was overjoyed even before the sun rose. It could not be better.


  "Give me the tongs. I'll grill the meat."


  Lee Cheonghyeon forcibly took the tongs from Kim Iwol. His only thought was to quickly fill the table with food so they could have a delicious breakfast with the members.


  Chapter 441: Reappearance (1)


  The next day, Park Joowoo and I left the dorm early. Manager Daeyeon accompanied us on the trip to Daejeon.


  It's not even an official schedule. We can go by ourselves.


  "You know that safety has to be the top priority, don't you, Iwol?" Manager Daeyeon insisted.


  Because of that, I couldn't refuse and ended up riding in the car driven by our manager. Everything was fine, except for one thing.


  Why the hell did this bastard Choi Jeho tag along?


  Park Joowoo was supposed to meet me secretly at dawn, but he showed up with Choi Jeho without any warning. Choi Jeho claimed he knew nothing and just came along, but he was quite neatly dressed.


  Since Park Joowoo's opinion mattered most, I asked if he was okay with the three of us going. He readily agreed. So Choi Jeho joined us and now sat next to me, happily munching on puffed rice snacks.


  Choi Jeho’s eyes met mine. "What. You want one?" he asked, offering me a puffed rice snack.


  "I'm good."


  "Suit yourself."


  Choi Jeho took the snack back and popped it into his mouth. I couldn't scold him, so I just had to endure it.


  "Just be careful not to get any crumbs on Joowoo," I warned.


  At my words, Choi Jeho glanced at Park Joowoo, who was sandwiched between us.


  For some reason, Park Joowoo had insisted on sitting in the back instead of the passenger seat. He seemed quite restless, so I asked what he wanted, which led to this arrangement.


  "He didn't take his motion sickness medicine, did he?" I asked.


  "He said he didn't want to take it today," Manager Daeyeon replied.


  Park Joowoo had gotten into the car for a long drive without any motion sickness medicine, and he passed out within five minutes. It was understandable, since he had been busy with the final broadcast and a commemorative live stream until yesterday. When we stopped at a rest stop, I coaxed him with some fried potatoes, and he struggled to open his eyes to eat two pieces.


  Park Joowoo mumbled, "How many rice cake skewers did you buy, Jeho...?"


  "He'll probably spend three hours on the StairMaster later. Just leave him be," I said.


  Ignoring us, Choi Jeho deftly finished his sausage and rice cake skewer. He ate with incredible speed, especially for someone who had just finished a whole bag of puffed rice.


  After our manager finished his hot bar, the car started moving again.


  Choi Jeho asked Park Joowoo, "You're not feeling sick?"


  "Maybe because I slept... I'm okay," Park Joowoo answered.


  "If you feel nauseous, drink this sports drink. Iwol bought it." Choi Jeho shoved the plastic bottle into Park Joowoo's hand.


  "Let's air the car out, though," I said. "Smelling food for too long makes motion sickness worse." I opened my window, and Choi Jeho lowered his. A crosswind blew through the car, messing up Park Joowoo's hair.


  "How's this?" I asked.


  The air quickly cooled. Park Joowoo just stared blankly, saying nothing. Perhaps from the spring breeze, his face had already grown pale.


  

  The columbarium we visited early in the morning was quiet. We were the only visitors. The sound of our shoe heels clicking against the marble floor echoed through the space.


  Park Joowoo asked an employee for directions and found the enshrinement hall. He reached the area filled with tightly packed niches and moved along, comparing his phone screen with the inscriptions on each one.


  Park Joowoo said he had never been here before.


  He had told me, "Until I was in elementary school... my aunt and uncle always came by themselves. They were afraid I'd be traumatized."


  They probably couldn't bring themselves to take their nephew, whose wounds hadn't fully healed.


  I heard his aunt was very worried when Park Joowoo recently asked where his parents were, wondering if it was okay to tell him.


  Her concern naturally grew since she must have watched 'Genre-Swap'. Park Joowoo smiled, saying his aunt gave him the address after he told her he was going with his members.


  He had also said, "After I grew up, I just didn't come. I didn't know... what I was supposed to do here."


  The day the competition ended, Park Joowoo gathered the members and explained everything. He told us he still hears auditory hallucinations. He admitted his insistence on the color white and on cleaning was his own mental issue, not because he thought we were messy.


  A wound lay behind every one of his actions. He said he wanted to properly stitch them up, even if it took time. The reason Park Joowoo couldn't visit his family was likely because so many of those wounds held him back.


  Park Joowoo, walking ahead of us, suddenly stopped. He slowly bent his knees and knelt.


  Right at his eye level were two urns.


  "......"


  Park Joowoo placed a hand on the glass door. Inside, a small photograph was displayed.


  "My mom looks so young..."


  Park Joowoo caressed the photo through the glass as if stroking her hair.


  "He looks more like my brother than my dad. In a few years... we'd look like friends."


  Park Joowoo remained there for a long time. He showed no sign of calling an employee to place the flowers he brought inside.


  Choi Jeho and I went outside to give Park Joowoo some time alone. The weather was nice.


  We found a bench and sat down in silence.


  "Did you know we were coming here?" I asked Choi Jeho.


  "You think I came without knowing?" Choi Jeho retorted. He thought for a moment, then corrected himself. "No. That's why I came."


  "......"


  The nuance had subtly changed. It sounded less like he had tagged along and more like he came because he felt he should be here.


  "I heard the gist of it last night," Choi Jeho said.


  "...Ah."


  "I felt like just telling him to go and come back safely wasn't right," Choi Jeho added, looking at the well-maintained landscaping.


  His words reminded me of something Choi Jeho had said in the past, something so different it was hard to believe it came from the same person.


  Anyone would feel like shit if they were suddenly told to get lost. Isn't it obvious the mood would be ruined?


  "You know, your personality has changed a lot," I said.


  "I guess," Choi Jeho replied.


  Choi Jeho leaned back against the bench. Even in the past, Park Joowoo had seen Choi Jeho as an older member he wanted to rely on. Perhaps to Park Joowoo, Choi Jeho had always been a decent person.


  Park Joowoo's voice came from above us. "...You were here?"


  He held his phone, likely looking for us. Choi Jeho let out an "Ah."


  So you're the one who didn't answer his call.


  "Did you pay your respects?" I asked.


  "Yeah," Park Joowoo said.


  "You did well." I dusted myself off and stood up. We walked down to the parking lot with Park Joowoo between us.


  "Let's all come together next time," I said.


  Park Joowoo looked confused. "...Huh?"


  "Today, only Choi Jeho and I came to pay respects," I explained.


  Park Joowoo vaguely averted his gaze, as if he hadn't considered everyone coming.


  He probably felt bad asking the younger members or his friend, Jeong Seongbin, to come.


  It would have been even more difficult to ask Lee Cheonghyeon to arrange a song for a memorial.


  Park Joowoo started, "If the others say it's okay..."


  "Right, and when you're ready, Joowoo," I cut in. "If you're not up for it, you can just lean on my shoulder or Choi Jeho's and sleep for two hours. Just tell us anytime."


  "I can do that?"


  "Of course. Look at my shoulder and his. You can use them both, so just say the word."


  "I won't fall asleep next time...!"


  Park Joowoo, having slept his fill, made an embarrassed excuse. Despite his words, he slept soundly the entire way back. It was so absurd that I let out a dry laugh the whole time I covered him with a blanket.


  

  We had overcome a harsh ordeal, but the storm's aftermath remained. After everything that happened, the fans, the company, and especially the members of spArk needed time to clear the air.


  A vacation for spArk wouldn't change the mood within the fandom. If we tried to increase our original content, it would likely be rushed and spark low-quality controversies, which would be worse than doing nothing at all.


  Given the situation, an entertainment show appearance became crucial. We needed something that could make people laugh, not a static interview or a documentary. For spArk, the perfect opportunity to make the tired and weary Sparkler laugh had just arrived.


  "'We got a casting offer from 'Deserted Rest Island'?'"


  'Deserted Rest Island', the very show that had greatly boosted spArk's public recognition, sent another love call to UA.


  The deserted island environment was harsh, but the program itself wasn't particularly grueling. 'Deserted Rest Island' didn't involve hard labor or require much energy.


  The weather was also good. Filming was scheduled for the end of March, so it wouldn't be too cold or hot. Considering the immense love the last 'Deserted Rest Island' received, it was a great opportunity.


  The problem was that the 'Deserted Rest Island' team had set a condition.


  "'They said they'd like it if... Jeho and Kiyeon came, with one more person as a plus one.'"


  The dance line were now mandatory participants.


  Right, since they pulled in 5 million views for every Metube clip, the show probably wants to ride that wave again...


  Thanks to them, the group's image was now in jeopardy. We were trying to improve the atmosphere, but the 'epitome of gorgeous' image we had worked so hard to build was about to revert to a tropical jungle. It felt like the sky was falling.


  "I don't mind going again," Choi Jeho said.


  "I'm fine with it, too," Kang Kiyeon added.


  Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon made their thoughtless remarks. The real crisis wasn't that the two of them were going together. The real crisis was the member who had to go with them. One person had to be stuck between these... atrocious idiots.


  If I had my way, I would have gone myself. I couldn't, in my right mind, send the others with them. I didn't want to repeat the helpless experience of watching Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon put on a prehistoric show on TV after it was all over.


  However, my offer to volunteer was soundly rejected again. I had somewhat expected it. Who knew what might happen if they sent someone who was bleeding from his nose and stomach until just recently on a shoot that required a long-haul flight.


  If I had known this would happen, I would have taken better care of my health. I now instantly understood what that '#RegretfulMaleLead' hashtag I saw on the webnovel platform meant.


  But to send the other guys...


  Lee Cheonghyeon was an absolute no. His schedule was already saturated.


  Jeong Seongbin's situation was better than Lee Cheonghyeon's, but not by much. An idol group leader takes care of far more than is apparent on the surface. Given Jeong Seongbin's personality, he would want to handle company communications even on a deserted island, and I didn't want to add to his workload.


  And Park Joowoo was even more out of the question. I was about to propose a deal, offering to get a detailed health check-up...


  "Could I... go?"


  ...Park Joowoo volunteered for a shoot that came as a package deal with airplanes, bugs, and sleeping outdoors.


  Chapter 442: Reappearance (2)


  "Are you really going to be okay?" I asked, my voice filled with a mountain of worry.


  Park Joowoo sat on the floor, silently focused on packing his bag.


  "My stomach ulcer is all better now, you know? I should be the one to go. I don't even get nosebleeds anymore. I'm perfectly fine."


  I touted my own health to persuade him. While these guys played Tetris with their schedules, I had rested plenty, so my condition was quite good.


  Choi Jeho watched Park Joowoo stuff a pillow into his bag and commented without a shred of emotion. "They'll probably confiscate that pillow even if you take it."


  "Choi Jeho, can you be quiet for a second?"


  Park Joowoo, who had ignored me, readily obeyed Choi Jeho. My head throbbed as I watched him obediently remove the pillow from his bag. The day my words were less persuasive than Choi Jeho's had finally come. It was the end of the world.


  "They edit out the minor scenes, but the actual site will be much harsher. It'll be hard to even wash up properly."


  "I heard a lot about it from Jeho and Kiyeon. I'm mentally prepared..."


  "What did you tell this kid?"


  "That the bugs are huge."


  "You should have told him they're big enough to make you faint!"


  "They're not that big."


  "Could you please not base the world's standards on your own?"


  "Kang Kiyeon was fine."


  "Don't base the world's standards on you two... No. Forget it."


  In just thirty seconds, I lost all will to talk to Choi Jeho. The reality that such a conversation had a high chance of winning an argument was deplorable.


  "...You don't have to worry so much."


  Park Joowoo spoke as he put clothes into a travel pouch and zipped it shut, perhaps remembering how I had foamed at the mouth when Choi Jeho showed off his bizarre bag.


  "Kiyeon said he'd catch the bugs for me..."


  "Catching bugs that get into a confined space is a completely different problem!"


  "Should I take an electric fly swatter...?"


  "They took the pillow. You think they won't take a fly swatter?"


  Still, Park Joowoo wasn't discouraged. I was the only one pacing anxiously, unsure what to do.


  "Just give up, Hyung," Jeong Seongbin said from behind me, his face resigned. "I told him several times that I'd go, but it was no use."


  "Seongbin, you're busy..."


  "It's more painful to watch a friend sleep on a dirt floor, Joowoo."


  "So sleeping on the floor is a sure thing."


  The vicious broadcasting station. If they had just let us send any duo like last time, we could have diluted this festival of fools, but blinded by view counts, they insisted on carving two indelible dark histories onto someone else's team. It would be a relief if spArk's next concept wasn't 'Ruler of the deserted island'.


  "Don't worry too much. I'll steel myself so I won't be a burden..."


  "Is that why you're packing work gloves? Are you planning to split logs?"


  "You'll find plenty of gloves if you walk along the beach."


  "Please."


  It had been a long time since I wanted to cry this badly. Every single word from Choi Jeho painted my vision black. The future was bleak.


  "I'm so anxious I don't think I'll be able to sleep. What should I do?"


  "It's the same for me."


  Not a hint of a smile touched Jeong Seongbin's face. In an instant, only Jeong Seongbin's world and mine had collapsed.


  "What's wrong with everyone! Joowoo could go and have a great time!"


  "Cheonghyeon..." Park Joowoo was touched. This was the first person not going to the deserted island who had taken his side.


  "Cheonghyeon, you're just happy because you think the number of funny scenes will increase by 1.5 times."


  "Is it that obvious?"


  "You didn't even seem to have the will to hide it."


  Lee Cheonghyeon cackled. I realized it once again. The only person who could understand me right now was Jeong Seongbin.


  "I told you to supervise Kiyeon's packing. Did you watch him carefully?"


  "Kang-geon does fine when he's left alone. He's just influenced by who he's with."


  Lee Cheonghyeon didn't stop, continuing to pour oil on the fire inside me. I wanted to go to the deserted island. It was the first time in my life I had ever wanted to go to a place untouched by human civilization of my own free will. I'd even build a water system on bare land, just send me to the undeveloped territory.


  No matter how I think about it, I can only picture Joowoo coming back covered in soot.


  I had raised him well as our visual main vocal, and now he was about to return as a dust-covered Cinder-Joowoo. What was the point of all that image marketing, raising him on nothing but mineral water to create a 'human dawn mountain mist' image? Over two years of effort had turned to ash overnight. The expression 'heartbroken' should be in textbooks with this situation as the example.


  "I can really do well. I even trained."


  "What kind of training did you do?" I asked, though I wasn't curious at all.


  "Surviving for 12 hours on only water, sleeping with a video of mosquito sounds playing..."


  I regretted it. I had asked a needless question and only increased my worries.


  "I'll go and catch a mud octopus. That'll solve it, won't it?"


  "Iwol, you look like you have absolutely no intention of elevating the group's image."


  Lee Cheonghyeon threw a wet blanket on the idea. Choi Jeho chased us out, saying he needed to sleep and we should disperse. After even Lee Cheonghyeon went back to his room, only Jeong Seongbin and I remained in the living room.


  ".....Should we tell them we'll go as a full group, even now?"


  "......"


  The night before the 'Park Joowoo is an elf' theory was about to be shattered, we tossed and turned endlessly in our beds. We exchanged conversations like, "Seongbin, are you not sleeping?" and "Hyung, aren't you sleeping?" before greeting the morning with our eyes wide open.


  

  "Kiyeon, be careful not to get hurt. Joowoo, always be mindful of what you eat."


  "......"


  "Yeah..."


  "If Choi Jeho gives you something to cover the trash with, make sure to check its condition. See if there are any holes, if there's any mold, or if it smells. Got it?"


  I grabbed each of them by the cheeks and drilled survival tips into them. The guys, knowing what it meant for me to touch their skin, widened their eyes and were forced to listen.


  "Why don't you just tell them to stay away from me altogether?" Choi Jeho picked a fight from behind me. He wore a backpack that looked as light as a feather.


  "That would be for the best."


  "......"


  Even to the scoffing Choi Jeho, I offered a few words of sincere concern. Please don't try to chop logs with your bare hands. Seeing that once was enough. Think about how the fans cropped the concept photos because they wanted to see your hands up close, only for a magnified image of them full of splinters to appear... I cried out with the feeling of coughing up my last drop of blood, but Choi Jeho's face showed no sign of listening.


  Jeong Seongbin came over, carrying a bundle of motion sickness medicine, calming pills, allergy medicine, and more. He then put two small packages into Park Joowoo's and Kang Kiyeon's bags.


  "They said you can bring personal medication, so take this. I already checked if it's okay to bring it into the country."


  "I haven't taken calming pills in a while. I can leave this..."


  "There's a psychological difference between having it and not taking it versus not having it at all. If it's heavy, let's have Joowoo carry it."


  "This much is fine."


  At Jeong Seongbin's explanation, Kang Kiyeon obediently accepted the bundle. In the bag was also a notebook that Lee Cheonghyeon, who had a morning lecture, had given them earlier. I had no idea why he gave them that.


  The time for parting came all too quickly. The entrance felt completely packed when the guys, who were as tall as streetlights, gathered in the shoe closet area. They had physiques perfectly suited for jungle survival, yet I couldn't help but sigh heavily.


  "First, safety. Second, safety. Third, broadcast screentime. Don't forget."


  "......"


  "Yeah...!"


  "Why do your answers sound so half-hearted?"


  "Whatever, we're leaving."


  "Alright."


  With a final wave from Choi Jeho, the guys left on their long journey. I stood side-by-side with Jeong Seongbin on the veranda, trying to guess where the van was in the underground parking lot.


  "I'm not asking for much. I just hope they come back looking like human beings."


  "Since Joowoo is with them, those two probably won't go wild like last time. They have some similarities, so maybe they'll get along surprisingly well...?"


  "You're not confident in your own words, are you?"


  "......"


  Jeong Seongbin couldn't refute it. We fell silent.


  But wait a minute.


  The three of them... have similarities?


  In that moment, something I had briefly forgotten came to mind. The MBTI types they had written for each other once in our own content rang an alarm in my head.


  "Seongbin."


  "Yes, Hyung."


  "Weren't they all introverts...?"


  And the introverts of spArk boast a unique brand of peculiarity...


  A sharp wind blew through the open veranda window. It felt as if a late spring chill had descended upon our dorm, and upon spArk's future.


  Until the deserted island team returned, a cold wind blew through the dorm. Everyone shivered (Lee Cheonghyeon was presumed to be shivering from holding back laughter), hoping that the deserted island team wouldn't cause any more Paleolithic-era incidents.


  Fortunately, the shivering dorm team didn't end up catching a cold.


  "Hyung, we're back..."


  This was because Park Joowoo and the boys returned looking worse than a sack used for sledding thirty times. Heat rushed to the top of my head, and my fuse grew short.


  "I told you I wasn't asking for much, just to come back looking human! What on earth have you been doing! Why do you forget civilized society and revert to the primitive era every time you go to an island!"


  "Hyung..."


  "Did I tell you to become embers, not charcoal?! It's enough that our group name has 'spark' in it, why do you keep burning holes in your clothes! If you were going to burn them like this, why even wear a vest! I couldn't even bear to look at the airport arrival photos, seriously!"


  I wanted to collapse and sob my heart out. To think that the guys I had polished until they shone and put out on the market had been dragged onto a poorly planned home shopping show, only to willingly suffer the ordeal of being fried, thrown around, and covered in flour and chili oil for free.


  What was all my effort for until now? How futile was my dream of making Choi Jeho an icon of airport fashion!


  I managed to hold back, only beating my chest to save face as an adult, but when Choi Jeho told me to leave my heart alone, my anger doubled. I wanted to tell him, without exaggeration, that he was the reason my heart was overworked 80% of the time.


  Park Joowoo explained that it was only his appearance, and that the trip to the deserted island was more fun and manageable than he'd expected. I sincerely wanted to believe him.


  However, when a pair of hole-ridden work gloves consisting of two left hands and a scorched metal plate emerged from Park Joowoo's bag, I lost my reason.


  I don't remember what I said after that, but I'll never forget snapping back to my senses and realizing three hours had passed.


  Chapter 443: Reappearance (3)


  ≫ Deserted Rest Island, something big is coming


  The wild man againㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ Is that title for real?ㅠㅠ


  └ I'm already excited


  

  I couldn't sleep properly waiting for the broadcast of Deserted Rest Island. Everyone had been eagerly anticipating it. For a while, if anyone had asked me the scariest thing in the world, I would have said, 'Insane introverts appearing on TV.'


  "We're screwed. spArk's image is finished. Next time it'll be four of them, then five... they'll get dragged in one by one until the final.jpg shows all of us roasting marshmallows together."


  "Marshmallows are pretty modern," Lee Cheonghyeon pointed out.


  "Damn it..."


  Lee Cheonghyeon's point was so valid it hurt. Right, marshmallows? I'd be lucky if they didn't just stick a banana on a branch and roast it. I could vividly picture us on a one-food diet of campfire-roasted bananas while other people enjoyed torched bananas on French toast.


  "Should we turn on the camera soon? The show starts in 10 minutes!" Jeong Seongbin said.


  We had decided to record ourselves watching the live broadcast for our own content. A camera was already set up in the dorm.


  The memory of getting angry during the last viewing session was still fresh. I wondered what fun it would be to film this, but Lee Cheonghyeon had convinced me.


  Hyung's reaction is funny, so it should be fine!


  Because he said that, the content was greenlit. I was willing to show myself getting angry over and over if it meant entertaining the fans. I also decided to laugh in between to keep the mood from getting too heavy.


  "It's starting!"


  The members gathered in front of the screen just as the commercials ended. A picturesque scene unfolded, filled with warm sunlight and lush green trees sprouting new leaves.


  『A Warm Spring Morning』


  The pink, sparkling caption shone on the screen.


  『???: The weather is nice.』


  『???: It is...!』


  The camera panned down from the vast sky to match the murmuring voices. Choi Jeho, Park Joowoo, and Kang Kiyeon appeared, standing side by side.


  『Hello, we are spArk!』


  A VCR introducing the cast followed their short, impactful greeting. Glamorous titles like 'blue chip of the advertising world,' 'center of attention,' and 'pro idol' decorated clips from the 『Bright』 music video, the Naidas photoshoot, and music show fancams.


  『And...』


  The screen filled with the indifferent face of a ragged Choi Jeho, a stark contrast to his neat appearance just moments before.


  『Jeho : Do we need a house?』


  『Kiyeon : What?』


  Many other legendary scenes poured out after that. A collection of their most famous scenes played, so familiar that Lee Cheonghyeon could recite the next line without breathing. Dramatic effects emphasized their deeds even more.


  『Deserted Rest Island's First-Ever 'Visitors Who Lived Without a House'』


  The caption took it a step further. I wanted to argue that our boys weren't stars of that caliber, but the 'n million views' tags on every Metube video thumbnail made my explanation useless.


  『A New Companion Has Joined These History-Makers!』


  My worries lessened when Park Joowoo appeared with a gentle, harmless smile. They even added a cherry blossom effect for spring, making Park Joowoo look like a single flower torn and scattered by a sparrow.


  But the relief did not last long.


  『Kiyeon : Hyung, don't you smell something burning?』


  『Joowoo : My clothes got a little burnt earlier...』


  『A New Member Boasting an Unyielding Personality!』


  "......"


  "Hyung, are you okay?" Jeong Seongbin asked, placing a hand on my shoulder.


  "I'm not okay. My spirit is completely dead."


  "You can't die already, Hyung."


  "What on earth did you guys do over there?"


  Kang Kiyeon didn't answer my question. Only Choi Jeho spoke nonchalantly, as if he had something to be proud of.


  "Still, we lived better than last time."


  "Can I believe you?"


  "Do you trust Jeho-hyung? They say with bungee jumping, the rebound is scarier than the initial fall," Lee Cheonghyeon said.


  His words made my world crumble once again.


  『The Unpredictable Trio's Deserted Island Survival Story Starts!』


  "It says unpredictable! It says survival story!"


  "Hyung, calm down!"


  "We're ruined. Even 'Jestrallo Erectus' was too generous a title. My newly opened spArk jewel shop..."


  Whether I was crying or not, the boat on the screen set sail. Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon sat on the deck and took out sunscreen as if they were used to it. Park Joowoo hesitated for a moment, then sat on his bag and started applying sunscreen.


  "Joowoo."


  "......"


  "Why are you sitting on your bag?"


  The white bag, once dazzling under the sun, now looked pitiful. It was crumpled and hidden in Park Joowoo's shadow.


  "These are clothes I have to wear for a few days, so they can't get dirty."


  "And it's okay for the bag to get dirty?"


  Park Joowoo answered my question simply.


  "We're going to a deserted island, you have to give some things up..."


  It was such an easygoing statement, hard to believe it came from Park Joowoo.


  Park Joowoo vigorously dusted off the poor bag with his rough hands. A small speech bubble next to it read, 'I'm in pain...'


  『PD: Today, we're going to give you a special guide for survival.』


  『Kiyeon : Really?』


  『PD: They say there are many poisonous plants on the island you're going to. So this is for your safety.』


  A handmade guidebook appeared. It looked like it was printed using the 'collate' function on the station's printer.


  While making that, couldn't they have also noted the locations of nearby animals? If they'd just called me, I would have made a full-color, ultra-high-definition, 100-page guidebook for them.


  "PD, if you ever happen to see this video... I'm really good at making things like that. Please, just trust me with it once. I'll create everything from A to Z. I'm begging you."


  "Does that mean you want to send us to a deserted island again?"


  "I'm sorry, I take it back."


  Fearing Kang Kiyeon's words might become reality, I quickly swallowed my own. On screen, Park Joowoo carefully put the guidebook into his bag.


  Thanks to the sunscreen or the guidebook, the members looked much brighter when they arrived on a desolate beach after what the captions called a 17-hour journey.


  Park Joowoo carried a slim bag that made you doubt he'd even packed a toothbrush. Choi Jeho had the only bag in proper shape. Kang Kiyeon's was as flat as dried filefish jerky. They all disembarked from the boat with grim determination.


  『Jeho : Should we look for a place to build a house first?』


  Choi Jeho's words surprised me and eased my deepening worries. I was almost moved to tears.


  『PD: Are you building a house this time?』


  What, did the PD want them to sleep outdoors again? Of course they have to show some growth.


  『Kiyeon : The other members begged us to at least build a house to live in. We're trying to show a different side of ourselves.』


  ≫ They're building a house


  Don't lie, since when did you guys live so luxuriously


  ≫ Choi Jeho has lost his original spirit


  Getting greedy with real estate


  "They say they're building a house, and everyone seems disappointed?"


  Just as Lee Cheonghyeon said while watching the live chat, disappointed viewers were popping up one after another.


  I knew the show wanted them to be the same as before, but their simple nature could be shown in other ways, not just through the house. Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon had that much potential.


  That was why I had repeatedly pleaded with them to at least sleep in a proper place. Fortunately, the clever Kang Kiyeon had not forgotten my request.


  Choi Jeho stopped at a spot on the beach, with the sea in front and the forest behind. His younger members stood on either side of him.


  『Joowoo : What are you thinking about...?』


  『Jeho : I'm thinking about how to build an efficient house.』


  I had a bad feeling. Is Choi Jeho... smiling?


  On the screen, Choi Jeho scanned the beach with a serious expression. My anxiety surged.


  『Jeho : Joowoo hates bugs, right?』


  『Joowoo : Yeah...』


  『Jeho : Should we... elevate the sleeping area?』


  『Kiyeon : Like a hammock?』


  Choi Jeho drew a picture in the sand. His plan was to weave a lattice-like floor between two well-spaced trees and sleep on top. He also proposed a way to chase away flying insects and get warmth by building a fire under the wooden floor. To prevent the fire from spreading, he suggested digging a deep hole for the campfire.


  Park Joowoo watched the completed drawing.


  『Joowoo : I know what this is called.』


  『Kiyeon : A house like this has a name?』


  『Joowoo :... Smoked.』


  The 'smoked house' was rejected because of its shocking name. It would have been scrapped anyway for being a fire hazard, but it was heartbreaking that I had to be happy they rejected it before they even tried.


  The conversation strayed endlessly through topics like 'Digging into the ground to sleep is the best,' 'Why aren't we making progress?' and 'Would a cave be cold?' After a long detour, they decided to build a simple house on the border between the forest and the sea.


  Choi Jeho drew a long horizontal line on an earthen ledge. He called Kang Kiyeon over, had him sit down, and asked.


  『Jeho : Can you dig here?』


  『Kiyeon : How much?』


  『Jeho : Enough for a head to fit.』


  『Kiyeon : You're going to sleep with your head in the wall?』


  『Jeho : Then we won't need pillows.』


  "That damn pillow thing again!"


  I lost my composure and yelled. I was so furious I couldn't stand it.


  "Hyung, the camera's rolling!"


  "I know! They'll edit it out, but still, everyone, I'm sorry!"


  "Isn't it better than cutting a log?"


  "How is that any better!"


  Whether I was suffering or not, Kang Kiyeon started digging without a word of complaint. Park Joowoo, who was watching quietly, delivered a sharp remark.


  『Joowoo : If we sleep with our heads in here, won't sand fall on our faces all night...?』


  『Kiyeon :!』


  Logical reasoning was an aspect that Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon never displayed. I clasped Park Joowoo's hands.


  "Joowoo, you're saving the team..."


  However, Park Joowoo ignored my praise. He kept avoiding my gaze and turning his head. I thought he felt burdened, but...


  『Joowoo : Let's dig all the way to the top to make it easier to breathe.』


  『Kiyeon : Oh, okay.』


  ...he was just feeling guilty. Park Joowoo even found a pair of gloves with holes in them and started digging diligently.


  "Is there a water vein running through the deserted island? Why do the kids get so weird whenever they go there?"


  "It's surrounded by water, so something must be flowing," Choi Jeho added fuel to the fire.


  Right on cue, the screen focused on Choi Jeho, who had wandered off by himself.


  『PD: What are you going to get?』


  『Jeho : Pillars. One side will be supported by the earth, so don't we just need a pillar for the other side and four supports for the roof?』


  He plans to put a roof directly on that low ledge. He really does intend to only sleep inside.


  And even that is being dug out by Joowoo and Kiyeon. If he doesn't get back soon, he'll be sleeping in a right-angled triangle house.


  Choi Jeho walked sluggishly until he found a sturdy, straight tree that was not very thick. He grabbed the end of the fallen tree, stood it up, and abruptly brought his nose to it.


  『PD: What are you doing? (flustered)』


  『Jeho : Joowoo is sensitive to smells. It can't have a weird scent.』


  "Your whole standard for setting priorities is wrong in the first place!"


  In the end, I completely exploded just ten minutes into the broadcast.


  Chapter 444: Reappearance (4)


  When Choi Jeho returned, the ground was already perfectly leveled into a └┘ shape. His strong younger brothers had finished everything before their hyung got back.


  『Jeho : This is better.』


  Fortunately, their hyung is the dumbest of them all, so it isn't a problem. I guess I expect too much from these guys.


  Choi Jeho and Park Joowoo started building a house. They set up pillars to keep their youngest from getting rained on.


  Kang Kiyeon wandered the island, searching for something suitable for a roof. The guy wandered for a long time, then stopped before a banana tree with a sullen look.


  Kang Kiyeon stroked the tree trunk with a lingering touch.


  『Kiyeon : No matter how I look at it, there's nothing as good as this...』


  『PD: Hahahahahaha.』


  Kang Kiyeon picked up banana leaves with a gloomy face. He even added some pretty-shaped leaves, claiming it was for the design. What was truly infuriating was that this guy also sniffed the browned leaves.


  『Kiyeon : Would it be weird if it smells like banana while we sleep?』


  『PD: I wouldn't know...』


  『Kiyeon: ......』


  『PD: Should I smell it for you...?』


  The camera filmed Kang Kiyeon and the PD from about two steps away. The sight of two adult men in the middle of the tropical jungle, their noses buried in banana leaves, was quite bizarre. The camera kept shaking, which suggested the camera director was struggling to hold back his laughter.


  "Is the banana tree the only thing on the island you guys go to? You said it was a different place than last time."


  "I guess it's fate. Maybe his fortune says he has a lot of trees."


  Lee Cheonghyeon said something dreadful. The day the official spArk account uses a banana emoji is the day I might do something to a banana.


  Anyway, Kang Kiyeon returned with a net he found on the shore, filled to the brim with eco-friendly green leaves.


  『Joowoo : That's a lot... Did you bring all that to cover the top?』


  『Kiyeon : It would be good to lay some down too. If we just sleep on the ground, dirt will get on our clothes.』


  Listening to their pointless conversation makes my head spin. It feels like I'm taking an English listening test, a thing of the past now.


  「Is this leaf a roof? Yes, it is a roof. Is this leaf also a roof? No, it is a mat...」


  After many twists and turns, they completed the hut. It was a small, humble space where the three would have to lie down with their shoulders pressed tightly together.


  『Kiyeon : We've improved.』


  『Joowoo : We really have...!』


  The two guys were deeply moved. Their faces showed they could not believe they did not have to sleep on the dirt floor.


  『Jeho : Let's go find something to eat.』


  Of course, Choi Jeho, being the oldest, was not swayed by such trivial matters. The three of them left the house that looked like it would blow away in a gust of wind and set off to find food.


  『Jeho : What is this? Why is it so red?』


  『Joowoo : Isn't it a ripe mango...?』


  『Kiyeon : Do mangoes turn red when they're ripe? Bananas turn yellow when they're ripe.』


  That's because what you found is an apple mango, you kids.


  『Kiyeon : The compass direction... which way was it again.』


  『Joowoo : Really...?』


  Sure, what does it matter when you don't even know if you built the house on the east or north side. It might have already blown halfway into the sea.


  『Joowoo :... If there's not much to eat, I'm okay with starving for a day.』


  『Jeho : You have to eat to get things done.』


  『Kiyeon : That's right. You'll collapse, hyung.』


  Still, the guys encouraged each other and moved forward. It was a truly heartwarming sight. Just as Choi Jeho said, they ate whatever they saw first...


  『Joowoo : There are so many bugs...』


  『Kiyeon : And lizards, too.』


  『Jeho :... Can't we eat lizards?』


  ...No, please, just don't eat the lizard. Try a little harder to find something to eat! You still have plenty of stamina, don't give up so easily, the world is still worth living in!


  The disaster of me jumping up and down on the sofa in a rage did not occur. Fortunately, the disaster of the guys trying to catch a lizard did not occur either.


  『Kiyeon : It doesn't look like it has much meat. Are you going to catch it?』


  『Jeho : No.』


  It was not for any rational reason, but simply because the lizard seemed to have little meat for the effort. Watching one episode of this variety show made my mood swing up and down like a stock chart.


  『Joowoo : Coconuts, can we pick them...?』


  Park Joowoo's question added some activity to the consistently peaceful picture. Choi Jeho, wearing work gloves he had found on the beach, slapped the tree a few times with his palm and then took off his shoes.


  Choi Jeho was unusually good at climbing trees. The subtitles also praised Choi Jeho's hidden talent so much it could have left a mark on the screen. They say bears are good at climbing trees.


  『Jeho : Move aside. I'll bring it down with me.』


  『Kiyeon : It's dangerous if you drop it while climbing down. Just throw it!』


  『Jeho : What if it breaks?』


  『Joowoo : It's better for a coconut to break than for a person to get hurt...!』


  The sight of Choi Jeho throwing coconuts from the top of the palm tree was not very idol-like. It was reminiscent of a catapult. At least he showed a hint of wisdom by throwing the coconuts onto a pile of fallen leaves.


  『Jeho : Did we pick enough fruit?』


  『Kiyeon : I think so, right? We have the mangoes too....Joowoo-hyung, do you have the mangoes by any chance?』


  Kang Kiyeon asked, peering into the net basket whose holes were plugged with leaves.


  『Joowoo : Huh?』


  Park Joowoo's dazed expression and his large hands were captured in one frame.


  His grip, tensed with worry that his hyung might fall from the tree, had mercilessly crushed the apple mango. Mango juice dripped from the tragic mango, what was once a mango.


  ≫ Joomango


  An honorable nickname appeared in the real-time comment section. From afar, I could hear the sound of the 'Park Joowoo is an elf' theory coming to an end.


  

  The three stooges continued their exploration while sharing the remains of the apple mango. With coconuts in one arm and an eco-friendly blanket in the other, the guys advanced endlessly. They had already used up all the leaves Kang Kiyeon gathered for the roof and the floor. This means they kept walking until the PD told them they could not go any further because the area beyond had not been surveyed.


  Today's fun fact. Since the Earth is round, if you keep walking, you will eventually reach a restricted area.


  As expected of guys with good luck when it comes to food, the three of them returned with their hands full. Park Joowoo played a huge role by actively using the guidebook.


  『Kiyeon : Isn't this an edible mushroom?』


  『Joowoo : No. That one is a dangerous mushroom.』


  『Jeho : They all look similar.』


  『Joowoo : You must always be wary of dangers you can't fully prepare for...!』


  Park Joowoo excellently distinguished the edible mushrooms with a hawk's eye and strict standards. His attitude of thoroughly rejecting anything with even the slightest risk was perfect for broadcasting. It was an achievement that more than made up for destroying the apple mango.


  A small caption appeared at the bottom of the screen, 'Consumed under the supervision of an expert. Never eat mushrooms gathered from the forest rashly.'


  The low, shabby hut was also intact, not a single part blown away. If it had been half-destroyed, they would have at least rebuilt it, but they must have driven the supports so deep that it miraculously did not collapse.


  If only it had rained, that pathetic house, no, calling that thing a house is an insult to cozy living spaces. That pathetic tent would have collapsed long ago and been on the path to reassembly. If that had happened, those guys could have rested their bodies in a slightly better place for the day...


  After the outdoor barbecue and now the second round on the deserted island, Choi Jeho had practically become a god of fire. The guy handled the fire stick as easily as a disposable lighter to start a fire.


  The scene of them sitting around the campfire grilling and eating mushrooms was quite funny. They suddenly decided to check if there were any fish they could catch only at night, then rushed to the beach carrying a burning piece of firewood.


  That's a lie. Actually, it wasn't funny. It felt strange, like watching a historical scene of primitive humans who had just discovered fire, extending their activity into the night for the first time.


  Seeing them finally catch an unknown fish even makes me wonder, 'Are these guys really making an innovative breakthrough? Should I genuinely be congratulating them?'


  Kang Kiyeon filleted the fish they caught after midnight and smoked it. Park Joowoo's comment about smoking turned out to be foreshadowing. Even for a documentary-style variety show, the narrative structure within a single episode was perfect.


  Chapter 1: The final scene was of the three people who crawled into the hut closing their eyes one by one. At first glance, it looked like they were trying to sleep, but in reality, their eyes were stinging from the smoke, so they all closed them early. Since they had slept in a hole they dug last time, there was no way they would have known how important the wind direction was.


  The beautiful scene, a mix of starlight and sparks flying from the bonfire, slowly faded out.


  "Episode 1 is finally over."


  Jeong Seongbin forced a smile.


  "That was a really long and difficult time."


  "Was it that bad?"


  "Jeho, put a hand on your heart and think about it."


  Choi Jeho casually ignored me. To make matters worse, knowing the cameras were on him, he smoothly turned to another member. The move screamed, 'I'm not ignoring Kim Iwol because I hate him, I'm just changing the subject to make the show more interesting.' That sight made me three times more furious.


  "Still, I was genuinely moved."


  Choi Jeho, the one who was told to put a hand on his heart, stayed completely still. Instead, Lee Cheonghyeon unexpectedly spoke up, his hands folded neatly.


  "Should I say it felt like watching the progress of humanity?"


  "Even if it's progress, it's way too slow."


  Lee Cheonghyeon burst out laughing, perhaps because I sounded so resolute.


  However, 'Deserted Rest Island' would not let us relax here.


  Once the 90-second commercial break was over, a relentless preview assaulted us.


  『Kiyeon : Do you want to hear the good news first, or the bad news?』


  『Joowoo : The bad news.』


  『Kiyeon : I put out the fire while trying to move it.』


  『Joowoo :...What's the good news?』


  『Kiyeon : Your eyes won't sting from the smoke while you sleep anymore.』


  『Joowoo : I think one of my clothes is missing...』


  『PD: They say the monkeys here steal clothes like that.』


  『Joowoo :!』


  『Joowoo : Where did Jeho-hyung go...?』


  『Kiyeon : I saw him heading into the sea with nothing on him earlier?』


  As soon as those words were out, Choi Jeho flashed across the screen, carrying something large out of the sea. Because of the mosaic, it was impossible to tell what Choi Jeho had caught.


  Just then, a staff member from across the table slid a white cue card in front of Jeong Seongbin.


  After reading the card, Jeong Seongbin announced in a choked voice.


  "Time for a surprise event! To the Sparkler who correctly guesses the identity of the food Jeho-hyung caught from the sea, we will be giving a small gift..."


  Lee Cheonghyeon slammed the table, laughing. With the sound of erupting laughter as his background music, Jeong Seongbin did his best to explain how to participate. I wanted to help our burdened leader, but I was also completely drained and could not do a thing.


  Chapter 445: Reappearance (5)


  ≫ A scene that perfectly showcases the progress of humanity


  But now with a real-time twist


  └ Teacher, the progress is too slow


  ≫ Our boys are so consistent!


  They haven't lost their original spirit!


  └ Please lose that original spirit for god's sake


  └ LOLOLOLOL


  └ I gasp because they're so handsome, but then in the very next scene they're doing something like a coconut long-throw, so I don't know how to reactㅠㅠ


  ≫ Didn't spArk have a really competent image up until their 'Slaughter' era?


  What on earth happened in just a few months...


  └ They're good at doing what they're told lol, but this is what happens when there's no one to tell them what to doㅠ


  └ It's because they left the brains of the group behind...


  └ Honestly, I don't know now. I feel like even if the brains came, they'd just assimilate.


  ≫ Park Joowoo doesn't look the part, but he's a strength character lol. He has a surprising charm.


  └ Basically no one in spArk is weak.


  └ Just look at them.


  └ He's not just strong, he's crazy strong. I saw him rip a coconut in half and I got scared even though I was outside the screen. Dropping a pic for you all.


  └└ Wow, those forearms.


  └└└ In return for that nice gift, I'm leaving a pic of his back muscles.


  └└└└ Wow, those back muscles.


  └└└└└ Wasn't the standard for a rock vocalist a skinny, sensitive guy...? When did he become a handsome man sculpted with muscles?


  └└└└└└ Park Joowoo was always a handsome rock man sculpted with muscles.


  ≫ Guys, didn't you get scolded by Iwol?


  └ LOLOLOLOL


  └ On BubblePop, Iwol looked like he was about to faint.


  └ No lie, we got 3 BubblePop notifications a minute that day.


  ≫ How an idol utilizes a branding iron:


  Searing the cut side of a banana.


  └ ???: Wow, it looks like a cafe dessert.


  └└ A banana brûlée has appeared LOLOLOL


  └ It's so freaking funny how he was poking the firewood and then seared a banana because it was a waste of heat. He doesn't let a single bit of energy go to waste.


  └ The banana isn't ripe enough -> Just force it to ripen.


  └└ The meaning of 'ripen' is a little different here, isn't it? LOL.


  

  Kang Kiyeon, the garden's single green apple, became a rainforest rubber tree man. Park Joowoo, the winter lake's fairy, became the guardian of the Amazon's branding iron. Choi Jeho, the golden continent's master, became a tenant in a fly-infested house.


  I told them to appear on the show for a change of pace, but they returned with completely shattered images. I could only watch helplessly as people posted comparison shots of their music videos and the variety show online.


  "My eyes are going to fall out."


  Choi Jeho spoke to me as I stared at the monitor nonstop after getting off work.


  This bastard, does he dare pick a fight with me right now?


  "I'd rather they fall out. Then at least I'd go wash up, wouldn't I?"


  "Go to sleep if you're tired."


  "I'm not tired."


  "It's 1 AM."


  "How can you be sleepy? How can you even say you're tired after turning the team's image into something for a natural history museum?"


  My storm of criticism made the resting members pop out one by one.


  "What glory did I think I'd enjoy, putting you on a throne in a golden nation? I should have just doused you with water like I always do. Then you would've just been called a naturalist by the stream and that would've been the end of it."


  "Hyung, are you crying?"


  Lee Cheonghyeon helped me up from where I had collapsed on the floor.


  Hyung is not crying. Your image is still intact. Seongbin is already a lost cause even though he didn't go to the deserted island... but as long as you're safe, Hyung is okay.


  "It's not like they got a bad image, so isn't it fine...?"


  "If you had done things that gave you a bad image, I would have locked you in the practice room for three months. Be grateful I've left you unarrested."


  Park Joowoo shut his mouth at my words.


  Joowoo, I believed in you, so my sense of betrayal is immense. I cherish you, but I cannot take your side this time. Do not forgive my petty self.


  "What on earth did you catch in the sea? No, wait, leaking spoilers is absolutely forbidden."


  "Jeong Seongbin, take him to his room."


  "Yes, Hyung."


  "Seongbin, are you listening to Choi Jeho in front of me right now? In this situation where the team is in crisis?"


  It was absurd. Jeong Seongbin himself had been flabbergasted in real-time watching his friend's image get ruined. How could he do this to me? At this point, I started to wonder if I was the strange one.


  Fortunately, they were the strange ones, not me. The episode that aired the following week clearly proved my anger was justified.


  『Kiyeon: ?? Hyung, what did you catch?』


  『Jeho: Mud octopus.』


  『Joowoo: Don't mud octopuses live in the deep sea...?』


  『Kiyeon: Doesn't our team catch mud octopuses an unusual amount of times?』


  『Jeho: It's because we have a member whose nickname is Fortune-Telling Octopus.』


  『Joowoo: Does it work like that...?』


  Choi Jeho would casually walk into the sea and suddenly catch a giant red octopus.


  『Joowoo: I think one of my shirts is missing...』


  『Kiyeon: Didn't you put it in your bag?』


  『PD: They say the monkeys here steal clothes a lot.』


  『Joowoo: !』


  『Just then, a potential culprit comes into the eldest's sight』


  『Jeho: Is it that one?』


  『! A monkey robbery has occurred!』


  In return for consuming nature's resources, the island's residents would take their manufactured goods. No wonder Park Joowoo returned wearing a vest with holes in it instead of a spare shirt. Why did that monkey take clothes instead of the smoked fish hanging right out in the open?


  Ah, right. The reason Park Joowoo's clothes had holes was also revealed in full detail.


  『Jeho: Park Joowoo, your clothes are on fire.』


  While he slowly smoked the fish, he had rapidly heated his own clothes. Choi Jeho slammed Park Joowoo's vest onto the sandy beach, hard enough to extinguish any hidden embers.


  A sigh escaped me. I watched Park Joowoo, wearing the burnt vest, sit before the campfire again to dry fish. The fire, which had blazed so fiercely it burned his clothes, had been completely put out while they repositioned it. It was one problem after another, adding insult to injury, a mountain growing ever larger.


  The only silver lining was that all this foolishness didn't seem frustrating. The guys ate and slept well. If the fire went out, they just unfolded an empty bag to cover themselves and sleep. When they woke up, they did something, and when the time came, they ate. Perhaps because their stores were full, they looked like rich farmers of the deserted island. The word 'hunger' was nowhere to be seen throughout the broadcast.


  ≫ They look so powerful, piling up mangoes and eating them.


  └ They just eat whatever because they burn all the calories walking around all day anyway lolol.


  └ The satisfaction soaring from the sweetness of the local fruit.


  └ This is a serious sugar high.


  └ LOLOLOLOL


  ≫ They're definitely not the sharp or clever type, but watching them makes you go wow... why is that?


  └ They just... live so well. It feels like they could keep living there if you told them to.


  └ No, they have to come back before Iwol's head explodes.


  ≫ A strongman can survive on his own as long as you give him rice.


  └ You didn't even give this house's strongman rice.


  └ My lady, I don't even wish for rice. Just give me some clothes, please.


  The number one contributor to these reactions was their 'equanimity'.


  ≫ Since they aren't stressed themselves, it's less tiring for the viewers.


  └ Even if their clothes get stolen and their house is shabby, they're just like, "We'll live with what we have~ We just need a place to sleep~" and move on, so it feels like watching a slapstick adventure story without any artificial feeling.


  └ A mango burst? "Well, let's walk a bit more and find something else." They don't blame anyone or make the atmosphere tense in the slightest.


  └ I guess it's because they're not the type to complain about their situation.


  └ They're definitely not positive, but they have a strangely positive side.


  └ Optimistic...?


  └ Right, it feels like what the comment above said.


  They would lie together in a cramped house. One would crawl outside because it was hot, while another rolled out because it was too narrow, yet in the morning, everyone woke up with a refreshed face. They praised each other for trivial things and brushed off mistakes as no big deal.


  In other words, the deserted island of these three was 'peaceful'.


  『Kiyeon: Should we play the truth game?』


  『Joowoo: I haven't lied to the members about anything...』


  『Kiyeon: No, it's not that I don't trust you, Hyung!』


  The teamwork and the group's atmosphere were also visible in the small details.


  『Jeho: Hasn't Joowoo gotten a bit tanned?』


  『Kiyeon: His face is a little red.』


  『Joowoo: I put on a lot of sunscreen, why...?』


  『Jeho: Should I make you a sunshade?』


  『Joowoo: No, it's fine... you can't get enough natural sunlight.』


  『Joowoo: Kiyeon, eat this.』


  『Kiyeon: When did you debone all of this?』


  『Jeho: He was sitting in front of the campfire for 30 minutes.』


  『Joowoo: It had a lot of small bones...』


  Viewers caught the small moments where they cared for each other, even while acting like they were 'living just because they're alive'.


  On the last night, a scene aired of Park Joowoo sitting on the beach in the sea breeze, diligently scribbling something. The notebook Lee Cheonghyeon had gifted him before he left was visible. An interview filmed on the first night was edited in with it.


  『Joowoo: Cheonghyeon asked me to be sure to write in the notebook. He said he wanted to hear everything that happened on the deserted island.』


  『PD: You're the first person to write a diary on the deserted island.』


  『Joowoo: But I might not be able to write...』


  In the next scene, Park Joowoo combed through the bushes, searching for something to use as ink. The guy didn't have a writing instrument.


  The tool Park Joowoo found after much hardship was charcoal. He pulled a few crumbling branches from the fire pit and wrote his diary, relying on the filming lights.


  『Smoked bedr』


  His writing instrument's poor durability meant he unfortunately couldn't write more than a few letters at a time, but Park Joowoo diligently wrote down the story for his younger brother, changing his pen(?) several times. He had even gotten quite skilled over the past few days.


  『...The sky is so pretty.


  Let's come together next time.』


  Park Joowoo's final deserted island diary ended with a terrifying but warm message. It was worrying because it was obvious Lee Cheonghyeon would follow him in a heartbeat. Sure enough, that kid Lee Cheonghyeon was looking up island tours.


  ≫ Let's stop chanting for solos unless the members want it~


  They say they like promoting together, so just leave them be. When they have more experience and a bigger say in the company, if they say they want to release a solo album, just add your support then. Don't bash them for trying to find their own path to survival.


  The members' strong friendship put the final nail in the coffin of the solo activities issue, which had been the fuse for this whole situation. The content could be watched with a peaceful mind while also resolving the previous problem, so it received a decent response among the Sparklers.


  Well, I guess it's all good since everyone likes it.


  We can always fix their more natural image with the next comeback. For now, I decided to be satisfied with having overcome a big hurdle. Before I go to sleep, I should just write 'Castaway concept absolutely forbidden' on Dotion.


  Chapter 446: A Story of Daily Life (1)


  Lately, Won Chaehee was so busy that six bodies wouldn't have been enough.


  Her schedule was packed. It started with the debut anniversary photo exhibition in February, then keeping up with 『Bright』's activities. She also filmed videos for the fan-tube channel she opened for self-development and watched 'Genre-Swap' and 'Deserted Rest Island' live. Won Chaehee had no free time.


  On top of that, a director thoughtlessly started a project, and she was drafted into its task force. She was worked to the bone, staying late almost every day and attending back-to-back meetings.


  If not for this, Won Chaehee could have at least applied to be in the 'Genre-Swap' audience. If not for 'Deserted Rest Island', her weekends would have been joyless.


  Fortunately, the task force produced commendable results. Management brushed it off with a 'let's do better next time', but the working-level staff knew the results were a miracle. Assistant Manager Yeo, who contributed significantly, was promoted. It was the shitty project's only legacy.


  "Let's all go for a meal!"


  Manager Yeo, promoted just today, was treating them to lunch. It was a dinner to celebrate her promotion.


  She did all the work herself, yet she's spending money on the company staff...


  Even though it wasn't her money, Won Chaehee's stomach twisted. Helping Manager Yeo, who was swamped while juggling two jobs, was an impossible task from the start. The higher-ups demanded they focus on the TF, while team leaders told them to prioritize their own work. Manager Yeo was incredible for perfectly handling these contradictory demands, unlike the team members who offered no help at all. It was obvious that even Won Chaehee's own efforts hadn't helped Manager Yeo much.


  Still, Won Chaehee joined the dinner, willingly filling a seat. Since Manager Yeo was paying, she planned to shut down any bullshit from people like Assistant Manager Cheon, who might complain, 'You got promoted, so are you buying us something expensive?!'


  Knowing her personality, she'd insist on taking us somewhere nice anyway.


  Just as Won Chaehee predicted, Assistant Manager Cheon, who had done nothing, insisted on ordering far more food than the team could eat. He also spouted nonsense about what a shame it was they couldn't drink wine at a fancy Western restaurant.


  "Let's just order more if it's not enough. The portions here are big."


  "If the flow is broken while we're eating, it'll kill the mood."


  "I'll take a survey midway through. That should be fine, right?"


  Won Chaehee forced a smile, pulling the corners of her mouth up as far as they would go. She wished he would understand this was a dinner to celebrate their senior's promotion, not a place for him to stuff his face.


  "You worked hard, Manager Yeo. You must have been busy running back and forth."


  "Not at all. Assistant Manager Won helped me a lot."


  The kind-hearted Manager Yeo acknowledged her junior's contributions. Won Chaehee just smiled and bowed her head once.


  "You know, it really seems like Assistant Manager Won likes you, Manager Yeo. When I ask for a favor, she looks reluctant, but when you, Manager, give her work, she does it right away. Isn't that right?"


  It was work given by a senior in the same TF. Is that the same as you, my peer, whining for help because you lack the skills? You should be grateful, you son of a bitch.


  She couldn't say that out loud. Won Chaehee spoke while twirling her pasta.


  "That's not true."


  "Aw, come on. It's so obvious."


  Won Chaehee didn't reply. Instead, she imagined the pasta in her mouth was Assistant Manager Cheon and chewed it thoroughly.


  "Assistant Manager Cheon."


  "Yes, Manager!"


  "Want to go with me to order a few more side dishes?"


  "There's a call bell, why go..."


  "I want to look at the menu to choose."


  Manager Yeo stood without waiting to call an employee. Assistant Manager Cheon also stood with an awkward expression.


  A few minutes later, Assistant Manager Cheon returned with slumped shoulders. He kept his mouth shut and diligently ate only his own food.


  

  "What coffee would you all like? I'm buying, so please tell me your orders one by one."


  "We should split the coffee. Manager Yeo already bought us a meal."


  "I won't be buying after today! This is your last chance, so hurry up and order!"


  At the good-natured Manager Yeo's words, everyone chose a drink.


  "Assistant Manager Won, want to go to the cafe with me?"


  "Sounds good."


  Carrying drinks for a large team was a task. The two of them checked the drinks against the order slip and placed them in carriers.


  "Whose is the large one?"


  "If you mean the cold brew, it's Assistant Manager Cheon's. I upgraded the size to cheer him up."


  Won Chaehee couldn't even guess how much of a scolding Assistant Manager Cheon got in that short time.


  Then, she discovered her Frappuccino was also sized up.


  "Did someone else order a Frappuccino?"


  "That one is yours, Chaehee."


  "......"


  "This one is for working hard."


  Manager Yeo grinned.


  "But I didn't really do much."


  "You were busy, Chaehee. You helped me a lot, but you didn't have anyone to lend you a hand, so how hard must it have been?"


  She had been busy. It was just that she couldn't show off in front of an expert.


  Besides, the task wasn't impossible. She would even get overtime pay calculated by the minute.


  Before her great contribution as the TF's leader, Manager Yeo had already been an Assistant Manager for quite some time. Even if Won Chaehee had done all the work herself, she wouldn't have been promoted due to her lack of seniority. A good performance review would have been the best she could hope for.


  "Thank you. You were a lifesaver."


  Hearing the gratitude, Won Chaehee imagined a future where this person was her final boss. If that were the case, she could probably work happily three days a week. The other two days were unavoidable.


  "Not at all. I learned a lot too."


  Won Chaehee answered sincerely.


  "You know, I sometimes think it would have been really nice to have a younger sister like you, Chaehee."


  "Were you an only child, Manager?"


  "Yeah. Maybe it's because I'm an only child and don't really know what having a real younger sibling is like?"


  The two grabbed the drinks and left, talking about the life of an only child. Their conversation covered the advantage of monopolizing their family's love and the burden of one day having to support them alone.


  "I think you would have been a great older sister if you had a younger sibling, Manager."


  "You think so? My friends who actually have younger siblings say they fight a lot."


  "You can't avoid fighting, but wouldn't you resolve it maturely? They say siblings resemble each other."


  Manager Yeo laughed at Won Chaehee's words and readjusted her grip on the drink carrier.


  "Even if I had a younger sibling, we wouldn't have resembled each other. I'm adopted."


  Won Chaehee reflexively suppressed the 'What?' that almost escaped her. Her professional life had taught her that some reactions, even unintentional, could be taken the wrong way.


  "Sorry, did I surprise you?"


  "No, not at all. I was just worried if I might have said something wrong..."


  "You don't have to worry about that. There aren't many people as careful as you, Chaehee."


  Won Chaehee had known for a while that Manager Yeo was fond of her. Manager Yeo treated her with genuine friendliness, not just professional kindness. Still, she never expected her to share such a personal story.


  "It's not some huge secret! It happened when I was really young, and I get along well with my family."


  Seeing Won Chaehee struggle for words, Manager Yeo added.


  "You told me about spArk, Chaehee. Remember?"


  "Of course."


  "People usually don't talk about liking idols to their coworkers, right?"


  Manager Yeo was right. Many working adults hid that they were idol fans because they hated the prejudice against it. It wasn't just idol fans. Those who enjoyed subcultures, including manhwa, didn't reveal their precious hobbies to just anyone. They didn't want to be insulted.


  "I'm sure there are people who openly share it, but I was happy that someone as careful and self-disciplined as you, Chaehee, told me about your life outside of work."


  "......"


  "It feels like I'm being trusted."


  Only then did Won Chaehee realize why Manager Yeo had shared her past. She wanted to show how close they had become.


  Adults received less recognition. For Won Chaehee, such pure affection felt both ticklish and delightful.


  The conversation with Manager Yeo continued on their walk back to the office. Won Chaehee heard stories about how her family members resembled each other so much that all their relatives and friends acknowledged it, and an anecdote about how her mother named her 'Hana', meaning 'one', as in the one and only precious child in the world.


  "The reason for the name is pretty straightforward, right? It's a pure Korean name, and my last name is easy to write, so it was convenient when I was asked for my name in Hanja [漢字]. The character for 'Yeo' doesn't have many strokes."


  "I know that feeling. The character for 'Won' is simple too."


  "I wonder what 'Cheon' character Assistant Manager Cheon uses? I seem to recall that 'one thousand Cheon' is the most common."


  "It must be easy for Assistant Manager Cheon to write his last name too."


  "Yeo, Won, Cheon... now that I think about it, the last names of our team members are pretty unique. Don't you think?"


  It was a strange combination, now that she mentioned it. Won Chaehee's idols all had last names like Kim, Choi, Jung, Park, Lee, and Kang, which were among the top six most common surnames in the Republic of Korea.


  Wait a minute.


  Didn't Kim Iwol say his older sister was eight years older than him?


  Won Chaehee's gaze turned to Manager Yeo walking beside her. She saw a thirty-one-year-old woman of average height with a warm impression, who bore not the slightest resemblance to Kim Iwol.


  It would be rude to ask something like this so carelessly, right?


  However, her appearance and age matched what Kim Iwol had said, and she was even adopted at a young age. What were the chances that such a person was not his sibling?


  "What's wrong, Chaehee? Is there something on my clothes?"


  Above all, what were the chances that two people whose faces became so identically gentle when they smiled were completely unrelated?


  "No, it's not that..."


  Won Chaehee swallowed dryly. She was afraid her words would cross the line from meddling to outright rudeness. The thought of Kim Iwol's adoptive parents, who might be better off not knowing, made Won Chaehee hesitate even more.


  "Oh."


  Manager Yeo spoke as they waited for the light to turn green at the crosswalk.


  "That idol you like, Chaehee, I heard he's looking for his older sister who's the same age as me?"


  For a moment, Won Chaehee almost dropped the drinks she was holding.


  Chapter 447: A Story of Daily Life (2)


  "How did you know?"


  "The news was huge. Since we're the same age, I got a lot of calls from friends who knew the situation."


  Won Chaehee's mouth went dry.


  "It doesn't seem to be my story, though."


  "Is that so?"


  "The facility where his sister was supposedly placed is quite far from where I was. They said it was in a different district."


  All Won Chaehee could do was listen intently.


  "Thinking of her as a friend my age, I hope she can meet her younger sibling soon. What an awful family to deal with."


  "It's not just because I'm a fan. As a person, I feel sorry for her. I hope the lawsuit resolves well."


  "That friend, is the trial going well?"


  "You're talking about Kim Iwol, right? He won the first trial, but the other side decided to appeal."


  "They're appealing?"


  The reaction was one of disbelief. Won Chaehee had reacted the exact same way when she first saw the news.


  ≫ fckfckfckfckfck


  An appeal? Ah, fuck, my head hurts.


  ≫ The feeling of 'I'm glad at least Jeho is out of this messy fight' coexists with the feeling of 'What did Iwol do wrong to have to see you guys through a second trial?'


  Choi Jeho's father gave up on appealing after losing the first trial. Kim Iwol's parents, however, not only appealed but also began to evade responsibility. The last article Won Chaehee saw was about the two of them filing for divorce.


  "People are so shameless."


  "They really are."


  "Still, don't worry too much! It'll end well. A lot of people are paying attention to it."


  Manager Yeo encouraged Won Chaehee with a bright smile. Just then, the traffic light turned green. Her positive energy was infectious.


  

  A red light flashed in spArk's item inventory, which had always been fully stocked. It was an emergency.


  "I can't believe we still haven't found a suitable item. April Fools' Day, one of the three major holidays in the subculture world, is right around the corner."


  "Hyung..."


  Beside me, Park Joowoo looked genuinely sorry. Lee Cheonghyeon, who watched me tear my hair out, offered a suggestion.


  "Last year's BubblePop switch-up got a great reaction. How about we do something similar this time?"


  "Are you suggesting we rehash an old idea? That's just a dereliction of duty."


  "There's a reason clichés are loved. I'm saying we should reinforce content that's been proven to have a demand."


  "No. I'm not satisfied."


  It's not a bad point, but I'll put the idea on hold. April Fools' Day usually involves lighthearted pranks, but deceiving people isn't very positive. It's better to hold a non-offensive event to mark the day.


  spArk needed 'accessible and intuitive content' for this. We had to recover the image these guys had ruined and actively radiate healthy energy.


  Choi Jeho passed by, glanced at the monitor over my shoulder, and spoke.


  "So."


  "......"


  "You're saying you want to cosplay now?"


  The dedicated team's idea notebook was filled with all sorts of keywords. Among them, cosplay was the best material. It was something spArk had never done before and could leave a strong visual impression.


  "What are you going to cosplay?"


  "When idols cosplay, it's usually popular genres. Like movie characters, vampires, or youkai like gumiho."


  Jeong Seongbin, our walking encyclopedia, chimed in. However, his suggestions didn't pique my interest.


  A cool and sexy vampire? It would definitely suit spArk, but it's an outfit anyone could wear. It's not special to them.


  If our next album concept was vampires, we could shoot plenty of high-quality concept photos then. A one-off costume felt like a waste. Besides, a concept like that is more fitting for Halloween than April Fools' Day.


  "We have to do something that can only be done on April Fools' Day. Something that can be laughed off but also shows our desperate resolve..."


  "You hyungs caused trouble on the deserted island and made Iwol-hyung become an evil spirit. Everyone, apologize."


  At Lee Cheonghyeon's words, Park Joowoo rolled his eyes. I barely stopped him from actually apologizing.


  It has to be unique and uncontroversial, and the reason spArk chose it must be immediately obvious. A visually beautiful genre with striking costumes that feels like an event. Something familiar to our fandom, Sparkler, but with moderate public appeal...


  "Hey, come out here!"


  "......"


  "Help us with some ideas. You know a lot about this stuff, don't you?"


  "This is it!"


  The moment I saw Kang Kiyeon, I shot up from my seat.


  "Whoa! What's with you?"


  "Kiyeon!"


  "Wh-why?"


  Kang Kiyeon flinched as he walked into the living room.


  "Can you organize a list of characters from 「Kingdom Cafeteria ~Another~ 」?!"


  

  Medicine to the pharmacist. Diagnosis to the doctor.


  "......"


  "...This company is famous for its high-quality fabric. It's also the shop that actual readers use the most. The makeup should be at a stage makeup level to reduce the disconnect with the costumes."


  ...manhwa to the reader.


  The expert was magnificent. In just one day, Kang Kiyeon had perfectly organized everything. He found the best costume shops, makeup references, each character's main color and items, and even a personality analysis.


  "I have a question. It says here that Prince Dennoban is a 'red-haired jerk'. If we imitate a character like this, won't it create an unfavorable image?"


  "Prince Dennoban is a character with enough support to rank fourth in a popularity poll for being a jerk. Morally speaking, Menol, who cheated on his fiancée and ran away, is more unlikable, but he's shielded a bit because he never drove Princess Soda away and sincerely wished for her happiness even after leaving the Cream Kingdom."


  Even at Lee Cheonghyeon's sharp question, Kang Kiyeon's answer was flawless.


  "I have a question too... How should we assign the characters?"


  "If you want to maximize the fun, I think it's best to assign characters that many people would agree are a good fit. The fun of a random assignment is fleeting, but a cosplay that perfectly matches the character interpretation leaves a lasting impression."


  Hearing Kang Kiyeon's words, Park Joowoo wrote something in his planner. Judging by the pen's movement, that guy drew three whole stars.


  "We absolutely cannot have reactions saying we're parodying the original work. It would be better not to do it at all than to have that happen, you all know that, right?"


  The members, who had experienced the Pink Carrot cover stage, nodded with serious faces.


  "The company said they'll handle the content usage agreement. They're going to send an inquiry email today."


  "Didn't the author mention you, Kiyeon, on social media before?"


  Jeong Seongbin brought up a little anecdote. The live stream where Kang Kiyeon and I went viral for the 'choosing the princess's partner' and 'long-haired man' issues had eventually reached the author of 「Kingdom Cafeteria ~Another~ 」.


  ≫ To think my work was mentioned on a broadcast...!


  I was so surprised when I was toldㅎㅎ


  Thank you for enjoying it! And thank you to the Sparkler-nims in the comments who said Kiyeon-nim is an avid readerㅎㅎ


  I'm cheering for spArk!!


  From that day on, Kang Kiyeon earned the honorable title of 'successful fan'. With a backstory like this, there was a higher chance the author would review our proposal favorably.


  "If this goes through, it would be best for Kiyeon to be Princess Soda."


  "Me?"


  "You love Princess Soda the most out of everyone here."


  "I appreciate you looking out for me, but I don't think she'd suit me."


  "No one here has the face of a princess."


  Forget princesses or princes, spArk looked like they should all be taking the knight's exam together. They would have to fight fiercely over the single available delinquent position. To break the gloomy atmosphere, Jeong Seongbin stepped up.


  "I'll go over the character list. First, Princess Soda. She's the heir to the throne of the Cream Kingdom, with a charmingly confident personality. She's an upright person who never slacks off in her efforts to restore her kingdom."


  Next was Prince Menol of the Cucumber Kingdom. He was in a semi-forced political marriage with the powerful Cream Kingdom and was tired of a future where he would be treated like a synthetic flavoring for melon soda his whole life. While he respected his fiancée, Princess Soda, he also dreamed of a free life.


  One day, Uron suddenly appeared before Prince Menol. An adventurer from the Leaf Tea Continent, Uron met Menol while regrouping on the Fruit Soda Continent.


  Menol fell for Uron at first sight. Despite being from a prestigious family, Uron sought his own unique value instead of relying on his family name. Menol hid that he was the prince of the Cucumber Kingdom and built a friendship with Uron...


  "Looking at their values alone, aren't Princess Soda and Uron similar? Why did Menol fall for Uron when he had a perfectly good Princess Soda? Isn't it just an excuse?"


  Choi Jeho, who had been listening quietly, raised an objection.


  "If we delve that deep, the story will get long. Are you sure?"


  "...Just move on for now."


  Kang Kiyeon skillfully cut in, making Choi Jeho lose interest instantly. Thanks to him, Jeong Seongbin continued the character descriptions smoothly.


  Meanwhile, someone in the Cucumber Kingdom was jealous of Prince Menol for nearly securing the position of son-in-law to the Soda Kingdom. It was the 'red-haired jerk', Dennoban. A character with two charming moles on his neck, he was filled with a lust for power and clashed with Menol and Princess Soda at every turn.


  "The PPT says, 'He was jealous of the eldest son, Menol, whose marriage was decided solely because he was lucky enough to be born as a melon, the most in-demand soda ingredient.' That means 'melon soda' has traditionally held the highest status in the Cream Kingdom, right? Like 'pure power' or 'S-rank talent' in fantasy novels."


  "That's right."


  If I hadn't trained myself with webnovels and paperbacks, I would have had a hard time following this. It really pays to read anything and everything.


  The list also included Blanche, the loyal knight and princess's escort, and Mariba, who exuded a meaningful aura and was described as 'thought he was a helper but turned out to be a male lead candidate'. Each one had a formidable backstory.


  "From your perspective, Kiyeon, since you understand the work best, what roles do you think would suit the members?"


  "On the premise that I'll be playing Princess Soda?"


  When I said yes, Kang Kiyeon fell silent.


  The deliberation was not long. A fan's mind always has a blueprint.


  And so...


  "Hair is surprisingly heavy."


  ...I became Blanche. He was the long-haired man who ranked second in the popularity poll. His backstory was that he was abandoned for being a defective Cherry, only for Princess Soda to take him in, earning his eternal loyalty.


  Chapter 448: A Story of Daily Life (3)


  "From what I can see, the Cream Kingdom will never fall," Lee Cheonghyeon said, fiddling with his monocle chain. He perfectly suited the strategist role.


  His clothes were dazzling, befitting his character Mariba, a prince from an allied nation. While no one was dressed plainly, his cobalt blue coat and golden embroidery looked like a sapphire gold ring from a Sotheby's exhibit.


  "The knight looks too scary."


  "I can't fight right now because of the knight's hair."


  "You don't have to. You can scare them all away with your face."


  I struggled to move the hair from my face without using my hands. Living with long hair required a lot of effort. I learned something new again.


  Jeong Seongbin, wearing a wig the color of dried tea leaves, looked at my curtain-like hair. "Would it be more comfortable to tie it up for a bit before the shoot?"


  "No. It's been styled, so I'll keep it as is."


  Another person suffered for a different reason. Choi Jeho, playing the arrogant second prince, wore a magnificent cape laden with fur. He complained constantly about the fur getting in his mouth, so Park Joowoo stuck by his side, diligently brushing the tufts away.


  "Is it okay to make him wait on you?"


  "Is a guy who cheated on his fiancée someone I should respect? He's trash."


  "I'm sorry, just know that I absolutely do not condone such actions..."


  Park Joowoo, the prince of the Q-Cover Kingdom, diligently cared for his younger brother. His wealthy clothes didn't stop him from assisting his brother naturally. Thanks to Park Joowoo's touch, Choi Jeho's fur shone like a well-made raccoon doll.


  Compared to everyone else's dazzling transformations, Jeong Seongbin's genre was slightly different. Fantasy costumes didn't have to be from a single era, so he was the only one in a steampunk-style adventurer's outfit.


  Unlike me, who had a fearsome sword, Jeong Seongbin only had a worn-out backpack and a cute companion creature doll. The backpack looked like a coin purse might fall out if shaken. Still, this was the most decent outfit among the character Uron's costumes.


  Isn't there a time when Uron wears a fancy outfit? Something as flashy as possible without harming the character's personality.


  It appears in a flashback scene, but I doubt anywhere sells the costume. It's not his main outfit.


  I'll learn how to use a sewing machine, so let's proceed.


  Fortunately, I didn't have to learn. The production team saw me searching for sewing machines on the Hongdangmu app and decided to custom-make the outfit for the best visual. They sourced materials from Dongdaemun and attached the parts one by one, completing Jeong Seongbin's outfit splendidly.


  Just in case, I had even watched a video titled 'Kindergarten Event Costume? Don't Sew, Just Glue! With a Stapler and Adhesive, You Too Can Be a Costume-Making Master'. I bowed so low in gratitude that the crown of my head touched the floor.


  Choi Jeho poked the cube-shaped stuffed doll on Jeong Seongbin's shoulder. "Aren't these characters usually animal-shaped or have a more modern design? What is this thing supposed to be?"


  "It's based on a dried fruit jelly," Lee Cheonghyeon kindly explained. "You know, the kind you sometimes find in tea bags."


  I could feel the inner strength he had cultivated from years of friendship with Kang Kiyeon.


  "No matter how I look at it, this is a bit..."


  Kang Kiyeon, with his short white hair, joined us after finishing his preparations. Befitting a princess striving to be a leader skilled in both literary and martial arts, the shoulders of his jacket and his uniform pants looked like they would burst from his muscles.


  "Isn't it awkward? Princess Soda is supposed to be beautiful."


  "The carbonation has gotten a lot stronger, but the sense of luxury is similar, so it's fine."


  "To become a king, you need at least this much training."


  "You guys are only interested in brute force and intimidation, right? Neither of you are cut out to be king, that's for sure," Lee Cheonghyeon relentlessly teased me and Choi Jeho.


  He wasn't wrong. I was suited to be a subordinate, and Choi Jeho was a born servant.


  "Were there any boots that fit you?"


  "They're men's boots that were spray-painted."


  Kang Kiyeon showed off his sparkling, excellently customized boots. Princess Kiyeon strode toward the studio in his shiny footwear.


  The April Fool's live stream started with incredible firepower. The chat scrolled so fast that it froze several times. We had to restart the stream twice and wait for the comments to calm down before the server stabilized. To become perfect idols, we might even have to build our own live broadcasting platform.


  The chat window, finally running smoothly, was in chaos.


  ≫ Look at them writing 'We got the author's permission' in huge letters on the whiteboard


  ≫ Our youngest became a princess ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ Why is the makeup so on point? ㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ They might cosplay, but the friendship bracelets are forever


  ≫ Congratulations on fulfilling your wish, Kang Kiyeon-gun~-!!!!


  ≫ I came here with expectations because it's April Fool's, but I should have been prepared


  ≫ From what I see, the princess could beat ten people in a battle of wills


  ≫ C.razy Kim Iwol with long hair


  ≫ Jeho and Joowoo really became brothers ㅋㅋㅋ So cute ㅠㅠ


  ≫ Brown is Seongbin's personal color ❤❤ It suits him so well!!!


  spArk chattered about entering a romance fantasy, the details they prepared, and the commonalities between the members and their characters that fans had pointed out.


  We also had a 'Kiyeon's Favorite Person-Picking' segment, inspired by 'Finding the Princess's Partner'.


  "Should I consider the in-story relationships, or should I choose purely based on my own will?"


  "If we go by the in-story relationships, I'll be at a disadvantage..."


  "Me too..." Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo hung their heads.


  After some thought, Kang Kiyeon chose Jeong Seongbin. He said he received a lot of help from Jeong Seongbin last year and this year.


  "It's not easy to survive in spArk without the leader."


  "How can you make such a shocking statement?"


  "You guys, go take a look in the mirror."


  I couldn't look in a mirror, but I had to read the chat, so I looked at the live screen. Everyone was taking the others' side. I wanted to deny it, but since Jeong Seongbin was undeniably spArk's number one warm and handsome man, I didn't argue.


  We danced to 『Bright』 and sang a cover song in these outfits. We wanted to play a classy card game but didn't have time to learn the rules, so we played Halli Galli instead. The paper got smashed, ending the game at the perfect moment. It was a paper that knew how to broadcast.


  Since we were the ones involved, it didn't feel that strange, but the rapid increase in viewers suggested it had sent quite a shock through the idol scene.


  ≫ They're all really ridiculously strong. I didn't want to say this about our princes


  ≫ Joowoo ㅋㅋㅋ Look at him touching Iwol's wig. As expected of visual rock, long hair is a must


  ≫ Why is Lee Cheonghyeon so sharp-tongued? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ The strategist is too scary ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  We couldn't leave out the royal family's treasured items auction, which was really a drawing for pre-registered participants. We also imitated the trending Jeong Seongbin meme and had a classy drawing contest.


  "Weren't we originally going to try writing letters with a fountain pen?" Kang Kiyeon asked while drawing diligently.


  "Why was the content changed?"


  "It was rejected because someone thought the princes would break the pen nibs."


  "No matter what, would they really break a pen?"


  "Jeho, look at how many crayons you've broken."


  Choi Jeho immediately shut his mouth. The kind Park Joowoo silently picked up the broken crayons and colored with them.


  "This scene feels like something from my kindergarten album."


  "The outfits do have a recital vibe," Jeong Seongbin said.


  Agreeing, Lee Cheonghyeon presented his finished drawing.


  "Ta-da! The title is 'The Magnificent Mariba Mansion'!"


  The simple yet sophisticated design, reminiscent of a vast sea and Santorini, was exquisite. They say a good dresser has good sense, and his aesthetic taste was outstanding.


  "I've also prepared rooms for the members. The ocean view rooms should cost more, but I'll give you a special discount. Kang-geon can use the penthouse!"


  "Aren't you just locking him up at the top?"


  Comments poured in about the friendship-filled room assignments and Jeong Seongbin's 'remarkably skilled drawing that's unbelievable for someone whose younger brother is an art student'.


  We finished with a first-quarter K-Pop dance medley. When it was all over, I checked the time. The live stream had run for six hours.


  

  After the major anniversary, we got a short three-day, two-night holiday. It wasn't an official vacation, just a lucky break in our schedule.


  "What's everyone doing starting the day after tomorrow?" asked Lee Cheonghyeon, who finished his schedule latest. He had a photoshoot tomorrow.


  I said, "Choi Jeho said he's going to action school. He said it's been a while."


  "I have homework..." Park Joowoo answered after me.


  Kang Kiyeon had no particular plans, and Jeong Seongbin thought about going to a karaoke room.


  "......"


  "What is it? If you want something, just say it."


  At my words, Lee Cheonghyeon cautiously observed our reactions.


  "It's shameless to suggest we hang out together on a rare holiday, when we're already stuck together all year, right?"


  "If you don't mind just hanging out with me, I can join you. I don't have any plans."


  "Really?" Lee Cheonghyeon's voice instantly went up a tone.


  Park Joowoo declared he would finish his homework in advance while Lee Cheonghyeon was at his photoshoot. Jeong Seongbin and Kang Kiyeon also readily agreed to hang out, since their plans weren't a big deal.


  "...Now that it's come to this, Choi Jeho, what will you do?"


  "Do I even have the freedom to answer that question?"


  "Of course."


  "Fine. I'll just go to action school next time."


  Having secured Choi Jeho's cooperation, they began to plan. Park Joowoo, whose 'soul resonates with his only when it's time to play', decided to act as a proxy for Lee Cheonghyeon's opinions, since he had to work.


  "If we're going, let's go outside the metropolitan area. We won't have to worry about crowds, and we can always visit places in Seoul on a normal day."


  "Still, somewhere too far would be difficult. It would be hard for Daeyeon to drive."


  "Daeyeon said he'd drive us...?"


  "He said he wanted to go for a drive and would take us if we wanted."


  Does Manager Daeyeon purely want to drive? I decided I should contact him secretly soon. If he was doing it out of responsibility despite being tired, I had to gratefully decline while accepting his kind thought.


  I had heard that some people relieve stress by driving to the suburbs, but I always needed to be cautious because some forms of power abuse can occur unintentionally due to hierarchy or external factors. I shouldn't make him feel something like, 'I feel like I have to do this for some reason'.


  Now that we had a car, we couldn't just pick places that were hard to reach by public transport. The driver needed a comfortable route, too.


  I actually feel stuffy if I'm just indoors. I can go somewhere else on my way back after dropping the members off.


  Fortunately, Manager Daeyeon was a true driving lover. With our transportation decided, all that was left was to choose a destination.


  A place outside the metropolitan area, but not too far, where the manager knows the road and can rest comfortably...


  Just as I was pondering, Park Joowoo's phone rang.


  "Yeah, Auntie."


  Park Joowoo answered the phone with a few 'yeah, yeahs' and then ended the call, saying he would ask the members.


  "Hey... my aunt asked if we'd all like to come visit sometime. Are you guys interested?"


  And so, our destination was set to Park Joowoo's aunt's house.


  Chapter 449: Sharing Updates (1)


  Our departure day was perfect. The weather was clear, I felt refreshed, the group was reassuring, and our destination was safe from surprises. There was nothing to worry about. Who would even notice if Choi Jeho walked around in his FF6600 pants?


  So I didn't nag the guys as they packed. I just packed my own clothes, though I did remind them to bring sunscreen and skincare products. Regardless, I didn't run around the dorm shouting like I used to.


  "You didn't pack a towel today?" Lee Cheonghyeon asked, looking puzzled at my backpack.


  He found it strange because my bag was usually stuffed to bursting. Lee Cheonghyeon, meanwhile, held a carrier packed with who knows what.


  "I just packed a change of clothes and a few other things."


  "What's gotten into you? You're always worried about getting splashed."


  "I figured that wouldn't happen."


  Lee Cheonghyeon grinned, amused, and walked away. After a full day at a photoshoot, he declared he would recharge to play at night. He went to the back of the van and pulled on an eye mask.


  "Park Joowoo, is it okay for all of us to go?" Choi Jeho asked, looking around the packed van.


  I was a little worried too. The apartment was spacious, but spArk was a big group.


  "It's fine. If there's no room, I'll sleep on the veranda..."


  "And not make us sleep on the veranda?"


  "How could I do that to my guests..."


  As we talked, the van passed through the tollgate. Our manager dropped us off and began the long drive back, planning to have grilled clams for dinner.


  "......"


  "Sister...!"


  We had a familiar, affectionate reunion. I gave a gift to Park Joowoo's mother, whom I hadn't seen since the concert, to thank her for the invitation.


  "My, what do you eat to get taller every time I see you? I haven't grown any taller!" Heo Sihoo exclaimed, admiring Lee Cheonghyeon.


  My radar isn't going off. If he has grown, it can't be a full centimeter yet.


  "I saw the April Fool's broadcast! It suited you well!" Park Joowoo's sister praised Kang Kiyeon and handed him a pile of 'Kingdom Cafeteria ~Another~' merchandise.


  "It's not the 'Another' merch, but from the original series. I have two of them!"


  "I don't know why you always buy two or three of the same thing."


  "Mom. I've told you so many times, the standard for merch is to buy two, one for use and one for collection."


  Park Joowoo, standing nearby, started to say something but stopped.


  The merchandise hasn't even been unwrapped. He was probably going to say, 'You've never even used the one for use'.


  Kang Kiyeon carefully packed the gift into his bag.


  We all made sandwiches together for lunch. They were simple ham and egg sandwiches, a meal they apparently made often growing up. The sandwiches had no spicy ingredients like onions, and they didn't use ketchup and mayonnaise together.


  They must have tailored it to Park Joowoo's taste.


  The ingredients were blanched ham with the fat and salt removed, low-sugar strawberry jam, and milk bread. Everything was as soft and non-irritating as possible. Of course, that changed if you were Choi Jeho, who scooped jam by the spoonful, slathered it on, and piled on ham and cheese.


  I suddenly remembered making sandwiches at the daycare. Was it right after 'IDC Season 1' ended?


  The guys had really grown up since then, both physically and mentally. Now, they were all adults.


  Time really does fly.


  How many KPIs and trivial missions have we resolved in that time?


  Putting all that aside...


  "Jeho, your sandwich has absolutely no soul."


  "How am I supposed to make a sandwich that has soul?"


  ...The time I had spent with the guys was about to surpass the time I had spent as their fan. It was a strange turn of events.


  "What are you thinking about so deeply?"


  Jeong Seongbin offered me a sandwich. I bit into the bread and mumbled that it was nothing.


  

  After lunch, Heo Sihoo led us all to a PC bang. We split into two teams, with the experienced Jeong Seongbin and Kang Kiyeon as captains.


  "I have a bad feeling about Seongbin..."


  Sensing a champion's aura, Kang Kiyeon asked if Heo Sihoo could coach him. Jeong Seongbin readily agreed.


  The members of spArk, who had completed their early education in the gentle cyber world, sat back-to-back for the first time since their debut. A civil war erupted.


  The result was devastating.


  "Seongbin, that's your smurf account, isn't it!"


  "How did you know?"


  "Who wouldn't know! That's dirty! You have to match the tiers!"


  "The conditions don't allow for matching tiers."


  Kang Kiyeon claimed Jeong Seongbin was an incredibly skilled player. Heo Sihoo, who ran between us giving live commentary, agreed, so it wasn't just a sore loser's claim.


  "You were always at the practice room, when did you have time to play games?"


  "I mostly played before I became a trainee. After joining the company, I'd play sometimes with Jeong Seongjun when I went home."


  "Wow... How did you not lose your touch with just that?"


  Lee Cheonghyeon, who knew a bit about games, marveled. Choi Jeho and I understood nothing, simply lying prone in the grass or spinning in circles.


  Jeong Seongbin's skills extended beyond one game. He dominated in car racing and water balloon popping games alike.


  "Choi Jeho, your character is throwing up."


  The losing characters spewed water from their eyes and mouths.


  Characters get this sad these days, huh.


  It was a little pitiful.


  "Take off your items."


  "I can't. This is a symbol of my glory."


  "Limited edition items are cheating!"


  "There may be honor in the martial world, but no master willingly gives up his power, Kiyeon."


  Despite his words, Jeong Seongbin cheerfully removed his golden shoulder pads and a strange-eyed pony. Heo Sihoo explained that the more bizarre the design, the better the item. If the real world worked like that, cyborg spArk would have won that year's grand prize. I couldn't decide if reality was a good or bad thing.


  "But Joowoo was great, wasn't he?"


  "Right, Joowoo was unexpected."


  "That's because I gave him an early education."


  Park Joowoo smiled shyly at Heo Sihoo's words. Park Joowoo expertly found items in bushes, cornered like a pro, and survived even when trapped in a water balloon. Heo Sihoo had clearly taught his younger brother many things.


  After the PC bang, we split into pairs to do our own things. Lee Cheonghyeon, determined to buy the bread he missed last time, went to a bakery with Park Joowoo. Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon went for a run by the stream.


  I was willing to go with them to the bakery, but...


  You're going there...? Reduce the number of people.


  Is it that bad?


  You have to go compact. Don't even think about filming a video there, and if you have to leave a review, film it when you get home. Joowoo, you know what I'm talking about, right?


  Yeah...


  Heo Sihoo gave the advice so seriously that I decided to follow it. The others said they would find a less crowded spot and left in a taxi.


  As for what Jeong Seongbin and I decided to do?


  "Sir, we'd like to order!"


  We went on a food tour. Round one was tofu duruchigi and mung bean pancakes. After we digested, we planned a second round at a kalguksu place. For the record, I was fine with one meal. Jeong Seongbin was the one who wanted to eat both.


  We squeezed into a corner table and waited for our food. Jeong Seongbin hummed quietly.


  "You wanted to eat this that badly?"


  Jeong Seongbin said he had visited this restaurant a few years ago and was disappointed he couldn't return sooner. He added that he'd secretly wanted to eat many things when we had a schedule at KAIST.


  "Back then, my uncle asked, 'When are you guys going to grow up and have a drink with me?' But now Joowoo and I are already adults."


  Jeong Seongbin echoed my thoughts from when we were making sandwiches. People say autumn is for contemplation, but a spring breeze of reflection was sweeping through spArk.


  "Still, no drinking outdoors. You know that, right?"


  "It's not about indoors or outdoors. You should avoid drinking altogether if possible."


  Jeong Seongbin's expression turned serious. I was hugely relieved the Death Note was back at the dorm. I had watched him closely to make sure he didn't pack it.


  We finished our food quickly. We put on our caps, walked along a nearby river, then went to the kalguksu restaurant and ordered. Jeong Seongbin, who handles spicy food well, happily ate kimchi that came with a warning sign.


  "It's been a while since I've seen you eat this well. It's the first time since the potluck party."


  "Well, we've had a continuous schedule."


  "You know we have to start doing the university festival circuit again soon, right?"


  "Keuk..."


  Jeong Seongbin choked, coughing and reaching for a napkin. I quickly handed him a tissue. They say you shouldn't bother a dog when it's eating, and I nearly took out a person.


  "Sorry, eat in peace. We can just work out when we get back to Seoul."


  "My mind is not at peace at all..."


  Jeong Seongbin clutched his shirt. I offered to buy digestive medicine, but he calmed me down, told me to sit, and picked up his chopsticks again.


  Soon, news of spArk members scattered across Daejeon spread on social media. Real-time stories spread. One told of Park Joowoo controlling Lee Cheonghyeon's tongs from behind like a dark magician at the bakery. Another described Choi Jeho almost leaving his change at a vending machine before Kang Kiyeon scolded him.


  They had all been running around freely, getting spotted everywhere. No wonder the group chat was so quiet.


  We ended spArk's surprise outing before the crowds grew. Having eaten two meals, Jeong Seongbin and I were the last to return home.


  "Why did you buy so much bread?"


  "Soohun bought it for me..."


  An unexpected name came up. Apparently, Park Joowoo and Lee Cheonghyeon had gone to a place near a school.


  "I was in the area, so I contacted him, and he came out. It's clear he has no friends."


  "So? Soohun came out just for you?"


  "He was about to leave after just paying for the bread, so I told him to buy me a drink too."


  Lee Cheonghyeon grumbled and took the bread bags to their mother. While he showed off his purchases, Park Joowoo quietly whispered to me.


  "Cheonghyeon bought the drinks..."


  "Soohun couldn't even come to the concert, so it's a relief we saw him this time."


  "I know, right."


  Park Joowoo smiled. In the distance, I heard Kang Kiyeon ask about the signature bread.


  Chapter 450: Sharing Updates (2)


  That night, the whole family and the members gathered to watch a rerun of 'Deserted Island Rest Stop'. Joowoo's mother hadn't seen the second episode, so I had to suffer through it a second time.


  I didn't understand why they reran the cursed program so often. I was mortified showing them their precious nephew rolling in the sand and covered in mango. If the family hadn't enjoyed it, I would've had to present '101 Plans to Diversify Park Joowoo's Image'.


  After we had fun, chatted, and ate a late-night snack, it was time for bed. We lifted the living room table and moved it to the storage room. This created enough space for the members to lie down side by side.


  Lee Cheonghyeon came into the living room with his carrier, its wheels wiped clean. "Just a moment," he announced. "Before we wash up, I'd like everyone to pay attention to Cheonghyeon." His carrier was still stuffed full.


  "For some quality time between us members, Cheonghyeon has prepared something."


  "By yourself?"


  "With Kiyeon."


  Lee Cheonghyeon pointed his index finger at Kang Kiyeon. Kang Kiyeon insisted he had only lent a hand and wasn't actively involved.


  "What is all this?"


  Inside Lee Cheonghyeon's bag were six huge, colorful, and bulky bundles, each wrapped in plastic.


  "They're pajama sets! I ordered them to improve our teamwork. Some really cute ones, too."


  "I'm sure I told you to stop spending your own money."


  "I've already arranged with the company to expense it. I just have to take some Polaroid selfies for an event."


  The guy skillfully shut me up. Then he handed a thick pajama pack to each member.


  Park Joowoo came out first after washing up. He was...


  "Is this... a mouse?"


  ...a white mouse. The pajamas were short, leaving his ankles clearly visible. I glanced between Park Joowoo and the bundle in my hands. My only comfort was that I couldn't see anything resembling octopus suckers.


  Choi Jeho received tiger pajamas. I asked why he got a tiger when a bear option surely existed. The reasonable answer was that a fixed character interpretation leads to predictable boredom. True, he'll get sick of being a specific animal on official merch, so a little deviation wouldn't be bad.


  "Besides, you guys were born in the year of the tiger. I don't think it's a bad fit at all!"


  Except for the color.


  At this point, shouldn't I write an essay about this lamentable reality? I finally accepted the FF6600 shorts, only to get hit with a full-body FF6600 suit. A good title would be 'The Center's Color, Vermilion'.


  Kang Kiyeon was assigned green alligator pajamas, and Jeong Seongbin got beige Jindo dog pajamas. Since no snake pajamas existed, Kang Kiyeon accepted the alligator as a fellow reptile. Jeong Seongbin, praised for his dependability, accepted the Jindo dog. Both accepted their character interpretations without complaint.


  "Cheonghyeon, what's yours?"


  "You'll see for yourself later."


  After building up the anticipation, Lee Cheonghyeon appeared dressed as a bee with a striking color contrast.


  "Why a bee, of all things?"


  "It goes well with flowers!"


  He had a point, so I diligently took pictures for him. I thought I should take him to an arboretum in the morning.


  And as for me...


  I became a panda for the first time in a while. I held the fake bamboo stalk Lee Cheonghyeon brought, making me unmistakably a panda. I felt like I should go lie down in a bamboo forest right then.


  The great animal pajama commotion finally ended. We took Polaroids for the event, photos for a future BubblePop upload, individual photos, and group photos. We also took reptile and mammal unit photos, with and without props. The pajamas were short, but our gallery's list of new photos grew endlessly long.


  Choi Jeho, clad in a tiger's skin, claimed a spot at the very edge of the living room floor. Lee Cheonghyeon watched him lie down, then came over with a pillow and asked.


  "What, we're not going to fight over sleeping spots?"


  "At this hour?"


  "Getting to sleep is never easy."


  Lee Cheonghyeon's comment started the spArk Cup 'Best Selfie Contest' at midnight. The earlier photos were for fan service, but this shoot was purely for competition.


  Choi Jeho took first place. Kang Kiyeon, myself, and Park Joowoo came in second, third, and fourth. Lee Cheonghyeon ended up in fifth place because the camera couldn't fully capture his real-life visuals.


  "Your photos lack desperation."


  "I was desperate too!"


  Jeong Seongbin couldn't easily accept last place. From my perspective, Jeong Seongbin was definitely last in spArk for aesthetic sense. He only improved because we trained him harshly during our trainee days. Otherwise, fans who favor Jeong Seongbin would surely be shedding tears of blood.


  After we all lay down side by side, we discussed the next day's schedule. I strongly insisted we squeeze in a trip to the arboretum.


  "We have to take pictures of Cheonghyeon among the flowers. Add the arboretum."


  "There won't be many flowers yet, will there?" Kang Kiyeon asked anxiously.


  Park Joowoo, who had been searching on his phone, read from a blog post.


  "In April, you can see the spring flower festival..."


  "Let's go."


  "Yeah. We can all take turns wearing the bee costume for pictures!"


  Lee Cheonghyeon even declared he'd make all the members take turns in the bee pajamas. The guys finally fell asleep only after we set a schedule that required a 7 AM wakeup.


  The day went by in the blink of an eye.


  I stared at the dark ceiling. Steady breathing came from both my sides. The guys had gone hard from the very first day and fell straight into dreamland without a single toss or turn.


  Just then, a door opened. I had just closed my eyes to pretend I was asleep when I sensed a distant presence. I heard a refrigerator open and dishes clatter for a moment before the sounds faded. When I opened my eyes again, light seeped from under a door.


  Are they still awake?


  Did we make too much noise so late? My first thought was that we had done something wrong. I resolved to make the guys go to bed before 10 PM tomorrow.


  I lay there holding my breath and heard a soft, murmuring conversation. I pulled the blanket over my head to avoid eavesdropping, and everything became quiet. After a while, I pushed the blanket off. The light in the room was still on.


  Meanwhile, Kang Kiyeon had rolled completely onto the bare floor, off the bedding. I couldn't tell if the high population density had pushed him out or if he had developed a new sleeping habit.


  I sighed and got up. As I rolled the soundly sleeping guy back under the blanket, the door burst open behind me.


  "Oh my, is someone still awake?"


  "Ah... I was just about to sleep!"


  It was his aunt.


  "Oh dear, I guess Kiyeon didn't have enough blankets."


  "No, that's not it. I think he just rolled around a bit in his sleep."


  "Wait here. I'll bring another blanket."


  I hurriedly followed his aunt. I only meant to carry the blanket for her, but I made eye contact with his uncle, who was drinking inside the room.


  "Iwol, you're still not asleep? Is the sleeping spot uncomfortable?"


  "Not at all. I was just about to sleep!"


  While I waved my hands in denial, his aunt moved quickly and covered Kang Kiyeon with the new blanket.


  "Iwol, would you like something to drink too?"


  "Pardon?"


  "Hold on. I'll get you a cup of warm ginger tea."


  Then she invited me to join them. I obediently knelt and sat in the empty spot in front of the table.


  Two cans of beer, a simple fruit salad, roasted peanuts, and ginger tea.


  His aunt, his uncle, and I sat around the small table with its eclectic spread.


  "Iwol, you didn't eat much of the snack earlier, did you? Should I make you some ramen?"


  "I'm really okay! Seongbin and I had two meals before we came."


  His aunt lamented that I had no meat on my face. I practically begged, explaining it was for the fans. I had to manage my appearance as an idol.


  "Don't feel too burdened," his uncle said. He pushed the bowl of peanuts toward me. "She's just doing this because she's grateful."


  "She watches 'My Singer' every day. Right?"


  "It's 'My Singer's Genre-Swap'. I've told you so many times, but you can't remember, and it's the show our youngest was on, of all things."


  For Park Joowoo, 'Genre-Swap' was a place to say farewell to his mom and dad. For his aunt, it must have been a stage for sending off her younger sibling.


  "Joowoo is the one who did well, so I'm not sure if I deserve this..."


  Feeling awkward, I scratched the back of my neck. After all, Park Joowoo had prepared 'Genre-Swap' from start to finish by himself.


  As I tried my best to explain I had done nothing, his aunt took my hand.


  "Iwol, after you came, Joowoo changed so much."


  "In a good way," his uncle added. "I never imagined Joowoo would smile so brightly and so often."


  I recalled his uncle asking when Park Joowoo would grow up and have soju with him. Back then, neither Jeong Seongbin nor Park Joowoo could have been at ease. Their future was uncertain, and the team had not yet solidified.


  "He always says that promoting together must be busy and difficult, but you guys still practice instruments with him and always take care of him. Joowoo always talks about it. He says there are no kids as good as his members."


  Perhaps he had shrunk into himself because so many things tormented him, with nowhere to put his heart at ease. It was just like me when I first came to UA. We've all changed a lot compared to back then. Everyone has.


  "You have no idea how surprised I was when Joowoo said he was going to see his family."


  "......"


  "The most important thing is that my baby's heart isn't hurting. You and the members did that for him, Iwol. I'm grateful for that."


  A warm touch caressed the back of my hand.


  "How can we ever repay this kindness."


  The emotion in her small voice was immeasurably deep.


  "Now it's our turn to repay you. We can't promote without our Joowoo. We can't let him go, even if you say you want to take him back to live with you."


  His aunt smiled brightly at my words.


  "Is that so?"


  "It would be difficult even if you offered to pay the penalty fee. We're doing all sorts of things to tie Joowoo down these days. As long as Joowoo doesn't say he wants to run, I'll be the one chasing him with a rope."


  I had caught Lee Cheonghyeon before, so why couldn't I catch Park Joowoo? I was confident I could catch any guy who tried to bolt, no matter when or where.


  I took out my phone and searched the gallery. I zoomed in on a group selfie I had been sent and showed it to them.


  "Have you ever received this photo from Joowoo? We took it on our way home, so it came out dark and we never posted it anywhere. It's from the day we finished band practice."


  "You're right. The kids are carrying their instruments. Was this during 『Hideout』?"


  "So this is how you go home together every day. It's nice to see. Joowoo rarely sends us pictures of himself."


  His aunt knew of Park Joowoo's love for the band and was delighted by the photo. It didn't matter to them if their faces came out well. The important thing was that the members were by Park Joowoo's side, and that Park Joowoo was doing something he loved.


  "Look at him smiling. He's just like when he was a baby."


  His aunt caressed Park Joowoo's face on the screen.


  I showed them a few more photos. I chattered on about how Park Joowoo often talked my ear off about what a good friend he was, and how affectionately Choi Jeho treated his roommate.


  "Besides the son I have at home, having six more sons makes me feel so secure."


  His aunt said this as she wiped away tears, having laughed so hard at the photos of the brand-new animal pajamas. Of course. I had received plenty of help from the other members' mothers and fathers myself, so I didn't deny the security this relationship provided.


  Chapter 451: Side Story. Disbandment


  The team met a few more times even after deciding to disband. They had to settle final accounts and sign documents. News of the completed press release draft felt distant, like a story about someone else. For a group that was finished, there was a lot to do. To Choi Jeho, it all seemed like a farce.


  Everyone listened to the explanations and signed the papers with grim expressions. Choi Jeho wasn't even sure he could say 'everyone'. He thought of the one member no one had heard from since the day they finalized the disbandment.


  Jeong Seongbin brought the official seal for the absent member. His hand trembled noticeably as he stamped the non-disclosure agreement twice. The paper stated they would not discuss internal company matters with outsiders.


  The meeting room fell silent after an employee left to get the CEO's official seal. The only sound was the whirring of a copy machine from the office beyond the glass wall.


  Kang Kiyeon asked Jeong Seongbin, "Hyung, are you in touch with Joowoo?"


  "Yeah. Not often, but sometimes."


  Park Joowoo had been completely out of it ever since they were told to decide on contract renewals. The company told them to act composed so the fans wouldn't worry, but how could they when they didn't feel composed at all?


  Park Joowoo had been on edge the entire time before finally accepting the disbandment. Afterward, he locked his door and refused to come out. Choi Jeho heard he only occasionally answered calls from Jeong Seongbin.


  "How's Joowoo doing?"


  "He's gotten a lot better."


  Jeong Seongbin smiled bitterly. Kang Kiyeon frowned, looking like he wanted to say something but stopping himself. Jeong Seongbin was such a bad liar that the members could always tell. He had been telling that same clumsy lie every time, right up to their last day.


  Kang Kiyeon, who always used to talk back when he disliked something, said nothing. At some point, his attitude had become lukewarm outside of work. Jeong Seongbin probably knew that Kang Kiyeon had given up on him.


  "Well... should we grab a meal together before we part ways? It'll be hard to see each other for a while," Kang Kiyeon said, picking up his phone.


  Lee Cheonghyeon scoffed.


  "Why bother? How many times have we ever eaten a meal together in private?"


  His sharp gaze turned toward Choi Jeho.


  "Did you ever have a drink with us at a company dinner, or join a family gathering? Are we really the kind of people to comfort each other now, saying we all worked hard?"


  "That's enough. You don't mean that."


  "It's not one hundred percent what I think, but it's also what I truly feel. Am I wrong?"


  Kang Kiyeon gave up trying to stop him. As if provoked by the sigh, Lee Cheonghyeon snapped.


  "Have you even tried contacting Joowoo?"


  "......"


  He hadn't. Park Joowoo wanted the group, not some paltry encouragement. Not disbanding was the only solution, but everyone would have made the same choice if they could go back. They didn't know where or how to mend their fractured relationships.


  "I can't tell you to feign interest you don't have, but you should have at least a minimum of compassion."


  "......"


  Choi Jeho had stayed up late for a few days leading up to their final meeting. He stayed up all night, fiddling with his phone like a machine.


  He had looked at Park Joowoo's contact information. He just couldn't do anything for him. That fact made Choi Jeho feel hollow.


  "Including our trainee days, we've lived closer than family for over ten years. Don't you feel anything, hyung?"


  How could he not feel anything?


  Still, Choi Jeho said nothing. Making excuses wouldn't change a thing.


  Choi Jeho gathered the returned documents and was the first to rise from his seat. Jeong Seongbin got up to follow and grabbed his arm.


  "Hyung."


  Choi Jeho looked down quietly at Jeong Seongbin. He had never said anything particularly harsh, yet at some point, Jeong Seongbin had started to seem intimidated by him.


  Is it because of his neck injury?


  At first, Choi Jeho had been concerned but not overly worried. True to his honest personality, Jeong Seongbin never neglected his self-care and always did his part on stage. People endlessly chewed him out for enlisting without consultation, but Choi Jeho had thought it was the man's own business. That was why he hadn't added his own opinion.


  Then, after injuring his own back, he understood Jeong Seongbin's position. It wasn't about pulling one's weight. He realized too late that an injury itself makes every single day a struggle.


  "Please... contact Joowoo at least once," Jeong Seongbin said, his voice trembling.


  "Joowoo will be happy if you call him, hyung."


  Choi Jeho didn't really agree. Even as Jeong Seongbin said it, he was only guessing at Park Joowoo's feelings. Choi Jeho knew he hadn't been a good member to Park Joowoo, or to any of them.


  "...Alright."


  Nevertheless, Choi Jeho agreed. It was the only thing he could do for Jeong Seongbin.


  Someone reached for the doorknob before Choi Jeho could. It was Lee Cheonghyeon. About to leave, Lee Cheonghyeon glared at Choi Jeho, then looked away and spoke.


  "The motorcycle downstairs, that's yours, right, hyung?"


  "......"


  "Planning to never dance again for the rest of your life?"


  A blue vein pulsed in Lee Cheonghyeon's throat whenever he held back his anger. It was pulsing now.


  "Get rid of it. Stop doing crazy things."


  The door Lee Cheonghyeon irritably pushed open swung back and forth. Kang Kiyeon, still sitting at the table, was reflected in the glass. He was crying, his face hidden by a white document envelope.


  

  The world was dark when he came out after finishing the procedures. The sky was so overcast that not a single star was visible.


  Choi Jeho put on his helmet and rode for a long time. The wind wasn't cold. It felt as if his senses had dulled and disappeared. His grip on the handlebars tightened.


  When he could still dance, he never gave a motorcycle like this a second glance. One accident and it would all be over.


  It still felt like a dream. It felt as if he took off his helmet, he would be back at a concert venue, with cheers pouring down on him.


  However, Choi Jeho had clearly ended everything with his own hands, just now, in front of everyone. No one asked to stay together anymore. That was his reality.


  Choi Jeho parked the motorcycle in a parking space. Streetlights reflected on the river. The water was calm without any wind. He slumped down next to the motorcycle and finally felt like he was alone.


  Has Jeong Seongbin gotten home? Is Park Joowoo trying to sleep by now?


  The wind blew his hair, tickling his eyes. The image of Kang Kiyeon crying flickered before him.


  Planning to never dance again for the rest of your life?


  Lee Cheonghyeon's voice echoed in his ears.


  ≫ If he can't dance, you have to consider Choi Jeho finished


  └ Huh? He'll probably rake in money just fine doing photoshoots lol


  ≫ I guess this is how far a person can fall


  └ Isn't being in spArk considered a success?


  └ The failure is that Choi Jeho couldn't do anything more than spArk


  └ If he'd gone to a major agency instead of that shithole, he wouldn't have ended up in a basement dungeon. He couldn't overcome his own personality and just went to act like a king among kids lol who's to blame


  ≫ If it weren't for his injury, he would've been the first to switch agencies, right?


  └ Yeah, no doubt. He probably got a lot of offers


  └ But why is there no news of them transferring... Usually, when contract expiration nears, there's talk about discussions, right? It doesn't seem like they'll renew


  └ They probably have an embargo on it


  └ An embargo? lol who cares where the has-beens go


  └ No matter how much you treat them like has-beens, spArk isn't disbanding because they failed~ They're the ones who are leaving


  └└ That's even more infuriating


  If he had willingly stepped onto the gambling table himself, at least there would have been someone to blame.


  However, Choi Jeho had never recklessly gambled anything in his life, yet he lost everything in an instant. When emptiness becomes excessive, it brings pain. With nothing left, Choi Jeho was in terrible agony.


  Once the disbandment articles were released, the sasaengs and reporters would lose interest. Once the communication service ended and the fan club disappeared, there would truly be nothing left.


  The other side of the river was bright. Lights from the high-rise buildings shone like stars. Only the place where Choi Jeho sat was low and dark. It was cold and hard, like the ground where he used to sit and catch his breath after dribbling a basketball alone near the dorm.


  As he bent over, a lighter rolled out of his pocket. It was a flint lighter left in the car by a manager who had a bad attitude.


  Normally, he would have thrown it away long ago, but Choi Jeho had secretly pocketed the lighter. Then he had gone to a convenience store, planning to ask for any kind of cigarettes.


  But Choi Jeho had turned back right at the door. If he couldn't dance, he had to at least keep singing. That was the only way to maintain his lifespan as an idol. Now, all of that was meaningless.


  Choi Jeho gripped the lighter. The little remaining gas sloshed inside. He tried to light it, but the flint just spun uselessly, refusing to catch fire.


  If I had suppressed the nausea and had a drink with them, would things have been different?


  Should I have forced them to talk, instead of giving up because I thought we'd just fight?


  Was it right for the group spArk to end like this?


  Should I have asked them at least once if they truly wanted to disband?


  Choi Jeho slowly covered his face with both hands. His fingertips brushed against his dry skin. The breath he let out sounded like a lament.


  The feeling of having nowhere to say how he truly felt.


  The feeling of being left completely alone, with no one to go to.


  The sad feeling of knowing his own fault was too great to make excuses.


  Emotions swirled within him. The sound of rustling leaves swept along the riverbank.


  Choi Jeho forcefully suppressed the welling emotions. He held back even a sigh. The right to cry would not be given to someone like him.


  He had ignored it for so long. He should have let it go, but he had pretended not to know until now.


  It was time to accept the loneliness.


  Chapter 452: Encore Concert


  Our three-day, two-night trip to Daejeon was "intense healing."


  Aren't 'intense' and 'healing' contradictory? I thought so too, but I learned something this time. The concept of resting to the fullest really does exist.


  Every morning, we woke up and emptied a whole pot of rice together. After washing the dishes and shaking out the blankets, we walked on the mountain behind the house. We quickly hiked up and down the empty trail, then went to another famous restaurant on Jeong Seongbin's list to satisfy the leader's craving for barley rice.


  We also visited an arboretum. Afterward, sightings of us popped up all over social media like mushrooms after rain.


  ≫ spArk What are they filming?


  There's a professional photographer with them


  └ It's that photographer, Mr. Kim, again


  └ At this point, it's avant-garde art


  I personally selected the best shots to upload on BubblePop. We also squeezed into a small machine for some "life shots." The moment the photoshoot ended, we all exhaled and burst out of the machine. If I could write a review, I'd ask them to make the booth a little wider.


  Looking back, all we did was eat, play, and take pictures. We never had a moment to rest. Ironically, we were so busy trying to get some good rest that we didn't even have a moment to catch our breath.


  "So, is that why you all came back looking so haggard?"


  Min Jukyung burst out laughing. She was surprised that the guys she heard went on a trip came to work looking like skin and bones. I was just explaining what happened, but Min Jukyung found it hilarious.


  "You all went through a lot. I'm glad you had fun, though."


  "Manager Daeyeon had it the hardest."


  "Mr. Daeyeon's face was glowing, wasn't it?"


  Min Jukyung was right. I don't know how delicious the grilled clams were, but Manager Daeyeon picked us up with a face that looked three times happier than when he left.


  Today's schedule ended after a brief meeting about our off-season plans and the second half of the year. An activity schedule for the off-season also seemed like a contradiction, but that's what it was.


  Even after returning to the dorm, we had a lot to do. We had to unpack, wash up, and catch up on our monitoring. Someone in the living room had already connected to Metube and was playing the self-produced content that was uploaded yesterday.


  "Where's Cheonghyeon? Is he sleeping?"


  "He says he's studying for an exam. His midterms are soon."


  "It's that time of year."


  I nodded and folded a towel. Then, a thought suddenly struck me. I glanced over and saw Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo pretending not to notice as they folded their socks.


  "Don't you guys have exams too?"


  "Mine are replaced by a practical exam..."


  "You still have midterms for your general education courses, don't you?"


  "......"


  "Do you want to be a freshman again next year because you don't have enough credits? Are you going to attend university for ten years? Don't you know tuition fees are on the rise? Do you want an article titled 'spArk Revealed to Have Received Grades Far Below Full Scholarship Standards' just two years after the one that said 'spArk Gives Up Full Scholarship... A Heartwarming Move'?"


  Unable to take any more nagging, the main vocals joined the study session. When I added Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon, who were behind on their workbooks, it became a perfect self-study hall. I sat on the sofa, pretending to supervise them.


  To be honest, I'm in no position to talk.


  The SYSTEM poured oil on the fire of my already-exploding head, what with searching for my sister and the appeal case. I thought if I just did what it said, I'd be rewarded with my sister's safety, but it was revealed that my sister and rejoining the company were just bait. The SYSTEM intends to make me do something else, something it hasn't revealed yet.


  That "something" must be a goal so important that it has to grab me by the collar and keep me alive to achieve it. To that end, the SYSTEM, which can send people to the past and alter memories, has been strengthening me over a long period.


  Let's just say my mental health improved because of it. I recovered enough not to consider extreme choices.


  Instead, my body was becoming trash. What was the point of trying to survive when it felt like a hole was about to be bored into my stomach? Things were calm now, but I didn't know what would happen if the synchronization rate started rising by 5% or 10% again.


  I guess the only answer is to win the Grand Prize as quickly as possible, huh?


  Every time I achieved a KPI, a piece of information about the SYSTEM was revealed. That was the only thing I could rely on.


  Still, this was too much.


  +


  [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.


  ► Assistant Manager Kim still has a long way to go.


  +


  ...It made a statement that shook my assumption that the Grand Prize would be the final KPI.


  Then what more do I have to do after my sister's accident is undone and my rejoining the company is nullified? Is there still something for me to do after I've repaid all my debts?


  What a headache.


  But that bastard, the SYSTEM, had recently shut its mouth and gone into hiding. It would get on my last nerve when I was troubled, but the moment I decided to dig deeper, it would pull this stunt.


  I've never seen a department head who's into being mysterious. I hope it realizes its character design is flawed and shows itself. You're a perfectionist, SYSTEM. Just start spouting off information on your own, even things I didn't ask about, like Department Head Nam.


  I grumbled a lot internally, but there was nothing I could actually do. The Grand Prize is something you might not win even with a stroke of heavenly luck, so what was the point of worrying about the future? I should stop counting my chickens before they hatch and just handle what's in front of me.


  "What's with Kim Iwol's expression?"


  "Could it be that he has lingering feelings about his acting career?"


  "Aren't you guys studying?"


  At my words, Choi Jeho and Jeong Seongbin fixed their dying gazes on their papers.


  Aigoo, my head... No, Jeong Seongbin told me not to use that expression. From now on, I'll say, "Aigoo, my future..."


  

  After the short break, we were swamped with practice. We repeated high-intensity practices every day, just like before a comeback.


  The reason was simple. The staff for the encore concert had been fully assembled.


  "Cheonghyeon, want to take a short break?"


  "No. This is the concert I sacrificed my midterms for. I can't do it half-heartedly."


  "I feel like I've heard something similar before..."


  During busy times like festival season or the year's end, we were swamped. spArk had been running at full throttle since the end of last year. It wouldn't have been strange for any of them to collapse, but everyone was filled with venomous determination and disciplined themselves.


  That's not to say we only practiced grimly. During breaks, we made bets with drinks on the line or held events to draw random massage coupons.


  In my defense, I was going to buy the drinks. I'm older and have some shame. I had no intention of playing a cutthroat game of Pop-up Pirate roulette with them for a free drink.


  However, Jeong Seongbin vehemently refused to let my card leave my wallet, saying there was no entertainment material for the self-produced content. It was true that just showing us practicing would be boring, so I had no choice but to go along with his suggestion. To summarize, Choi Jeho paid.


  We also formed new units. The name "encore concert" implied a repeat of the previous show's format. However, in an era of common online concerts, we decided a simple recreation wouldn't be meaningful, so we added some variation.


  After drawing lines to create combinations we'd never shown before, the result was...


  Seongbin — Kiyeon


  Jeho — Cheonghyeon


  Iwol — Joowoo


  ...a slightly unusual set of units. It was a combination you could easily see off-stage, but they had never performed a standalone stage with this lineup.


  As soon as they were matched, Jeong Seongbin and Kang Kiyeon put their heads together and started brainstorming. Lee Cheonghyeon clung to Choi Jeho, suggesting things like "a space tour with a giant metal robot."


  As for me and Park Joowoo...


  Hey, guys.


  "......"


  Are you really going with this concept?


  Yes. Give us leather jackets.


  Ripped clothes are good too...!


  ...we decided to awaken the spirit of heavy metal. Park Joowoo had asked what I wanted to do, and I answered, "heavy metal." He must have sensed this was my not-so-secret preference because he took the initiative and pushed for it.


  After hearing the song title, Jeong Seongbin was the only one who noticed the stage was my preference, not Park Joowoo's. spArk's human karaoke machine was still going strong.


  You have to sing too, Hyung.


  Me too?


  Because Park Joowoo was so insistent, hellish vocal training was added to my schedule. My vocal cords felt like they were about to tear from keeping up with his limitless vocals, but I accepted it as my destiny.


  

  The second concert ended to rave reviews. The response was great.


  ≫ First Concert vs. Encore Concert


  Sparkler's choice?


  └ Can't beat the emotional impact of the first concert, but the encore concert was an endorphin rush


  └ First concert because I couldn't go to the encore concert, I'm so jealous


  └ First concert for feels, encore concert for fun


  ≫ Ahhhhhhh there was no emperor-fox unit at the first concert


  How could you spring this on us without any warning~~~-!!!!


  └ I thought the sexy ranking was settled with the eldest hyungs' Underbar, but then this sexy rap suddenly comes out of nowhere... I'm so happy


  └ Choi Jeho and Lee Cheonghyeon rapping lyrics about fighting over me? Are there any Sparklers who can resist watching this?


  └ I turned on the video to listen to the song but found myself just increasing the quality over and over


  └ Cheonghyeon in his main job is a total legend ㅠㅠ How can a guy who just turned twenty have such talent


  ≫ Jeong Seongbin covering his forehead should be illegal


  If he's going to have bangs, he should be fined 500 each time. Kiyeon, thank you-!


  └ A huge thank you shouted out front lolololol


  └ Jeong Seongbin with his forehead exposed is a total m.a.n.


  └ And the fact that Kang Kiyeon came out with his hair parted to the side is highly commendable


  └ I didn't realize it because we've been calling them our group's warm handsome guy and youngest member, but I saw the previews and it hit me... Not just anyone can be the leader of a cold handsome guy group and have that strong, delinquent vibe...


  └ I became an exploded firecracker after seeing the leather gloves and shoulder holster.


  ≫ Am I at an idol concert or a rock festival


  └ Is he crazy lolololol headbanging lolololol


  └ A le-legend. Waiting for reviews of the opening stage... I believe in the loyalty of Sparklers...


  └ Don't wait for me, I'm scheduled to pass out in 3 seconds


  └ I knew you'd be like this ever since I heard Kim Iwol came out in a black muscle-fit tee


  ≫ .


  .


  .


  The long-awaited breaking news. A world of rock insanity, served up by a hardcore rock maniac. I saw the leather pants + combat boots + dangling chains and thought, 'Ah, they really went all-out on the visuals,' but the song was even more intense. The smokey eye makeup suited them both. The only smokey eye I knew was a panda with smudged eyeliner, but I learned for the first time that pretty smokey eyes exist. Maybe it's because I'm from the generation that used a computer pen to draw eyeliner.


  └ The generation that used a computer pen to draw eyeliner...?


  └


  └ [OP] Why? You think I'm a joke too?


  └


  └└ lolololololol XX so scary lolololol


  └ Did these two do the rest of their stages with the smokey makeup on???


  └


  └ They removed their makeup and redid it while the other units were performing lolol


  └ Kim Iwol is a really fascinating person. How is he the same guy who was screaming while watching his colleagues go to a deserted island


  ≫ I love everything about this picture


  "......"


  └ The white bass... the sweat on his jawline... the pale skin... the veins... the fingers... the shine of the combat boots... the lighting...


  └ Someone please fix the bass strap on Kim Iwol's shoulder, I'm begging you, please


  └ I knew Park Joowoo's high notes were amazing, but I never imagined Kim Iwol's low notes. Kim Iwol, please take some low parts for yourself too, don't always give them all to Jeho


  ≫ spArk concert, interested


  I've never been to an idol concert but it looks fun


  └ Lots of clips are going around lol But ticketing is hard if it's not the fan club pre-sale


  The concert videos, addictive songs, and word of mouth all generated buzz. spArk's performances drew reactions from many different places.


  The interest of those who couldn't get tickets but hadn't given up on seeing them live...


  ≫ spArk May Festival Calendar (Final version as of XX date)


  "......"


  "......"


  └ Is the newly added place open to outsiders?


  └


  └ yeah, I'll add an explanation


  └


  └└ ty you'll be blessed


  ...turned toward external events that were open to everyone.


  Chapter 453: Despair (1)


  "There are so many festivals in our country," Lee Cheonghyeon remarked as he looked at the daily schedule in the group chat.


  "And universities, too," Kang Kiyeon added.


  They had three outdoor stages scheduled for today alone. They had already finished a group interview that morning, and their schedule would not end until the middle of the night.


  "It's a good thing we have several songs for this time of year. 『With List』 and 『On A High Note』 came out in May, right?"


  Just as Lee Cheonghyeon said, spArk had many songs perfect for the season between spring and summer. This was largely thanks to their youthful concept.


  For what reason do you think I racked my brain to push up their debut and comeback schedules all this time?


  The saying goes that suffering when you're young makes for a comfortable old age. spArk had it all. They had songs with a seasonal feel, a festival vibe, public appeal, and easy-to-sing-along encore songs.


  They could assemble any number of set lists just by considering the event's timing and their recent hits. Five comebacks in one year. It was incredibly hard, but I had no regrets.


  As the members' recognition grew each year, so did their satisfaction with the audience's reactions. They always gave their best performance, no matter the crowd size, but loud cheers naturally made them more excited.


  Kang Kiyeon received a particularly strong reaction this year. He was the son of a farmer and the youngest member from the deserted island show, yet on stage, he fully showcased his skills as a dancer. This guy gained considerable popularity for his so-called 'gap moe'.


  Park Joowoo pulled off the incredible feat of blowing out a speaker at one venue, which widely publicized his ability through the Metube algorithm. Afterward, the sight of Park Joowoo keeping his distance from the microphone became another meme that spread on SNS. The same went without saying for Lee Cheonghyeon, whose face was plastered all over the country, and Choi Jeho, the center.


  As for Jeong Seongbin and me, people laughed at whatever we said, maybe because so many strange clips of us were circulating. It seemed we needed to be separated from digital media. I told Jeong Seongbin I would look into a temple stay, just in case.


  

  "...Now that it's night, the festival atmosphere feels even more alive. Is it just me?"


  Cheers erupted at Jeong Seongbin's comment. The sun had long set by the time they reached their last schedule. There was no natural light, but nighttime events could fully enjoy the effects of artificial suns called lighting. They decided to make the most of this golden hour's special privilege and Nuri it. Lasers, fireworks, confetti. It was great.


  The large number of people interested in spArk also played a part. As their level of attention rose, the festival-like atmosphere came alive. There was no better environment for a performance.


  As they enjoyed a short, pleasant chat in the warm atmosphere, a brief, grating sound cut through the air. It was an unpleasant noise, like sharp metal filings scraping slowly across a heavy iron plate.


  Is it an in-ear monitor problem?


  It was common for in-ear monitors or microphones to have issues outdoors. The noise was extremely faint, and none of the other members seemed to notice anything wrong, so I concluded it was just simple static.


  "We'll greet you with 『Bright』! Thank you!"


  After the final comment, the members moved to their positions. I tapped the top of my microphone with my hand, a signal to check the sound before the MR track started. Fortunately, there was nothing wrong with the mic.


  『Remember the first promise we made』


  『You told me to be your eternal star』


  In the audience, phone flashlights swayed from side to side. I saw Kang Kiyeon take a phone from a fan holding a light stick to record a video before giving it back. Park Joowoo took a slogan banner and wrapped it around his head.


  『Staying up through the long night, I'm going to you now』


  Even without a wink of proper sleep, even after running around from dawn until night, I miraculously had the strength to stand on stage. My body remembered the dance, and my mind did not forget the lyrics. Even in the crowd, spArk's light sticks and the signs with the members' names were surprisingly easy to spot.


  『I'll become a light and fill you dazzlingly』


  The scenery blended exquisitely with the lyrics.


  The audience glittered like the moon's reflection on the night sea, and the wide-open sky was full of starlight, and...


  "......"


  ...The light that had been brightly illuminating the space above my head swayed.


  The moment I was about to shout for them to cut the music, all movement around me stopped. This had definitely happened before, back when the SYSTEM appeared and told me to try using the stick feature.


  +


  [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.


  ▶ Disasters really do strike without warning, don't they?


  +


  I made a mistake.


  I had been paying close attention until now, but it was true that I had been negligent with my checks after Park Joowoo's incident shattered my mental state.


  I could not make the excuse that the period of inattention was brief. Of all people, I should not have been the one to forget that you never know when or how an accident will happen.


  +


  [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.


  ▶ I told you. Assistant Manager Kim still has a long way to go. How is Assistant Manager Kim supposed to stop a natural disaster?


  +


  'A long way to go' didn't mean 'there's still a long path ahead'? It wasn't that I still had KPI left, but that I should know my limits?


  A surge of anxiety sent my brain spinning. I racked my brain and tried my best to remain calm.


  Nothing to be nervous about. I received that time-stop or whatever reward last time.


  If the SYSTEM tries to pull some trick to interfere, I just have to use the means at my disposal to evacuate Choi Jeho...


  +


  [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.


  ▶ This is fate. Something that was destined to happen, that couldn't be prevented by prediction. How can a human go against something that's already been decided?


  +


  The SYSTEM flickered. The title turned red.


  +


  [SYSTEM] Emergency measures due to the need for Crisis management [危機管理] are being announced to 'Party B'.


  ▷ The details regarding the 'Final Performance Reward' will be partially amended. The basis for amendment can be found in the 'Confidentiality Clause Violation' section.


  +


  My final performance reward was the nullification of my sister's death and the chance to reunite with her. It was a process where if I failed to achieve the final KPI, I would be permanently deprived of the opportunity to receive the reward based on the personnel disadvantage clause.


  A short supplementary explanation had been added to the 'Final Performance Reward' that reappeared before my eyes.


  +


  [SYSTEM] The 'Final Performance Reward' is being announced to 'Party B'.


  ▷ Nullification of sister's (blood relative) death and provision of a chance for reunion


  ▷ In relation to the 'Confidentiality Clause Violation' clause, if confidentiality is not maintained, the payment of the 'Final Performance Reward' may be suspended based on internal standards.


  +


  My eyes quickly scanned the text. I had nothing but a bad feeling.


  +


  [SYSTEM] A 'Confidentiality Clause Violation' is being announced to 'Party B'.


  ▷ Matters that may affect areas outside of spArk's successful activities and direct information related to future points in time are all considered confidential information requiring security.


  +


  +


  ▷ 'Party B' is responsible for maintaining confidentiality regarding the aforementioned matters.


  ▷ The severity of the disposition will be determined by considering various factors such as the importance of the leaked confidential information and its newsworthiness, with punishment possible up to and including 'death'.


  +


  The word 'successful' was emphasized. It meant that a trivial matter like one person getting injured would be considered a factor that does not affect their 'successful activities'. In the SYSTEM's eyes, their greatly increased recognition could probably cover such small issues.


  The importance of the confidential information is judged entirely by the SYSTEM. There was no way the SYSTEM did not know what I was about to do before the accident. For the SYSTEM, which could see right through me, to specifically notify me that 'the payment of the reward may be suspended based on internal standards'...


  It was no different from telling me to watch the accident happen right before my eyes.


  Why now of all times? Why make this accident the turning point?


  What kind of fate is there where a single life is ruined by an accident like this?


  If it was a prophecy, if it was going to talk about inevitability, the SYSTEM should not have let me change spArk's future, or even let me join spArk in the first place.


  The SYSTEM retorted to my endless questions.


  +


  [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.


  ▷ I warned you clearly. How long are you going to keep denying reality? I asked you if turning away would change anything. Do you think critical issues only pop up once or twice while you're working? Are you going to lose your grip and say weak things like this every time?


  +


  The SYSTEM used the expression 'critical issue'. For something where my sister might die, and Choi Jeho might never be able to dance again. As long as Kim Iwol does not die, this bastard does not give a damn what happens to anyone else.


  Did it think I wouldn't make an extreme choice now that I know Park Joowoo has trauma from losing his family? Or was it hoping I'd be too paralyzed by the fear of losing my sister again to do anything?


  If this was the case, why did you make it so I couldn't hate Choi Jeho and spArk more? Why did you let me see into their hearts, show me they weren't bad people, and make me feel a sense of kinship by telling me they shared the same pain as me?


  Because critical issues pop up a few times in life? So that even if an accident happens right next to me, even if it's agonizingly painful and difficult, I won't kill myself? Are you telling me to adapt and live on no matter what happens?


  Did you even intend to give my sister back in the first place?


  +


  [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.


  ▷ I've said it before. The company has no obligation to grant everything an employee wants.


  +


  The SYSTEM disappeared. Time began to flow again.


  『It will probably be just as you call it』


  Someone's part pulled me back to reality.


  Sister, what do I do?


  I can't give up on you. You know that. How can I give up on you?


  I can't go back to those hopeless days. I can't live like that again.


  Since that day, I've never once truly let you go. I couldn't. I didn't want to accept it.


  I don't want to be separated. I have so much to repay you for. Everyone else might have forgotten by now, but I remember. I remember everything you did for me, everything I promised I'd do for you, without exception.


  You said you'd wait. I worked so, so hard. Can't you just wait for me this one time?


  No, I'm sorry. I'm not in a position to ask you for anything. I should have handled things better. Because I wasn't good enough, if only I had kept my head on straight...


  『Engrave meaningful letters onto you』


  A large, pure white light source, similar to the one that shone on Lee Cheonghyeon in the music video, flashed.


  Choi Jeho stood in the middle of the stage. His back, his waist, filled my vision.


  Sister.


  I'm sorry.


  『Even if I can't reach you, it's okay, to me...』


  You're the most precious person in the world to me.


  My head is telling me I have to stay still, but...


  『Reach out your hand』


  ...I don't know why I'm running either.


  "Choi Jeho!"


  Choi Jeho turned to look at me. I stretched my arm out toward him.


  "Grab it!"


  You, how far are you willing to go with what I tell you to do?


  The question I had asked Choi Jeho at the Han River came to mind, and so did his answer.


  Choi Jeho ran without hesitation and grabbed my hand. I pulled him with all my might.


  An ear-splitting scream echoed out.


  I'm sorry for being such a pathetic little brother. I'm sorry for doing the worst possible thing I could do to you.


  Don't forgive me.


  Chapter 454: Despair (2)


  A vibration shook the ground. Choi Jeho opened his eyes and sat up. The shriek of malfunctioning audio equipment mixed with screams, creating a clamor that felt like it belonged to another world.


  "Kim Iwol."


  Choi Jeho called out to Kim Iwol, who had pulled him down and now lay on the floor beside him. Kim Iwol’s unfocused eyes turned toward Choi Jeho.


  "Are you hurt?" Kim Iwol asked.


  His voice and expression were dry and emotionless, a stark contrast to when he had reached out his hand. The desperate energy had vanished completely.


  "......"


  "......"


  Hearing the answer, Kim Iwol muttered like a man who had lost his mind.


  "That's how it should be."


  Jeong Seongbin and the other members rushed over from the other side of the stage. Managers and security guards ran up the stairs from both directions.


  Chaos surrounded Choi Jeho. Hands snatched the microphone from his tight grip. People grabbed his shoulders to check for injuries. Others cleared away lighting debris while a voice made an announcement over the din.


  Even as someone helped him up, Choi Jeho’s gaze remained fixed on Kim Iwol. Choi Jeho had seen those lifeless eyes and that sense of alienation before, as if Kim Iwol were detached from the world.


  It's just... I hid the container.


  It was just like the day Kim Iwol's family came to the company. The Kim Iwol who had ceaselessly muttered incomprehensible things was just like he was now.


  Just why?


  After they got off the stage, Kim Iwol collapsed helplessly. The members had to support him on both sides because he couldn't stand on his own. Kim Iwol didn't answer anyone's questions.


  At the hospital and in the car on the way back, Kim Iwol said nothing. Without even saying he was going to bed, Kim Iwol disappeared under the covers, still wearing the clothes he had come home in.


  

  Kim Iwol's mind filled with thoughts of his sister.


  From the moment he ruined everything with his own hands, Kim Iwol laid out all his memories as if punishing himself.


  He relentlessly flogged himself, carving what he had done into his brain with a large nail.


  Like someone trying to scoop up spilled water, Kim Iwol endlessly scraped the floor of regret with his bare hands until they were wounded and bleeding, but there was nothing he could take back.


  It was completely dark outside. The world was quiet, as if asleep. When he was left alone, life became as pitch-black and silent as the room.


  Kim Iwol opened the door and went outside. He walked toward the lights, trudging along a road with no cars, only blinking traffic signals.


  Even as he passed large buildings and several signs, Kim Iwol's legs didn't hurt. His once-dazed mind gradually cleared. The sound of his own heart beat loudly in his head.


  Kim Iwol already knew where this road ended. He had walked it before. He remembered it so clearly he could find his way without getting lost in the dark dawn, when the streetlights turned off just before sunrise.


  A familiar landscape began to appear.


  The night view of the Han River came into sight.


  Kim Iwol rated his pathetic self. He had returned to the past but had failed in the end. He hadn't grown at all from the person who had asked his dead sister if he should keep living. He was the one who had let things drag on by complacently turning away from a problem that should have ended long ago.


  He could do nothing more. He was too exhausted to even struggle.


  Kim Iwol decided to correct his mistake, even if it was late. He knew the answer. All he had to do was execute it.


  Kim Iwol's hand gripped the railing. The familiar texture and coldness couldn't stop him.


  Just as he put strength into his arms to lift his body, a strong force snatched his other arm.


  "Excuse me!"


  His body staggered, losing its balance. A rough hand grabbed Kim Iwol's clothes and pulled him from the railing.


  "Sir, please calm down for a moment! Talk to me for a bit..."


  The mumbling voice gradually became clear. It was a voice he had heard before. Kim Iwol's and the man's eyes met.


  "...Mr. Iwol?"


  A dubious-looking Polo stood before Kim Iwol.


  "What a coincidence! I just happened to leave some clothes at Yuur's place, and I was just on my way to get them."


  "...Yes."


  Polo feigned composure. In truth, he was on his way home after his radio show. He had been dragging his tired body after a long meeting when, by complete coincidence, he saw a man about to jump. After pulling over, Polo ran for his life and grabbed the man.


  The moment he realized who it was, Polo was greatly surprised. He couldn't believe Kim Iwol, who had plastered the entertainment news with reports of the accident, was here instead of a hospital or his dorm. If not for his characteristically cool and dry impression, Polo wouldn't have believed the person he caught was Kim Iwol.


  Polo glanced to the side. Kim Iwol, sitting in the passenger seat, looked like his soul had left his body. After confirming Kim Iwol's seatbelt was fastened, Polo tilted his screen as much as possible and sent a message.


  < (Hellas) Leader
Me [Hyung] [Hyung-hyung] [Please read this quick] [Hyung can I go to your place with Mr. Iwol right now?? Even if you can't please allow it just this once for my sake, think of it as saving a person] [I'll explain everything later I was so flustered I already said I was on my way to your place]


  His leader, as always, appeared quickly and sent an immediate reply.


  (Hellas) Leader [Okay. How long will it take? What should I say when you get here?]


  Me [20 minutes]
[Just say I left my clothes there, okay?]
[Thanks, I'm really sorry]


  (Hellas) Leader [It's fine. You seem really shaken up, so drive safe.]


  "We're leaving now."


  Polo stepped on the accelerator. Kim Iwol closed his eyes without a word.


  

  "See, I told you to pack your things carefully before you left."


  Yuur greeted the two guests as if he had truly been with Polo just a moment ago.


  "It's been a while since I've seen you, Mr. Iwol."


  "...Yes."


  Kim Iwol lowered his head. The moment he saw the unfocused eyes, Yuur vaguely understood why Polo, who rarely made sudden requests, had brought a junior to a member's house without any warning.


  "Mr. Iwol, why don't you stay the night? There are hardly any taxis at this hour, and it seems a bit awkward to call your manager."


  Kim Iwol immediately refused Yuur's offer. It was less a willful response and more like an answering machine. To Yuur, who had seen many colleagues break down over his long career, Kim Iwol was someone who shouldn't be left alone.


  "Don't say that, just stay for the night."


  "......"


  "We promised to eat together, didn't we? I can treat you to a meal tomorrow morning."


  Kim Iwol couldn't refuse any longer. He seemed to lack even the strength to resist.


  As if he had been waiting, Yuur handed Kim Iwol a fresh set of clothes. Then he ushered Kim Iwol into the bathroom. Once the bathroom door closed and the sound of the shower started, Polo lowered his voice.


  "Hyung, I'll stay the night too..."


  "Chaejun, you should go. You must be tired from finishing late."


  "How can I? I'm the one who barged in at this hour."


  An apologetic look was evident on Polo's face.


  "You were startled."


  "......"


  "Go and rest. I'll contact UA."


  Polo couldn't refute Yuur's words. No member could hide their true feelings from Yuur.


  Escorted by Yuur, Polo reluctantly left. As the front door closed, Yuur glanced at the bathroom, where the water was still running, and got the number of the spArk manager through his own manager.


  Since he was asking for the contact information of a group that had just had a major accident, and at dawn no less, a reply arrived swiftly. A long message from Polo explaining the situation also arrived in the meantime.


  Yuur called the man named Lim Chanyoung, who was spArk's manager. He persuaded the man, who wanted to come over immediately, not to. He couldn't rashly let Kim Iwol face a company employee when it was unclear if his strange condition was due to the company or the accident.


  The members were younger than Kim Iwol. Besides, they were also victims who had been at the scene of the accident. Entrusting an unstable older member to colleagues who also needed stability was not advisable.


  "For now, I'll keep him with me... I'll contact you again in the morning."


  "Yes, I'll be waiting. Please call anytime. I'm sorry, and thank you."


  The call ended. Kim Iwol came out of the bathroom, his hair dripping wet. He stood still in the hallway, as if he didn't know what to do.


  "Mr. Iwol."


  Yuur, sitting on the living room sofa, called out to Kim Iwol.


  "Would you like something to drink before bed?"


  Kim Iwol said anything without caffeine was fine, so Yuur offered a warm cup of chamomile tea. Kim Iwol just stared silently at the steaming cup. Instead of urging him to drink, Yuur wet his throat with his own tea.


  His hair and long eyelashes cast sharp, gray shadows over a face that looked finely carved with a sculptor's knife. His straight nose and brow line exuded a noble, intelligent aura. His pale, flawless skin gave the impression of a nobleman in a work of art.


  But even with all these fine elements combined, the most striking feature of the man's face was his unique gaze. His deep, dark eyes seemed to pierce through people, yet they also held a broad altruism.


  It was a pity to see such eyes having lost their light. Yuur silently tilted his teacup.


  "...Sunbae."


  Kim Iwol's voice was dry and cracked. It was hard to imagine it came from the same person who sang with such a clean, solid tone.


  "Sunbae."


  Kim Iwol continued very slowly.


  "Have you ever been in a situation that seemed... impossible to escape, with no way out?"


  The question was like a black wave, holding something dark deep beneath its surface.


  Chapter 455: Despair (3)


  I don't know why I wanted to ask Yuur something like this. I'm just confused. Or maybe I'm not thinking at all.


  I don't know why I haven't jumped yet, why I'm just sitting here.


  Yuur was silent.


  The steam cleared, slowly revealing the pale yellow tea.


  "That's a difficult question," Yuur said. "Worries are relative, aren't they? What's a problem for me might not be a big deal to you, Mr. Iwol."


  Famous people became subjects of gossip. Yuur's situation was likely worse than mine, not better.


  "If I had to give the most fitting example, I'd choose our agency issues."


  His answer was unexpected.


  "Why do you look at me like that?"


  "......"


  "It's the same. Our environment is definitely better than a mid-sized or smaller agency, but even with the advantages, some disadvantages are impossible to overlook."


  Intense labor and unfair treatment had long been sources of conflict for idols. Things were said to be improving, but new malicious practices always emerged in the blind spots.


  "Our initial contracts had a lot of toxic clauses," Yuur said, taking a sip of his tea.


  "So I had a lot of worries, but I wanted to keep using our team name, and it seemed difficult for all of us to renew our contracts anywhere but MYTH. We decided to stay. We chose money and stability."


  Yuur was frank.


  "For the most part, everything got better. Except for a few things, like an artist tarnishing the company's reputation. You could say they created new forms of restrictions."


  "......"


  "It means if we damage our image by mentioning things like 'lobbying a program to manipulate results and demand favorable editing' or 'intentionally copying a specific group,' we'd face a hefty penalty. That doesn't even include activities not specified in the contract..."


  His words made me remember Polo insisting on a meal. I recalled the look on Polo's face as he deliberately spread the story that MYTH was copying spArk.


  I could guess what Yuur left unsaid. A company determined to impose fines would definitely restrict their activities.


  "For Chaejun, protecting his conscience is more important than his own well-being. For an honest and dependable kid like him, being ordered to turn a blind eye to injustice or to take care of juniors with no redeeming qualities is humiliating."


  Yuur laughed softly. His words were supported by Polo's actions, jumping onto the Han River bridge in the middle of the night, knowing the risks.


  "We've decided to start our own agency."


  "......"


  Yuur remained composed despite his shocking statement. Hellas was the face of MYTH. Even if their activity frequency had significantly decreased from their peak, the very fact that a group that had been in the top tier for so long was maintaining their active status and producing results every time proved Hellas's standing.


  No team represented MYTH's identity like Hellas. To leave an established organization after achieving as much fame and success as their seniors, the face of Parthenon and leaders of a generation, just to continue their legacy? It would be different if they were all going their separate ways and only occasionally reuniting for group activities, but a case like this was rare.


  "Contract renewals aren't usually for long periods. It gives us enough time to prepare without having to wait too long."


  "Telling me something like this..."


  "I'm only telling you this as a special exception, Mr. Iwol. If it leaks, you're the culprit."


  "Huh...?"


  "It's a joke. The industry insiders pretty much know. It's a small world where everyone knows everyone after a few connections. Do you think an industry that negotiates the timing of paparazzi photos and news articles wouldn't know about this one thing? It's just troublesome if you go around talking about it openly, though."


  Yuur emptied his teacup. "If there's no way to escape, what choice is there but to forge a new path? With this many people, it'll be easier than doing it alone."


  A new path, with the members.


  Then what if a situation comes where I have to choose between spArk and something else? Do I have to live my life making endless choices?


  My thoughts remained muddled. Yuur stared at me blankly, then spoke.


  "I don't know what kind of situation you're in, Mr. Iwol, but I hope you don't see my actions as the ideal answer."


  Yuur noticed I hadn't grasped his meaning and added more.


  "I have enough money to start a small company. I have connections built over the years, the means to hire a labor attorney who will accept my capital, and the experience to jump directly into the industry's ecosystem. Most importantly, all the members are actively working towards the same goal. That's why I can make 'any choice'."


  "......"


  "Conversely, you shouldn't blame yourself if your circumstances limit your options. How agonizing it must be for an individual forced to act in a certain way."


  Jeong Seongbin had said something similar. That it's cruel to call the only remaining option a 'choice' when you're cornered.


  "There's just one more thing I want to say."


  Yuur refilled the empty cup with tea. Warmth spread through the hand holding the cup.


  "If you want to run away from a person or a job, Mr. Iwol, you can often ask for help and solve it quickly with others, right?"


  "......"


  "However, if what you want to turn away from is 'your own choice'."


  Yuur's eyes turned to me.


  "Let yourself rest a little. Don't push yourself so hard."


  "......"


  "There's no such thing as a problem that's entirely one person's fault, so you shouldn't carry it all on your own."


  Does that mean it's not my fault I eliminated the chance to prevent my sister's accident with my own hands? Was there really no way to make a wiser choice? Won't I regret that moment for the rest of my life?


  It's so painful, and I want to turn back time, but...


  Even if I did go back, even if I made a different choice, would my heart be at ease?


  I hope you don't hurt yourself further.


  Jeong Seongbin's words kept floating through my mind.


  As if giving me his room wasn't enough, Yuur pushed me by the back all the way to the bed.


  "Get some deep sleep. Let's have a leisurely meal later."


  Then he closed the door and left.


  I wonder why he was so insistent on not letting me leave. Then my thoughts drift to what I must have looked like when I first came to this house.


  I must have looked like a madman.


  I heard Polo went home while I was washing up, so he must have given a rough explanation of the situation. Still, letting a stranger into one's home isn't easy. Yuur had certainly done me a great favor.


  I lay down hesitantly on the edge of the bed. I planned to avoid the blanket out of courtesy, but Yuur's words echoed in my ears, telling me to sleep under the covers, so I pulled it over myself.


  Lying down, I felt a wave of melancholy. My body felt heavy, as if weighed down by enormous weights. My mind went blank, and I couldn't think of anything.


  A familiar intersection appeared in my dream. The me from the memory data stood before the crosswalk where the accident happened, but the me in the dream was on the opposite side. People gathered on the other side. Cars sped fiercely down the road.


  I just waited for the signal to turn. I wanted to run to the other side where my sister would be at any moment.


  However, the green light never turned on before I woke up.


  

  I slept for a long time after barging into someone else's house in the middle of the night. I think Yuur might have opened the door at one point. He just fixed my blanket and left, so I fell back asleep before I could fully wake up.


  I only woke up when blinding sunlight filled the room. I rushed into the living room and found Manager Chanyoung there.


  "Manager, I..."


  Since joining UA, I had never caused such a major incident. I had done more than just leave without notice. I stayed out all night and left my phone behind, so I couldn't even make a call. On top of that, I had run from the dorm to the home of a grand senior from another agency.


  "I'm sorry."


  I had no excuse, so I apologized first. I could feel my hands trembling.


  "No, you don't have to be sorry."


  However, Manager Chanyoung didn't scold me. Instead, he hugged me tightly, his face flushed.


  "You were safe and sound. That's all that matters."


  Hearing Manager Chanyoung's words, I realized he had been told about the events of the early morning.


  Yuur made me a meal as promised. I was indebted to Yuur, so I bowed deeply, apologized, and promised to repay him formally next time. On the way back, we also stopped at a hospital for a consultation.


  "......"


  "......"


  Manager Chanyoung called out to me while we were stopped at a light.


  "Let's take a short break from activities."


  "I can't."


  "I'm not telling just you to rest. All of you."


  A suffocating silence flowed. To agree would be a nuisance to the group, and to refuse would mean too many people would have to worry because of me.


  "It's right for spArk to take a break. You guys have never even had a long vacation. I'm sorry to just tell you this, but the internal discussion is already over."


  It was only 11 o'clock. The thought that at least a quarter's worth of schedules would come to a complete stop in the span of two hours left me speechless.


  UA had always respected spArk's opinions on their schedules. They were taking such a firm stance now to stop me, since I always pushed through with whatever I wanted.


  "But it's such an important time..."


  My head bowed on its own. Manager Chanyoung patted my hand as my words trailed off.


  "There's nothing more important than being healthy."


  "......"


  "It's the same for the other members. A lot of surprising things happened to everyone. It's not because of you, so I hope you don't feel guilty."


  Now that I think about it, are those guys okay? I was so caught up in my own affairs that I forgot something equally important.


  When a colleague gets injured, the leader worries as the group's representative. Park Joowoo hates seeing anyone get hurt. Lee Cheonghyeon was particularly attached to the members, and Kang Kiyeon had to be careful since he could get startled on stage.


  A light fixture fell right next to those guys. It was an accident that would be hard not to be shocked by.


  Choi Jeho...


  I vaguely remembered him saying he wasn't hurt. I also recalled that I had only heard his words and hadn't checked on him myself.


  "If you're really worried, think of it as a time to regroup. You've heard of a refreshing vacation, right? Let's call it a preparation period to show an even better side of yourselves."


  Manager Chanyoung deliberately used words an office worker would use to comfort me. He seemed to think this was the way to persuade me.


  In reality, I had been like that until now. In everything I did, I relied on the habits and manuals from my time as an office worker.


  Because of this, the language others used to persuade me had become the language of the profession I desperately wanted to escape. Just like the SYSTEM. The fate of a human without a self was to become unable to do anything on their own.


  Perhaps I still have many unresolved issues. Just as I couldn't feel pain or recognize my depression, it might be that I just haven't noticed them yet.


  Chapter 456: Hiatus (1)


  "Hyung!"


  Jeong Seongbin rushed over and hugged me tightly the moment I entered the dorm. Everyone must have been in the living room, because they all gathered at the entrance. I wanted to greet them, but I had no energy. I was just tired.


  After that, I stayed in bed, sitting blankly against the wall. People from the company, including Manager Daeyeon, came to visit, but I told them I wanted to be alone. I spent a long time just staring into space.


  Idle thoughts bubbled up in my mind and popped instantly. The greasy feeling of my unwashed hair gnawed at me.


  As the room darkened, a knock sounded, and Jeong Seongbin peeked his head inside. He explained that the managers would use this room for now as he gathered a few of his belongings.


  Just as Jeong Seongbin said, Manager Chanyoung entered after the bed's owner left. He spread a thin blanket over the empty bed. I watched him silently. From the living room, I heard Manager Daeyeon preparing a place to sleep.


  I must have fallen asleep without realizing it, because the next thing I knew, I was lying down. From then on, at least one person always kept watch in my room.


  The managers took turns using the bed next to mine and took care of my meals. When I refused to eat a few times because I had no appetite, they dragged me to the hospital for an IV drip.


  After returning, I closed my eyes and lay down again. Refusing food, listening, and responding felt like too much trouble. Even understanding what people said was an effort. I felt as if I had used up all my energy in front of 'that' choice.


  I had lost my driving force and didn't know what to use to move forward. I didn't know why I had to keep going, or how long I had to run on this path. I even thought it would be better to do nothing at all than to make an unwise choice.


  The SYSTEM kept appearing, as if embedded in my eyes. The letters were clear even when I closed my eyes, carved into my eyelids. When I pressed on my eyelids to block the sight, someone pulled my hands away. When I covered my ears to shake off Department Head Nam's voice, someone else patted my back.


  It was all useless kindness. No matter what they did, I would just helplessly give something up and regret it again when spArk rose to prominence. I was a person who didn't deserve pity.


  Past SYSTEM messages flooded my mind.


  Disasters really do come without warning, don't they? How is Assistant Manager Kim supposed to stop a natural disaster? How can a human go against something that's already been decided?


  The flashing lights and falling chunks of metal were vivid in my memory.


  Why did that disaster have to be one where I had to accept the sacrifice of either my sister or Choi Jeho? If you were unhappy about changing Choi Jeho's future, you should have imposed a penalty when Jeong Seongbin's vocal cord nodules, Lee Jeonghyeon's drug controversy, and Kang Kiyeon's injury disappeared.


  Is there some grand reason for this too? Is it because I'm just a stupid Assistant Manager that I can't understand the will of the great SYSTEM?


  I felt empty and hollow. Regret stabbed my heart like a dagger.


  Choi Jeho's eyes as he looked back at me, as if stamping my sister's death certificate...


  + [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor'-nim has arrived.


  ▶ Assistant Manager Kim !


  + The SYSTEM shone brightly before my eyes as if it were a delusion. It looked pleased.


  + [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor'-nim has arrived.


  ▶ You haven't quit yet?


  + The text on the SYSTEM changed. This wasn't a hallucination, but the real SYSTEM. The bastard kept displaying new sentences.


  + [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor'-nim has arrived.


  ▶ Looks like Assistant Manager Kim didn't waste his time at the company after all. You're finally pulling your own weight. That's right, a person should show signs of improvement. Do you know how hard I've worked to make a man out of Assistant Manager Kim?


  + Not quitting, making progress... it could only mean I was enduring the desire to die instead of actually dying. That seemed to be a joyous occasion for the SYSTEM.


  As if to prove my thoughts correct, the SYSTEM's message changed.


  + [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor'-nim has arrived.


  ▶ Remember what I told you a long time ago? I said you get what you work for.


  + I remembered. I also remembered it said the company wasn't that heartless.


  + [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor'-nim has arrived.


  ▶ Since Assistant Manager Kim has shown growth, I'll do you a special favor, just this once.


  + Then, the screen changed from 'Work Directive' to 'Final Performance Reward'.


  + [SYSTEM] The 'Final Performance Reward' is being announced to 'Party B'.


  ▷ Nullification of sister's (blood relative) death and provision of an opportunity for reunion


▷ + The missing item was 'reunion'. It has been added back as part of the favor.


  It meant I could save my sister.


  However, my mistake had made meeting her again an irreversible, impossible outcome.


  There was no guarantee the SYSTEM wouldn't pull something like this again. It was also a message that I shouldn't try to bargain with lives anymore.


  The SYSTEM gave me this chance 'because I didn't die'. It was the type to retract even the death nullification at any moment if it decided I was no longer useful.


  If I continue with this second challenge, can I atone for my mistake even a little?


  Even if I succeeded, my life might become one of self-justification, satisfied that my sister was alive, but I /**/didn't want to miss this opportunity with the excuse that I was tired. My sister had never once weighed the pros and cons for my sake.


  Not being able to meet her again was sad and devastating. It was truly the end for the sister in my memories.


  It's agonizing that I can never meet her again.


  Still, if I could leave behind the hope that my sister was alive somewhere...


  I looked at the SYSTEM.


  Promise me one thing.


  Don't ever test me at a crossroads like this again.


  Because I was a weak person who couldn't even reach the line the SYSTEM had drawn as the limit of humanity. A greater shock wouldn't make me stronger. It would just break me.


  That's not what you want, is it?


  Just let me breathe.


  The SYSTEM gladly accepted my request.


  + [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor'-nim has arrived.


  ▶ Good, with this momentum, work hard until the very end!


  + The SYSTEM grew blindingly bright, then vanished.


  I fainted right then, as if the SYSTEM had torn away my consciousness along with it.


  

  There was no need to announce a hiatus officially. The fans naturally understood our promotional period was over, thanks to the complete end of activities for 『Bright』. As long as no comeback news appeared for over six months, everyone would just think it was a normal inactive period.


  All group practices and lessons were canceled, except for individual training. My editing permissions on Dotion were also restricted, so I could only read posts. Only Jeong Seongbin went to the company a few times for a rough briefing on the revised annual schedule.


  Unusually strong measures were taken with me, perhaps because I looked to be in bad shape. It took me a while to have a proper conversation with others, which made things even more serious. The aftereffects were significant, even though I had tried to pull myself together after the 'Final Performance Reward' was updated.


  First, my phone was changed. At the manager's recommendation, I started using the 2G phone from right after my regression. I could only use a smartphone to send a BubblePop, and only with Jeong Seongbin's permission.


  My laptop had been confiscated long ago. When I asked where the shared laptop was, Jeong Seongbin replied.


  "I won't touch you for taking idea memos or watching music videos and listening to music. However, you can't use a device for monitoring or writing proposals."


  Jeong Seongbin said he respected the vitality that comes from working. He also said that without even that, I might get more stressed. So he asked me to engage in minimal activities, but not to forget that this was a vacation.


  The managers only left after I promised to eat my meals on time and get plenty of sleep. I heard Jeong Seongbin had been staying in Park Joowoo's room all this time. I was being such a huge nuisance.


  A sigh escaped me every thirty seconds. I had to be thankful that my head felt clearer from just eating and sleeping. Unaware of my complicated feelings, Lee Cheonghyeon came into the living room with his textbook and tablet and chided me.


  "You're gonna sigh a hole in the floor."


  "Studying for your exam?"


  "I bombed my midterms," Lee Cheonghyeon said, opening his book. "I thought I was going to flunk this semester, but now I have a chance to make up for it. I'm thinking of at least trying to salvage my grade. Besides, when else would I get to go all-in on studying? It's boring without Kang-geon around, too."


  Kang Kiyeon had left the dorm early for a joint examination and physical therapy. The moment the vacation was decided, he booked a hospital appointment. He said he needed a tune-up in advance so he could be deployed at the right time when needed.


  Choi Jeho was practically living at the action school he had been putting off. He seemed to have a blast wailing on the punching bag, saying it relieved his stress.


  Jeong Seongbin was on a quest to conquer all the coin karaoke rooms near the dorm. He even made a surprise appearance on a live broadcast of a Metube channel that finds talented non-celebrities. Park Joowoo, who was looking at his phone, looked like he was about to faint. I glanced over and nearly fell over backward myself.


  Park Joowoo showed the most peculiar behavior. He started working out seriously, something I thought he'd never do. When Choi Jeho recommended a personal training session, I thought it would be a fleeting interest, but he didn't stop, even while coming back completely exhausted four times a week.


  What's gotten into you?


  I realized the importance of strength on the deserted island...


  I shouldn't have asked. I told him he was already strong and cool enough, but Park Joowoo wouldn't listen.


  I'll come back with double the muscle mass...


  Tears blurred my vision. His getting stronger was something to welcome, but I didn't want Park Joowoo to become a 100% pure deserted island human. Kang Kiyeon's shoulders, which seemed to broaden as if he were molting every time he returned from the deserted island, irritated me even more.


  In any case, everyone in spArk enjoyed their break in their own way, yet they all came back to the dorm every evening. None of them went to their family home or left for a trip. There were always at least three people in the dorm.


  It seems they noticed I felt sorry about our activities being halted because of me.


  They were worried I might run out of the dorm again, yet they didn't want me to worry about them. The unspoken message was crystal clear. 'We're enjoying our vacation just fine, so you don't need to blame yourself for the hiatus'. I felt sorry for making everyone worry despite being the oldest, so I steeled my resolve.


  In any case, it was a relief that the guys didn't take the vacation negatively. I became the only one with nothing to do. I tried to play a game I had encountered during the 'Find a Hobby' project, but Jeong Seongbin didn't approve.


  "If you promise not to engage in efficient play for overwhelming capital accumulation, I'll give you the laptop."


  "If I can't do that, there's no point in playing the game."


  And that's why I was rejected.


  I did have another candidate, though. A method I had thought of to overcome my deep despair and get back on my feet.


  I asked Lee Cheonghyeon, who was lying face down on his book as if his concentration had waned.


  "Cheonghyeon-ah."


  "What is it..."


  "I'm thinking of learning how to compose."


  "......"


  Lee Cheonghyeon's upper body shot up like a spring.


  Chapter 457: Hiatus (2)


  "You're learning to compose?"


  "......"


  I had to do something to keep them from worrying about me. Composing seemed like the best choice among many options for a healthy, non-self-destructive hobby.


  "What, you can't be satisfied unless you do everything from A to Z yourself now?" Lee Cheonghyeon asked. "Was my song not that good? Or are you trying to steal your little brother's livelihood?"


  "I just got interested."


  More than anything, composing was something I had never tried. The most I had ever done was write a few bass riffs. I also promised Kang Kiyeon I would try to change, and I had to keep my word. I didn't want to stay stagnant and pessimistic just because life was hard. The timing was right.


  Lee Cheonghyeon leaned against the sofa where I sat. He thought for a moment before he spoke.


  "Not bad. You know your chords, hyung."


  "......"


  "It's a plausible excuse to use your laptop."


  "Oh, is it that obvious?"


  "You think Seongbin-hyung wouldn't know?"


  "I think he'd overlook it even if he knew."


  "Amazing..." Lee Cheonghyeon clapped in admiration. He even complimented my extraordinary way of thinking.


  "Composing is good. Who are you going to learn from? The A&R Team? If you ask Seongbin-hyung, he could probably get you a recommendation."


  "The basics, from you."


  "Me?" Lee Cheonghyeon's eyes widened.


  "I thought you'd want to learn from a professional teacher, hyung."


  "The moment you started releasing songs on the market, you became a pro too."


  "But I'm still only twenty."


  "Is professionalism judged by skill or by age?"


  Lee Cheonghyeon still looked bewildered, even after my explanation.


  "I know you're busy. You can say no."


  "No. I have to repay the hyung who opened the door to my early education."


  "Just give me assignments, and I'll study on my own."


  "Are you sure? I might push you as hard as you pushed me with all-nighters in the beginning."


  "I'm an expert at pulling all-nighters."


  Lee Cheonghyeon laughed. It had been a while since he had laughed so freely after the accident. Despite his intimidating words, Lee Cheonghyeon personally created a terminology guide and supported my new hobby.


  

  Studying composition was more fun than I expected. Lee Cheonghyeon's 'Foundations' class was perfect for a beginner, perhaps because he was self-taught.


  Since I only listened to music and memorized terms, Jeong Seongbin didn't interfere much. He declared he wouldn't use his 'Ginseng Noodle Murder' notebook during the break. He even boxed up the notebook and sent it to his parents' house by quick delivery right in front of me.


  "Hyung, eat this."


  A steaming block of soft tofu appeared on my desk. I looked over and saw Park Joowoo holding a small soy sauce dish and a plate piled high with stir-fried kimchi.


  "What's with the tofu?"


  "I saw an article that said soybeans are good for brain development..."


  I felt like a student preparing for an exam. I thanked him and took the kimchi.


  "By the way, Joowoo."


  "......"


  "Aren't you studying for your finals? Cheonghyeon started a while ago."


  Park Joowoo stood silently for a long moment, then turned and walked away. The tofu was warm and savory.


  The problem was that studying occupied only a small part of my day, leaving most of my time incredibly boring. Plucking my un-amped bass or going to the gym could only kill so many hours.


  "Isn't there anything fun to do?"


  "Why have you become such a fun-addict?" Lee Cheonghyeon asked with genuine concern.


  It wasn't that I was a fun-addict. This unexpected break had just made me rich with time. I was a time-billionaire with a limit, since I still had to win the grand prize before my contract ended.


  I mustered my courage and approached Jeong Seongbin. I began as obsequiously as possible.


  "Seongbin, can't I just do some photo editing?"


  "No."


  As expected, Jeong Seongbin was firm. I pulled out my trump card.


  "Simple tasks are the best for clearing your head, you know?"


  "Hyung, I'm planning to buy some clothes. Can you look at my shopping cart with me?"


  Jeong Seongbin instantly changed the subject and shoved his phone in my face. His purchase history looked exactly like someone who watches two lookbook videos, goes straight to online shopping, and buys ten outfits at once.


  It wasn't terrible, but the fact that Jeong Seongbin's style was on a much higher level than Choi Jeho's really annoyed me.


  I quickly recalled the outfits fans begged Jeong Seongbin to wear. There was a preppy look with a casual feel and round glasses, a long coat with dress shoes, and a college-student-style look with a backpack.


  I added matching items for some clothes and, with his permission, deleted others. The denim cap in front of me tested my patience.


  "The denim cap is a bit much, Seongbin."


  "You think so...?"


  "Maybe I just don't have a feel for it because I have no sense of fashion. There might be things that suit you less, but nothing would look bad on you. Can you wait a second? Let me think about what kind of concept would be perfect for a denim cap..."


  "It's okay, hyung. I don't really like denim that much!" Jeong Seongbin hastily deleted the cap from his cart.


  He seemed to really like it, though. There was even a denim jacket further down.


  After we organized the list and completed the payment, Jeong Seongbin suggested we pick out clothes for me.


  "I have plenty of clothes."


  "You only have black clothes."


  He wasn't wrong, so I quietly browsed the online store. Jeong Seongbin stopped me when I reflexively tried to select 'black' in the color search. Turtlenecks and plain shirts were also forbidden. It was a very difficult time.


  A few days later, Kang Kiyeon volunteered to be the cameraman for our unboxing video.


  "So that's why this floral shirt arrived?" he asked incredulously.


  "Let me say this upfront, I never even mentioned this short-sleeved floral shirt."


  "You chose the color, hyung," Jeong Seongbin retorted.


  That's because you recommended a bright purple...


  "Where am I supposed to go wearing this..."


  Kang Kiyeon's expression turned serious. The bright yellow floral shirt must have looked quite avant-garde to his stylish eyes.


  "Where would you go wearing that besides Hawaii?" Lee Cheonghyeon added. He bit his lip hard, trying not to laugh. When I gestured for him to put on some lip balm, he cackled and ran away.


  "Is it that bad?" Jeong Seongbin tilted his head.


  Surprisingly, he didn't seem discouraged by their reactions. The shirt looked genuinely pretty in his eyes. Since I had messed with his shopping cart, I had respected Jeong Seongbin's pick in return, but I felt increasingly certain it was the wrong choice.


  "No, it's unique..." Park Joowoo said, taking his friend's side.


  "It looks fine."


  That guy Choi Jeho was being sincere. If that bastard had known the online store had an orange floral shirt, he definitely would have told them to buy one for him too.


  "Kiyeon, where did we put our fansign props?" Lee Cheonghyeon asked. He returned with a pair of fashion sunglasses with colored lenses. The gold-rimmed, trapezoidal glasses had a design that was somewhere between retro and tacky.


  "Hyung, put on the shirt and try these on."


  "I have a feeling this won't be a very good look."


  "I'm confident you can write a new history in the world of idol visuals."


  Pushed by Lee Cheonghyeon's encouragement, I went to my room. I came out wearing the capri pants Lee Cheonghyeon had picked out and was met with an explosive reaction.


  Lee Cheonghyeon rolled on the floor, laughing and mocking me.


  Kang Kiyeon, holding the cap, covered his stubbornly rising smile with his other hand.


  Jeong Seongbin sputtered, holding back his laughter.


  I also clearly saw Park Joowoo's pupils tremble.


  "You look like someone from an old movie."


  If even Choi Jeho is saying this, isn't that the final word?


  I couldn't imagine what the Sparklers would think when they saw this on our content. It was lucky the KPI for gaining personal fans wasn't in effect. This look could only create memes.


  "It's such a waste that only we get to see this," Lee Cheonghyeon said, practically sobbing. The fact that only spArk would see my glorious appearance in person seemed to be a great pity for him.


  "Don't worry. When our content goes up on Metube, the whole world will see it. I'll receive high praise like, 'Iwol, your fashion is more brilliant than a Vancouver beach sunset'."


  "How about we send him on a trip dressed like this?" Kang Kiyeon suggested.


  "Kiyeon, is that really what you should be saying to me in this state?"


  "Hyung, do you dislike the clothes I picked that much...?" Jeong Seongbin asked.


  Kang Kiyeon and Jeong Seongbin nagged me from both sides. Neither seemed to have any ill intent, which made it even more maddening. My mind was reeling.


  "A trip sounds good. You're supposed to go on a trip during a vacation," Lee Cheonghyeon chimed in, agreeing with his friend.


  There's an old saying that the person who tries to stop a fight is more hated than the one throwing punches, but why was no one here trying to stop this? They were all just egging it on. This was the most unfair setup ever.


  The 'Make Kim Iwol Look Like an Old-Timer and Send Him on a Trip' project proceeded swiftly among the members, excluding Kim Iwol. I figured they were just talking and let them chatter, but then...


  "Hyung, do you have your passport?"


  "Why a passport?"


  "To book the plane tickets. If you don't have one, go apply for it tomorrow."


  ...A group trip abroad had been scheduled.


  "Do I really have to go wearing the floral shirt?"


  "Hey, hyung. You don't think we'd make you bear such a heavy burden alone, do you?" Lee Cheonghyeon placed a hand firmly on my shoulder with an expression that said 'just trust me'.


  "We're all going to wear them."


  "Are you insane?!"


  As I struggled to accept reality, Lee Cheonghyeon showed me a screenshot. It was the purchase history for a 'Multicolor Floral Shirt (5+1)' product. The option names were so clear it was as if I were looking at them through a magnifying glass.


  Multicolor Floral Shirt_Red


  Multicolor Floral Shirt_Green


  Multicolor Floral Shirt_Blue


  Multicolor Floral Shirt_Pink


  "......"


  Multicolor Floral Shirt_Orange


  "How could you do this. How!"


  "They give you one free if you buy five."


  Lee Cheonghyeon ignored my scream of despair. Instead, he kindly scrolled up to show me the hidden option.


  Multicolor Floral Shirt_Black


  "I'll give it to you as a gift, hyung."


  Seeing Kang Kiyeon's 'Purchase complete' message below the screenshot, I felt a fire rage within me. The spArk dorm, which we had always filled with beautiful things, would soon be overrun with cheap floral shirts.


  Chapter 458: Hiatus (3)


  I was ready to return the floral shirt immediately. If one of us had to be the sacrifice, it had to be me. I didn't want to leave any more bizarre photos of spArk in the Sparkler gallery.


  However, the moment the package arrived, the guys ripped it open and tried on the shirts. They even held a small review session, commenting on the good fit and how it made them feel like they were going on a trip.


  In return, we'll do one thing you want. To be fair. Alright?


  Lee Cheonghyeon shamelessly pushed the issue until the very end. This was the reason I came to UA today.


  "Iwol! What are you doing at the company!"


  Jukyung rushed out to greet me. Her surprise was understandable. While it was called a rest period, I had essentially been banned from the company for nearly three months.


  This was a fitting measure, in a way, since I had thrown a wrench in the company's operational plans. The fact that UA gave me a vacation instead of disciplinary action showed their soft side, but that wasn't important right now.


  "I know this is shameless, but I'd like to request the help of five employees with strong index finger joints."


  "......"


  "I need the kids to practice signing up for a marathon."


  How dare they think of going to the airport with their torsos covered in a floral pattern?


  I would make them regret it. I would make them run until every last petal fell off.


  "Sign up for what?"


  "A marathon...?"


  Lee Cheonghyeon and Park Joowoo asked, their faces filled with disbelief.


  "Don't worry. It's not a half marathon, just a 10km course. You all ran that much while preparing for IDC."


  "Don't you remember?" Lee Cheonghyeon retorted. "You and Jeho were the only ones who actually ran. The rest of us basically crawled in."


  I ignored him.


  "You can't be talking about this 'Bossam Run' event, are you?"


  Kang Kiyeon pulled up a promotional poster with a striking design on his laptop. The title stood out. 'Our Neighborhood Bossam Run for a Healthy Me! Run and Eat Bossam Too!'


  "See? It's for a 'Healthy Me'. Didn't you say it's essential to build up your stamina before a trip?"


  "You were just at the hospital not too long ago. 10km is too much for you."


  Regardless of his own feelings, Jeong Seongbin worried about me first. His concern was unfounded. If I could make these guys run themselves to death, I was confident I could start eating four meals a day and working out today to rebuild my stamina.


  "They give you bossam if you complete the race."


  "Kang-geon, is bossam the only thing you're seeing right now?!" Lee Cheonghyeon roared.


  Choi Jeho, however, was already showing interest. He meticulously read the details for once and offered his opinion.


  "Kim Iwol, what do you think about running the 5km?"


  "Why? You can handle 10km just fine."


  "Because they say there's not much bossam left by the time the 10km runners get back."


  "Are you out of your mind? You're actually planning to eat the bossam there?"


  "If we eat and then run some more, the calories won't be an issue."


  "Right, idols eating the bossam prepared for citizens at a local event. That'll look great."


  "Sorry, but I'm fine without the bossam, and I'm definitely not eating it and then running more."


  "Me neither..."


  Park Joowoo sided with the anti-marathon Lee Cheonghyeon. A conflicted expression was clear on Jeong Seongbin's face.


  "Seongbin."


  "......"


  "I'll get myself in perfect shape before the marathon. Let's run together."


  "Haa..."


  After a deep sigh and long deliberation, Jeong Seongbin finally nodded. Lee Cheonghyeon screamed and sank to the floor. Park Joowoo covered his mouth in disbelief.


  Afterward, spArk trained relentlessly until registration day. The staff members, who were masters of ticketing, gave them tips. The guys mastered the fluid motions from a swift mouse click to a seamless bank transfer. The one-on-one, intensive tutoring paid off.


  I didn't really need the lessons. For someone who had survived countless ticketing wars, most first-come, first-served events were a piece of cake.


  Their efforts were not in vain.


  "This can't be happening... I... I signed up for a marathon with my own hands..."


  Including the tormented Lee Cheonghyeon, all six members of spArk successfully registered for the running event where they could eat bossam.


  

  After we booked the plane tickets and registered for the marathon, sparks flew between me and Lee Cheonghyeon every single day.


  "Cheonghyeon, eat a lot. You'll need your strength to run."


  "Want some more water? We can't have the flower wilting."


  "Why'd you take out the sachet I put in the closet? A floral shirt has to smell like flowers, doesn't it?"


  "Cheonghyeon, how many hours were you on the treadmill this week? Are you sure you can finish the race like this?"


  It reached the point where even Kang Kiyeon told us we were fighting childishly. I didn't yield, however, and continued to bicker with Lee Cheonghyeon. I had a reason for acting as if I'd forgotten my age.


  I have to show them I'm okay, then those guys will be able to relax.


  Though they pretended not to, the spArk members watched me all day long. They weren't being overly subservient, but they were unusually concerned with my mood.


  Whenever I tried to be alone with my thoughts, one of them would inevitably loiter nearby. In a way, what happened to my chest had become a small trauma for them.


  That's why I'm doing my best to act like I've mentally recovered. In reality, I'm also trying to maintain a healthy mindset. I've decided to believe what everyone around me is saying, that I'll be fine after a little rest.


  It was quite effective. I ate well, ran around, and slept when it was time, and my complexion improved. I guess this is why they say a good physical foundation is so important. The recovery is faster. I'm thankful for the stamina that has supported this large body of mine since my trainee days.


  On the other hand, the students in the beginner's cardio class suffered a great deal preparing for the marathon. For Park Joowoo, who had just managed to commit to anaerobic exercises, building up his endurance was an incredibly difficult task.


  Park Joowoo, with his shoulders slumped, only muttered that he hoped all the treadmills at the gym would be broken tomorrow. The sight of him dancing excitedly in front of the refrigerator was gone without a trace.


  "Joowoo, you don't have to do it if it's too hard. You weren't one of the ones who bought the floral shirts."


  I kindly offered him a way out, but Park Joowoo refused.


  "We have to share the good times and the bad..."


  I was so proud of his resolve that I suggested we go to the gym together starting tomorrow. Park Joowoo looked horrified and fled to his room.


  

  spArk participated in secret and finished in style. When news of their marathon participation belatedly came out, surprised Sparklers appeared one after another.


  ≫ What's this about spArk running a marathon??


  ≫ I didn't realize because their clothes were different, but they were all wearing Naidas lololol Are you watching, advertiser?!?!


  └ Naidas is so lucky, only one person has a contract but all 6 are wearing their clothes


  └ lololol Naidas's official account already quote-tweeted it lololol


  └ They said Jeho put together the sportswear ㅠㅠ So touching (Source: Cheonghyeon's Bubble Fab)


  └└ Awesome


  └└└ Jeho's fashion sense was this good...?


  └└└└ Look at them not believing it lolololol


  └└└└└ They said Jeho just paid for it (whispering)


  └└└└└└ That makes more sense


  ≫ Iwol said let's run a marathon? No way, our Iwol would never suggest doing an outdoor sport during the day as a group


  └ Is this real


  └ Guys, this is serious, I think our Iwol is so busy he's lost his mind, I won't let ua get away with this


  └ He was all bundled up when he ran lol I didn't know until he took off his hat and goggles after finishing ㅠㅠ


  └ I guess he covered up because a crowd might gather ㅠㅠ He must have been so hot


  ≫ The male idols who participated as a group in today's marathon are spArk


  └ This is crazy, they said all six of them finished together


  └ It was an event where they gave you bossam at the end, but they left without eating any


  └ You're even writing that they left without eating the bossam? lol The OP is cute


  └ Were there any Sparkler at the event? It would've been fun if they met


  └ I saw one verified account and they said it wasn't fun. A bunch of people next to them were like, "◯◯-ah, you can do it!! Let's run just a little more!!! Don't slow down!!!!" so they regretted letting on that they recognized them.


  └└ One member but six trainers


  └└└ lolololol I'd regret it too lolol


  └└└└ I condemn this emperor's marathon, I condemn it


  └└└└└ lolololol


  ≫ So you have to run 10km to be an idol. Can this old Sparkler do it too...


  └ You can totally do it if you increase the distance little by little!! How about thinking of it as a jog and going out before it gets too hot???


  └ I bought sneakers lol Becoming a health-girl, my idol did it so I won't? That's impossible


  └ We go on trips to Daejeon to tour the restaurants Seongbin recommended, what's stopping us from running?


  └ Even though Seongbin is actually from Seoul


  └ That's... true?


  ≫ I wondered why these guys left without eating the bossam, and it turns out Joowoo made it for them. I was taking pictures thinking, "How heartwarming and nice~" but then I was shocked by how high-quality the bossam was.


  └ Wow, that's not delivery?


  └ No matter how well you cook bossam, I won't allow you to open a bossam restaurant, Park Joowoo, be in spArk forever


  └ The maknae's cheeks are going to explode


  └ lolololol


  Jeong Seongbin's worries eased as he watched the fandom, once again full of life.


  Until just a while ago, every post related to spArk had been about the accident. The news of a near-fatal incident on an outdoor stage, open to a large audience, was as provocative as the videos that spread in real time.


  The structural collapse, its cause unknown, spawned all kinds of speculation. "Wasn't it a case of shoddy construction?" "No, there were no problems during the inspection." "Looking at the severed section, it's clear someone tampered with it intentionally." "This kind of fracture is a one-in-a-million chance, but it happens occasionally..."


  Along with the unconfirmed rumors, Kim Iwol also became a hot topic.


  ≫ This guy definitely has something special.


  No one else at the scene had noticed, only Kim Iwol. Jeong Seongbin couldn't even bring himself to read the posts that followed. Just seeing the headlines made him recall the incident, breaking him out in a cold sweat.


  ≫ Temporary Stage Collapses at Festival Site... No Casualties


  ≫ 'Lights Fell from the Sky', Is This Rushed Installation Acceptable?


  ≫ 'CRASH!' During a Live Performance... University Festival Thrown into Chaos


  The memory of Kim Iwol calling out to Choi Jeho in the middle of the song was vivid. He couldn't forget the sight of Kim Iwol desperately pulling Choi Jeho toward him, or the massive object crashing down between them, kicking up an enormous cloud of dust.


  His mind had gone blank when the debris from the steel frame and lighting rolled to his feet. He thought that must be what it felt like for one's blood to run cold.


  Including everything that happened afterward, it had been one overwhelming incident after another for Jeong Seongbin. He didn't want to show any weakness, however. After all, Jeong Seongbin was the leader.


  "What are you doing?"


  He heard his roommate's voice. Turning around, Jeong Seongbin saw Kim Iwol looking at him, blinking.


  Chapter 459: Group Trip (1)


  "Ah, I was thinking of sending a BubblePop!"


  "Really?"


  Kim Iwol heard the answer and quickly stepped away. Kim Iwol had a long-standing habit of giving people space when they used their phones for personal matters like sending messages.


  Kim Iwol had several other habits, most of them deeply related to self-management.


  For example, Kim Iwol often pretended to be fine unless something was truly serious, just so others wouldn't worry.


  Kim Iwol's pretense was very natural. Even Jeong Seongbin wouldn't have known if they hadn't lived together for a long time.


  The members were affectionate, so they paradoxically never believed everything Kim Iwol said. They always suspected Kim Iwol a little and paid close attention.


  Kim Iwol's condition had improved a lot, but it was still far from perfect. Everyone agreed that Kim Iwol needed a long rest, but they also searched for other possible solutions.


  Let's get out of Korea for a little while.


  Lee Cheonghyeon's suggestion was the most radical. Kim Iwol had become noticeably more stable after their trip to Gapyeong. Lee Cheonghyeon's argument that visiting a different place could be a refreshing change for Kim Iwol was persuasive.


  When you go abroad, the SNS recommendation algorithms completely change, right? Things like real-time trending topics, too. It'll be much more comfortable just being less exposed to related articles, don't you think?


  Is that so...


  It would be even better if it's a country where they mainly speak a language Kim Iwol doesn't know. It's hard to intentionally ignore what you hear, so an environment where it can just pass by like external noise would be better.


  For these reasons, the six members decided on an overseas trip.


  They set the date for after mid-June, when the university students finished their final exams. The plan was for the six of them to travel simply, like a leisurely vacation. The basic framework was quickly established.


  Not long after, Jeong Seongbin called a meeting for spArk's first group trip. Jeong Seongbin took the opportunity when Kim Iwol was not at the dorm.


  "No matter what Kim Iwol says, let's not shoot any videos for our own content this time. The goal is to make him think about work as little as possible."


  "Should we not even take simple commemorative photos...?"


  Park Joowoo looked a little down, so they decided to allow short photo times as long as the pictures weren't for content.


  "Isn't it better to visit a few quiet tourist spots while taking it easy, rather than just wandering around?"


  "There are two fatal flaws in what Kang Kiyeon said. First, if we let Kim Iwol rest, he'll only think about work. Second, there's no such thing as a quiet tourist spot."


  Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon planned the travel itinerary. Kang Kiyeon was surprised when Lee Cheonghyeon suggested an amusement park.


  "There's nothing else that makes you feel like you've entered a different world quite like this. It'll completely take your mind off things. Just put a headband on him and a popcorn bucket over his shoulder. His blood pressure will shoot right up. There's plenty to do even if you don't ride the attractions."


  "Isn't it a bad thing for his blood pressure to go up?"


  For Kim Iwol, who had few pleasures in life, they decided to keep it on the list of candidates for now.


  Choi Jeho decided to completely follow his younger brothers' opinions.


  "Want to go to a hot spring? They say it's good for relieving fatigue."


  "A hot spring in early summer? Will that be okay?"


  "Since we're going anyway, we might as well enjoy everything."


  The members exchanged opinions and quickly established the travel itinerary. The entire process, from discussing and searching to narrowing down options, was clean and efficient.


  They couldn't have imagined such an atmosphere before Kim Iwol arrived. There hadn't been many enjoyable moments, unless camaraderie had somehow formed under the assumption that all the members were cold people.


  But it was different now. It would be a lie to say it wasn't hard, but they had the strength to overcome it. Jeong Seongbin believed this change had supported the team and prevented it from collapsing despite various incidents.


  "Joowoo, can't I share a room with Kim Iwol? Lee Cheonghyeon is too loud."


  "I don't mind, but wouldn't Cheonghyeon be upset...?"


  "Of course I'd be upset. I was already deeply hurt because Jeho seemed reluctant about being in the same group as us."


  "When did I ever."


  "That's because you said you wanted to go to the claw machine arcades morning, noon, and night. Does Kim Iwol look like he's interested in claw machines?"


  Even as they raised their voices at every opportunity, not a single one of them said they didn't want to go together. The members had faith that the others would listen, and they were convinced that even if someone rejected their opinion, the reason wouldn't be 'because they hate me'.


  "Let's reconsider the roommates. How about we only do the claw machines twice a day? If Jeho is okay with it, and we have to eat something delicious in between."


  When Jeong Seongbin stepped in to mediate, everyone agreed without another word.


  If we were to pick a leader among us, I thought you'd be the most suitable.


  Kim Iwol's words from a moment ago came to Jeong Seongbin's mind.


  Kim Iwol wouldn't agree, but Jeong Seongbin thought Kim Iwol's contribution was the biggest reason Jeong Seongbin could establish himself as the leader. If Kim Iwol hadn't trusted him, Jeong Seongbin would have faced many difficulties.


  "What's everyone gathered around for?"


  Kim Iwol, who had returned from his counseling session, asked when he saw the members in the living room. In Kim Iwol's hand was a black plastic bag that smelled delicious.


  Buying something tasty from a famous nearby restaurant whenever he went to the hospital was also one of Kim Iwol's habits. Even Kim Iwol's habits were tinged with kindness.


  "You're back?"


  Jeong Seongbin greeted Kim Iwol with a smile and took the bag Kim Iwol was holding. Inside were warm waffles.


  "We're planning our trip!"


  Lee Cheonghyeon excitedly shook the paper he was writing notes on.


  "This is all great, but if you're going to fly, book the tickets quickly. There won't be any left once vacation starts."


  "We finished booking them yesterday."


  "Good job."


  Kim Iwol laughed softly and went into his room. A few days later, Jeong Seongbin handed him the 'Group Trip Itinerary (Draft)'. Kim Iwol laughed as if in disbelief and accepted the thick bundle of papers.


  

  The main guide for the 'Spark Tour' was Jeong Seongbin. Lee Cheonghyeon was the assistant guide. The faces of the university students, now on vacation, were full of life.


  "Kim Iwol, why the long face? What's wrong?"


  Lee Cheonghyeon approached and asked. Lee Cheonghyeon was utterly detestable.


  "I even compromised on the departure outfits, you can't be like this."


  "Did my expression look dark? That's not how I felt at all. I must have been standing in too much shade. I'll correct it."


  Just as Lee Cheonghyeon said, spArk departed in stylish attire instead of flashy fashion. They were originally scheduled to leave as the 'Flower-Patterned Brigade', but it was changed after some earnest pleading.


  How much would we really stand out wearing flower-patterned shirts at an amusement park?


  I expressed my deep gratitude to Lee Cheonghyeon, who had taken not just one, but about ten steps back. Thanks to him, spArk's casual fashion condition today is top-notch.


  I had only ever booked plane tickets for others, this was the first time I had received one for myself. The queasy feeling during takeoff wasn't great, but being able to see the sea and clouds beyond the window was nice.


  After arriving, we ate first. The guidebook said, '★Scheduled to be out all day / Eat a hearty meal★'. I was scared of just how much they planned for us to see.


  Inside the train leaving the airport, photography was briefly permitted. Those bastards. Hadn't they declared this a 'digital detox trip' and announced they would strictly limit filming and recording before we even left?


  Naturally, I resisted fiercely. I strongly argued that it made no sense not to capture our first long vacation together as members for content.


  Are you planning to throw away the chance to film a spArk travel vLog?


  However, Jeong Seongbin said firmly with a smiling face.


  It's a vacation, not work, Kim Iwol. We won't ban you from filming completely. We'll take lots of pictures of you, so don't worry.


  They brought their own cams, film cameras, and even a Polaroid, but they didn't let me bring anything. My body trembled with rage at the blatant discriminatory regulation, but what could I do? I had to listen to the captain.


  At a record shop, I listened to a CD Park Joowoo recommended. For Lee Cheonghyeon, we went into a cafe and ordered a ton of desserts that would supposedly be a source of inspiration. Honestly, I don't know what desserts have to do with inspiration. I also followed Kang Kiyeon to a merch shop that sold overseas-exclusive goods for 'Kingdom Cafeteria Another'.


  "This culture of neglecting domestic fans by only releasing a diverse range of high-quality goods overseas needs to stop."


  Kang Kiyeon muttered with a blank expression. I had seen similar posts at least once a quarter back when I was proxy-stanning.


  A fan's anger, fueled by love, never goes out. I figured it would be the same for Kang Kiyeon, so I kept my mouth shut and focused on my role as the person holding the shopping basket next to him.


  

  The schedule for the second day was a 3-on-3 free travel day. In reality, the word 'free' didn't apply to me. My course had already been decided.


  Choi Jeho, Lee Cheonghyeon, and Kang Kiyeon decided to embark on a long journey to collect character goods. I heard that with Lee Cheonghyeon, who could speak English and a little Japanese, at the center, they planned to visit over ten stores.


  "You said you'd follow them around? You?"


  "I don't have anything I particularly want to do."


  Choi Jeho accepted the schedule, which seemed to involve walking 30,000 steps a day, without any particular complaint. Then Choi Jeho woke up early and left first to eat breakfast.


  An hour later, I met Meboz in the hallway and we moved to the floor with the breakfast buffet to eat.


  "Those guys left really early."


  "They said it's because they have a lot of places to go."


  "That's really amazing..."


  Thinking of the youngest members who could become diligent for the sake of merch, we leisurely ate toast and soup.


  It was a peaceful morning. That is, until I realized there wasn't a single person on that team who could hold the purse strings.


  Lee Cheonghyeon's words from the previous day about emptying out the claw machines came to mind like a scene from a horror movie. I quickly sent a message to Choi Jeho.


  [If it looks like the kids are buying stuff without paying attention to the exchange rate, stop them at least once]


  The reply arrived a long while later.


  Center Emperor Choi Jeho [Seems I'm too late]


  "Seongbin."


  "Yes, Kim Iwol."


  "From now on, when you're making the teams, you have to include me, right?"


  Jeong Seongbin gave a smile of enlightenment. If Jeong Seongbin had a Death Note in his hand, Choi Jeho, Lee Cheonghyeon, and Kang Kiyeon would have been branded with about two marks each.


  Chapter 460: Group Trip (2)


  Jeong Seongbin's group started their travel itinerary with a walk in the park. The morning breeze felt good.


  It was a novel experience to run into people who recognized spArk. A record shop owner even got an autograph from Park Joowoo. We had gained international fans despite focusing on the domestic market, which proved that dedicating ourselves to our main profession paid off.


  We ate French toast for brunch, a menu choice for Park Joowoo who likes soft foods. While others enjoyed a single slice of toast and a drink, we each had a full set menu.


  "We don't know when we'll be back, so we should try a bit of everything. Eat a lot, Hyung."


  Jeong Seongbin had pulled a 'we'll have one of everything from here to here' move. Thankfully, it was a toast specialty shop without a wide variety of items. Otherwise, we might have been responsible for the store's entire daily revenue.


  "The jam is delicious. Joowoo, have you tried it?"


  "Yeah. It's good with whipped cream too..."


  Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo started a pleasant chat to find the best combination. Meanwhile, I leisurely looked around the cafe.


  I had always thought of cafes as places for group meetings. The drinks were just a seating fee, and the main purpose was renting a table and chairs.


  I haven't really been to a cafe except when meeting my sister.


  I had never come to a cafe just to relax with a drink or enjoy some leisure time. Perhaps that was why it felt so awkward to deliberately sit in a cafe. I felt like I had to pull out my laptop and start working immediately.


  "What are you thinking about so deeply?" Jeong Seongbin asked.


  He caught me the moment Park Joowoo, who had been drawing his attention, went to the restroom. I pictured a future where I would be harshly criticized for saying I missed Dotion, so I replied that it was nothing.


  Jeong Seongbin stared at me quietly before he spoke.


  "Hyung."


  "......"


  "I'm going to stop using that notebook."


  "The notebook?"


  I asked if he meant his 'write patience three times to avoid murder' notebook, and he nodded.


  "Why? That's your precious identity."


  "Wouldn't an idol whose identity is a hit list be a little too scary?"


  "No matter how scary it is, could it be scarier than the faces of spArk?"


  Jeong Seongbin bit his lip, holding back a laugh. As much as he loved the members, it seemed he could not call their faces, which looked carved from icicles, warm.


  "The reason I started the notebook was to look after the members' health," Jeong Seongbin continued. "I feel like it defeats the purpose if the team members are walking on eggshells or getting stressed out because of it."


  "Seongbin, did one of the guys say something to you? Or did you read some comments?"


  I believed everyone understood that Jeong Seongbin's notebook did not come from an overbearing attitude. I thought it was a good method, without ill intent, that encouraged the members to voluntarily reflect on their lifestyles without being too extreme.


  "Who's questioning what our leader is doing? Tell me, and I'll immediately open a forum for 'dialogue and persuasion'."


  "You, Hyung."


  "Me?"


  I was startled. I swore that while I might have voiced a different opinion, I had never complained behind Jeong Seongbin's back or made a negative assessment without trying to understand our leader's grand intentions.


  "It's a misunderstanding, Seongbin. How could I, of all people, not understand your sincerity? You know that even if I'm not loyal to UA, I listen to what you say. When you were chosen as the leader, I told you, didn't I? That I'm the type to grovel before authority. I even said that if you had trouble with the members, I'd take the blame for you. That's how much I trust your character."


  Nothing is more disheartening than seeing something started with good intentions get twisted. I rambled on, hoping Jeong Seongbin would not feel a sense of helplessness.


  "You're the one who's misunderstanding, Hyung. I'm not getting rid of it because I think you've misunderstood its purpose."


  "Then what?"


  "I just don't want you to base your standard of behavior on the notebook, Hyung. To be more precise... I want there to be as few things as possible for you to worry about."


  For a moment, I wondered what Jeong Seongbin was talking about. It was not long, however, before I realized what situation he meant. Jeong Seongbin had been watching me, noticing how I was always on alert for the notebook's whereabouts.


  I could not be sure, but perhaps...


  Did you have to write 'patience' this time?


  Not even once.


  Really?


  You didn't do anything wrong, Hyung.


  ...it was ever since the day I watched the 'Exclusive Report' with Jeong Seongbin.


  I had been mindful of it. I would even check if the notebook was anywhere near Jeong Seongbin.


  But it was not because I was stressed. I just did not want to needlessly get on his nerves...


  "...I'm sorry. Looking back, you're right, Seongbin."


  I stopped justifying my actions and admitted it cleanly. I had thought I was not walking on eggshells, but my awareness of the notebook was evident in my every action.


  "I'd rather nag you than make you walk on eggshells."


  "So you're going to nag me?"


  "If I don't, you'll just secretly cut back on your sleep, won't you?"


  "You know far too much about me."


  Jeong Seongbin simply smiled without offering an excuse. I was convinced the proverb 'you can't spit on a smiling face' must have been created by someone who saw one of Jeong Seongbin's ancestors.


  I had never had a boss as young as Jeong Seongbin. Of all my superiors, he was the youngest and the kindest.


  When a guy like this grows up, he'll probably become someone like Yuur.


  Someone affectionate, kind, and able to protect their people and their team with a generous heart and a broad perspective. A 'good boss', something I had never had in my life.


  "What were you guys talking about...?" Park Joowoo asked as he sat down.


  "Seongbin says he's going to completely overhaul the group's code of conduct. There will be big changes, so we'll need to watch the developments closely."


  "Oh, you were having a serious discussion... I'll be sure to listen once everything's decided."


  We banded together, determined to adopt a mindset worthy of our good boss's leadership. Jeong Seongbin was the first to burst out laughing.


  

  Visiting scenic places was enjoyable. When we found a cute sign on the street, I watched Park Joowoo take a picture. When we found a small bookstore, I waited for Jeong Seongbin to choose a book he liked.


  As we wandered, Jeong Seongbin read charming little notes to me. He had told me to just show up for this trip, and there was truly nothing for me to do. I did not even need to turn on a translation app.


  With no need to look at my phone, and with all the signs and video ads being unfamiliar, it finally sank in that I was in a different country. So this is what it feels like to take a step back from reality and rest, I thought.


  "I feel like I'm on a senior citizens' tour."


  "But you're only twenty-three, Hyung..." Park Joowoo retorted.


  Still, he pushed the plate of pasta, piled high, in front of me.


  I wondered what the other guys were doing and looked at the schedule. 'Clothes Shopping' was written in huge letters. I could understand it for Lee Cheonghyeon and Kim Kiyeon, who have good style and a lot of interest in fashion, but taking Choi Jeho clothes shopping? No matter how I looked at it, Choi Jeho's role was clearly to be the pack mule.


  "What's on the schedule for Jeho's group?"


  "They said they're going clothes shopping."


  "Aha..."


  His curiosity satisfied, Park Joowoo took a slurp of his oolong tea. He then squeezed his eyes shut, perhaps because the drink was cold.


  "Cheonghyeon said he's buying clothes for Soohoon."


  "Not his own?"


  It was an unexpected statement. Park Joowoo nodded.


  "Cheonghyeon wore that vintage outfit during the 『Hideout』 promotions, you know."


  "Right, he did."


  "It seems Soohoon saw the music video."


  He seemed to be referring to the conversation they had with Hyung-nim when they met him while buying bread. Park Joowoo hesitated and averted his gaze as he spoke.


  "He gave Cheonghyeon some allowance money and told him to buy some new clothes that didn't have holes in them..."


  "......"


  Jeong Seongbin hurriedly covered his mouth with his hand, but it was not enough. Water dripped through the gaps between his fingers.


  "He felt so bad for him..."


  That final blow made Jeong Seongbin completely collapse. Our leader buried his face in his hands, his shoulders shaking with suppressed laughter.


  "So? Did Cheonghyeon just gratefully accept it?"


  "Yeah. He said he's not going to use it for himself, but to buy more vintage clothing and get his revenge..."


  Lee Cheonghyeon was planning a spectacular revenge on the Hyung-nim who did not appreciate the coolness of retro style. Faced with such a grand, hidden purpose, Jeong Seongbin and I could not lift our heads. The thought of Lee Soohoon wearing a t-shirt with a massive print of a cat in sunglasses was certainly a shock.


  Just as a solemn mood fell over the table, Jeong Seongbin's phone screen lit up.


  "It's from Cheonghyeon."


  "That's strange. He has the face of a nobleman, so how does he have such impeccable, un-noble timing?"


  Jeong Seongbin, who was staring at the screen, suddenly burst into laughter. Park Joowoo and I exchanged clueless glances.


  Eventually, Jeong Seongbin showed us his screen. It displayed a photo of a size XXL short-sleeved t-shirt printed with a hamster dancing under a disco ball. A message said he had just bought it.


  

  At night, we all gathered in the youngest members' room. To be precise, Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon had invited us over for a local cup ramen tasting party.


  "What's with all this stuff you bought?"


  Their two beds were covered in shopping bags, overstuffed tote bags, and plastic bags. It looked as if the two of them had cleaned out the local department store.


  "This is what happens when you try to complete a wish list."


  "Choi Jeho, what were you doing? Why didn't you stop them?"


  "Who do you think had to carry all of that?"


  "Carrying is a job for your hands, and stopping them is a job for your mouth, isn't it?"


  I nagged Choi Jeho relentlessly as I boiled the water. It was a relief the hotel gym was open 24 hours. If a pre-meal workout had not been possible, we could not have even dreamed of having such an enjoyable late-night snack.


  After we had eaten our fill and chatted for about an hour, we finished cleaning up. As we were about to head back, Lee Cheonghyeon shouted at our backs.


  "Don't forget the dress code for tomorrow!"


  Instantly, my heart felt as heavy as a stone. The debut of the floral shirt was just around the corner.


  Chapter 461: Group Trip (3)


  This was Animation World, the land of dreams and hope.


  Visiting this place were those who pursued youth, delivering joy through song and dance.


  "Wow, these clothes are so vibrant. The colors pop in photos even without editing. We won't need to touch them up."


  The six young men wore floral patterns.


  I once thought performing the wooden doll dance for professional trainees was my life's most embarrassing moment. That was just a delusion from my younger, more ignorant days.


  I can now guarantee the most shameful moment of my 29 + α years is this. Waiting for Lee Cheonghyeon to take a selfie while we all wear colorful shirts and animal ear headbands.


  "We have to buy something later dressed like this?"


  "Popcorn."


  Kang Kiyeon said something terrifying, his face deadpan. I would now designate the most frightening moment of my 29 + α years as waiting for popcorn among children, all of us dressed in colorful shirts and animal ear headbands.


  "Jeho, you hold the phone. I'm still not skilled enough to master a six-person selfie."


  "......"


  Choi Jeho took the phone. The lens turned toward me, and the corners of my mouth lifted automatically. It was the sad, conditioned reflex of an idol.


  Despite all their preparations, the guys showed little interest in the rides. They spent their time taking pictures and buying souvenirs instead. Since they were buying things anyway, I diligently helped them compare doll number one and doll number two, wanting them to get the prettiest ones.


  "This place is really... endless."


  "I know, right."


  Park Joowoo exclaimed in admiration as he looked at a map. All around us, the world looked like it came straight from a fairy tale. This had to be the essence of the theme park construction industry.


  How do they clean such a massive set? I wondered how they maintained the vivid colors and shine when rain and snow would surely leave water stains. I asked Lee Cheonghyeon, our theme park manager, and he said if I left an inquiry email, they would respond on a business day.


  We rode a couple of calm attractions with short lines and ate an incredibly expensive lunch. Then we set off on another long trek. If I had turned on a pedometer, it might have exploded by the afternoon.


  As the sun began to set, we found a spot to watch the parade. There was still plenty of time, but they said we needed to find a place to sit in advance. People normally claimed the best spots first, but more and more people started recognizing spArk. We preemptively secured a bench in the most secluded corner.


  Dusk fell, making the scenery even more spectacular. The streetlights, rides, and shop windows all lit up brightly.


  "The night view alone is amazing."


  "It's romantic," Kang Kiyeon agreed.


  We had already seen two marriage proposals while walking around today.


  We chatted and drank the beverages Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo had bought. The area around our secluded bench grew dark. An announcement signaled the parade was about to start.


  The show that finally began was larger than I had expected. Several large ships appeared, and small boats circled the lake at incredible speeds. Dazzling lights and electronic billboards flickered nonstop. Gasps of awe echoed from afar every time fireworks exploded in the sky.


  "Incredible..."


  The sounds of fireworks launching, bursting with a POP, and fading blended with the music. Flashes of light exploded and rained down like a shower, filling the air.


  At the climax, the fireworks swallowed all human sounds, blooming to cover the entire night sky.


  I quietly activated the SYSTEM. Then, I ran the welfare service that showed my sister's status.


  +


  [SYSTEM] 'Welfare Service' Usage History


  ▷ Relationship: Blood Relative


  ▷ Health Status: Good


  ▷ Psychological State: Good


  ▷ Other: Enjoying leisure time


  +


  If the SYSTEM just unilaterally retrieves my sister's information, there's nothing I can do, but if it's a two-way connection, I hope this sight reaches her, even in her dreams. It's too beautiful to watch alone.


  

  "You want me to wash up first?"


  "Yeah. I need to check if there's any message from the lawyer."


  At my words, Choi Jeho obediently took his clothes and disappeared. Soon, I heard the sound of running water.


  While Choi Jeho showered, I took out the smartphone I had gotten back for the trip, just in case we got separated. There were no urgent messages. Since I had the phone on, I tried to browse, but foreign content plastered the recommended searches, videos, and even the ads.


  The algorithm changes this much just from a change in location.


  The age of the internet is scary.


  I at least want to check the reception on how our activities concluded.


  It bothered me that our last schedule before the hiatus ended in an accident. For now, the only new content would be BubblePop, live streams, and self-produced videos. It felt like we had caused a huge incident and then run away.


  On top of that, these guys insisted on enjoying the trip as a vacation, not work, so they barely filmed anything.


  If we had planned to release something like 'spArk's Hilarious Group Travelogue', I would've felt a little more at ease, but even that hope was dashed.


  No idol wants their meticulously prepared activities to end on a bad note. With a heavy heart, I searched for spArk for the first time since the accident.


  ≫ You expect us to believe the support collapsed because of a sudden defect in the materials


  Even if nothing in the world is 100%, a sudden accident? Sure, it could happen with an extremely low probability, but why does it keep happening to our boys... that's what's so upsetting


  └ It's also infuriating that articles keep coming out calling it safety negligence... For concerts and everything else, the boys try their best to prevent any avoidable accidents


  └ Exactly ㅠㅠ Is it too much to ask for them to promote safely without getting hurt...ㅠㅠㅠㅠ


  ≫ Kim Iwol definitely has something


  How did he notice that


  └ Seems like he has something, whether it's divine possession or whatever


  └ I saw the video, if he hadn't dodged, it would've been a fracture at the very least


  └└ Where did you see the video? I can't find it


  └└└ It's all been taken down now


  ≫ It's a miracle no one got hurt


  It was a combination of a material defect that went unnoticed because there were no issues during installation and a member standing right where the light fell. It could have been a major disaster


  └ Right, at first I was so shocked and angry, my rage was at max, but after realizing we could have just watched the accident happen, unable to do anything, my blood ran cold


  └ Seriously, it fell right where Jeho was standing... I don't even want to imagine what could have happened


  ≫ I'm only saying this because it ended without incident, but their trust saved them


  Kim Iwol called Choi Jeho because he thought an accident was about to happen, but Choi Jeho knew nothing and just ran when his member told him to grab his hand in the middle of a performance. The moment he questioned it with a 'Why?', it would have been a huge accident. I think he did well, but during a performance? That couldn't have been easy


  └ fr, and it was his part so he was at the very front


  └ Before, Emperor said on a live stream that he listens to everything Kim Iwol says


  └ Huh??? Which live was it??


  └ When he did his solo live after coming back from Deserted Rest Island for the first time


  └ I remember this... I thought Jeho was just defending Iwol because he was getting so much hate, but he was being serious


  └ He got hate...? Why...? Deserted Rest Island was fun


  └ Iwol said something to Jeho for the broadcast about why he lived such a wild survival life → Rumors started spreading that the member who stayed comfortably in the dorm was mocking the member who suffered → There was a lot of talk like Iwol was jealous of Jeho being the center + he wanted to play the authoritative oldest hyung and treated Jeho as a thorn in his side, etc. It quieted down after Jeho clarified that nothing Kim Iwol says is ever meant to harm the members


  └ Detective Squad was the one who first fueled the fire for the rumors the comment above mentioned


  └ It wasn't a jab at all, he was saying things like 'You should have built a house and slept there' and 'Avoid the UV rays', but I still remember how they media-played it like Iwol was tearing into one of the kids...


  └ The jealousy over the center position is also ridiculous. He's the kid who followed Jeho all the way to his filming set just to support his friend since their trainee days


  ≫ I'm a Sparkle who was at the scene, I hope the boys get some rest


  I was so shocked seeing the light fall right in front of my eyes, you know?


  But imagine how the boys who were right under it felt...


  I remember the expressions on Seongbin and the other boys' faces, and the shock from that moment is still vivid. If someone had gotten hurt, it would have become a real trauma


  └ The original poster must have been really shocked too... ㅠㅠㅠ


  └ I agree. I'd rather see them healthy for a long time than see them promote frequently for a short while


  There were all sorts of stories. I had expected it would not be quiet, but it was more than I imagined. Not a single community failed to mention the incident.


  "What are you looking at?"


  "You scared me."


  Choi Jeho's voice came from above my head while I was reading the posts.


  "Didn't Jeong Seongbin tell you to stop using the internet?"


  "I'm turning it off now."


  His tone was strangely threatening. I quickly turned off my phone, afraid he would actually tell Jeong Seongbin on me.


  "Take this."


  Choi Jeho, who was drying his hair with a towel, placed a bulky plastic bag on the table. When I opened it, I found it was full of capsules.


  "What's this?"


  "The stuff Lee Cheonghyeon got from the capsule machine yesterday. He told me to give it to you, but I forgot."


  "Why are you giving this to me?"


  "He said you'll know when you see it."


  With that, he went to finish drying his hair. I opened one of the colorful capsules. A figurine of a very tired-looking cat came out. The cat held a subway handle with one hand and a briefcase with the other.


  What kind of capsule toy is this?


  Puzzled, I opened another. This time, a cat with its shoulders and bag completely squished, as if on a crowded elevator, came out.


  The capsules all contained cats. One after another, I pulled out a haggard cat, a tech-neck cat, a cat buried in documents, and a cat with a wrinkled tie.


  Inside the capsule was a small instruction slip. I assumed the large title was the product name, so I opened a translation app and took a picture. The caption immediately appeared.


  [Mr. Office Worker Baby Cat]


  What kind of sweatshop would work a baby cat this hard? My heart ached for this filthy modern society that exploits not only humans but cats as well. Following the amusement park-exclusive popcorn bucket, my first souvenir from my trip abroad, a collection of haggard cat keychains became my second.


  Chapter 462: Group Trip (4)


  Hilarious travel anecdotes piled up endlessly. Problems arose at every turn. The most surreal moment came when the police appeared, claiming the group was creating an intimidating atmosphere in an alleyway. If Jeong Seongbin hadn't explained, "We're tourists, just trying to decide on a lunch menu," they would have been in a very awkward situation.


  "See? I told you, Choi Jeho, not to furrow your brow like that when you're outside."


  "Is this all my fault?"


  "Who said it was only your fault? I said you amplify the problematic aura, didn't I? And Kiyeon, you, take off that leather jacket."


  "......"


  I should have asked Lee Cheonghyeon to buy six more of those T-shirts with the hamster dancing under a mirror ball while holding a Coke. If they had just worn those, anyone would have seen spArk as a group of youths brimming with excitement.


  They finally finished lunch after many trials and wandered around until the final day began to close.


  "Is anyone tired?" Lee Cheonghyeon asked.


  As marathon-trained athletes, they wouldn't collapse from a little walking. With their remaining energy, they headed to a famous spot in the city center for night views.


  The prime spot was already packed with people. According to reviews, the best locations filled up before sunset. Fortunately, since they were all a head taller than most people, they could see a decent view even from the back.


  I purposely pressed my back against the inner wall. These guys knew I had an impulsive thought, but they didn't know how I planned to act on it. I didn't want to spoil the mood, but I also held back, worried that getting close to the railing might trigger another strange idea.


  ...It's beautiful.


  Instead of a deep, bottomless river, countless lights twinkled as if they would never go out. The densely packed buildings felt like they would catch me even if I fell.


  "For a clear night shot... adjust the exposure time..."


  "Joowoo, can you see the letters? Should I shine a light for you?"


  "The person behind Jeho probably can't see a thing."


  "That's why we're standing behind everyone."


  "Hyung, am I not a person?"


  The main vocalists, Lee Cheonghyeon, Choi Jeho, and Kang Kiyeon, chattered endlessly around me.


  The yellow lights resembled the light waves from the concert. These guys were next to me then, too, and the warm air felt pleasant. The stage was so impressive that it made me forget the guilt of standing in a place I shouldn't be.


  Being surrounded by things like this makes it okay.


  The thought that I could be okay with these guys wasn't a delusion after all.


  I believed I had gotten better, but then I crumbled again. I thought I hadn't improved at all, just running in place.


  With moments like these, even if I can't shake off the sadness, I can get back up again...


  "Hyung, look here," Park Joowoo called out to me. The camera lens pointed at me.


  "Don't move, stay still. One, two..."


  The shutter clicked. Park Joowoo and Jeong Seongbin put their heads together to check the result. A smile escaped my lips without me realizing it.


  

  After the hot springs, the members returned to their rooms to prepare for bed. They had to pack their bags for checkout the next day. Kang Kiyeon, busily moving around his suitcase, spotted Lee Cheonghyeon fiddling with something.


  "What are you doing? Not packing?"


  "I was thinking of leaving a video from the trip. How about we go around to the hyungs' rooms first and film ours last?"


  It was a good idea. It was also too early for the members to sleep. Kang Kiyeon changed into his pajamas and headed to the 'king's room' with Lee Cheonghyeon. Jeong Seongbin opened the door.


  "What's up?"


  "An interview to commemorate our first group trip!"


  Unlike the younger members' chaotic room, this one was neat, as if they had already finished packing. The only things out were their clothes for tomorrow and a small carry-on bag.


  "Who's here...?"


  "Cheonghyeon and Kiyeon. They said they're here to film an interview."


  Park Joowoo emerged from a thick cloud of steam, having just taken another shower after the hot springs. Jeong Seongbin handed his warmed-up friend a carton of milk with a straw in it.


  "First off, our Seongbin, you worked so hard!"


  At Lee Cheonghyeon's words, Park Joowoo clapped. Kang Kiyeon also clapped as enthusiastically as he could without shaking the camera.


  "How does it feel, leading five members around?"


  "Led them? Everyone had their own role. I don't think I led anyone."


  "If it weren't for you, hyung, we would've been arrested for sure."


  "Really..."


  The atmosphere instantly became solemn. Even Jeong Seongbin didn't deny it.


  "Joowoo, your most recent trip was to the deserted island, right? Comparing the two, what was the biggest difference?"


  "Um... modernization...?"


  "Make sure Iwol doesn't hear what you just said," Kang Kiyeon added seriously.


  With a bright expression, Park Joowoo said both trips were enjoyable.


  "Did you all get a good change of pace?" Lee Cheonghyeon asked, adjusting the zoom to fit both Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo in the frame.


  "Totally. It felt like we were just a group of friends hanging out. Right?"


  "Yeah... I'm glad we came."


  Jeong Seongbin showed off a bookmark he got from a bookstore, and Park Joowoo showed off a CD a record shop owner recommended. While putting the CD away, loose change suddenly spilled from Park Joowoo's bag. The camera perfectly captured two men, both over 180cm tall, squatting between the beds to pick up coins.


  The filming continued for about ten more minutes. After getting enough footage, Kang Kiyeon pressed the stop button. Lee Cheonghyeon checked the video length with a satisfied look.


  "We'll stop recording here. Thanks for your cooperation!"


  "Did you go to the other hyungs' room too?"


  "Not yet. We came here first since Joowoo goes to bed early. We're about to head over now."


  At Lee Cheonghyeon's words, Jeong Seongbin checked the time. Even if Kim Iwol and Choi Jeho filmed for just as long, they would still finish much earlier than their usual bedtime.


  "Go get some good footage. The hyungs are probably tired, so don't stay too long."


  "Okay. Good night!"


  "Sleep well."


  "Good night...!"


  Leaving behind warm goodbyes, Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon headed to the next room. They knocked and waited until Choi Jeho opened the door.


  "What is it?"


  "An interview to commemorate the last day of our trip. Can we come in?"


  "I don't mind, but Kim Iwol is asleep."


  "He's sleeping?" Lee Cheonghyeon's eyes widened.


  Indeed, the light was off only over the bed by the window.


  "Why's that hyung sleeping so early?" Lee Cheonghyeon whispered, lowering his voice.


  "He must have been tired."


  "Should we go?"


  "Just stay. He didn't even wake up when I dropped the suitcase earlier."


  With permission to stay, Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon sat side-by-side on Choi Jeho's bed.


  "If I'd known, we would have come here first."


  "You went to Jeong Seongbin's room too?"


  "Yeah. Joowoo goes to bed early, you know."


  Kang Kiyeon aimed the lens at the back of Kim Iwol's head, which stuck out from under the blanket. Kim Iwol was fast asleep, not moving an inch.


  "Maybe he was nervous."


  "......"


  "You said it was his first time traveling abroad," Choi Jeho said, gesturing toward Kim Iwol with his chin. It wouldn't be strange if his tension finally broke at the end of the trip.


  "That makes sense. An unfamiliar environment must have been tough for someone so meticulous about everything," Lee Cheonghyeon readily agreed. That was the point of the trip, but it must have also been tiring for Kim Iwol.


  While they exchanged a few more words with Choi Jeho, something suspicious caught Lee Cheonghyeon's eye. A few tissues lay neatly on the table. Underneath them, a row of cat figurines was lying down. He got closer and saw the tissues were blankets.


  "Aren't these the ones I got from the claw machine? Didn't you give them to Iwol?"


  "I did. He's the one who set them up like this."


  "......"


  "He said the cats' right to sleep well must be guaranteed," Choi Jeho replied nonchalantly.


  Only then did Lee Cheonghyeon realize the tissues were the cats' blankets.


  Instead of the sleeping Kim Iwol, Kang Kiyeon filmed the figurines that had found their rest. He thought a caption saying, 'The owner is asleep, so we are substituting with this footage,' would be perfect. Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon delicately adjusted the tissue blankets before leaving the room.


  

  Baek Haewon was incredibly busy after her final exams. Even in their off-season, spArk didn't stop releasing content. After their group trip, they released a stream of 'boyfriend-material' photos perfect for wallpapers and memes.


  ≫ spArk are really something else


  Look at them, they even back up their Insta photos on the fan cafe because they know it's hard to save them


  └ They're the only idols who tell you to download in high quality so the resolution doesn't break


  └ Giving it to us in a zip file so we can save it all at once without multiple annoying clicks is legendary


  ≫ spArk all have great personal style


  Must be fun for fans to follow their Instas


  └ There's a very sad story behind that...


  └ LOLOLOLOLOLOL


  └ A certain Mr. Kim, the boy of justice, apparently stole from the members' closets


  └ The funniest part is that he doesn't even wear the stolen clothes, he just hides them somewhere


  ≫ What's with the floral print squad LOL


  Is it their class T-shirt? LOL


  └ Seriously, if you ignore their faces and physiques, they look like guys you'd find in the class next door


  └ Anyone can tell they're just kids on vacation for summer break lol


  └ And Kim Iwol allowed this


  └└ They said he made a deal involving a marathon


  └└└ What is this now, this is insane


  She was glad she had upgraded to the latest phone model after starting college. The ample storage space always reassured her. An idol fan could never have enough money or phone storage.


  Just as she was observing each new photo for a full thirty minutes, an alarm went off. A BubblePop from Kim Iwol arrived.


  "......"


  Hunter... I'm so sorry. I fell asleep early on the last day and couldn't film the interview. It would have been nice if I had woken up in the middle, but I guess I was sleeping too deeply. I'll post a lot of trip photos on the fan cafe instead!


  She had forgotten to change her name from 'Hunter' again, but an interview?


  While Baek Haewon puzzled over this news, her phone vibrated again. A video had been uploaded to spArk's official Metube account. The title was '!Warning: Short! spArk is on Vacation'.


  The video wasn't a formal production, but a collection of short, 30-second clips stitched together. Since they had filmed it all themselves, it didn't seem planned as content.


  If the company had attached a content team to them even during their vacation, the Sparklers would have sent a protest truck and then some.


  They had clearly gathered and uploaded clips they filmed themselves because they wanted to show the fans something. The relaxed atmosphere and simple composition made Baek Haewon feel like she was getting an intimate glimpse of their vacation.


  At the very end of the video, an interview segment in their hotel room asked for their thoughts on the trip. The back of Kim Iwol's head was visible behind Choi Jeho as he answered a question. A drawing of a star and the word 'Dreamland' floated above his head.


  Where Kim Iwol's segment should have been, a close-up of the cat figurines lying down played instead.


  『The subject of the interview is asleep, so we are substituting with this footage. (From Kiyeon)』


  『Instead of comments, we present the gentle touch of Iwol-hyung, who carefully tucked them in. (From Cheonghyeon)』


  Handwritten captions from the younger members overlaid the screen. Her BubblePop notifications went off nonstop as Kim Iwol spammed photos. Baek Haewon laughed until she cried, watching her favorite idol be his usual self.


  Chapter 463: Action


  Finding something to do during my break was not easy. I could spend ten hours a day glued to the music composition program and still have time left over.


  [Things to do on annual leave]


  [How to use your annual leave without regrets]


  [How to make people say you used your leave well]


  .


  .


  .


  Searching diligently proved useless. In this era of 'god-tier living', everyone focused on career-enhancing projects for their precious holidays. With my limited options, there was nothing for me to follow.


  If anyone asked what I did on leave at Hanpyeong Industry... I'd say I was just on standby at home, damn it.


  For some office workers, holidays meant very little. Many employees took their laptops to cafes or could not turn off their company messenger notifications.


  How could I rest easy just because I took a day off? I lived with my phone glued to my side from morning until night, never knowing when Department Head Nam might call. My computer, of course, was always on.


  Even after coming to UA, I could count the times I did nothing on a holiday on one hand. Unless I was bedridden with exhaustion, I was usually doing something. The holidays were never long, either.


  Then, I was suddenly thrown into a world of rest. I received an incomplete freedom where digital civilization was not permitted. Like a new employee on his first day, I was flustered and did not know what to do.


  "...Is that why you want to follow me to action school?"


  "Do you need a more detailed explanation?"


  Choi Jeho showed his disapproval at my words and said that was enough.


  "You'd be better off taking a lecture with Kang Kiyeon. Didn't he sign up for some online course?"


  "Webshell? I'm already good at that."


  "Why would he be learning that?"


  "I don't know. Yesterday he was watching the special lecture on Webshell I uploaded."


  Choi Jeho's brow furrowed like an accordion. He looked like he genuinely could not understand Kang Kiyeon, so I could not even mention my grand plan to film a second part of the Webshell special lecture for him.


  "When Cheonghyeon and I went to make a delivery, you said they also run a trial program. Don't they do that anymore?"


  "They do, but..."


  "Ah, you're embarrassed to have a friend your age tagging along. In that case, I'll take the hint and visit separately."


  "Hoo..."


  Choi Jeho sighed as if he could pierce the floor.


  "I don't want to get an earful from Jeong Seongbin, you know?"


  His tightly crossed arms clearly revealed Choi Jeho's displeasure.


  "Get his permission. Then I'll take you."


  "That's a tough condition. Could you give me a generous amount of time to prepare?"


  Choi Jeho left after telling me to figure it out myself. After that, I began to plead with Jeong Seongbin as pathetically and servilely as possible.


  My laziness and Jeong Seongbin's strictness were inversely proportional. The more I lazed around in bed, the more lenient Jeong Seongbin became. I thoroughly exploited this fact.


  "Seongbin, I'm so bored."


  "Do you want to play a game or something?"


  "I want to stop doing things sitting down. My body aches."


  My body really did ache. I had not felt cooped up at our travel destination since we were always moving around, but just going between the dorm and the gym was not enough to burn off my excess energy.


  Strictly speaking, Jeong Seongbin was not interfering with me. 'Stay away from work for a while,' and 'Refrain from strenuous physical activity.' These were the only two things Jeong Seongbin demanded.


  But if you took those things away, what was left of my daily routine? Strumming the bass in my room is fun, but the days are just too monotonous. Can't you see the cracks forming in my peaceful daily life? I had tried everything from visiting a comic cafe to watering plants with the members' help, but I still had not found a hobby that was a perfect fit. The youth of the Republic of Korea desperately needed more opportunities to explore hobbies and careers.


  Jeong Seongbin looked at me lying on the bed. "If you're going to the gym, let's go together," he said.


  "Didn't you say you had muscle soreness from leg day yesterday? You think you can go again today?"


  "......"


  I muttered relentlessly every time Jeong Seongbin entered the room.


  "I think I'd feel so refreshed if I could just go stretch my body out once."


  "Watching Choi Jeho and Cheonghyeon do it looked really fun."


  "Once our activities start, I won't even be able to dream of it..."


  Unable to watch any longer, Jeong Seongbin finally raised the white flag after three days.


  "I'll check it carefully, but please make sure to double and triple-check the safety equipment. Be sure to tell them about your head beforehand, and please be careful not to get swept up in the atmosphere and perform any excessive actions."


  "Seongbin, shouldn't you be saying that to Choi Jeho, not me?"


  Even though I was the beginner, Jeong Seongbin was busy nagging Choi Jeho. Funnily enough, Choi Jeho actually listened to Jeong Seongbin's nagging. He would not even pay attention when I talked to him. What a ridiculous guy.


  In any case, I could now set foot in Choi Jeho's action school.


  I remembered following him to Jang Junhoo's music video set. Thinking about how I went all that way just to watch and make sure Choi Jeho did not do anything stupid... I felt like I had been through all sorts of things.


  "Everyone on this team is so handsome in person, aren't they?"


  This was the instructor's first comment after seeing me. I was extremely nervous, being the next one up after Lee Cheonghyeon, but the long gap of time had saved me.


  During the warm-up, I also received praise for my excellent basic stamina.


  "I'm embarrassed that stamina is the only thing I have to show for myself."


  "He won't fall over easily no matter what you ask him to do," Choi Jeho added, vouching for my stamina.


  If you take away my stamina, I'm just a corpse... no, why are there so many extreme expressions in the world? Do I just use an unusual number of negative idioms? I urgently need to improve my linguistic habits.


  "Mr. Iwol, is there anything you wanted to try while you're here? There are many types of action, you know. There's wire work, and there's also using props like wooden swords."


  The instructor readily offered a wide range of options, even to me, who had just tagged along as his star pupil's friend. I had a clear move I wanted to learn.


  "Car stunts!"


  A black car rushes menacingly toward the protagonist. At a dead end with nowhere to run, the protagonist leaps onto the hood to minimize the impact!


  "So you don't just want to hang onto the car body, but you want to try rolling and falling?"


  "......"


  "What do you mean, falling techniques? Just do something normal," Choi Jeho grumbled from the side, throwing a wet blanket on my idea.


  "Since it's not an actual shoot, it would be possible if we use a filming vehicle and go slowly, but for safety, it would be better to practice a bit before attempting it. You'll need to master the falling techniques, too. Especially if you have to be careful with your head."


  "I see..."


  "Come along with Jeho when he comes. I'll tell one of the guys who has free time to watch over you."


  "Thank you!"


  The instructor gladly extended the trial period for the one-day visitor, Kim Iwol. While Choi Jeho practiced his fight choreography, he also taught me how to roll safely on the ground.


  "The entertainment industry has a strong impression of being insensitive to injuries, but it seems UA pays a lot of attention to safety," the instructor remarked as he wrapped up the special lesson.


  "Is that so?"


  Considering the accidents that have happened at UA... I don't really want to agree.


  However, for those working in the field, things were relative. So I did not strongly deny it.


  "When we were told that Mr. Cheonghyeon and Mr. Iwol were coming, a company staff member repeatedly requested it. They asked us to prioritize safety over getting active scenes. Usually, it's the other way around, isn't it?"


  Since Jukyung usually handled casting contacts, the staff member must have been her. The words 'usually, it's the other way around' left a bitter taste.


  "Jeho has also become more interested in first aid. He was never one to neglect his studies, but it seems the company's policy has had a big influence."


  "......"


  "Whenever we have safety training, he always comes to attend. Even when I ask if he isn't busy with his schedule, he doesn't say one way or the other, just looks sullen."


  The instructor laughed out loud. I, however, could not laugh.


  The car was quiet on the way back. I debated dozens of times whether to say something to Choi Jeho.


  "Hey, you..."


  As I finally broke the silence, Choi Jeho looked back at me. His gaze was utterly indifferent.


  You haven't developed some kind of trauma, have you?


  I wanted to ask, but the question got stuck in my throat. It was even harder to ask when it might have started.


  I'd rather be overthinking it. After all, Choi Jeho seems perfectly fine, doesn't he?


  "...When are you going next?"


  "I'll see when I have time," Choi Jeho answered nonchalantly.


  The guy really, truly seemed completely unfazed.


  

  The path of creation was long and arduous. My progress on the 'topline making' homework from Lee Cheonghyeon was converging to zero.


  "Creation is so painful and difficult."


  "Hyung, you're good at planning items, aren't you? Is this different from that?"


  "It's on a whole different level."


  At my words, Kang Kiyeon stared blankly at Lee Cheonghyeon, who was doing a cheerful shoulder dance in front of his laptop. He seemed to find it hard to believe that this was what someone in the middle of arduous work looked like.


  "Cheonghyeon is in another class. Comparing a god to a human is just too cruel."


  "Ah, yes."


  Kang Kiyeon's face clearly read, 'Of course you'd say that.' I saw it with my own two eyes.


  "Is there a genre you want to write? Joowoo was kind of curious."


  "Joowoo was?"


  Park Joowoo had also shown a particular interest when Lee Cheonghyeon started composing. Back then, it was because he had a lingering attachment to being in a band. I wondered what it was this time, so I asked him indirectly and got an unexpected answer.


  "Singing a song written by a member, that's so cool..."


  He was simply curious about what kind of song he would get to sing. It was an incredibly pure reason.


  "Even if it might not make it onto the tracklist?"


  There was no guarantee that a member's song would be included on the album. Even Lee Cheonghyeon himself had to pass a blind test every time to secure the title track.


  Park Joowoo's answer to my hypothetical question was clear.


  "Because singers don't only sing songs that go on albums."


  Honestly, I was surprised. If Park Joowoo's desire for a band had been a small ember, it had now swallowed all available firewood and grown into a large flame. I felt I could understand why the word 'passion' suited him so well.


  What do I need to swallow to bring warmth to my own lukewarm life?


  Hearing Lee Cheonghyeon's voice shout that he had done it, I was lost in thought.


  Chapter 464: The Elder (1)


  Besides the action school, other minor events occurred. I watched the setting sun and racked my brain about what to do the next day.


  A random text arrived from Gu Jahan. [I heard spArk is on a break?] I had no idea how he knew about someone else's vacation.


  I replied, [That's right.]


  Gu Jahan texted back, [Wanna come out tomorrow?]
[I'm meeting with Woo Yunjae].
 It seemed Gu Jahan wasn't planning on being alone. He now referred to him as 'Woo Yunjae' instead of 'Yunjae'. Since when were those two so close? It was utterly baffling.


  I wrote, [It's alright. You two have a good time together.]


  Gu Jahan replied, [Woo Yunjae said if I'm calling you, he's going to the fish market auction at dawn tomorrow]. 
 These old guys were being ridiculous. I couldn't understand why they were including me when they were the ones eating raw fish. I had no clue what kind of fish was worth buying at the crack of dawn.


  Gu Jahan texted, [You're really not coming?]
[Woo Yunjae is going at 3 AM].


  I replied, [If you send me the time and place, I'll be there tomorrow!]


  Gu Jahan sent back, [OK].


  The plan formed in an instant. I immediately reported the new schedule to our leader. Jeong Seongbin looked completely surprised.


  "Sorry, was that too sudden? Should I tell them I can't make it now?"


  "No, it's not that. It's just the first time I've seen you make personal plans, Hyung."


  "Is that so?"


  Looking back, it was true. I had never met anyone outside for non-work-related reasons. It would have been stranger to be out having fun when I should have been working my butt off to escape being a 'Sealed-Off Clunker'.


  "Is it a dinner meeting?"


  "It's for lunch. I'm not sure when it'll end."


  "Take your time and have fun. If not now, when else will you get to hang out!"


  Jeong Seongbin enthusiastically supported my outing. I started to wonder if going out was actually for these guys' sake, though there was no way these soft-hearted guys were being two-faced.


  When spArk heard the meeting place was Woo Yoonjae's house, they put their heads together to choose a gift for me to bring.


  "I think it's only right that we send a gift of equivalent value to the six boxes of fresh cabbage juice."


  Kang Kiyeon led a heated debate on 'Recommended Gifts for a Work Senior'. Amidst AI-generated posts and advertisements, spArk found a recommendation post with meaningful information.


  "Candidate number 3, towels. They last longer than daily necessities like toilet paper, and they're the kind of item you feel hesitant to buy with your own money, so it's highly recommended. If you search for hotel towels, you can find thick and fluffy ones. Generally, the replacement cycle for towels is..."


  As Park Joowoo found the candidates, Choi Jeho diligently wrote them down beside him. Lee Cheonghyeon searched for nearby stores that sold the items.


  Kang Kiyeon carefully scanned the quickly filled Webshell file and called out to me.


  "Hyung, how about a home-use emotional design fire extinguisher for safety and a whole pie for dessert?"


  "Alright."


  Kang Kiyeon even kindly made a reservation for the pie.


  Making gift lists was normally my main job. It usually involved purchasing the item, placing it on Department Head Nam's desk, or shipping it and tracking the delivery process.


  "I'll respect your desire to repay the senior's kindness this time, but don't do this from now on. You know what I mean, right?"


  I said it hoping these guys wouldn't get stuck doing menial tasks somewhere else. Kang Kiyeon just shrugged and left without a word.


  

  Gu Jahan opened the door to Woo Yoonjae's house. "You're here?"


  I thought I was late for our appointment. This guy must have a lot of free time now that his drama filming is over.


  "Sunbae, I'm he... what are you doing?"


  "Ah, welcome."


  I quickly tossed the gifts to Gu Jahan and ran to the kitchen. A huge slab of fish lay on the island counter.


  "You didn't have to come over here, just sit down. Would you like something to drink?"


  "Don't say that, please give me something to do!"


  "I told you to sit. Want some water? Woo Yunjae, Iwol brought this."


  "Is this a gift?... Thank you."


  The two of them were completely unfazed. I was the only one who was dumbfounded. Gu Jahan pulled out a chair at the table and handed me a mug filled with water.


  "Did you really go to the auction?"


  "Yes. It's hard to get live croaker in Seoul."


  Woo Yoonjae asked if it was okay to eat the raw fish first and look at the gifts later. Are the gifts really the issue right now? He had gone to the market at 3 AM to secure the fish, left it in a tank, and then filleted it right before our visit. I exclaimed that he should please do as he wished.


  While Woo Yoonjae sliced the fish, we made small talk about what we had been up to. Most of it was about Gu Jahan, who was starting over from supporting roles.


  "Woo Yoonjae helped a lot."


  "Was it really enough to be called 'helping'?"


  Well, well. The two of them were even speaking informally now.


  "You two have gotten close in such a short time. You must be very compatible."


  "I don't have any friends in the acting scene, you know."


  "Still."


  He had resolved the unfortunate incident from his past and showed a pretty good side of himself on variety shows, but I never expected them to get this close.


  Woo Yoonjae answered my question simply.


  "My situation isn't much different..."


  So it was a symbiotic relationship. I thought that once you become an adult, you only grow apart over trivial things, but it seemed you could also grow closer over trivial commonalities.


  The sashimi Woo Yoonjae sliced was incredibly delicious. They said croaker was in season, and they were right.


  Soju naturally followed. When I told a worried Woo Yoonjae that my stomach ulcer had healed, Gu Jahan brought a green bottle from the veranda.


  Gu Jahan asked as he filled my glass, "I heard you went on a trip?"


  "Yes, to celebrate my vacation."


  "Was it fun?"


  "It was eventful."


  The older guys, without being asked, searched for the Vivid Flower Shirt photo themselves and burst out laughing. The soju tasted bitter. No, it was probably my heart that felt bitter...


  "What do you seniors usually do during your breaks?"


  "I go to my family's home to help with the rice farming. There's a lot to do on a farm."


  "Isn't farming also work?"


  Gu Jahan made a fed-up expression. It was closer to admiration than contempt.


  "What about you?"


  "Go for a drive or play golf."


  The conversation flowed through various topics, from leisure activities to lifestyle patterns and recent interests. We even touched upon the abyss of the drama industry's internal affairs a few times. I just laughed and kept drinking.


  Empty bottles began to pile up on the table one by one. When the pie came out as both a side dish and dessert, the conversation deepened.


  "The members picked this out?"


  "They said they really wanted to thank you, sunbae. I came as their representative because they were worried it would be a hassle if all six of them contacted you separately."


  "The kids are nice."


  We also changed the type of alcohol for a proper pairing. The subtle scent of wine filled the house. Once mentioned, spArk quickly became a major topic of conversation.


  "The members of spArk are all tall. Are kids these days generally tall?"


  "They say the average height tends to increase year by year."


  "I've seen some rookie actors who are 190cm."


  Gu Jahan marveled at my and Woo Yoonjae's words.


  "It's something I've been thinking recently, but I don't think I would've landed lead roles if it weren't for my height."


  Gu Jahan emptied his glass with a self-deprecating remark. It wasn't that uncommon for the male lead to be chosen based on height and visuals.


  Woo Yoonjae refilled Gu Jahan's glass. "Whatever it is, having a strength is a good thing."


  Woo Yoonjae's face was far from that of a typical male lead, so he had spent many years in supporting roles. He also lacked proper opportunities.


  However, his unique atmosphere and charm shone in certain genres. The reason Woo Yoonjae was able to have a long-running career was that for those specific genres and characters, there was no one as suitable as 'Woo Yunjae'.


  "In the end, isn't it a matter of how you utilize your strengths?"


  "That's right."


  The two men clinked their glasses. I didn't hold back and joined in.


  "Sunbae, did you always want to be an actor?"


  "Me?" Gu Jahan asked back.


  "I liked acting. I can't say I didn't have any desire for lead roles."


  "Is there anyone who dreams of being an actor but doesn't want a lead role?"


  "You didn't seem to have any. Even back then."


  "I was just trying to be realistic."


  Woo Yoonjae smiled gently. I couldn't dare to imagine how much time he must have gone through to be able to speak of such worries so calmly.


  The 'reason for choosing your career' question was passed to me. "What about Iwol? Why did you want to be an idol?"


  I answered that I wasn't sure when I first challenged myself, but I started to feel a sense of accomplishment after debuting.


  "As long as you enjoy it, that's all that matters. If you're going to do it for a long time," Gu Jahan said in passing.


  I might have enjoyed it if it weren't for the SYSTEM. Then again, if it weren't for the SYSTEM, I never would have become an idol in the first place.


  I don't know if I can do it for a long time. I was in no state to realize it at the time, but my synchronization rate had already hit 90%.


  There were no separate physical side effects, but I could only guess that my impulsive attempt to make an extreme choice was the penalty corresponding to that 10%.


  How many percentage points has the synchronization rate risen this year alone? If a stock rose this much, trading would be halted for being too steep. It gave me a headache just thinking about having to conserve the remaining 10% until I achieved the final KPI.


  As I sipped wine to soothe my complicated feelings, Gu Jahan muttered as if to himself.


  "Why does it feel like I'm drinking with people my own age?"


  "Are you saying I look old for my age?"


  "Could you please not ruin my reputation in an instant?" Gu Jahan clutched his chest.


  I was the one who should have been surprised. Hadn't I almost revealed my soul's age?


  "He means you're mature. I sometimes can't believe Iwol is in his early 20s either."


  "Thank you. I'm in my mid-20s now, though."


  Thanks to Woo Yoonjae's nice packaging of the comment, I was barely saved. Considering I was warned before not to talk like an old man, it seems I can't hide the years I've lived.


  However, separate from my soul being in its 30s, I remembered something I wanted to ask these two, who were actually in their 30s.


  "Sunbaes. There's something I'd like to ask, if that's okay?"


  "What is it?" Gu Jahan asked, propping his chin on his hand.


  "When you've committed a grave offense against a man in his mid-30s and want to ask for forgiveness, at least materially, what kind of gift would be good?"
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  "Mid-thirties?"


  Mr. Gu Jahan confirmed the age range. I nodded. Since Mr. Gu Jahan and Woo Yoonjae were in their late thirties, they were suitable people to ask for advice.


  A gift for an elder in their forties or a teenage girl would be easy. I was confident I could pick something decent, but a gift that could satisfy someone in their thirties felt like a difficult puzzle. I had never experienced that age or interacted with anyone enough to exchange gifts.


  "Mr. Iwol isn't the type to cause trouble. Are you going to apologize for someone else? Tell them to do it themselves. What's so hard about saying you're sorry?" Mr. Gu Jahan rattled off.


  He sounded worried that I might be apologizing for someone else. I was grateful, but his concern was excessive.


  "It's true that I was the one who caused the trouble. I have to go apologize."


  "You, Mr. Iwol?" Woo Yoonjae looked surprised.


  Yes, I'm the one who caused a massive incident. So massive I should be bowing my head until it wears down.


  "How did that happen?" Mr. Gu Jahan asked as he poured himself a drink. Neither I nor Woo Yoonjae had a chance to grab the bottle for him.


  "I received a great deal of help from a senior. I was also indebted to another senior at their home."


  "For something like that, you don't need to get anything too big, do you?"


  Mr. Gu Jahan and Woo Yoonjae recommended reasonably priced housewarming gifts. They added that there was no reason to spend hundreds of thousands of won for staying over just one day.


  I had to summarize the situation concisely. I explained that they were important people who had kept me from straying during a precarious time.


  When I told them I had been left like checked baggage at the home of a senior I barely knew and even slept there while mentally adrift, Mr. Gu Jahan took my glass away.


  "Are you okay now?"


  "I rested for a while, so I'm perfectly fine. So, about the drink..."


  "No, stop drinking." Mr. Gu Jahan decisively pushed the glass to the edge of the table. Woo Yoonjae then took my glass to the sink.


  "Is it an idol senior? Not from the same agency, I guess? I heard spArk is the only idol group at UA."


  "Yes, which is why a more formal apology is necessary."


  "I see..."


  Mr. Gu Jahan and Woo Yoonjae started reselecting a gift. They even set a budget and began a fierce debate. Since their tastes and interests were polar opposites, a wide variety of candidates emerged.


  "It's rare to find someone who dislikes liquor, you know?"


  "There are people in the world who don't drink."


  "What about small home appliances?"


  "You're not even that close, so how would you know what they need? And if it's a duplicate or something they don't need, exchanging it is a hassle."


  While the two of them chattered, I sipped my pie alone. I was thirsty, so I also got some water from the purifier and drank it.


  Woo Yoonjae, who had been in a heated discussion, stared at me blankly. When our eyes met, Woo Yoonjae spoke.


  "Setting aside age and situation, what about giving the gift that you, Mr. Iwol, think that person would like the most?"


  "What I think?"


  "I understand you want to give a return gift that anyone would see as appropriate since you caused trouble, but sincerity is the most important thing, isn't it?"


  As he spoke, Woo Yoonjae placed a new slice of pie on my plate.


  "If it's a gift chosen with the recipient in mind, wouldn't they understand your feelings, Mr. Iwol?"


  "......"


  "Because I really liked the gift I received from you, Mr. Iwol."


  That short sentence gave me a lot to think about. Just as Woo Yoonjae said, I had been agonizing over a gift for Polo and Yuur without looking into what they actually liked. Normally, I would have researched their preferences first.


  "That's good advice... Thank you."


  Feeling somewhat embarrassed, I asked if I could have just one more drink. Woo Yoonjae silently filled my cup to the brim with water.


  "It shouldn't happen, but if you ever need a place to crash again, come to our house. Or here. Then you wouldn't have to be so anxious, right?" Mr. Gu Jahan grumbled.


  Woo Yoonjae also showed his kindness. "Mr. Iwol is always welcome. You can come anytime."


  The seniors kindly gave me, the youngest, the bed. They slept on the sofa and the living room floor. The two men had drunk a lot and seemed to reach their limit after clearing the empty bottles. They fell asleep the moment their heads hit the cushions. My conscience pricked me for just receiving their hospitality, so I cleaned up afterward.


  After finishing the cleanup, I lay in bed and turned on a live stream from Helix. In the darkness, the phone screen glowed softly. The members' Q&A session flowed calmly, like ASMR.


  

  I made plans with Yuur right away. I invited Polo as well. One had watched over me, and the other was literally my lifesaver. It was only right to treat them with the utmost respect.


  So I booked a table at the best restaurant I knew. It was a course-meal restaurant I had only ever booked when the CEO spouted nonsense about meeting a director to plan Hanpyeong's future.


  To think the day would come when I'd book this place with my own money... it feels like a whole different era.


  As I waited, trembling with nervousness, the seniors entered at the same time. They said they had met at the entrance and came in together. I shot up from my seat and bowed at a 90-degree angle.


  "I was truly rude the other day...!"


  "Aigoo, what are you doing! Straighten up!" Polo hurriedly grabbed my upper body.


  I didn't shed any tears, but I apologized, practically sobbing. It took a full ten minutes for me to calm down and take a seat.


  "Did you get home safely that day?" Yuur asked kindly.


  I nodded so hard it felt like my head would fall off.


  "I'm sorry for only sending a text and taking so long to see you in person. I should have contacted you sooner..."


  "Mr. Iwol, don't be like that. Have some porridge. The pumpkin porridge smells amazing." Polo cut me off and offered the appetizer.


  I cautiously put a spoonful of porridge into my mouth. I could only feel that it was warm and sticky. I couldn't taste anything.


  While the food was served, we only exchanged light conversation, mostly catching up and talking about the menu. Hearing them say the food was delicious was a small comfort to my uneasy heart.


  Yuur broke the thin ice of the tense atmosphere.


  "Your complexion looks much better."


  Her words pierced the tension, and the chilling sensation I had felt that day gushed out, making my fingertips tingle. I truly hadn't been in my right mind back then.


  "It's all thanks to you seniors."


  "Not at all. You're the one who went through a lot, Mr. Iwol," Yuur said calmly. Polo also listened in silence.


  "The hospital... I've been going regularly."


  "......"


  "The company is also taking good care of me, and I've decided to take a break from activities for a while..."


  Explaining the steps I was taking felt like a duty. If you cause trouble for others, you have to promise it won't happen again. I chose my words carefully, hoping my intentions would be clear.


  "I'm going to... get myself properly sorted out. I'll make sure this never happens again."


  At my words, Polo smiled. It wasn't a completely relieved smile.


  "Don't feel too burdened. What did I do, other than give you a ride once?"


  "If it weren't for you, senior."


  "I just think I was lucky to be passing by there at that time."


  "......"


  "I don't think of it as me helping someone. The timing was just good for both of us. You know what I mean, right?"


  Polo pushed a plate of food toward me. He added that I needed to eat to get my energy back.


  "Your members probably feel the same way."


  "......"


  "I'm saying they'll want to be a source of strength for you. I'm saying this because it seems like you're not the type to easily rely on others, Mr. Iwol."


  "......"


  "The guys in spArk all know about your situation, don't they?"


  I understood what he meant, but it was difficult in reality. I had lived ten years longer than them. Those guys had already fulfilled their role just by giving me mental comfort.


  "My members are still young. The youngest ones just became adults. I don't want to talk about things that are too dark."


  Outwardly, there might not be much of a difference, but I couldn't afford to forget the age gap myself.


  "I don't think you necessarily have to talk about dark things," Yuur smiled.


  "It would just be good to share your mental state. That way, your members will worry less."


  Instead of giving them unnecessary worries, it would actually lessen their worries?


  I didn't quite understand. Then, something came to mind.


  Don't say you hid it because you were worried about us.


  It was what Kang Kiyeon had said, telling me not to hide difficult things for their sake.


  If you're hurting, tell us.


  I had replied that I understood and had actually kept that promise well. However, in the eyes of the system and Yuur, it seemed there was still a mountain I had yet to climb.


  To think I have to reveal more of my inner thoughts than when I told the guys I'd answer their questions over drinks.


  I was reluctant. If it went that far, it would truly be like crossing a line.


  However...


  I couldn't ignore Jeong Seongbin's arms hugging me when I came home, Park Joowoo's wavering eyes, the sound of Kang Kiyeon's footsteps as he checked on me every night, or Lee Cheonghyeon's fingers poking my side playfully.


  "I'll try."


  "Good. Just take it easy."


  After that, we decided to only talk about pleasant things. I heard their thoughts on 'Deserted Rest Island' and 『Bright』. They asked if I had any thoughts of producing for a new agency after my contract with UA ended. I broke out in a cold sweat and told them not to make such scary jokes.


  Before we parted, I gave them the gifts I had prepared. Both of them adamantly refused at first but gladly accepted when I told them I had put a lot of thought into choosing them.


  "Mr. Iwol."


  Yuur, in her car, rolled down the passenger-side window and spoke to me.


  "Live joyfully, have fun. I know you might wonder how you can enjoy life when there are so many hardships, but."


  "......"


  "That's how people are able to live."


  While Yuur started the engine with a smile, Polo arrived. He had insisted on paying and sent us out first. Polo pulled me into a strong hug.


  "Let's see each other again."


  "......"


  "Stay healthy. Got it?"


  Then he hit my back a couple of times. WHAP. WHAP. He hit me so hard that my back stung.


  "You're driving, Hyung?"


  "It's my car, so of course, I have to."


  "Alright!" Polo got into the passenger seat with a thrilled expression.


  "Shall we get going too?" Manager Daeyeon asked. He had come to pick me up and had been waiting for the farewells to end.


  The ride back felt quite liberating.


  Chapter 466: True Feelings


  The dorm always looked the same on a day with no practice.


  Jeong Seongbin watched the news or read a book on the living room sofa. Outside the window, Park Joowoo watered the potted plants.


  Through the wide-open door, I could clearly see Lee Cheonghyeon sitting at his new desktop with a headset on. Kang Kiyeon read a comic book on his bed. Choi Jeho was probably lying on the bed in his room. They all looked like ordinary young men in their early twenties.


  Am I, who has lived an eternity longer than them, supposed to complain about how hard things are? I'd sooner cry alone under the covers. I just don't have the courage for that.


  Sigh...


  Swallowing a sigh, I went back to my room and changed. I then lay still on my bed, replaying the conversation I had with the sunbaes.


  As I stared into space without lifting a finger, I sensed someone nearby. A rustling sound came and went, followed by the sound of a page turning.


  "Kiyeon?"


  "......"


  Even if I didn't complain, these guys would stick by my side, worried that the grown-up Iwol would fall into a swamp of depression all by himself. I didn't want to burden kids like them any further.


  "Kiyeon."


  "......"


  "Do you like a dependable hyung, or a weak-willed hyung?"


  "A dependable hyung, of course."


  Who would like a weak-willed hyung? A sensitive one, maybe. I completely agreed with Kang Kiyeon's answer.


  "Between a diligent hyung and a lazy hyung?"


  "The diligent one."


  "Between a responsible hyung and an irresponsible one, which is better?"


  "The responsible one, obviously."


  See? A person should have a dependable side, live diligently, and be responsible for their actions...


  "Is the quiz over?"


  "......"


  Kang Kiyeon snapped his comic book shut. He then dragged me out to the living room.


  "Everyone, please gather around. We need to have a talk."


  "......"


  Despite my bewilderment, Kang Kiyeon stood rigidly and waited for the members to gather. From all corners, the members of spArk ambled out.


  

  "What's this about?" Choi Jeho asked, taking a seat on the floor.


  "I don't know either. Kiyeon called us."


  Despite the sudden summons, spArk's attendance was 100%. My mind was truly fine now, so I felt like shouting at them to go out and wander around during their break.


  "Hyung, is there something you want to say to us?" Kang Kiyeon asked. His expression was nearly blank, but his eyes shone fiercely.


  "No."


  "Really?"


  "......"


  "Well, I have something to say, so I'll say it. Iwol, I think your self-esteem has gotten incredibly low. It seems you need active help from those around you."


  My mouth fell open. The fastball didn't just hit my solar plexus, it pierced right through it.


  "That's not true!"


  "It's not? Then why did you ask what kind of hyung is better?"


  "......"


  "I don't think you're weak-willed or pathetic, hyung, but anyway."


  The members' gazes fixed on me. Each pair of eyes was so clear it felt like I was facing them up close. It was so burdensome I wanted to hide anywhere.


  "...Should I really tell you everything?"


  At my words, Kang Kiyeon, who had his arms crossed, nodded. I didn't have the confidence to meet their eyes, so I asked if I could lie down. Park Joowoo offered his lap.


  I pulled Jeong Seongbin's blanket over myself and lay there for a long while. No one rushed me. When I could hear the second hand of the living room clock ticking, I finally spoke.


  "...I've been having a hard time lately."


  "......"


  "I was depressed. It's similar to burnout, but a little different. I had no energy. It wasn't because of you guys or work... it's a personal problem."


  I couldn't imagine the expressions on their faces outside the blanket. So I cowardly continued to talk, hidden under the microfiber.


  "I'm completely recovered now, so you don't have to worry."


  "......"


  "But with your personalities, that's not possible, is it?"


  The guys were silent. I had resolved my gloomy feelings during the trip, and all that remained was this awkwardness in front of the kids. Even so, I wanted to call Yuur and Polo right away and ask if this was the right thing to do.


  "It's thanks to your help that I've gotten this much better. If not for you, I would've just kept digging a hole, you know? I'm really good at digging. I'll dig by myself until I hit rock bottom. Can't even act my age, it's pathetic, isn't it? That's why I didn't want to talk about it. It's pathetic."


  I tried my best to explain it as calmly as possible. Fortunately, my voice didn't tremble or choke. I just felt relieved that the blanket was hiding my flushed face.


  "...I have a lot of things I have to do."


  Things like the lawsuit, or winning the grand prize. I also had to repay the love I received from the fans before the synchronization rate filled up completely. The piling responsibilities kept making me anxious.


  "I was impatient because it wasn't going well, and I felt helpless because I found myself so pathetic."


  "......"


  "Because I'm not really anyone special."


  I wanted to repay the expectations and love I'd received, even if I wasn't a big enough vessel to contain it all. You have no idea how regretful I feel every time I see the things I've missed, like water spilling to the floor even when I brace myself to get soaked trying to hold the overflow.


  "I know everyone must be tired. I keep starting all sorts of projects, and when you tell me to rest, I say I don't have time. I just have so many expectations..."


  My voice grew smaller and smaller. The more I spoke, the more I shrank into myself. Standing confidently before spArk, all I could think of were the endless sins I had committed.


  "I didn't want to make you worry about things like this."


  I meant it. Negative emotions are so easily contagious. The greater the dark energy, the more so.


  I didn't want to taint these guys with the same emotions. It was enough that their past selves had experienced a colleague nearly disappearing from the world.


  However, in the end, I burdened these guys with anxiety. These guys who had lived so much less than me, whom I was supposed to be protecting.


  My conscience pricked me, and yet, the warmth these young guys gave me was a comfort. Aren't people just so two-faced?


  "I thought I should tell you that everything was okay now, and that it was thanks to you... but I couldn't find the chance."


  Someone let out a small sigh. An unknown hand patted my shoulder.


  "So you're saying there's no problem now, right?" Choi Jeho asked.


  I answered honestly. "I can't say it's 100%. My counselor said my condition is improving. I feel much more at ease than before, too."


  "......"


  "I didn't plan on saying this much. It was an impulsive act, so you can just let it go. Hiding under the blanket isn't avoidant behavior because I don't want to show my depression. It's because I'm embarrassed, so ignore it. Now, can you all go back to your spots?"


  The guys got up awkwardly. With a sound of 'Aish,' Lee Cheonghyeon thoroughly messed up the hair sticking out from my blanket and left.


  I excused myself to Park Joowoo and sat up, only to see two legs standing rigidly in place. It was Kang Kiyeon.


  The guy didn't leave his spot even as I neatly folded the blanket and placed it on the sofa. Instead, he trailed after me as I tried to escape to my room.


  "What's wrong? I really told you everything honestly."


  "Because there's something I haven't said to you, hyung."


  "Can I use the blanket again?"


  "No."


  Kang Kiyeon's expression turned serious. I'm not exaggerating, it was scary. It was all because of Kang Kiyeon's features, which grew colder with each passing year.


  Regardless of whether I was trembling in fear, Kang Kiyeon pulled out a chair and sat down. This time, he didn't even pretend to bring a comic book.


  "A while ago, do you remember? When I said something harsh to you."


  "......"


  "When I had a panic attack."


  I retraced my memories, but I couldn't recall hearing anything particularly harsh.


  "I don't think you ever did that, Kiyeon."


  "I did. That's why I apologized."


  Kang Kiyeon unfolded his arms.


  "Before, I was upset that you didn't rely on us, hyung. I thought it would be nice if we could comfort each other and get through things together, but I couldn't understand... why you didn't want to get help from others. I was also angry at myself, knowing I couldn't be a source of support because my mentality was weak."


  That was just like Kang Kiyeon, who valued group activities. I quietly waited for him to continue.


  "But now that I know your situation... all I can think is that you had too many burdens, hyung. Of course you couldn't rely on us. With your personality, how could you have told a kid who couldn't even get on stage at the time that you were struggling?"


  "I've never thought of you guys as a burden."


  "I know that much. I mean that I couldn't be a reliable source of support."


  Kang Kiyeon smiled bitterly.


  "Still, hyung, we're also getting older and growing."


  "......"


  "Just because you're struggling doesn't mean we'll lose our balance and be swayed."


  I pondered for a moment what Kang Kiyeon's intention was. As I was confused about whether I had understood his meaning correctly, Kang Kiyeon gave me the answer.


  "We're not as weak as we used to be, unable to handle someone else's struggles. So if you need to, just relax and vent to any of us."


  "......"


  "Haven't we all grown up that much?"


  I was dumbfounded. What does he mean, 'grown up'? Just because he's a few years older.


  I've already lived about nine years longer, and I shouldn't calculate it without that, but even giving you the benefit of the doubt and excluding it, I'm still three years older than you...


  "Have you grown?"


  "......"


  "Stand up, Kiyeon."


  At my words, Kang Kiyeon awkwardly stood up. I grabbed his wrist, dashed out to the living room, and pressed Kang Kiyeon flat against the wall.


  "Choi Jeho! Measuring tape!"


  "......"


  Choi Jeho slowly approached from his room, holding a measuring tape. I marked the spot above Kang Kiyeon's head with my finger, snatched the measuring tape, and measured his height with a trembling hand.


  The result was...


  "It's 180!"


  "Really?!"


  ...180. It was exactly 180cm.


  "You really have grown."


  "No, that's not what I meant by 'grown up'."


  "You've really grown...!"


  I wonder if Kang Kiyeon himself knew how significant it was for his body to grow? That it wasn't just about getting older, but something that required him to never get injured or overworked, and even have a healthy glow.


  Even though I was busy just doing what the SYSTEM told me to, the reason I wanted to grant Kang Kiyeon's wish was to lessen the burden that came from my situation of having to eliminate things. Now that his dream had come true, I felt the accumulated sense of debt lighten.


  I excitedly massaged Kang Kiyeon's shoulders. I even had him sit on the floor and massaged his knees. Kang Kiyeon looked disgusted at first, but seeing how thrilled I was, he obediently accepted my congratulations.


  Chapter 467: Looking for Work


  The next day, Kang Kiyeon finally gave in to my nagging and got his height measured. He returned with an official certificate recognizing him as 180cm tall.


  I was in top condition and couldn't stop smiling. 'spArk, the group where every member is 180cm tall.' What a sweet title.


  "What would you've done if I hadn't reached 180cm?"


  "Then I would've worked hard to promote our average height."


  "That's a terrifying thought."


  Kang Kiyeon fled with a reluctant look. No matter what he did, I thoroughly enjoyed the achievement I had secured over several years.


  My pleasant mood improved my efficiency. I could physically feel my mind working faster and my focus sharpening. My composition studies and breakfall practice both went smoothly. Everyone who saw me asked if something good had happened.


  As my condition improved like this, I surprisingly...


  "Seongbin."


  "Yes, hyung."


  "I want to work."


  ...started wanting to work. Amazing, isn't it?


  I need to pause and clarify a point here. I definitely wasn't obsessed with doing something.


  I didn't feel chased. No one rushed me. Even the SYSTEM had been quiet since it threw that KPI at me.


  So, this was purely a case of wanting to work because I was 'bored'!


  This had happened before during the 'In My Office' filming, like when I made financial statements in a corner. That became the starting point for the 'movie meme about bringing in a real Yeouido office worker', but anyway.


  The other members' schedules weren't as empty as mine. Even Park Joowoo had returned to his radio show after a two-week break.


  Only I had truly become unemployed. How could a person not be bored in this situation?


  Jeong Seongbin stared at me with a horrified expression. I broke into a sweat and scrambled to explain. I earnestly insisted that I wasn't a workaholic. I just wanted to strike a balance with a moderate amount of work now that my quality of life had improved.


  "I don't like hard labor either. I'm not saying I want to stare at a monitor until my eyes get dry. It's just natural for people to want to do other things when they're in the middle of something."


  "......"


  "When an idea comes to mind, I just want to be able to jot it down... Is that not possible?"


  My heartfelt plea earned me the shared laptop. The password was still as weak as ever. I considered changing it but gave up, knowing Choi Jeho would forget it with 100 percent certainty.


  I used to squeeze out non-existent time to work... so maybe this time, I can think of it as leisurely preparing for the next thing.


  A new, blank page in Dotion greeted me. I slowly began to type the title.


  

  The summer was sweltering. The weather was brutal, too hot for any flame to thrive. It was so hot that all the members lost what little body fat they had.


  We literally clocked in at the practice room every day just 'to survive'. Since the company provided support for our electricity bills, we figured it was better to improve our professional skills than to just waste living expenses.


  Since we were at the company anyway, we practiced, got training, and ate there because it was hot outside. We had to digest the food, so we practiced again. The commute home was only bearable after sunset, but the summer sun set late, so we ended up stuck in the basement until night...


  After two months of this, spArk became masters who could perform a dance medley of all the new songs from the first half of the year without a single person making a mistake. Even me.


  "Isn't our schedule similar to when we were trainees?"


  "It's a good thing we have more time to learn and practice."


  Kang Kiyeon immediately agreed with me. He clearly felt a sense of accomplishment after I, who took three years to progress from a hula hoop show to a wave, finally developed what could be called 'dance lines' after a summer of intense training.


  "Oh right, Berion is having a comeback soon."


  "......"


  "Next month, I think? Something's already been posted on their public account."


  Lee Cheonghyeon fiddled with his phone and showed it to us. It seemed they were pushing for an aggressive comeback to coincide with the changing seasons.


  "Parthe... I don't think they'll have a domestic comeback this year either, right?" Park Joowoo asked cautiously.


  After the exposé during the IDC, Parthe had one domestic comeback, faced harsh public criticism, and had been touring exclusively overseas ever since.


  "There was no mention of a comeback in the annual plan, so I suppose that's how it'll be," I said, feeling a sense of regret.


  There was no better time to be active than now, a period called an 'idol recession' due to the lack of a proper 'nation's group'.


  If we had done about three consecutive comebacks by the end of the year, we could have secured more buzz and better results. It was frustrating and vexing.


  Someone pressed down heavily on my back. I saw Lee Cheonghyeon's playful face in the mirror.


  "What are you worrying about now?"


  "I was just thinking about how my stomach hurts from missing the perfect comeback timing."


  "So honest. I'll give you some water as a prize."


  Lee Cheonghyeon held out a tumbler. I drank half the water, chugging it down.


  "We decided to release a full album in exchange for a long preparation period. Are you still greedy for the schedules we couldn't do?"


  To compensate the Sparklers, who were used to frequent comebacks but would now have to wait, spArk had decided to produce a full album for the first time in a long while. We would pack it with songs and rack our brains over the album concept.


  The dedicated team had somehow managed to add a proposal to the draft I submitted, using the budget planned for the second half of the year and unspent money from the first half. Flexibility was a unique advantage of a small company.


  Still, what was regrettable was regrettable. If humanity had no greed, it would never have progressed.


  "Time that has passed doesn't come back."


  "Even if you asked me to look back on this period in the distant future, I wouldn't have any regrets. I've lived so fully."


  "Really? You want to take it easy for a bit?"


  "No. I mean it's a good thing?" Lee Cheonghyeon shrugged.


  "But are you really not going to release a song? You could at least finish it enough for a test."


  He mentioned my toddling self-composed song, which was currently learning to walk on two feet.


  "I've decided to find meaning in its completion. It's too lacking to be commercialized."


  "And yet you entrusted me with our debut song," Lee Cheonghyeon grumbled.


  He didn't press me further, though. He must have heard me muttering to Brilliance on the veranda, "Brilliance... I don't think I have a talent for composing."


  But how can one be full from the first spoonful? I decided to make the grand dream of writing one decent song a long-term goal.


  "But hyung, are you really going with 'that' for the album concept?" Lee Cheonghyeon suddenly lowered his voice and whispered.


  "Why? Is it bad?"


  "It's not bad, but..."


  "Does it reek of being too niche? Does it seem like I was inspired by some weird subculture trend and am just poorly imitating it?"


  "I didn't go that far!" Lee Cheonghyeon frantically denied.


  "It's just hard to imagine. Jeho-hyung or you... with 'that kind' of concept? I'm not doubting your artistic sense, but I guess it's hard to match with my narrow perspective?"


  "Slandering me? Cheonghyeon trusts you completely, hyung. I was just worried that Jeho-hyung might have to fold up his lats before the comeback."


  "If that's what you're worried about, you can rest assured. He decided to slim down before the comeback."


  "Really? After bulking up so much?"


  Even among well-built idols, Choi Jeho's physique was exceptional. The fans kindly called him chubby, but the word 'thick' was more appropriate.


  Some say too much muscle can make a dancer look sluggish, but that wasn't the case for Choi Jeho. He used his perfect body control and power to create a sense of speed and knew how to use dynamics to show flexibility.


  He had previously controlled his physique to avoid standing out too much as an idol, occasionally trimming his muscles for photoshoots. During the break, however, he swelled up like a water-logged sponge. It wouldn't have been strange for him to get a casting offer from a workout channel.


  I'm telling you in advance, you need to be back to how you were during the 『Flowering』 shoot before the comeback.


  Not 『Bright』, but our debut days?


  It can't be helped. I ran a simulation, and that looked the best.


  I was so concerned that I gave him a prior warning. I did get an "I understand" in response.


  Other than that, I spent my time repeatedly flipping Jeong Seongbin's bangs up and down, and experimenting to see what color lights made Park Joowoo's eyes look most brilliant.


  Seongbin! Let's definitely show your forehead next time! Even if I forget, you have to remind me!


  Hyung, you already wrote it in huge letters in Dotion.


  I even checked his hairline to ensure the 'Jeong Seongbin Forehead Reveal Prayer Group' wouldn't be disappointed. Fortunately, Jeong Seongbin had a nice hairline too. I was satisfied.


  Why aren't you saying anything to me?


  In the middle of it all, I received a small complaint from Kang Kiyeon, who felt left out.


  Kiyeon, by showing such miraculous growth, you have given me peace, solace, and infinite options. Because of you, I am able to dream bigger dreams.


  Yes...


  He accepted my clear answer and went back. As he walked away, I called out to his back, suggesting he practice the guitar diligently if he really wanted something to do. After all, practicing guitar doesn't strain the joints.


  The car stunt practice was also going well, and individual activities for each member were scheduled to begin one by one soon. In the idol industry where love calls are life, there was no better golden age than this.


  So if we had also showcased a comeback rush at a time like this...


  I stopped myself mid-thought. I had to accept that there was no use regretting a schedule that had already been royally screwed up.


  I reminded myself, again and again, that the most foolish thing to do would be to ruin this hard-earned break because I couldn't manage my own mentality.


  However, as they say, when one door closes, another opens.


  "An inquiry to film live content?"


  "Yes, we replied that spArk isn't accepting offers right now, but they contacted us again asking if you could at least review it."


  As I idly walked down the company hallway, the news of an appearance request for spArk rang in my ears as if someone had put a megaphone right next to them.


  Chapter 468: Cooldown Time (1)


  "I heard everything."


  "Gasp, Iwol!" Jukyung exclaimed, startled by my sudden appearance.


  Do I still look that scary? I had been getting the Camera Massage for three years. At this point, I should probably just accept that I have no talent for being an idol.


  "Are we really not going?" I asked.


  "Of course not. It's our break," Jukyung said. "When we have a comeback, we'll be working so much we'll miss resting, so why rush into it?"


  "But we don't have to dance. We just have to sing," I argued.


  Some members agreed with Jukyung. Living as a working adult with no vacations teaches you how precious a break is, but I had heard the program's name, so I resisted strongly.


  Jukyung’s defense was formidable. I faced her in a standoff in the hallway until Jeong Seongbin came to get me.


  "Why can't you ever stay still?" Choi Jeho chided me.


  "I also think I've been acting out too much lately," I replied. "That's why I'm reflecting."


  "By being dragged here and lying down facing the wall?"


  "The longer I lie here, the faster Seongbin's worries disappear."


  Learning the 101 ways to appease your boss is an essential survival skill for social life. That bastard Choi Jeho looks down on my crisis-aversion skills, though.


  "Hyung, are you okay?" Park Joowoo approached from behind me, his voice soft. He must have misunderstood and thought I was dejected.


  "I'm fine," I said. "It's just a shame that you guys are throwing away a good opportunity."


  As the demand for singers' live performances grew, Metube channels focused on live content sprouted like mushrooms. Among them, a few channels solidified their position in the tough Metube market with a solid subscriber base.


  The channel 'Raibing', which had sent an appearance request to spArk, was the originator of these live channels. 'Raibing' boasted steady popularity since its launch, thanks to its powerful sound system, experienced band session, and stylish visuals.


  Completely live performances without any AR backing tracks were always a hot debate in the idol scene. The opinion 'You expect us to sing the chorus while dancing?' always clashed fiercely with 'They don't just use AR for the chorus, they blatantly use it for their own parts too'.


  In such a market, live videos that clearly revealed one's skills became a good way to gauge abilities. Even then, no video was free of comments like 'They pitch-corrected it,' or 'They couldn't perform at their best'. Still, people found it interesting to check the average skill level.


  There were almost no reviews saying spArk couldn't sing. Through years of performances, spArk had already proven their skills. In concerts, MR-removed videos, and radio live shows, spArk flawlessly showcased their amazing vocal volume and machine-like pitch.


  Such amazing idols were usually followed by 'downplaying'. For example, something like this.


  ≫ It's funny how Spkls hype up spArk's skills


  Back in the day, singing completely live was the standard..


  If the 2nd generation sunbaenims disciplined them once, they'd snap right out of it.


  Did I need to get worked up over a single comment?


  Yes. If nothing else, I had to be furious at that comment. I wouldn't care if they criticized Choi Jeho's casual fashion or my love for all-black, but disparaging spArk's skills was an insult.


  I don't know why they ignore the premise that both the sunbaenims and the hoobaes can be good.


  'Raibing' was also a channel where those 'sunbaenims' and hoobaes appeared in equal measure. All sorts of renowned figures showed off their skills, from hot idols to nostalgic singers, ballad singers who were karaoke chart staples, and stars of the indie band scene.


  The show had no interviews or comments. The sound consisted entirely of the band's accompaniment and the singing voices.


  If 'Genre-Swap' was a crossover world experience hosted by the broadcasting industry, 'Raibing' could be called a front-row listening session in your own room.


  Imagine Jeong Seongbin, Park Joowoo, and Lee Cheonghyeon on there. Their dancing overshadows it, but Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon also more than pull their weight wherever they go.


  Where else could there be a stage so perfectly suited for these guys? If they had proven their performance skills with choreography videos and challenges, it was time for a vocal power show.


  I thought it would be a long time before spArk's turn came because the existing subscribers weren't fond of idols...


  The more I thought about it, the more I felt it was a waste, and I fumed. To swallow my indignation, I pressed myself closer to the wall.


  "Should I try talking to Seongbin?"


  "Really?" I asked, surprised by Park Joowoo's ready goodwill. It was even more surprising because he rarely expressed an opinion contrary to Jeong Seongbin's.


  "You just look so pathetic, Hyung."


  Turns out it was a pity vote. Park Joowoo even managed to persuade Jeong Seongbin within a long thirty minutes. The leader's soft heart was a great help at times like this.


  "Will something bad happen if you just rest?" Choi Jeho clicked his tongue.


  I had a lot to say about this too. If our last show before the break hadn't been 'Deserted Rest Island', I wouldn't have been so insistent.


  If spArk hadn't become primitive jungle idols, I wouldn't have been so desperate, and was it just 'Deserted Rest Island'? Right now, spArk had become walking idols in Northern Grand Duke for running a bossam marathon and wearing matching six-person, six-color floral t-shirts.


  I was about to argue with Choi Jeho right then and there but held back. I didn't want to speak harshly to a guy who might have developed some kind of trauma because of me. Instead, I answered gently and as indirectly as possible.


  "As idols, we have a duty to periodically share our cool sides with the fans."


  "Saying that while sprawled out on the floor..."


  A gaze full of pity landed on me. I returned it with a shameless look. Choi Jeho just shook his head and left me there.


  

  Until recently, Baek Haewon's life had been utterly dull. The off-season that arrived in the middle of summer was cold and harsh.


  Baek Haewon and her fellow fans gathered on their no-longer-small Sparkler timelines. They shared warmth with content they rehashed over and over like a bone broth.


  ≫ This is weird... Isn't content supposed to get a deeper flavor the more you rehash it? Why do I keep looking for the next dish?


  └ That's because every time new spArk content drops, you grill, stir-fry, pan-fry, and deep-fry it for 24 hours. Do you have a conscience????


  └ Ah, no wonder;; Awkward


  If she had known it would be like this, she would have savored her BubblePop messages. The only thing that comforted Baek Haewon was the self-produced content that was uploaded regularly. She was a bit scared wondering just how many pieces of content they had filmed before their break, but only those pre-scheduled, aged, homemade videos could quench Baek Haewon's thirst.


  Just as the lonely and solitary summer was ending, spArk arrived with the autumn rain.


  ≫ Even when summer goes, the heat doesn't fade, so 'spArk' BAND Live [Raibing]


  Wait, when did they film this?


  The guest on Raibing that was uploaded a while ago was a singer who had recently released an album. Seeing how the promotional schedule and the content release date were similar, it didn't seem likely that they would film only spArk's content far in advance and release it much later.


  Just as Baek Haewon had guessed, the members' hair colors had faded slightly. However, there was no ugly blonde hair.


  The members whose hair was about to fade into a bright blonde had toned it down with a calmer color. There was no way Kim Iwol would have left their hair as dull, bland, bleached strands.


  Blue-violet Kim Iwol is insane.


  The instrumental hadn't even started, yet she couldn't un-pause the screen. She wanted to trap Kim Iwol with his blue-violet hair inside the screen forever.


  When Sparklers teased Kim Iwol about his casual clothes, calling him all-black Iwol, it was half a joke. Black truly, genuinely suited a cool-toned person from the underworld like Kim Iwol. Even those who used to say, "Who doesn't look good in black?" would see Kim Iwol in a black suit and admit, 'There are people who look especially good in black.'


  That same Kim Iwol wore a black silk shirt and slacks, fiddling with the handle of a standing microphone. His habit of always neatly fastening his sleeve buttons seemed to have been left behind in the animation world. The sight of his sleeves rolled up to his elbows made Baek Haewon's heart flutter in turmoil.


  The shadow contrasting with the bright lighting made his diagonal jawline stand out even more. The shadow that began from his eyelashes held Baek Haewon captive before Kim Iwol for an eternity. Kim Iwol, god of shadows, genius of shadows, master of shadows, the one blessed by shadows.


  They said spArk in dress shirts could make even a Sparkler who had left the fandom come back. Baek Haewon, who hadn't even left, was dragged in with her heart held hostage. Showing them in floral shirts until recently and then doing this was beyond cheating. It was a heinous act. His shiny dress shoes gleamed like Kim Iwol's future.


  Baek Haewon took a deep breath and played the video. Then she paused it again after two seconds. She couldn't move forward without taking in every single detail of the members' styles as they stood side by side.


  Choi Jeho with two shirt buttons undone, Jeong Seongbin wearing geek-chic glasses that suited him perfectly, Park Joowoo who had found some incredibly hip wide-leg ripped jeans, Lee Cheonghyeon in a plain yet beautifully fitting cardigan, and Kang Kiyeon with his hair neatly slicked back with wax, all made Baek Haewon want to cry.


  ≫ Lee Cheonghyeon's cardigan is super cute


  I bet if I search for it, it'll be 100 million won


  └ Thankfully it's not 100 million won, it's 1 million won


  └ Wow, so cheapㅠㅠ Cheonghyeon, I'm happy you're the muse of a luxury brand, but I'm also sad


  Appearing in high-quality music content, and becoming a model for a cool clothing brand. The fact that her idol had grown hit Baek Haewon in many different ways.


  It felt like a waste to let the ten-minute-or-so video fly by in a single rush of endorphins. With the mindset of savoring an ice cream cone from the very tip, Baek Haewon clicked on the video's description box.


  ≫ Neither the flame nor the music will go out ♪ ♫ spArk's Raibing list is right here ▼


  chapter 1. 00:10 Flowering


  chapter 2. 04:29 On A High Note


  chapter 3. 09:37 Bright


  It was the lineup that fans had been chanting for, wanting to hear a band version.


  Baek Haewon reverently found her earphones and put them on. She even turned up the volume in advance, afraid she might miss a single note if she played the video first.


  After steadying her breath, Baek Haewon finally pressed the play button, a mental preparation that felt longer than the video itself. A refreshing yet rhythmical sound rang in Baek Haewon's ears in a new form.


  Chapter 469: Cooldown Time (2)


  ≫ The views on the Raibing video are insane


  The growth is insane hahahahahaha


  It'll hit 1 million views soon


  └ People say spArk is in their own little world, but you can't claim they lack public appeal when a video even Muggles watch gets so many views. I'm so proud.


  └ It just hit 1 million as I'm typing this-!!! Congratulations, spArk-!!!


  ≫ Raibing really went all out for this.


  A live band performance with three songs hahahahaha.


  └ Don't they usually do two songs at most? hahahahaha


  ≫ I've only known Lee Cheonghyeon as the commercial-shooting visual, the pretty boy the members all acknowledge, and the cutie from BubblePop. Seeing him do his main job makes me want to die.


  Isn't it cheating to rap with just a drum beat? You're going to get arrested for this, Lee Cheonghyeon.


  └ He usually raps so it doesn't stand out, which is great because it blends with spArk's music, but it sometimes felt like a shame. It was so great to see him go all out when he got the stageㅠㅠ.


  └ The IDC position battle and MISSION for me... His face is like a nobleman's, but his rap style.


  ≫ Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon are good singers too.


  Maybe it's because they're from UA.


  └ My lifelong wish is to see Kang Kiyeon with a delinquent look, rapping with a trashy ex-boyfriend vibe.


  └ Last week's cover video had exactly that vibe! I recommend it if you haven't seen it!


  └ Nope. That kind of half-baked delinquent mood, where only his face looks the part, can't satisfy my craving.


  └ hahahahahaha


  ≫ Jeong Seongbin is forbidden from looking down under red lights.


  You're forbidden from seducing Sparklers if you're not going to marry them.


  └ When a cute member from another group tries to look sexy, it's just cute and funny, but with spArk, even when they're being cute, they're still spArk. I don't laugh at all, my heart just has a XX hard time. You guys are sexy just by standing there with your mouths shut.


  └ If spArk ever does an all-out sexy concept, I'm seriously worried if I'll survive.


  ≫ Ah, Park Joowoo's personal color is band sound.


  I'm not taking any rebuttals. If you don't know, get lost.


  └ I'm genuinely curious, are there really people who say Park Joowoo's personal color isn't band sound?


  └ I don't know, but I doubt Kim Iwol would've let that slide.


  ≫ You know what's really wicked about Kim Iwol? He looks like he wouldn't be affectionate at all, but he's a kind person. His voice sounds like it would never make small talk, but it turns gentle only when he sings.


  Look at him today. He showed up in an all-black outfit with zero warmth, but he's smiling so brightly. He holds the mic with hands that look like they should be flicking a Zippo, and now people are making hand-size comparison shots with the mic.


  └ Grandma, please stop. It's been 70 years already!!!!!


  └ You write scripts for a living, don't you?


  └ You know what's really wicked about Kim Iwol? His face turns beet red from one compliment, but he's not shy at all when he tells his fans he loves them. I'm sincere and you're sincere, but the fact that we can't be together feels like a lie.


  Look at him today, making a two-handed heart and being all charming, but he won't come out of the screen. What is this if not betrayal and deception? Did I ask for a lifetime contract? What did I do wrong? I just asked you to sing by my side until the day I die, nothing more, nothing less.


  └ To think this wasn't a script but handmade.


  Our performance, the first on an external channel in a while, received many positive responses. I was relieved everyone liked it. We planned to re-record the band version for a bonus track on our next album.


  UA handled the arrangement to avoid copyright issues. It was a spoiler that wasn't really a spoiler, so the good reviews were a relief. A huge weight lifted from my chest.


  The members' individual activities slowly started up after that. It wasn't like before, where we had to run to two events a day. The schedules were manageable, with enough time between them.


  One particularly special activity was Jeong Seongbin and Kang Kiyeon's one-day job at a doggy daycare. Fans had an explosive reaction to seeing the leader and the youngest member surrounded by puppies, becoming fluffballs themselves.


  Lee Cheonghyeon produced a new song before the semester started. His song even won against one from an outside composer in a blind test, proudly securing its place as the title track. With that settled, he returned to school for the second semester with no regrets.


  I was the only exception. My life was still confined to the dorm, UA, the gym, and the action school. The only special things I did were make an album mockup by folding pearl paper boxes in an empty conference room and look at our seniors' albums displayed at the company.


  Otherwise, my daily routine was just strumming the bass in the practice room, peeking into our team's office, and then returning to practice. It was a little boring, but I decided not to complain since I had done whatever I wanted during the break.


  "I'm practicing a cover song to upload next week... Wanna listen?"


  "......"


  If I just stayed put, the spArk members brought content to me. Getting a preview of Park Joowoo's new song or Kang Kiyeon's cover dance was an incredible privilege.


  "What about Choi Jeho? Is he still with Junhwan?"


  "Yeah. He said he's working late today."


  Choi Jeho poured all his time outside of commercial shoots into creating choreography. He worked so hard that I started to wonder if I had unknowingly made unreasonable demands of him.


  Still, it's finally starting to feel like we're having a comeback.


  Starting in September, spArk spent nearly two months recording, choreographing, adding chorus parts, and drafting the group dance. With more songs, it took two to three times longer than usual. Before we knew it, it was already the end of October.


  Then there was the jacket photoshoot. We went out twice a week, determined to shoot the casual-wear photocards and the jacket photos during autumn, when the clothes are nice.


  Just last week, we went to a farm to shoot a group video of us picking pumpkins. We also rented a studio early on to take the concept photos and album pictures with a proper setup.


  If we took 1,000 photos and 900 of them came out well, shouldn't we use these photos everywhere somehow?


  Still, you have to select the photos for the album, Kim Iwol.


  I had no choice but to shed tears of blood as I carefully selected only the best shots. I swore that after promotions, I would raid UA's external hard drive, with legal approval of course, and release everything.


  I also checked the promotion schedule. Or rather, I peeked at it. I secretly went into Dotion and got an earful, with them asking if I was a squirrel hiding acorns. I wanted to ask what neighborhood has squirrels this big, but I held back because their promotion plan was so good.


  Once the choreography is finalized, we'll film the dance practice video in the practice room, then do a final review to see if we can upgrade any of the album components... Ah, can't we make the fan sign event notice image more flashy?


  With more time on my hands, I thought of endless things I wanted to do. My creativity, which I thought was dead, felt like it had sprouted a single bud. I guess this is why people say a change of pace is important.


  While I was lost in thought, Park Joowoo finished setting up the MR. After listening, I was reminded that our team's main vocal is the best.


  

  spArk regularly uploaded content to their official Metube account. Videos were expected during promotions, but spArk consistently posted their own updates even during their break.


  First, individual member videos would appear at the start of a non-promotional period. This content, featuring song covers or instrumentals based on their personal tastes, had been a tradition since their early debut days.


  Next was their original content. Most idol groups have original content, but spArk filmed long-form episodes over 30 minutes long, even when they weren't promoting.


  Waiting room and commute vLogs were separate. The original content always followed a standard web variety show format. Because of this, Sparklers experienced 'periods with little content,' but never 'periods with no content.'


  Today was no exception. Won Chaehee saw the thumbnail for the Halloween week episode, titled 'spArk can't be left out of lantern making―Let's make Jack-o'-Lanterns,' and doubted her eyes.


  Do they usually start by picking the pumpkins?


  The title didn't match the image of the spArk members huddled in a pumpkin patch, holding ripe pumpkins.


  How was this idol content? It looked like a promotional photo for a government project to get young people back into farming. To make matters worse, the video was over an hour long.


  The old documentary-style intro and a lyrical BGM arrangement of one of their B-side tracks blended together strangely.


  『Part 1. Harvesting the Pumpkins』


  Look at the subtitles, they're in Gungseo font...


  Even a time machine wouldn't feel this strange. Won Chaehee wasn't from that generation. Even to her, a woman in her late twenties, the retro vibe from this content was so thick it was almost gooey.


  The young men had set out at dawn. They got out of the van, grabbed work gloves and gardening shears, and headed to the field.


  『Kim Iwol: The harvest season is ending... so we came to pick the last remaining pumpkins.』


  Kim Iwol, after his experience on a farming show and 'Let's Eat Before We Work,' had the distinct aura of a farmer. He looked like the grown son of the farm's owner, home from the city to help his family during his break.


  『Choi Jeho: These pumpkins are huge.』


  Choi Jeho was just as natural, looking like the childhood friend who lived next door to the city-dwelling Kim Iwol. A passing neighbor would surely say of Choi Jeho, 'He grew up eating his own pumpkins, so he never got sick.'


  『Jeong Seongbin: Hyung, are pumpkins always this heavy...?!』


  Jeong Seongbin said, walking over with a pumpkin twice the size of his face.


  Jeong Seongbin was the junior Kim Iwol met in college. That was his exact role.


  Park Joowoo, wearing a wide-brimmed hat, was engrossed in picking pumpkins nearby. He fit the role of a kind junior who followed his classmate all the way here. The two juniors from the city scattered across the field to help Kim Iwol, diligently picking pumpkins.


  Then, a familiar figure essential to such a peaceful scene appeared.


  『Lee Cheonghyeon: Hyung! Are we getting snacks too?』


  His city cousin, Lee Cheonghyeon, followed Kim Iwol like a shadow. The only difference was that Lee Cheonghyeon chattered nonstop while effortlessly carrying the mountain of pumpkins Kim Iwol had piled up to the truck.


  The young men picked pumpkins for a long time. The footage played in slow-motion, not fast-forwarded, like a healing video.


  『Kang Kiyeon: They said everyone should eat before we continue!』


  Kang Kiyeon appeared in the distance. He held a yellow kettle in one hand and a tray piled high with plates in the other.


  Won Chaehee checked the video's title again. She then wondered why the video wasn't titled 'In Commemoration of Farmers' Day.'


  Chapter 470: Cooldown Time (3)


  Part 2 began in a clean shared kitchen. Won Chaehee watched as spArk, dressed in navy blue aprons, stood before a table piled high with pumpkins.


  『Seongbin : The ingredients to make Jack-o'-lanterns are finally ready!』


  『Kiyeon : I guess nothing in the world is easy.』


  Wouldn't it have been easier if they'd just gone to a large supermarket...?


  But that would have been less shocking and fun. spArk always showed their strangest side to their Sparklers. At this point, nothing my idols did surprised me anymore.


  The spArk members used a small saw to cut the tops off the pumpkins. They then diligently scooped out the insides of the large gourds.


  『Cheonghyeon : There's so much to scoop out.』


  『Kiyeon : Joowoo-hyung is practically an excavator.』


  『Joowoo : Maybe I should change careers...』


  『Jeho : To where? A construction site?』


  Their loud banter competed with their impressive, hard-working arm muscles. It was hard to know whether to focus on listening or watching.


  『Seongbin : Jeong Seongjun is good at this kind of thing.』


  『Joowoo : No, Seongbin, you too...』


  『Kiyeon : Why can't you finish your sentence, hyung?』


  『Cheonghyeon : Even Joowoo-hyung can't bring himself to say empty words.』


  In the end, Park Joowoo could not say anything after seeing Jeong Seongbin's sketch. Everyone was surprised when Jeong Seongbin revealed he had been drawing an extremely ordinary pumpkin face.


  A visual aid appeared in the corner of the screen, showing melon and grape art made by Mr. Jeong Seongjun. His excellent skill was a stark contrast to his brother's soaring artistic spirit.


  『Iwol : Jeho-yah, how did I tell you to separate the seeds and the pulp?』


  『Jeho : Seeds on the left, pulp on the right.』


  『Iwol : Then where's my plate?』


  『Jeho : Ah.』


  Choi Jeho used all the time he had saved with his overflowing strength to re-sort the mixed ingredients. He still had so much energy left that he helped Jeong Seongbin scoop out his pumpkin too.


  『Kiyeon : Does anyone like hobakgoji sirutteok? I used to eat it a lot when I was young.』


  『Cheonghyeon : You put pumpkin in sirutteok?』


  『Kiyeon : You slice and dry the pumpkin, then add it in and steam it.』


  『Iwol : It's also often given out as opening ceremony or thank-you rice cakes.』


  『Seongbin : Do you have a start-up club or something, hyung?』


  The intermittent mentions of pumpkin dishes made Won Chaehee hungry. She searched for hobakgoji sirutteok on a portal site and found images of bright yellow pumpkin layered between red bean sirutteok.


  Shopping cart...


  She had to add it before she forgot. Otherwise, she would finish the video and get lost in thought, wondering, 'Ah... what was I thinking about earlier?'


  Won Chaehee added a set of frozen rice cakes labeled as a popular product to her cart, then focused on the video again.


  spArk, trained through rigorous exercise, successfully scooped out all the pumpkins without a single person complaining about the difficulty.


  When they entered the detail-oriented stage that required delicate work, the audio did not quiet down at all.


  『Cheonghyeon : What glory did I think I'd enjoy by saying I'd make a firework lamp?』


  『Iwol : Cheonghyeon-ah, was your love for the team so weak that it would crumble over something like this?』


  『Cheonghyeon : You're so annoying.』


  『Jeho : ...』


  『Kiyeon : (The youngest looks at his suddenly quiet hyung with an anxious expression)』


  『Jeho : I carved all the way through this. What should I do?』


  『Kiyeon : What do you mean, what should you do? The light will just shine out brightly. By the way, hyung, didn't you pierce through your desk mat last time too?』


  『Jeho : (Tries to fit the pumpkin piece back in)』


  『Iwol : Do you think that's going to make it stick back on?!』


  Both the scooped-out pumpkin and their comments overflowed. It was a wonder Won Chaehee couldn't smell pumpkin through the screen. She wanted to give the ceaselessly chattering spArk the nickname 'Masters of Multitasking'.


  After many twists and turns, they completed six large pumpkin lanterns. The playback bar, however, had only just passed the halfway mark.


  An icon reading 'spArk's Cooking Class' appeared in the left corner. Then, with a bright sparkling effect, a mountain of pumpkin pulp that Choi Jeho had diligently separated was piled on the table.


  『Iwol : We'll now use this interlude to have a gluten-free pumpkin muffin and cookie-making session.』


  『Joowoo : Can't we make pumpkin porridge too...?』


  『Iwol : ...And we will also have time to make pumpkin porridge!』


  The recipe came from a cookbook Jeong Seongbin had brought from his family home. An explanation followed, stating it was a historic book that had been on the bookshelf since before Jeong Seongbin was born.


  『Seongbin : My baking skills have been improving since I became an idol.』


  『Iwol : The more skills you have, the better.』


  『Seongbin : That's true. They say technology is national power, after all.』


  『Joowoo : Hyung, your pumpkin looks a little pale...』


  『Jeho : Why?』


  『Cheonghyeon : Didn't you give it too much of a hard time while extracting it?』


  『Iwol : Joowoo, your knife skills have improved.』


  『Joowoo : I can slice anything...』


  『Kiyeon : ...? That's a little scary.』


  In any case, spArk's hands skillfully made the muffins. They were so skillful that a huge pile of freshly baked muffins formed what looked like an endless procession. Behind them, yellow cookies waited for their turn in the oven.


  An insert shot showed the golden-brown muffins and cookies, followed by an addictive packaging video. 'ASMR' appeared in cursive as a rustling sound tickled the ears. Six pairs of hands packed the treats at double speed.


  The reason for their baking enthusiasm was soon revealed, especially since spArk only ate desserts when they had almost forgotten the taste of sugar due to their management. The screen's focus blurred, and a small subtitle appeared, stating that spArk would send the baked snacks to a nearby welfare center and playroom.


  The focus grew even blurrier after the subtitle disappeared. Colorful lumps merged into one bright orange color.


  A BUBBLE BUBBLE sound came from the speaker. As the screen slowly focused, something like magma boiled vigorously.


  『Part 3. Let's Have a Party』


  『Joowoo : It's all boiled...』


  Pumpkin porridge boiled in the black pot. A hand with white skin and black fingernails picked up a ladle and began scooping the porridge into a hollowed-out Mini sweet pumpkin.


  『Iwol : Ghosts, let's have a snack.』


  『Cheonghyeon : Okay-!』


  Won Chaehee blinked in disbelief. Any Sparkler would have had the same reaction. They would have seen Kim Iwol, wearing a gat and a black durumagi, handing a sweet pumpkin bowl to Lee Cheonghyeon, who wore a fox headband.


  Next to them, Park Joowoo was draped in a tattered, hooded white cloth. His face was whiter than usual, and his fingernails were blue. Jeong Seongbin, carrying a silver tray to transport the sweet pumpkin bowls, wore a sparkling navy blue wizard's hat and a cape with golden stars on the shoulders.


  Jeong Seongbin and Lee Cheonghyeon moved with the pumpkin porridge. The camera slowly panned to follow them.


  『Kiyeon : Isn't it hot? Give it to me.』


  『Jeho : Is there anything else to bring?』


  Choi Jeho appeared, dressed in a suit with silver hair and a long black cape. Kang Kiyeon's entire body was mottled, as if he had been hit by a green paintball.


  Even cosplay seemed to have experience points. It made sense why companies looked for experienced employees. Won Chaehee marveled at the high-quality costumes and makeup. The makeup was so natural it seemed innate, going far beyond just not being awkward.


  『Seongbin : For the Sparklers who must be confused, should we explain our characters before we eat?』


  The kind leader even soothed Won Chaehee's startled heart. Thanks to him, she could appreciate spArk's new side with a slightly calmer mind.


  『Iwol : As you can see, I'm a grim reaper. The dark circles are painted on! I'm not usually like this.』


  『Jeho : I'm a vampire.』


  Choi Jeho lifted one corner of his lips with his index finger. A close-up showed a sharp fang.


  『Seongbin : I've become a dark wizard. I have a staff, too!』


  Jeong Seongbin rummaged behind his chair and pulled something out. It was a large plastic staff with a red eye drawn on it. The quality was so high that if she had not known it was made by disassembling their dorm's broken vacuum cleaner, she would have thought it was a commercial product.


  『Joowoo : I'm a little ghost. There was an opinion that a regular ghost would be too scary and appear in dreams... so I tried to make it as approachable as possible.』


  Won Chaehee was curious how realistic the first draft was, but she also didn't want to know. She was relieved Park Joowoo had made a wise choice. After all, the pale-skinned Park Joowoo looked chilly no matter what rags he wore.


  When Lee Cheonghyeon said he was a desert guMiho, Won Chaehee thought the older members had at least given the younger ones cute costumes. Kang Kiyeon's deep backstory, however, reminded her of spArk's intensity.


  『Kiyeon : I'm a zombie. Thanks to being lucky enough to be revived, I'm living an eternal life.』


  The green liquid was the blood of other zombies. Only then could Won Chaehee understand the arduous journey for survival reflected in Kang Kiyeon's messy attire.


  The ghosts and monsters gathered together and amicably ate pumpkin porridge. Their character immersion continued even during the feast.


  『Cheonghyeon : Jeho-hyung, didn't you say you were a tiger back during the foundation myth? How did you become a vampire?』


  『Iwol : He was exported overseas around the time the Republic of Korea achieved 100 million dollars in exports, and his traits changed after he got a taste of foreign culture.』


  『Cheonghyeon : So even if your traits changed, you still can't eat garlic.』


  『Kiyeon : A meal with a hyung I thought I'd never see in my lifetime... It's an honor.』


  『Iwol : Your name never comes up on the list.』


  『Kiyeon : It probably does. It's just that I secretly erase it with correction tape every time.』


  『Seongbin : You've become a master at it now...』


  『Jeho : Jeong Seongbin, boiling porridge like that, you really look like a wizard.』


  『Joowoo : What do you mean, he looks like a wizard? Seongbin is a wizard.』


  『Jeho : Right, that's true.』


  spArk completely captivated their Sparklers while having a fun snack time and laughing amongst themselves. They turned off the kitchen lights and took sentimental Polaroid pictures in front of the lit pumpkin lanterns.


  『If you don't forget and wait for us, we'll come back again next year!』


  The video ended with the playful handwriting. With a warmed heart, Won Chaehee opened Photoplat faster than anyone.


  Chapter 471: Passion


  The fantasy-themed, non-human cosplay received a passionate response. Fans, once soothing their disappointment with edits, now quenched their thirst by sharing high-definition, retouched photos. They loved it so much it felt like all their past grievances were resolved, and they could die happy.


  But it was too early to leave this world. A mountain of teasers was still unreleased.


  You have no idea how much spArk and the entire UA staff have staked on this comeback. Even the dance practice video I'm rewatching for the tenth time is so polished I could send it for editing as is, if there are no issues.


  Everyone is excellent, but Choi Jeho is particularly outstanding. After tasting the sweetness of the golden paradise in 『Bright』, the guy greedily devours all the attention.


  The clean physique and defined muscle lines I requested also play a part. The trifecta of his expressions, silhouette, and dance lines is perfect. No matter where you look in the video, once your eyes land on Choi Jeho, you can't look away.


  A large hand landed on the laptop screen just as the spectacular dance break, where that very Choi Jeho shone, was about to start. The uninvited guest was none other than Choi Jeho, the owner of that part.


  "......"


  "Let's re-shoot the video."


  He came to request a reshoot. I reset the video to the beginning and asked.


  "Did a part of it come out weird? From what I saw, it looked good enough to screenshot at any moment. Your clothes fit well until the very end, too..."


  "I don't like it."


  He moved the cursor to the dance break section I was about to check. The paused screen filled with Choi Jeho, standing dead center.


  "......"


  I found it hard to agree. I didn't want to admit it, but Choi Jeho's skills were consistently outstanding.


  Choi Jeho's strength was that if we filmed ten takes, all ten would be good. If we filmed twenty, all twenty would be good. Picking any one was never a waste.


  With Choi Jeho, you never had to say, 'I'm torn because this part is good in this video, but that part is good in that video'. Choi Jeho boasted that level of perfection in everything he did.


  And his potential for growth? Visualizing Choi Jeho's growth required a quantum leap graph, not a gentle curve. Choi Jeho earned the title 'Monster Rookie' early in his debut. He had now become a full-fledged monster, praised as an 'ecosystem-disturbing species' that should be classified separately within the fancam and stage performance ecosystem.


  His refusal to settle for the status quo was certainly praiseworthy.


  But for some reason, seeing Choi Jeho give it his all felt unfamiliar, even though he had never been lazy or reluctant.


  Was it because he usually made everything look effortless? But Choi Jeho was always serious. He bulked up to gain power and never skipped individual practice, no matter how much group practice was scheduled. It was all to dance well.


  Then he would cut muscle again so his movements wouldn't look sluggish and he could blend in with the team. He also knew how to dial down his presence when it wasn't his part. As a born star, he couldn't hide completely, but during group activities, Choi Jeho controlled his intensity as much as possible.


  Born with natural talent yet frighteningly dedicated to honing his skills, Choi Jeho boasted overwhelming abilities among his peers. His superior recognition and a flood of offers supported Choi Jeho's value.


  And yet, Choi Jeho said a single detail in the dance practice video bothered him. In the idol industry, where passion determines career longevity, this was praiseworthy. As a colleague sharing life's ups and downs, I found it both expected and admirable.


  Wanting to be good at something because you have to and wanting to be good because you love it were similar yet different. Choi Jeho jumped into this scene purely because he loved to dance. He never complained or hesitated, just doing what he had to do. It struck me again that this guy truly, obsessively loved to dance.


  I looked at the guy, who seemed to live in a different world, and asked.


  "Are there times when you're desperate, too?"


  "What are you talking about?"


  "I'm asking if you've ever been desperate about anything in your life."


  People tend to be lenient with themselves and strict with others. They often think others' efforts are a given and nothing special.


  I, at least, had to be wary of that. This was especially true because I knew how consistently spArk had always done their best.


  However, I didn't need to reflect on myself.


  "I don't really live my life thinking about things like that."


  "......"


  "I've never done anything half-heartedly."


  Because Choi Jeho himself commanded acknowledgment from those around him. Whether you viewed him negatively or thought his efforts came easily, facing him gripped you. He made you marvel that a guy like this was your age.


  In any case, if the guy wanted to dance and his body was fine, who was I to object? If anything, I should learn from him and whip myself into shape so my own discipline wouldn't slacken.


  After that, we rescheduled and re-shot the dance practice video. It added to our schedule right before the comeback, but no one complained. The new video was, as expected, even better than the last.


  

  Until now, spArk's comebacks had been rushed, like roasting beans over a lightning flash. This didn't mean UA's work was clumsy. Every schedule was just incredibly tight.


  I poured ideas into a rice cake machine, and Lee Cheonghyeon ran it, churning out songs like a factory. Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo took the fresh rice cakes from the recording studio and pressed them beautifully with a stamp. The finished song was then packaged for Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon to present beautifully on stage.


  Completing this process in two months was a miracle. We created the next title track during our current promotions. Even working on several songs at once, we never had enough time.


  It was the same for UA. They managed promotions and support during our active period while also finishing groundwork for the new album during the off-season. Until we took a long break, no one on the dedicated spArk team could rest easy.


  Because of this, while other groups released concept photos for two members a week, spArk had to drop concept photos on Monday, a teaser on Wednesday, and the tracklist on Friday. We had to be diligent in other areas to avoid announcing offline schedules like fan meetings and pre-recordings at the last minute.


  ≫ When's the spArk MV dropping?


  └ 5...4...3...2...1...


  └ In an hour?


  └ They filmed it yesterday, what were you doing while this place was on fire?


  └ ???? Didn't the tracklist just come out the day before yesterday???


  └ spArk's time moves 6 times faster


  Now, however, we could do a standard, heart-pounding, exciting promotion. Why? Because the comeback was pushed back a ton because of me! Because no one thinks we're having a comeback in the second half of the year!


  A storm of complex emotions raged inside me as I swallowed my tears. I desperately needed a meme of an animal with teary eyes, covering its mouth.


  This time, instead of a blatant spoiler, we released a designed image mixed with symbols. It didn't even say 'comeback'. The meaningful move from spArk, who always pursued straightforward promotions, caused a stir.


  ≫ What's this new public upload?


  └ A flask... maybe?


  └ A comeback?


  ≫ Gasp, gasp, what is this? My heart is pounding.


  IsitowncontentisaneventisitarepackageisitaunitisaconcertisaMini fanmeeting???Justtellme


  └ Breathe, hahaha.


  └ Pls a unit


  ≫ Guys! I think spArk is up to something!


  Let's gather and start spreading rumors first!!!


  └ Hahaha, let's start spreading rumors first, lol.


  └ If it's a concert, spread the rumor late so I can get my seat first.


  └ They just had an encore con not long ago. Would they do another concert so soon?


  └ If they get our excitement to the MAX and then go 'Ta-da~ It's a world tour announcement~' I'm unplugging the fax machine immediately.


  By the time the third image was uploaded after a 24-hour interval, most Sparklers were already piecing the images together to guess the meaning.


  ≫ I think if you put them together in two rows of 3, it'll make a connected picture!


  A laboratory?


  └ What variety show has flasks, notebooks, and beakers?


  └ It could be a full-group music show with a scientist concept!!!


  Once the puzzle was complete, it revealed a dark, antique attic with a purplish atmosphere. A single ray of light leaked through thick blackout curtains and cut across the desk. In the dimly lit picture, only a feathered pen bathed in sunlight was clearly visible.


  The final photo, which fit in the bottom-right corner, had a date written in small cursive.


  ≫ It's a comeback.


  It's a comeback...!


  └ Since it says 2nd, everyone's whispering that it might be a full album, lol.


  └ Why are the boys pushing themselves so hard TTTT But I love it TTTT


  Right after the comeback hint was released, a teaser video with a short audio snippet of the pre-release track was uploaded.


  ≫ ?? What is this? Am I the only one hearing this song for the first time?


  I guess it's not a repackage?


  We sent them off to rest and they came back with a whole new full album?


  └ They're insane.


  ≫ What's the concept?


  The props look pretty old, so I don't think it's an extension of Spark High School. Is it the What I Want to Say universe?...?


  └ If What I Want to Say had a storybook feel, this one feels more like a gloomy, secret experiment notebook.


  └ Hahaha, I was wondering what you meant, lol.


  As the teasers began to drop, I strictly monitored the members to prevent any spoilers on BubblePop. Fortunately, none of my colleagues had loose fingers.


  After a frantic weekend, Monday at 6 PM arrived. The teaser for the pre-release track, 『Dreamer』, was revealed.


  ≫ Wait a minute.


  Papers showered down on my head as I lay slumped over a desk. Choi Jeho's hand drew a red liquid with a syringe from something off-camera. Jeong Seongbin's face was obscured by black mist. A chess piece rolled at Park Joowoo's feet. Kang Kiyeon's blurry figure reflected on a beaker filled with green liquid. All of it flashed by in an instant.


  A golden tear flowed from Lee Cheonghyeon's right eye in a close-up. The tips of his long, white fingers scraped down the tear's track. A stroke extended from the red mark, completing the title, 『Dreamer』.


  ≫ Am I really watching a spArk teaser?


  Everyone was bewildered by the new spArk's appearance.


  D-4 until the music video and song release. The countdown had begun.


  Chapter 472: The Result (1)


  The music video for spArk's pre-release track, 『Dreamer』, began with Lee Cheonghyeon slumped over his desk, staring at a career aspiration form.


  Lee Cheonghyeon's golden irises reflected the empty spaces on the unfilled paper.


  He watched students on the playground outside and classmates studying inside, unable to hide his troubled heart.


  『I don't get it』


  Lee Cheonghyeon shoved the career form into his bag. The walk home from school felt endlessly long.


  With his schoolbag on, Lee Cheonghyeon walked through ordinary alleys until he reached a large, old, three-story wooden mansion in a dark blue forest.


  He pushed open the creaking door.


  『Everyone tells lies』


  Five pairs of multicolored eyes turned toward Lee Cheonghyeon.


  『They say life is similar, that no matter who you are, it's all the same』


  Individual scenes then cut into the main story. The first featured Choi Jeho.


  In Choi Jeho's room, the wallpaper and floor were both black. The room was gloomy and had no light source. A huge, thick, gold-rimmed frame hung on the wall.


  Beneath the empty frame, Choi Jeho sat slanted on a large, one-person velvet sofa. He stuck a syringe into a ripe tomato and pulled the piston. Once the cylinder filled with juice, Choi Jeho opened his mouth and pressed the piston firmly. Juice and clumpy seeds sprayed from the thick needle.


  『They turn around, watch others, and hide their true feelings』


  A white belt was draped over the returned Lee Cheonghyeon's head. Park Joowoo floated as if hanging from the ceiling and smiled brightly at Lee Cheonghyeon below. Kim Iwol leaned his chair back and waved.


  The camera captured the scene from Lee Cheonghyeon's point of view: a glass lamp with a flickering candle, thick books with peeling leather covers, and a faded, worn-out rug.


  『I want to live in my imagination』


  Jeong Seongbin boiled something vigorously in front of the forest and held a steaming object out to Lee Cheonghyeon. The vessel was too strange to be a cup, its sides caked with thick, hardened layers of overflowed liquid.


  『Even if I'm not cheered on』


  Lee Cheonghyeon tossed the cup aside, threw off his bag, kicked open the wooden door, and ran out.


  Kang Kiyeon, who had been sprawled on a sofa patched with various patterned fabrics, furrowed his brow and got up.


  The screen cut to a black lawn. The camera slowly zoomed in on a thick tombstone in the middle of the field.


  A green-mottled hand suddenly grabbed the tombstone, which was already covered in green handprints.


  『I'm going to believe in myself』


  A dark blue liquid dripped from Kang Kiyeon's hair. His green eyes sparkled through the strands.


  The camera shook violently, chasing Lee Cheonghyeon. He gestured to shake off his pursuer, and the camera fell to the ground.


  Lee Cheonghyeon stopped running. Green liquid splattered up to his feet.


  He looked horrified. He carefully walked toward the off-screen space where Kang Kiyeon must have fallen.


  A hand holding a beaker shot up from below the screen, which showed only empty air.


  The blue-tipped hand turned the beaker over and shook it. Its loose cork fell out, and a sticky black liquid oozed down.


  The hand lowered the empty beaker. After a brief pause...


  『Because we all live while dreaming』


  ...Kang Kiyeon shot up like a spring. His face was completely soaked, and the cork was stuck to his head.


  Park Joowoo worriedly lifted the curtain and looked out the window. He stepped between the curtain and the window to block the light, pressing his face to the glass. His silver-gray pupils, shrunken by the sunlight, dilated. The scene then transformed into a dark brown mahogany round table.


  『I don't get it, how a wonderful wish can be a laughingstock』


  In what seemed to be Park Joowoo's personal space, there was only a low round table and a single chessboard.


  Park Joowoo sat at the table, fiddling with a white piece, and knocked over a black one. The black piece, shaped like a wizard's hat, rolled onto the white hem of his clothes, which covered the floor.


  『They say it's absurd』


  Choi Jeho picked up Lee Cheonghyeon's bag from beside the cup. He accidentally held it upside down, and its contents spilled onto the floor.


  A single, crumpled paper fluttered away. It was swept into a pile of papers pouring down on Kim Iwol's head.


  Kim Iwol, buried under the papers, lifted his head. Yellowed, faded sheets cascaded down around him. A particularly white paper caught his eye.


  Choi Jeho and Jeong Seongbin peeked over Kim Iwol's shoulder. Kim Iwol carefully unfolded the paper, revealing the words 'Career Aspiration Form'.


  『They say a big wish can't overcome a high wall』


  Kim Iwol stood before a library wall filled with identical notebooks.


  Kim Iwol took an identical notebook from his long black coat and opened it to the last page. Seeing no space left, he placed the notebook into an empty spot on the bookshelf.


  His white wrist stood out as he clipped a fountain pen into his jacket pocket, worn under the long coat.


  『Is there any sincerity in your worries? I can see right through it』


  When Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon returned, a rug was spread out on an old black tree in front of the house.


  They opened the door and entered. Hazy, grayish-white natural light streamed through wide-open curtains, welcoming them.


  A clean mug and a single piece of paper sat on the well-polished dining table. Steam rose from hot chocolate, where a cute, teddy bear-shaped marshmallow floated.


  Lee Cheonghyeon looked back and forth between the cup and the living room in disbelief, then picked up the paper.


  [Korean Employment and Occupation Classification Table] 『I want to dream tomorrow too』


  Jeong Seongbin's eyes shone a vivid purple through the thick black smoke. Beyond the murky fog, antique glass jars of herbs and crowded tableware were visible on a wooden shelf.


  Jeong Seongbin uncorked a small bottle of deep purple powder. The powder, mixed with glitter, sparkled.


  He took some powder on his finger, tasted it, and then slowly poured it out. The dust swirled in the air like an aurora.


  『Whatever I want, I want to achieve it with my own hands』


  Water streamed from a stately marble fountain. Lee Cheonghyeon wet his fingertips and drew a straight line under a statue's eye. When the water dried, a mark remained, as if coated in gold dust. Ripples formed over Lee Cheonghyeon's golden eyes.


  A small photograph sat next to Lee Cheonghyeon as he sat before the fountain. In the photo, Lee Cheonghyeon held a cake topped with wild strawberries and drenched in red syrup. Instead of joyful tear tracks, his face was a mess of dried gold dust.


  The screen showed the soggy occupation table, then the thin, water-streaked marks of gold dust on Lee Cheonghyeon's cheek. Lee Cheonghyeon gently scraped the corners of his dry eyes.


  『Because my heart is only audible to me』


  The next morning, Lee Cheonghyeon left the house in silence. Everyone stared wordlessly at his back as he departed. Even Choi Jeho, wearing sunglasses and draped in Kim Iwol's long black coat, endured the light from the ajar door to watch Lee Cheonghyeon leave for school.


  A student moved through the classroom collecting papers. When the student reached him, Lee Cheonghyeon took out the crumpled career form and held it out.


  The student took the paper with a smile, but their expression turned strange. Lee Cheonghyeon smiled mischievously at his friend, who looked back and forth between him and the paper.


  

  ≫ I summarized this MV's plot for a friend, and they told me it's not April Fools' Day.


  └ Of course. It's a story about a water-attribute non-human who cries gold dust, torn between his teacher telling him to join the precious metals department of the Korea Minting and Security Printing Corporation and the research fanatics telling him to evolve and become the ruler of the sea.


  └ I was wondering what the MV was about with a teaser like that, and it turns out it's about a non-human worrying about his career path, lol.


  └ MV summary: This damn, dreadful magical creature family!!!


  └ The dream job he decided on after his hyungs and Kiyeon encouraged and supported him is Pacific Ocean guide.


  └ I think I've heard the myth about a mermaid's tears becoming pearls, but Kim Iwol just couldn't give up the gold face lolololol


  ≫ It hasn't even been that long since they cosplayed Princess Soda, so I was wondering why they were giving us a Halloween cosplay, but you guys had a plan all along!


  └ Not realizing it was a blatant spoiler and not even thinking to guess because 'our boys never give spoilers', Sparkler takes another L today.


  └ However, if you're a Sparkler who's had information security training, you're bound to think that way, right?


  ≫ I've figured out the identity of Nagisigan. This familiar B-movie vibe, with a narrative that's slightly horrifying and somewhat clumsy... It's a Flowering group project.


  └ No wonder it felt familiar.


  └ Flowering's B-movie narrative combined with Bright's aesthetic eye...


  └ The way they use imagery and color palettes changed drastically starting with Bright, and because of that, even though it's a funny MV, it has a horror movie feel,,,, what an unreadable MV.


  └ Right, if you just cut out scenes from the MV, it totally gives off a horror game vibe, especially the part where Kiyeon falls and revives himself by pouring a potion on himself.


  └ It's the perfect song to listen to in late autumn lol They timed it well.


  ≫ Using the night sky as the background for the group dance was a killer move. Because of the choreography, it really feels like they're crawling out at night.


  └ The detail of using autumn constellations is insane. Go read the summary a genius Sparkler put together.


  └ Wow, I just thought they drew the stars with CG.


  └ Ah, Lee Cheonghyeon is a Pisces lololol


  └ Is Kang Kiyeon an Aquarius because he carries a revival potion? ㅠㅠ


  ≫ Flustered Kim Iwol and clumsy Choi Jeho are so funny. A grim reaper buried under a mountain of work and a vampire who upends his younger brother's bag (unintentionally).


  └ It's a magical world full of fantasy soul, so why do the kids all seem like they're lacking something?


  └ The epitome of 'the kids are nice'.


  └ They used up all their coolness during Bright, so there's none left.


  The pre-release track trended for a long time after its release. People who saw the keywords flowed in. New viewers posted their own analyses, comparing the characters with the group's self-produced content. The buzz was explosive.


  After the pre-release track gained so much traction...


  ≫ Looking forward to the title track. What on earth will they bring out...


  Everyone began to wait for the title track's release.


  Chapter 473: The Result (2)


  What determines mainstream appeal?


  There is no single right answer, but people commonly mentioned a few things. A flow that doesn't tire you out, easy and intuitive lyrics, a melody you can sing along to, impressive choreography, and a catchy, memorable quality.


  It took a long time to find one word that summarized all of these. A simple structure that doesn't get old, or something easy yet impressive, felt as dissonant as sweet kimchi jjigae, if not as contradictory as a 'hot iced Americano'.


  So I condensed these opinions into a song that makes you think, 'Get out of my head!' A song that pops into your mind while you eat or lie down to sleep is one you can't help but add to your playlist.


  However, mainstream appeal often hit a wall of prejudice despite its real power. People frequently dismissed it as commercial. Even within popular music, they treated it as something only kids would like.


  If you can't satisfy the majority, you lose marketability and profitability. If the artistry is lacking, you fail to meet the standards of existing consumers and become prey for those waiting to exploit a flaw.


  There were many rabbits to catch, and we couldn't afford to miss a single one. In this situation, spArk decided to push forward with a full-length album.


  Lee Cheonghyeon worked himself to the bone writing songs. I provided all the support a novice composer could and relentlessly pushed Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon. After everyone's arduous efforts, a result like 'The Standard for a Hit Song' was born.


  The album needed a quality that would satisfy the fans and content with a low barrier to entry that was fun to enjoy. 『Dreamer』 met both requirements. Its tone was also lower and heavier than the title track coming out today, focusing more on musicality.


  『Dreamer』 was a kind of shield. It proved that spArk could showcase diverse colors within a single album.


  The title track had to be more mainstream than any other song on the album. It also had to be aurally and visually intense.


  A narrative is nice, but it's not a problem if there isn't one. We just needed to imprint a single scene, a single movement, a single image.


  More important than beautiful lyrics was a combination of words that fit the music and sounds that caught the ear. We excluded unnecessary elements, leaving only the core.


  As long as we had 『Dreamer』, we could prove that spArk and UA's skills were not lacking.


  What were we going to do with this 'blatantly simple and addictive' song?


  "They said the 『Alight』 music video was uploaded successfully!"


  We're going to make money unscrupulously. Oh, heavens, please allow me to become an idol who doesn't play fair and square.


  

  Lee Soohoon was quite displeased. The trouble started when a passing classmate said, "Your brother made a comeback!" This prompted Lee Soohoon to look up spArk's new music video.


  The video showed a house clearly made of rotten wood, smoke that looked hazardous, and a dust-covered study.


  Lee Soohoon disliked everything, from the poorly maintained rug and the rag-like sofa to the warped floorboards and the grimy mud.


  They dunked someone in a fountain and made them run on a floor made uneven by tree roots.


  Every element made Lee Soohoon uncomfortable. He didn't like a single thing.


  Are they going to call this vintage, too?


  A mistake had been made. Lee Soohoon felt like the hamster printed on his closet T-shirt was laughing at him. Even getting splashed with cola under a glittering disco ball wouldn't have felt this unpleasant.


  This is why I went out of my way to make a request.


  Lee Soohoon glared at the white-haired man on his phone screen. That man, Park Joowoo, wasn't in a much better situation. Park Joowoo not only hung from the ceiling but also exposed his bare eyes to UV light and squatted in a posture that couldn't be good for his back.


  Still, this wasn't right. Lee Soohoon burned with frustration.


  Disturbed, Lee Soohoon returned to his dorm early. He sat on his bed from 5:30 and stared at his phone. When his roommate asked what he was doing, Lee Soohoon answered.


  "I'm waiting for a music video."


  The video that made Lee Soohoon so restless was, thankfully, the music video for a 'pre-release track'. After a few searches, he realized a 'pre-release' was content opened before the main, more heavily invested content was revealed. He felt a small sense of relief.


  His brothers' father had said they didn't seem to skimp on money at the concert. It was loud and chaotic, but the people around them enjoyed it. Jang Hyeonwoo had said he enjoyed watching it, and Lee Soohoon, who later watched a video of the concert, agreed with his father.


  Therefore, he believed the video coming out today would be a work more befitting of Lee Cheonghyeon. As soon as the clock struck the hour, Lee Soohoon went to the official Metube channel.


  A newly uploaded video appeared. A short word was written in white cursive on a black background.


  『Alight』


  It was the polar opposite of the splendor Lee Soohoon had hoped for.


  When he pressed play, a small noise tickled his ear, followed by a clicking sound.


  Beyond the background, a blurry gray object slowly revealed its outline. A tiny spark flew with each click.


  『hold on I need something to swallow』


  The spark flashed three times, and a pure white fire ignited.


  The ember spread instantly, swallowing the surrounding darkness. Piles of paper covered in text poured down over the burning black background, becoming kindling for the flames.


  The face of the person who had come to burn the papers filled the screen. The firelight flickered in his black eyes.


  Lee Soohoon remembered those eyes. They were the eyes of Kim Iwol, who had disappeared beyond the car window on the day of the festival.


  Long, thin eyelashes, as if drawn with a fountain pen, slowly covered Kim Iwol's eyes.


  『Because I can't burn alone』


  Color flooded the black-and-white screen. Intense music slammed into Lee Soohoon's ears, like the flames engulfing the paper and Kim Iwol.


  『Desire doesn't die, and thirst isn't quenched』


  When the scene of the six of them dancing together appeared, their outfits had changed.


  Kim Iwol, who had worn a white shirt with a brooch and a black coat, now wore a leather jacket adorned with numerous straps. Inside the jacket...


  What is this?


  ...there was nothing but something embroidered, too transparent to be called fabric. A grayish shadow fell whenever Kim Iwol moved, but that was all.


  Everyone's outfits were similar. Only minor details, like jacket lengths or fastened buttons, were different.


  The smooth leather, the translucent fabric that felt soft without touching it, and the sheen flowing from their boot heels followed the owners' dance moves.


  The fluid light made their movements look like a single line. Their damp hair and leather-gloved fingers gave a sharp, restrained impression.


  『Not enough heat, so I swallow my surroundings』


  The man with light purple hair wearing goggles was in a slightly better situation.


  Was his name Choi Jeho? Lee Soohoon recalled Lee Cheonghyeon showing him a photo and introducing each member.


  Choi Jeho at least wore a shirt under his jacket, but its buttons were still only halfway done. The embroidery was much more extravagant.


  『Raise the temperature』


  The man seemed to be the group's center, just as Lee Cheonghyeon had introduced him. The man's aura shifted from moment to moment, like his hair, which changed between purple and blue depending on the angle.


  The music's presence grew stronger with the thumping beat. All the instruments screamed in a clamor as the rhythm raced forward in a sprint.


  When the members turned, a slow whistle sounded. When they shook their shoulders or hands, a fast guitar riff played. When they took a step, the sound of drums pounded in Lee Soohoon's head.


  The sight of Lee Cheonghyeon with his zipper only halfway up was more unfamiliar than his clothes with holes in them during 『Hideout』. The long, flashy earrings were also a combination Lee Soohoon had never seen on Lee Cheonghyeon. The saffron-shaped embroidery covering his torso and neck looked like it was one with Lee Cheonghyeon.


  Whether it was overwhelming or confusing, his thoughts were a complete mess. Even so, Lee Soohoon thought the red highlights scattered in Lee Cheonghyeon's black hair looked like the flames from the beginning of the video.


  The music didn't stop. It seized Lee Soohoon with a destructive force, pinning him to his seat.


  『Becoming a great fire that will swallow the world』


  The face of someone with green-dyed hair magnified on the screen. It was the person Lee Soohoon had tried especially hard to memorize.


  ...Kang Kiyeon.


  Lee Cheonghyeon's friend, the only one in the group.


  『Melt it all』


  It wasn't calm, it was chaotic. However, he couldn't stop listening.


  The song didn't have a story like 『Dreamer』. It was a simple composition that highlighted each member one by one, just when you might forget.


  He found himself waiting for what came next.


  『When the soul burns blue, without leaving anything behind』


  The high notes from the two people whose photos Lee Cheonghyeon had excitedly shown him, boasting about how well they sang, appeared on screen one after another.


  『Let it』


  Kang Kiyeon's gesture and smile toward the front, unable to overcome the rushing speed, mixed together and...


  "......"


  BOOM! It all exploded.


  『Open a new era』


  A plain black three-piece suit and a leather setup alternated ceaselessly. The buttons fastened to the neck, the glossy gloves covering past the wrist, and the black socks between the shoes and pant cuffs contrasted with the open jackets, amplifying a strange feeling.


  『Me, until I turn to ash』


  The silver accessories cinching various parts of their bodies shone white. Chains rippled and swayed.


  "......"


  An intense flame swallowed everything.


  Lee Soohoon slowly removed his earphones. He stared blankly for a long time.


  What did I just listen to?


  He thought the word 'impulse' fit his current emotion. Lee Soohoon felt a strong desire to keep doing something.


  A dance that made him want to see the movements again.


  Clear and distinct voices.


  It all passed by too quickly, but for that very reason, the scenes he wanted to see more closely stirred a certain desire.


  Lee Soohoon plugged his earphones back in. He pressed the play button one more time.


  The music video played two, then three more times. Still, it wasn't enough.


  This behavior went beyond mulling it over. It made him repeatedly seek out a specific target.


  The addiction had begun.


  Chapter 474: The Result (3)


  Immediately after the music video and song’s release, spArk’s official channel poured out endless content for 『Alight』. A comment recommending the best order to watch the group choreography video, individual fancams, and behind-the-scenes footage received many upvotes.


  ≫ I thought the MV style changed a bit starting from bright, but I guess it was to film this


  └ The visuals are insane...


  └ I've taken so many screenshots my hard drive is about to explode.


  └ Putting everything else aside, I love it because it fits the song so wellㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ You ghosts ○○○ seriously ○○○ how could you do this


  ○○○ My fingers can only type curses, my mouth can only drool ○○○ my humanity is shattered ○○○ To think you could do a concept like this and never gave it to us until now ○○○ Is this all the loyalty between spArk and Sparkler amounts to ○○○ ha... ○○○ I can't watch this music video with a sane mind


  └ It's amazing how there's only one sentence that isn't filtered in such a long comment.


  └ Hahahahaha


  ≫ They wore leather outfits, showed that much chest, and did a group wave.


  I can't believe this isn't a dream.


  └ Wasn't it just yesterday that Iwol said he'd only consider a sexy concept after the ink on the kids' new ID cards was dry? Time flies.


  └ After watching Alight, I realized I can hold my breath for a full 5 minutes.


  ≫ My head is about to explode trying to list all the good parts of the choreography.


  The cha-cha-cha choreo, the group wave, sweeping the floor, rubbing their lips, grabbing their belts, the sudden back appeal, raising their arms to emphasize upper body muscles, stroking their thighs, it's a determinedly power-sexy dance.


  └ Character limit, dammit. What am I supposed to remove from this? You guys need to increase the limit.


  └ >The sudden back appeal<


  └ A super intense dance that fits the intense song... I praise it.


  └ There's not a single break, and it's a magical choreography where you get even busier when it's not your partㅋㅋㅋ


  └ Seongbin and Joowoo are busy even during their own parts.


  └ Save the main vocalsㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  └ They don't seem to have any intention of seducing me, but they're just full of madness, which makes them sexy. It's a unique sexy concept.


  ≫ I guess I like it when intimidating-looking guys do powerful dance tracks.


  └ The more powerful the music, the better...bb


  └ I was done for the moment I heard the sound of a motorcycle starting up lol.


  └ I was surprised when I saw the comment saying there were no backup dancersㅋㅋ They really use the stage formations so widely. Since their arm and leg reach is long, the stage looks full.


  ≫ Kiyeon was definitely Super Cute Kang Kiyeon, but when did he become King.of.Sexy.Authority.on.Sexy.King's.Dignity Kang Kiyeon?


  └ The 'Shy Cheonghyeon Stans Club' and 'Cheonghyeon who returned as a Sexy Gorgeous Visual leaving Cutie Pretty behind' like this post.


  └ Mr. Lee Cheonghyeon, you were truly amazing... I was distracted for a moment.


  └ Mr. Kang Kiyeon, you were absolutely incredible... I've put you in my wicker basket.


  └ Hey, give him back.


  ≫ All day long I'm going around saying 'Raise the temperature, let it burn, melt it all, let it burn' and shit.


  Get out of my head.


  └ You're still better off than me. I'm just going 'Let it burn, let it burn'.


  └ I watched a few reaction videos, heard them explain why it's so good, went 'Oh~ I see~', turned off my phone, and then found myself going 'Let. It. Burn.'


  └ To the comment above, did you install a CCTV in my house? Take it down before I report you.


  ≫ I heard they had a new song so I thought I'd just check it out, but then I saw the comment compilations, watched the reactions, the relay dance, the fancams, then the dance practice, more fancams, and more comments.


  So, when are they on the music shows...?


  └ For 3 weeks starting next week!


  └ 3 weeks?? Desperately praying for cross-edits.


  ≫ Jeong.Seong.Bin.Slicked.Back.Hair


  Kim Mihyeon lies here. No, but for real, are the hearts of Seongbin stans okay?? Our boy is no longer just a gentle beauty limited to spArk, he's no longer the vanguard of the Blue Flame Corps.


  └ Seongbin... Seongbin is too much of a man, Mihyeon... ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ


  └ To be able to see slicked-back hair Seongbin in various versions, there's no other luxury buffet like this.


  └ He only gave us a sample at the encore concert, and now he's finally brought out the full course meal.


  ≫ The charting is insaneㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  Are they getting #1 on the first broadcast?


  └ Crazy. When did their firepower get this strong?


  └ Spkl are streaming machines.


  └ Lining up even the B-sides on the charts at dawn is streaming. Do you think staying on the roof in broad daylight is possible just with streaming?


  └ Seeing them maintain their rank even when it's not dawn, it's a sure thingㅋㅋㅋ


  『Alight』 boasted overwhelming buzz. This result was expected, as it combined the mass appeal of 『Hideout』 with the know-how from 『Bright』, which had emphasized the organic connection between song and video.


  However, none of them grew arrogant or claimed they simply got the results they deserved. Even after seeing the graph shoot through the roof upon entry, the members expressed their wholehearted gratitude for winning first place in their first comeback week.


  "This is all thanks to your brilliant music."


  "What're you talking about? Thank you for looking so good again."


  "It's not like my face got handsome because you styled it, but thanks for the compliment."


  Lee Cheonghyeon and I shared a warm, victorious handshake. Park Joowoo clapped his hands with a pleased look on his face.


  

  The moment promotions began, spArk’s path of suffering reopened to rave reviews. Like idols who must work hard when they are in demand, spArk accepted most of the schedules that came their way.


  This eventually led to a situation where only one person slept in the six-person dorm.


  Cutie Pretty Visual Lee Cheonghyeon [Awesome]
[Am I the only one at the dorm today?]


  21-Year Vintage Metal Marbles Park Joowoo [I'll be back in the early morning! ㅠㅠ]
[Wait just a little longer]


  Cutie Pretty Visual Lee Cheonghyeon [But I'm alone until 11:59 PM]
[You're all staying out too much]
[This is a communal living space, so could you please. not. ignore. your. housemate's. loneliness?]


  Center Emperor Choi Jeho [On my way]


  Cutie Pretty Visual Lee Cheonghyeon [Dad, Cheonghyeon is bored]


  Me [You have to leave early in the morning]
[Go to sleep early]


  Cutie Pretty Visual Lee Cheonghyeon [Yes, Father...]


  Me [Why am I 'Father' and Choi Jeho is 'Dad'?]


  Super Cute Kang Kiyeon [Stick to your role, Father.]


  Me [This is ridiculous]


  Mental Pillar Jeong Seongbin [Cheonghyeon, don't you have to be at work at 3 AM tomorrow?]
[It's the day you're a special MC]


  Cutie Pretty Visual Lee Cheonghyeon [The hyungs keep nagging me, so Cheonghyeon is going to bed in tears-!]
[Everyone send a kind word for the Cheonghyeon who cried himself to sleep-!!]


  Me [The sun won't rise tomorrow, because your face will rise first, Cheonghyeon.]


  Super Cute Kang Kiyeon [I don't know about that...]
[If he cries himself to sleep, won't his face be too swollen to rise?]


  Me [The first person to get there is responsible for putting a heated eye mask on Cheonghyeon.]


  21-Year Vintage Metal Marbles Park Joowoo [I'll do it~ Vv^^vV]


  Mental Pillar Jeong Seongbin [Joowoo and I will be there before 2 AM!]


  And so they repeated a schedule of being loaded into a van as a group before sunrise, running off to music shows and variety programs.


  The rest they had gotten right before helped immensely. With their stamina fully recharged, spArk flew around from morning till night.


  Having a full album’s worth of diverse songs also added fun to their promotions. They never got bored as they took turns performing the pre-release single, the title track, and the B-sides.


  Another event kept them on their toes in a different way. Since spArk’s most recent issue was ‘surviving a major accident on an outdoor stage with miraculous quick-wittedness’, this episode was mentioned on every variety show they attended.


  Because no one was hurt, people tended to ask about it casually. The great commotion behind the scenes was a story only we knew. To others, it was just a perilous incident that ended simply.


  So we went around answering nicely to get more views. My internal injuries had healed, and we couldn't look serious in front of the cameras anyway. We talked it up, hoping for more publicity.


  A moderate amount of tension, long-suppressed energy, and the cheers right in front of you combined to create an incredible rush of endorphins. It reached a point where I didn't even feel tired. We wanted to show more than we had prepared, and we chattered away excitedly in the car every day on the way home.


  The excited atmosphere led to results.


  ≫ What is this discipline?


  The glint in their eyes is legendary.


  └ As expected, people need to work at a relaxed pace. The kids came back with a different glow.


  └ Our kids always had a good glow, though?


  └ They came back with a menacingly sharp glow.


  └ Hahahaha is that a good thing? lol


  ≫ Miheon, Geum Iwol is here!!!!


  └ What?!?!?!?!?!?!?


  └ It was black until yesterday, when did he dye it!!!!!


  └ OMG if Kim Iwol's personal color was blonde, how could he have not had blonde hair until now? Know thyself before you style your little brothers, please.


  └ Sorry, but are you humans just going to tell us about Geum Iwol and that's it?? Are you just going to wipe your mouths and look at Choi Jeho's neo-purple hair by yourselves? I'm crying from the sense of betrayal.


  ≫ Seeing other idols mention alight, the song must be really good.


  Idols who do karaoke lives seem to sing it at least once.


  └ Even though it's a song with intense choreography, I like that there's no awkward silence in karaoke.


  └ Hahahahahaha


  └ This is importantㅋㅋ


  ≫ Raresing Uniform


  Are you only giving us this precious outfit on stage... Could you not have given it to us in the music video...


  A week after I said that, the performance version MV teaser dropped. I can die with no regrets.


  └ An idol who gives you everything without you having to ask.


  └ A dutiful son idol who leaves the granary door open and waits for me when I come to raid it.


  └ There were so many cool point choreographies and formation changes that I knew the dance video would blow up, but seeing that they even had a performance MV saved up, it seems they anticipated the word-of-mouth buzz to some extentㅋㅋㅋ


  └ Leader Jeong is still on his legendary path... Slicked-back black hair with wax and goggles? Uh-huh, I'll die for you...


  From the radio during their commutes to various broadcasts and music quizzes, 『Alight』 played constantly. In a market where album sales don't always correlate with digital chart performance or public recognition, spArk's sales and buzz graphs rose in a similar pattern.


  "...How can we repay this incredible response?" Jeong Seongbin asked seriously. He seemed to feel that since they had received so much, they had to do something more. We put our heads together to think.


  "The easiest thing would be long-form original content, right? V-Logs are uploaded often, so something different would be good."


  "Should we open up the survey we did last time?"


  Jeong Seongbin opened a WebCell file from the shared drive. It was a compilation of survey results for 'Content Fans Want to See from spArk', which the group collected annually.


  The first-place winner, a skit, and the second-place winner, an observational camera, were filmed before the comeback. The bizarre family skit, where their jobs were village guardian posts and village chief, had been popular for ages.


  Fans also wanted to see spArk's daily life up close, so we filmed a day of them properly resting during their break. That video was scheduled for upload tomorrow.


  However, the one that narrowly came in third place was on my mind.


  "'The 'MISSION Failure: Age of Suffering' series is consistently popular, huh."


  'MISSION Failure: Age of Suffering' was an original web variety series produced during the 『MISSION』 promotions to show spArk in various suits.


  It needed to be entertaining, and since spArk's 'office worker moments' were already known from the 'IDC meeting scene', we felt there was no merit in showing a similar scene again. So, we produced a series where they were office workers in name only, allowing each member's true personality to shine. This series boasted a surprisingly long lifespan.


  Just recently, an 'Age of Suffering' episode became a hot topic. It featured the six cold-faced handsome men, who got their jobs through connections, as contradictory characters who had mastered the love triangle and winning combinations of tteok-twi-sun.


  Do they like seeing us look foolish...


  Seeing how it became such a steady seller, it seemed the scene where they sat on a company newsletter spread on the floor and dipped fried food into tteokbokki sauce, despite their fine appearances, was particularly impressive.


  In any case, I wanted to prioritize what the Sparklers wanted, so I contacted the dedicated team. Unfortunately, their reply was that it would be difficult due to the schedule.


  — The filming and editing schedule is fine, but we're too short on time to rent an office...


  They said all the places they had used for filming before were fully booked. The situation wasn't right for renting a space in a hurry.


  "I see."


  There was just one candidate location that the dedicated team probably hadn't contacted. It was a place I had intended to visit someday but kept putting off because I was reluctant to go.


  "Jukyung, could you please check on one more company for me? The cost probably won't be too high... and it's a place that will most likely accommodate our schedule."


  — Where is it?


  I took a deep breath and answered.


  "Hanpyeong Industry."


  Chapter 475: Hanpyeong Industry (1)


  Hanpyeong Industry’s office looked traditional, fitting for an older company.


  It had partitions, worn-out black computer towers and keyboards, and a rarely used whiteboard that was brought out once a month. Cabinets overflowed with documents, and an ugly green trash can, likely from a convenience store, sat in a corner.


  It has a completely different feel from a startup.


  There was decent demand for filming dramas or movies in a real office like this. Even ‘In My Office’ had only filmed on the rooftop or in a large corporation’s lobby.


  Seeing the steady stream of office-themed dramas, management often told them to actively appeal to studios instead of letting the empty office sit idle.


  But almost no one wanted to use Hanpyeong Industry as a filming location. Studios wanted a ‘clean and spacious space suitable for practical use’ where they could turn on computers or open drawers. They didn’t want a neglected ‘hell for office workers’ with leaking walls and broken air conditioning.


  Since there was no demand, booking it would be easy and the price could be significantly reduced. It wasn't the rainy season, so leaks weren't a concern. Seeing a young, handsome team leader repotting a dead plant in a drama would have its own unique charm.


  If it went through, the person in charge would be an employee from the HR team. That was their jurisdiction.


  It’s still too early for Assistant Manager Hwang to have joined the company. No matter how much I pulled schedules forward and fast-forwarded incidents, the time for Assistant Manager Hwang, who would still be a university student, wouldn't have flowed twice as fast. The age gap between my sister and me was the same as before.


  It would most likely be the senior who vanished right after I joined, or perhaps that senior's own senior, who also cut off contact without leaving a single handover document.


  I could bet my entire career that Department Head Nam would show his face at least once. As long as Nam Jooah was a debut fan of spArk, Department Head Nam would have known about spArk from the moment they debuted.


  Disgusting human.


  I grumbled inwardly. I couldn't stand the sight of him, but I was prepared. There were matters I needed to resolve.


  I've lived with the department-head-speak-patched SYSTEM for a while now, so maybe I've built up some immunity?


  + [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.


  ▶ In my opinion... about 90%? Assistant Manager Kim is always unsatisfactory in some way, always a little lacking.


  The SYSTEM popped up with frightening speed, even though I had only thought of it. The screen shone much brighter than usual, maybe because it had been a while.


  Its attitude was the same as ever. I wanted to turn it off again immediately, but the SYSTEM ignored my volcanic irritation.


  + [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.


  ▶ I always tell you, don't I? Report first even if your superior doesn't ask, and if you have nothing to do, find something yourself. Be proactive and independent. Huh? This is great, I really like what I'm seeing right now.


  If you like it so much, why don't you give me a reward? But then you'd just ask if Assistant Manager Kim only moves when there's a reward, right? You’d say the company pays my salary, which covers the time I spend sighing and slacking off, yet I still expect so much.


  + [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.


  ▶ Hey. Assistant Manager Kim, you're a pro at making others look petty. Have you ever seen me withhold money I was supposed to give you? And I even give you some nice bonuses on the side.


  I wish the guy who was so damn late approving a single KPI achievement would just shut up. I hope he realizes he'd have nothing to say even if he were sued for unpaid wages.


  The SYSTEM read my inner thoughts and grumbled for a long time. Every word was about how disappointed it was in Assistant Manager Kim and how Assistant Manager Kim could do this to it.


  As I tried to ignore it, the SYSTEM asserted its presence.


  + [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.


  ▶ Stop slacking and get to work. Since Assistant Manager Kim voluntarily offered to work overtime, I'll give you a little something as a token of encouragement. You trust me, right?


  And with that, it vanished. After a slight delay, a message arrived from Jukyung. The location booking was confirmed.


  

  Assistant Manager Kim!


  Department Head Nam saw me arrive at work and smiled so widely that all his teeth showed.


  The moment I saw that smile, I thought this had to be a dream. The only time Department Head Nam ever welcomed me was when he was delivering news that Nam Jooah was extremely pleased with my work.


  What are you doing? Not sitting down. If you're at work, you should sit down promptly.


  Department Head Nam moved behind me and grabbed both my shoulders. An irresistible force pushed me into my familiar seat. A single white chrysanthemum lay on the desk.


  He pulled out the chair and sat me down, acting as if he couldn't see the flower. He turned on my computer and placed my hand on the mouse. It was hard to tell if the feeling surging inside me was anger or nausea.


  "......"


  The short, authoritative word crushed me.


  Even in a dream, I was sick of it all. I was sick of myself for returning to this place after death, and sick of Department Head Nam, who would surely treat a resurrected employee the same way.


  The blue desktop background stung my eyes.


  I didn't want to carry this feeling any longer. I wanted to shake it off now.


  A morning alarm rang from somewhere far away. I turned it off and got up, seeing the dim light of dawn through the window. I slowly began to prepare to go out.


  It was a suit I often wore even after becoming an idol, but today my wrists and waist felt terribly uncomfortable. The size wasn't wrong, but the sleeves felt tight. After putting on my tie, I noticed my rigid expression in the mirror.


  I tried forcing a friendly smile. It looked more unnatural than the thumbnail of a recent stage fancam.


  I don't know when it became so difficult to pretend to be fine in a bad situation. Could this also be part of the 'coercive but macroscopically a path to mental health' that the SYSTEM pursues?


  "Are you uncomfortable anywhere?"


  While I was lost in thought, Jeong Seongbin approached and asked. He had finished his hair styling, and the department director-style part suited him well.


  "No."


  To think I, who had turned UA upside down to chase out the industry senior tormenting Jeong Seongbin, was now taking him to Hanpyeong Industry. It felt like a different era.


  I remembered the day Jeong Seongbin first showed signs of depression. Gripped by the fear of losing our leader, I had rambled incoherently in front of him. Thinking back, it was ridiculous. How could anyone believe me when I said I could see the future, or that he would become a leader?


  Still, I felt a strange nostalgia. I looked at Jeong Seongbin and spoke.


  "Somehow... I have a strong feeling that the place we're going is not compatible with me, feng shui-wise."


  "......"


  "You know... the yin and yang energies aren't in harmony? I suspect it won't be an auspicious place for me?"


  Back in his trainee days, Jeong Seongbin would have laughed at such nonsense. He might have even teased me with strange questions.


  It was the same when he acted like he believed the Fortune-Telling Octopus. Jeong Seongbin’s stance was to either brush it off with a joke or add some flavor by saying my intuition was scarily accurate, treating it as a simple topic of conversation.


  However, Jeong Seongbin didn't laugh. He didn't pepper me with joking questions either.


  "Should I tell them to cancel the shoot? We just have to pay the company a penalty fee."


  "......"


  His unexpected reaction flustered me. I hadn't complained with the same intensity as when I confessed my conscience under a blanket, yet Jeong Seongbin was completely serious.


  Seeing him turn to leave as I stood there blinking, I quickly grabbed him.


  "It was a joke!"


  "Really?"


  "Yeah, I'm sorry. I didn't think you'd believe me."


  "......"


  "Because it's such a ridiculous story. I never thought you'd take it seriously."


  An awkward silence fell. Then and now, I was just making excuses because I didn't want to die for revealing heavenly secrets, but it was also true that my attitude could seem playful, so I apologized politely.


  "If you believe in fortune-telling or divination and were offended because it seemed like I was making light of the subject..."


  "It's not like that."


  "It's not?"


  "No. I, uh, don't really believe in that kind of thing."


  Jeong Seongbin was firm. His calm demeanor made me feel like I was the strange one.


  "Then why did you suggest canceling the shoot? You said you don't believe in fortune-telling."


  "I just don't want to force you to do something you're not comfortable with."


  Force it? I thought. Any working adult knew you couldn't always do only what you wanted in life.


  Jeong Seongbin explained his reasoning with a single added line.


  "Especially at a time like this."


  He lowered his voice, still seeming worried about my mental state.


  "If it were an external broadcast recording, my response might have been different, but for internal company matters, there's a lot we can decide amongst ourselves."


  "......"


  "I know you have particularly good intuition, Hyung. I was really surprised when you correctly guessed the score of the Korea-Japan match. If I had to choose, I'm closer to believing your words than some superstitious realm."


  "......"


  "And it's also rare for you to say you dislike something, Hyung."


  Jeong Seongbin smiled.


  There was a time I would see myself smiling reflexively, whether I felt good or bad, and I would curse myself as an idiot or a fool.


  Saying I disliked something I disliked was an unrealistic act I had never even imagined. Refusing something unpleasant was thousands of times harder than desiring something I wanted. Life forces you to take on things you dislike far more often than it gives you the chance to say what you want.


  And yet... this is happening so peacefully, without any great catalyst.


  A strange feeling rose in my heart, so I turned my frustration on the innocent Jeong Seongbin. I told myself the kid was too naive and would struggle to survive in the harsh entertainment industry if he trusted others so blindly.


  My worries proved baseless as Jeong Seongbin continued with untainted words.


  "If you went so far as to mention that it doesn't feel right, Hyung, there must be something to it. I have no intention of questioning it."


  "Even so, you should have some doubts. What if I've just gotten lazy?"


  "Is there any hypothesis more unbelievable than you getting lazy, Hyung?"


  His infinite trust left me at a loss. As I suffered from self-reproach, wondering if I had spoiled the kid, Jeong Seongbin asked a question.


  "So, what should we do about the shoot? If we're going to call it off, let's decide before we leave the salon."


  "I told you it was a joke. Let's go. If the yin and yang energies don't seem to match, I'll just have you stick by my side to create some harmony."


  "But you once said that I only have yang energy in my features when I'm with spArk."


  "Well, isn't that better from a balance perspective than having only yin energy?"


  I had worked so hard to decide to visit Hanpyeong Industry.


  Steeling my resolve to visit my old workplace again? I could never. It's only possible when you've made up your mind. Who in their right mind would make such a misguided choice? I didn't want to back down now.


  "However, I'd like it if we could move as a group as much as possible at the filming location. It's shameless of me to ask, but I'd be grateful if you could help alleviate my excessive worry and anxiety even a little."


  "Of course, we can do that."


  Jeong Seongbin answered confidently and headed straight for the managers. A short while later, all the luggage that had been split between two vehicles was moved into one.


  All the members of spArk piled into the now-spacious car. Our shoulders touched, but it was incomparably more comfortable than a hellish subway ride.


  Chapter 476: Hanpyeong Industry (2)


  Every office worker dreams of getting revenge on a difficult boss or workplace.


  I was no different. When my anger built up, I wished for Department Head Nam to get chewed out by executives or ruin his shoes by stepping on gum.


  Sometimes, my fury crossed a humane line. Swept up in my emotions, I had thoughts a person should not have. Once I cooled down, the fact that I had entertained such extreme ideas made me question my own humanity.


  At a glance, my hatred for my boss seemed to follow a steady wave. It rose when I got angry, then calmed over time in a gentle curve.


  However, the central axis of that wave gradually dropped without me realizing it. My best days were never half as good as before I joined the company. My worst days were so low they interfered with my daily life.


  It felt like I was slowly wasting away.


  I did not even know it back then. I only realize it now, looking back.


  Saying I hated Department Head Nam or did not want to rejoin Hanpyeong Industry was not wrong, but it was not entirely accurate either.


  I was afraid.


  The mere thought of reliving that time was suffocating. I knew what words would be thrown at me, and the idea of a future where I could not escape was terrifying.


  I learned from Department Head Nam that when hatred grows too large, it moves beyond revenge. You reach a point where you do not even want to see the person by chance.


  It was fine when I did not know what an ideal workplace was. You do not complain when you think everyone lives a similar life.


  However, after working with good people for a long time and tasting accomplishment again and again, you realize just how deep a scar that place left on you.


  That was why I wanted to ignore it for the rest of my life. I wanted to rip it from my memory. Still, there were people I could not bring myself to forget.


  Assistant Manager Hwang and Assistant Manager Song.


  My colleagues would follow my path and fill my vacant spot. They became the reason I had to see Department Head Nam, a man whose obituary I did not even want to hear.


  Before my regression, I would have had many cards to play. I had mountains of recordings, screenshots, unused vacation records, and work logs.


  However, all of that was gone now. It was impossible to get revenge by dredging up the past.


  Looking for other victims did not seem meaningful either. In the history of Hanpyeong Industry, I had never heard of anyone Department Head Nam tormented as much as me.


  This gave me pause, but was there really no way? Humans built pyramids from nothing.


  I just had to find a new path. The goal was to make Department Head Nam stop his power-tripping. Exposing his past insults to vent my resentment would be best, but I was willing to take the second-best option if it put the brakes on him.


  The most powerful tool would be the right to speak.


  The influence of an idol his daughter likes is incomparable to that of a subordinate far below him in rank.


  The risk was also low. It might be different if it were an industry insider close to spArk, but it would be hard for a middle-aged department head with no connection to me to get much attention, even if he talked about me. Department Head Nam was also not the type to be good at trolling young people online.


  Conversely, what would happen if the subordinate Kim Iwol rebelled against his department head?


  I would be lucky to leave work with both legs intact. Even if I resigned, he would block my future by spewing malicious gossip during every reference check.


  Generally, celebrities were at a slight disadvantage in a public exposé. Those with more to lose had to be more careful.


  However, the idol Kim Iwol had gained a buffer from the several rumors and controversies. The fact that people would take my side was also a factor that could not be ignored.


  Besides...


  I'm not alone.


  With five others in my party, if Department Head Nam tried to throw something, wouldn't at least one of them step in and ask what he was doing?


  I say it like a joke, but I am serious. Honestly, I did not have the confidence to face Department Head Nam alone. Years of being unilaterally beaten down puts pressure on a person, regardless of any actual difference in physical strength.


  The SYSTEM borrowed Department Head Nam's way of speaking 'because using Department Head Nam's authority is the most effective method against Kim Iwol'. Just as the SYSTEM judged, I was still under Department Head Nam's shadow.


  I hesitated, even though I could have come up with any number of reasons to see him. My head screamed at me to go and act on my conscience, but my body would not move.


  However, if we could all go together, I felt I would not be so helplessly beaten down, even if spArk did nothing specific. They lectured me so much normally, they would have to say at least one thing before leaving, if only to save face.


  No, just...


  Just having them nearby would be much more calming, just like it was at the sky garden when we all went to see the night view.


  There should never be another person like me because of Department Head Nam. I hope no one ever has to experience that kind of pain. That was all I wanted.


  I felt like there would be no greater challenge in my life. It was so difficult that I could not have made the decision without people on my side. So it had to be now.


  The last thing to decide was what method I would use.


  The current me and Department Head Nam were complete strangers, no matter how friendly he might feel toward me. Persuasion would take a lot of time, and Department Head Nam would probably not listen seriously.


  One-time events or rewards lacked sustainability. A vile person like Department Head Nam could not be reformed with light lip service like, "If you make me one promise, I'll give your daughter an autograph."


  A hardline approach was necessary. In a closed environment where I could not ask for help, I had to be in such an overwhelmingly superior position that he had no choice but to listen to me.


  For a long time, probably until the day Department Head Nam retires, I had to make him constantly monitor himself from the closest possible distance.


  I had to instill fear in him.


  This would prevent a momentary lapse of control and stop him from taking his anger out on someone weaker. It was time for him to pay the price for making his subordinates constantly censor their own conduct.


  I would use what I had to force Department Head Nam to turn over a new leaf. There was no plan more concise than this.


  I had decided on the method. All that was left was to confirm.


  SYSTEM.


  A glowing dialogue box appeared when I called the SYSTEM.


  I was not naive enough to dismiss everything as a coincidence. The well-laid stage, my decision to meet Department Head Nam, the solution I chose, and the tools I intended to use. If the table was set this well, the SYSTEM clearly wanted something.


  I think I know what that small reward you said you'd prepared is, so I want to confirm.


  If the SYSTEM wanted me to overcome life's obstacles that badly, it must have prepared a proper safety net.


  The SYSTEM immediately displayed a response.


  +


  [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.


  ▶ You've been with the company for four years, so Assistant Manager Kim, you should be able to guess what I'm thinking. Right?


  +


  The SYSTEM flickered.


  +


  [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.


  ▶ An external presentation for business expansion is not considered a leak of internal company secrets, so feel free to go~.


  +


  As expected, the SYSTEM declared that it would not increase the synchronization rate or give me a penalty. As the SYSTEM turned off, the car gradually slowed to park.


  

  Getting out of the car, I looked up at the building's exterior. It was as neat as ever.


  On the surface, no company was better than this one. People who valued appearances invested in what was visible rather than what was substantial. Hanpyeong Industry was crawling with such characters.


  They hired an acquaintance's construction company to do the work on the cheap. They were saddled with a leaking ceiling and toilets with abnormally weak water pressure, yet, they plastered a huge photo of the company's exterior on job postings, as if they provided a fantastic work environment.


  How ridiculous.


  I was in pretty good shape, so much so that I felt embarrassed for worrying I might be intimidated. Maybe it was because I had steeled my resolve, but I even felt calm.


  If I had an ounce of affection left, I might have felt nostalgic. However, the only emotions I felt now were negative. The fact that hostility was not spreading was a good sign. Anger was essential for what was to come.


  While I enthusiastically cursed them in my head, someone walked into the lobby. It was an unfamiliar face.


  "You're here for the spArk shoot, right?"


  I overheard snippets of his conversation with the managers. I wracked my brain over the name, which was as unfamiliar as his face, before I realized the man's identity.


  He was one of the 83 senior assistant managers who had passed through the HR team. I had seen their names while scouring meeting minutes, approval documents, and the server like a madman because there was not even a handover document. If this was not the graveyard for assistant managers, what was?


  It felt strange seeing this distant senior of mine in a neat suit. Although he smiled, the exhaustion caked around his eyes and his worn-out slippers completely closed the psychological distance with this person I was meeting for the first time.


  "How did you know about a place like this?" Lee Cheonghyeon asked.


  I whispered into his ear.


  "I saw it while doing research a long time ago."


  "Ah."


  Lee Cheonghyeon was easily convinced, recalling the days before we had a dedicated team when we had to handle everything ourselves.


  We rode the painfully slow elevator and passed through a suffocating hallway before a familiar office came into view. It was a corner office I once managed, which was completely unusable because it had no heating or air conditioning.


  It had also been neglected for years until it caught management's eye. They chewed out the employees, asking, 'How on earth are you managing the company?' The employees then had to convert it into a warehouse with their own hands. Well, why did you dissolve perfectly good teams, ruin a business, and make the company a hollow shell?


  The office for the shoot was next to it. It was a space for the TFs that were hastily thrown together whenever the CEO saw an article like '◯◯ Corporation's TF Team Did It! Creating the Best Performance with a Flexible Organizational Structure' and threw a fit.


  At Hanpyeong Industry, forming a TF, running it for three and a half months, and then dismantling it if it did not produce results was an annual event. Then, they would hear about someone else hitting the jackpot with a small TF and create a new one all over again.


  Thanks to that, things worked out well for me. I rented a filming office on the cheap and gained a justification for confronting Department Head Nam. The background knowledge, passed down like an old folktale, helped me draw a concrete picture of everything, from where to shoot to how to confront him.


  While the staff rearranged the desks in the rental space, we were guided to an empty conference room.


  Just as we were about to review our roles and the flow one last time before the shoot began, we heard a knock on the door.


  Chapter 477: Hanpyeong Industry (3)


  An unexpected person appeared.


  Deputy General Manager Ahn?


  It was Deputy General Manager Ahn from the Marketing Team. His hands were full of bottled drinks and snacks.


  The members sitting by the door shot up to help him. The assistant manager from before had not come, so he was probably getting chewed out by Department Head Nam or Team Leader Jo somewhere.


  "I came to bring you all some drinks," Deputy General Manager Ahn said. "I heard you haven't started filming yet."


  "Thank you!"


  Every month, Hanpyeong Industry ordered the cheapest snack set from its office snack supplier. Deputy General Manager Ahn seemed to have tried to pick the most diverse selection from it.


  If my memory is right, Deputy General Manager Ahn still held the same rank as Department Head Nam around this time.


  Deputy General Manager Ahn and Department Head Nam had joined the company around the same time. Their promotion speeds were similar until they both became deputy general managers.


  The divergence began when Department Head Nam started seriously playing office politics.


  At Hanpyeong Industry, it was not uncommon for superiors to nitpick at those they considered thorns in their side and sabotage their promotions.


  This coercive behavior was even worse toward employees in difficult situations. They commonly broke a person's pride with words like, 'You think you have anywhere else to go?' just to keep them from leaving.


  Deputy General Manager Ahn was a similar case. Department Head Nam had cozied up to the management and used his position in the HR Team to make a few comments, like, 'Deputy General Manager Ahn doesn't seem to work much overtime.' This resulted in Ahn receiving bogus performance reviews every time.


  After the Marketing Team's team leader resigned due to internal conflict, everyone thought no one was more qualified to take the position than Deputy General Manager Ahn.


  The CEO made the absurd decision to leave the team leader position vacant. He designated Deputy General Manager Ahn as the sole person in charge of the handover. This piled on practical responsibilities without increasing his pay, a classic case of labor exploitation.


  This contrasted starkly with how (former) Deputy General Manager Nam was simultaneously made a team leader when the head of the HR Team was promoted to director of the Management Support Division. Deputy General Manager Jo had also gotten his position similarly when Department Head Nam became the deputy director of the Management Support Division.


  Despite doing a team leader's work, his path to the higher position of deputy director of the business division was blocked. No one officially recognized him as a manager. This bizarre state continued right up until I joined the company and became an assistant manager.


  In a situation with such blatant disparity, one would expect some discretion, but Department Head Nam was shameless. Backed by his newfound power, he openly bragged about how well he knew who to suck up to and what he had done to a colleague of the same rank.


  Nevertheless, Deputy General Manager Ahn did not leave the company. No one knew if he wanted acknowledgment from the company that had mistreated him or if he had unavoidable circumstances.


  However, one thing was certain.


  He's too good of a talent for Hanpyeong Industry.


  Anyone who knew Deputy General Manager Ahn said the same thing. I was no exception.


  Deputy General Manager Ahn was kind even to me, a member of another team and a subordinate of the very man who constantly threw a wrench in his work life. He always worried about me being worn down under Department Head Nam. He told me several times that he wished things were different for me.


  ...The reason he deliberately called me so late that night, right before I drew my last breath, must have been because he was worried about me being ground to dust.


  I only realized the caller of that last phone call was Deputy General Manager Ahn after I re-examined my memory data to act out Cheon Yunseong's ending scene.


  At the time, I was too preoccupied with Park Joowoo's situation to dwell on it. I was only surprised by it later, after the incident was resolved. Deputy General Manager Ahn had once given me his number, saying he would buy me a drink sometime, but we had never actually contacted each other personally. The timing was just too coincidental.


  The sight of Deputy General Manager Ahn, who was not even on the HR team, taking care of visitors, overlapped with the image of my phone screen, where his unanswered call did not disconnect until it went to voicemail.


  "Good luck with the shoot."


  Deputy General Manager Ahn gave a deep bow and left the conference room. It was hard to tear my eyes from the closed door.


  

  The shoot did not take long. In fact, it went quite smoothly.


  When we drew lots to assign roles, I drew the 'Department Head' role, whether by chance or by fate.


  Thanks to that, I spouted a whole repertoire of quintessential old-school boss lines with all my might throughout the recording, leaving nothing in reserve. I treated it as a dress rehearsal for my confrontation with Department Head Nam, poking at my juniors left and right like a hedgehog with starch toothpicks stuck in its back.


  My performance as a living, breathing, power-tripping boss was so perfect it was like a caricature come to life. It received high praise from both the members and the staff. The phrase 'an honor without glory' fit perfectly.


  After checking that we had filmed enough content and confirming the remaining rental time, we shot some bonus clips and took selfies that we might use someday.


  After a final, final check, while the equipment was being packed up, I was about to take off my props and put them away when the office door opened.


  "Aigoo, everyone from spArk!"


  A voice that was unpleasant just to hear. A shameless attitude, visiting whenever he pleased without distinguishing between public and private matters.


  "It's an honor to meet you!"


  I knew who it was without even seeing his face. Department Head Nam. My stomach churned.


  Department Head Nam had an exceptional talent for sucking up to people he needed. I was sure he had calculated that this was the perfect time to strike, right after work was done and everyone was in a good mood.


  I knew he would come himself for something like this, rather than sending someone else. How could he entrust such an important task to a 'disrespectful' subordinate who 'doesn't treat his boss's daughter's affairs as his own,' especially when he did not know how much more he could get if he played his cards right?


  A conventional man who never deviated an inch from my expectations. A figure who was narrow-minded beyond belief, even in his younger days.


  My mind, instinctively repulsed, continued to rail against Department Head Nam.


  "So, how did the shoot go?"


  "Yes, it went well, thank you."


  Department Head Nam bypassed Manager Daeyeon, who was thanking him, and approached us directly. Then he started grabbing the members' hands one by one as he struck up a conversation.


  "My daughter is a huge fan of spArk..."


  There he goes again. Goosebumps broke out on my arms.


  Department Head Nam's hand reached toward me...


  "...but it stopped."


  Choi Jeho was shaking Department Head Nam's hand and asking a question. "Who's your daughter a fan of?"


  "She says she likes the older members. Can you take a few pictures for me on my phone? The kid talks about nothing but spArk at home."


  "Sir, we're prohibited from filming with outsiders due to our spoiler policy."


  Manager Daeyeon rushed over to stop Department Head Nam. Department Head Nam paid him no mind at all.


  "Who's an old guy like me going to spread this to? I'm just going to show it to my daughter. Besides, isn't this the kind of thing the members can just do at their own discretion?"


  His habit of half-listening to and dismissing the words of anyone he did not consider important, and his attitude of acting only as he pleased without any consideration for others' circumstances, were still the same. Treating the rules like crap was just a bonus.


  The fact that he was a consistent bastard even before I knew him was actually a welcome discovery. I might have felt bad about causing a scene in his face otherwise.


  "If she likes the older members, I guess that includes me, right?"


  I pulled Department Head Nam's hand toward me for a handshake and spoke to him. Perhaps thinking I would be more reasonable than Choi Jeho, Department Head Nam patted my forearm enthusiastically while chattering on about his daughter's love for spArk.


  "Well, in that case, we have to do something for her. I'll get in trouble if our CEO finds out, so how about I secretly film something for you, just me?"


  "What? What kind of company manages something like that?"


  "I know, right? It's incredibly frustrating for us too, but I'll film a video for you instead!"


  The spArk members stared at me with strange expressions as I complained along with Department Head Nam. Only Department Head Nam was excited, thinking of bringing an idol video home to his daughter. I asked politely.


  "Is there a quiet place nearby where we won't hear any outside noise? We don't have enough time to record it multiple times. It would be best if we could keep other sounds from mixing in, right?"


  "I should do as you young people say. There's a quiet place right next door. Let's go there."


  Choi Jeho looked like he was about to intervene, so I glanced around and quickly stepped on his foot. The guy took the hint and shut his mouth.


  I laid out all the necessary conditions for the shoot to Department Head Nam. A space with no prying eyes. A place sealed on all sides so no outside noise could get in, and the prerequisite that we had to make the most of our short time.


  In a situation like this, there was only one candidate Department Head Nam could possibly think of.


  The office we had passed on our way here, the one that had been demoted to a supply room.


  "Let's go inside!"


  Department Head Nam unhesitatingly led me into a small storage closet inside the supply room. This space, attached to the office, had also once been used as a break room.


  The supply room was not opened often, except on days when new items were delivered. Hanpyeong Industry was not a generous enough company to frequently replace its employees' electronic devices.


  Frequently used items were stacked in boxes all over the supply room. Whenever a refill request came in, HR Team employees would move them to the respective departments, restrooms, or break rooms. This meant the only people who ever came here were HR staff, and even they did not come often.


  Still, the probability of someone entering the supply room was not absolute zero. There were always exceptions. For Department Head Nam, there were people in the HR Team outside his control, like the team leader or the director, and despite repeated notices, an employee who secretly took supplies from the room would pop up about once a quarter.


  Therefore, it was a natural step for Department Head Nam to choose the most secluded spot within the supply room. This was the background behind his choice of the dusty storage closet, where unwanted inventory and broken items were piled up indefinitely for the simple reason that it was a waste to throw them away.


  Department Head Nam flicked on the light in the closet. The light flickered weakly before brightly illuminating the space.


  Motes of dust were visible in the air. When Department Head Nam waved his arm, the dust swirled up before settling again. The steel shelves, which had looked like they would give you tetanus if you touched them when I first joined the company, were still there in relatively good condition.


  "How about it? Is this place good enough?" Department Head Nam asked.


  It's more than enough. Of course.


  I came in and out of this place for years. Could there be a better spot?


  "It's perfect!"


  I smiled brightly. Then, I mentally reviewed the things I had brought with me.


  Writer, PD, I'm sorry. I'll be borrowing Cheon Yunseong without permission just this once. It's just that I've never acted like such a bastard in my entire life.


  I'll do my best to act the part so as not to tarnish the original work, and I'll return him without a sound when I'm done.


  Chapter 478: Repayment (1)


  Department Head Nam fumbled with his phone. "Hold on. I'm, uh, not very good at taking videos." He pressed several buttons in a row.


  I held out my hand, and Department Head Nam willingly gave me the phone. I pretended to change the settings to high definition and started the conversation.


  "You seem to have a good relationship with your daughter. You even talk about idols."


  "It's just a normal father-daughter relationship," Department Head Nam said. He always took pride in his relationship with his daughter.


  He often said, "Kids these days have such difficult teenage years, but not our Jua. You have no idea how sweet our child is to her mom and dad." I had heard those words so often my ears were worn out. Department Head Nam's love for his daughter never ran dry.


  "Normal? How often do you see a father and daughter who get along so well?"


  For Department Head Nam, whose life's pride was being 'a father and daughter who are like friends', there was no better compliment. Sure enough, the corners of Department Head Nam's mouth stretched to his ears.


  One more thing.


  A person like Department Head Nam, who is authoritarian and obsessed with external factors...


  "It must be all thanks to your care, Team Leader," I said.


  ...feels great displeasure when others get information about them wrong.


  He's the type to say, 'You don't know what kind of coffee I like?' or 'Did you forget I don't eat seafood?' It's all in a similar vein.


  Such people insist that everyone should naturally know their preferences. They consider themselves influential.


  Their bloated egos extend beyond those close to them. This trait of obsessing over trivial matters also appears with strangers. They make remarks like, 'You expect me to just drink something this bitter?' or 'Do I really have to spell it out for you?'


  They think others should cater to their every need, as if providing a service...


  "Not Team Leader, Deputy Head."


  ...and they can't rest until they've pointed out others' mistakes, slips of the tongue, or misunderstandings.


  It's better to understate their achievements. That way, they can correct you and boast about how much more amazing they are.


  In the opposite case, their pride gets wounded. Even if the other person had no such intention, they feel slighted.


  That's why they go out of their way to rebuke you for misspeaking. Pointing out another's mistake helps them forget their own hurt feelings.


  His correction was at least lenient, likely because I had just flattered his father-daughter relationship. For Department Head Nam, who usually looked down on strangers, it meant I had reached the 'not entirely unlikable' stage. This was even more true since he wanted something from me.


  Today's plan began with stimulating Department Head Nam using information the past Kim Iwol had accumulated.


  To do that, I first had to raise this mediocre level of favorability to its absolute limit. I needed to build trust to move the story forward.


  "Ah, so you might not have been notified yet."


  "About what?"


  "A definite stroke of luck for a promotion has come your way. Your appointment as Team Leader is a sure thing... I thought you already knew."


  Department Head Nam was not slow-witted about company politics. He instantly grasped that he had never introduced himself as a Deputy Head. He also knew the current HR Team Leader was likely to be promoted to Department Head, leaving the Team Leader position vacant.


  So it was better to include a meaningful word. Something that would linger in his mind while he wondered if my words were just empty flattery.


  In this case, it was 'promotion luck'. The word 'luck' alone could mean good fortune or a fluke, but adding 'promotion' gave it a superstitious nature.


  It might seem like a trivial difference, but I had to imprint these points one by one in Department Head Nam's mind.


  To the public, especially those uninterested in idols, Kim Iwol was known as the idol who predicted a comeback victory in a grim Korea-Japan match. A clip of him on a fortune-telling show also recorded an unimaginable number of views, hitting millions.


  Moreover, in our country, when a celebrity faced controversy or became a target of gossip channels, their birth time was often exposed. Their fortune would then be analyzed on all sorts of Saju Metube channels.


  I was no exception. While I battled accusations of patricide and abuse in the news, countless videos appeared. They had sensational titles and expanded on a Bodhisattva's mysterious statements like 'his face cannot be seen' and 'he knows the future'.


  There was no way a person like Department Head Nam, who loves the misfortunes of others, hadn't seen at least one of those news reports or Saju analysis videos targeting the 40-70 age group. I was certain because I had seen his Metube channel subscription list.


  On top of that, a video of me saving a member from a collapsing stage recently aired on the news.


  The younger generation, frequently exposed to idol news, likely remembered me from various things. They might know me as the guy from the Ministry of Employment and Labor ad, or the villain in that one drama.


  On the other hand, to a middle-aged man who ignores uninteresting information and only remembers major incidents and sensational clip titles, my image was...


  ...something like, 'a young man with a tragic life and spiritual powers'.


  A person publicly known for shamanistic issues knew the company's internal affairs, pinpointed his promotion at the perfect time, and had no reason to lie.


  Department Head Nam is easily swayed by such things. I knew he had visited many skilled fortune-tellers for his sickly daughter, so I didn't want to exploit it too deeply, but...


  Department Head Nam's eyebrows twitched. "Is that so?" he asked, trying to sound nonchalant, but his voice held a hint of excitement.


  "I've never been told my predictions are inaccurate," I said.


  "Even if they're just words, it's nice to hear, haha!" Department Head Nam looked pleased.


  I took a few selfies for show.


  "The announcement hasn't been made, but it would be good to tell your mother in advance."


  "Are you that confident? If you're wrong, how am I supposed to face my mom?"


  "What does it matter?"


  I had narrowed the distance with my background knowledge and increased my credibility with my public image. Now I took the next step. I had to make sure Department Head Nam would never think of pulling any stupid stunts again.


  I looked at the camera lens, pressed the record button, and spoke. "She's going to pass away soon." I delivered the absurd statement calmly.


  "......"


  "If she hears the good news, won't her passing be a little more peaceful?"


  From the corner of my eye, I saw Department Head Nam's face turn grim.


  Before, a look like that would have been immediately followed by a shout.


  However, Department Head Nam held back for a moment. His anger was likely mixed with bewilderment.


  "Don't say such unlucky things."


  "I don't see why this is an unlucky thing to say. It's not like it's a story that will bring you any harm, Team Leader."


  Not showing his mother his promotion to Team Leader was one of Department Head Nam's many regrets. At every company dinner, he would shout about how devoted his mother was. He always ended by boasting about how he overcame his deep sorrow to become a Department Head. It was his routine.


  Unfortunately, even if I had told him in advance, there was no way to stop it. It might have been different if she died from an illness, but old age left no room for human intervention.


  Still, he should be grateful I at least gave him a warning.


  "Use the little time she has left to be a good son."


  Compared to him blowing up my phone during a funeral, right up to the burial, isn't this an extremely humane gesture? I'm even giving him a chance to avoid regrets after she's gone.


  "She's taking your karma with her, so it's the least you can do."


  "This son of a btch!" Department Head Nam lunged forward to snatch the phone.


  I raised the phone high, and Department Head Nam shoved me hard.


  I brushed off my crumpled shoulder and spoke. "You should have lived a better life. At her age, she deserves to benefit from her child's success, so what kind of filial impiety is this?"


  "Won't you shut up? I'll make sure everyone knows you're a piece of shit who goes around spouting this..."


  "Do you not understand what I mean when I say your mother passed away because of you, Team Leader?"


  Department Head Nam did not grasp the implication of my words and just blinked.


  It meant that because he had committed many sins, the pitiful people around him were suffering.


  Seeing Department Head Nam so agitated just from hearing someone might die made my anger surge. I wanted to ask him why he had so mercilessly trampled on the life of someone who did not know how to cherish people.


  However, I tried to remain calm. I wasn't here for personal revenge. I had a goal to achieve, even if it meant meeting Department Head Nam, a man I wouldn't want to encounter even in hell.


  The human Kim Iwol was not enough. A threat from someone unaccustomed to intimidation would only be an act. I had learned from painful experience that a trembling bluff had no effect.


  So I thought of Cheon Yunseong. I recalled my memories of playing that role, a steadfast person who never bowed to the powerful or corrupt to achieve his goals.


  For this moment, I would accept my actions, even if they were immoral. I would erase from my mind whether the person before me was an elder or what kind of story he had.


  All to prevent any more victims from appearing.


  "Have you heard that evil spirits are cowardly and only cling to the weak?"


  Just like Department Head Nam himself.


  Department Head Nam's eyebrows flinched. I smiled gently. "Your daughter is frail, isn't she?"


  Unable to contain his anger, Department Head Nam grabbed me by the collar.


  "I'm going to sue you. I'll spread this on the internet and make sure the whole country knows you're a piece of human trash for saying things like this. You don't think I can do it?"


  "Do it," I said.


  Department Head Nam froze, hearing such informal speech from a kid young enough to be his son.


  Department Head Nam's eyes trembled pathetically.


  He must be confused. He grabbed my collar, but he had to look up at me, so it was hard to tell who had the upper hand. Department Head Nam couldn't understand a situation where he was cursing and throwing punches while the other person just smiled.


  Looking down, Department Head Nam seemed truly insignificant. I even doubted if the time I spent worrying about a man like this had ever really existed.


  Why had I suffered so much because of this person?


  I could not believe that this man, who looked ready to foam at the mouth and collapse just from hearing a younger person speak informally, had once been threatening enough to ruin my life. A dry laugh escaped me.


  "Do whatever the fuck you want. Go write malicious comments and use violence. Who do you think that hurts in the end?"


  Then I pressed him further. This conversation would only be meaningful if Department Head Nam was mentally cornered. I had to make him as flustered and anxious as possible to prolong the fear's effect.


  For this, I devised a simple stage effect. I was convinced the warehouse we were in would be the stage for our conversation.


  Department Head Nam had dumped 'everything' related to Hanpyeong Industry onto me. Living with all that had turned my head into an encyclopedia of miscellaneous knowledge.


  For example, I was the only one who knew why the lights in this junkyard-like warehouse often went out by themselves. The other employees had tolerated something easily fixable for so long, right up until I joined the company.


  The reason was a faulty switch connection. The wide shelf used to maximize storage space slightly covered the small switch, which was also a problem.


  Every time the shelf's frame bumped the switch, it was affected. The contact terminal, a result of shoddy construction, frequently caused the light to flicker.


  I wouldn't know if I could use the lighting until I got here. Thankfully, the light flickered the moment I turned it on, proving the connection was still poor. Everything was...


  Perfect.


  "You think you've lived well until now because people have taken care of you, praising you as the best, the greatest."


  Be anxious. Pray desperately that the arrow misses you. Be unable to run, fearing for your precious family, tense about what words I will utter next.


  Just like I was when I painstakingly worked under you.


  "Snap out of it. It's greedy to hope that a good person who does everything you say and would even pretend to die at your command would stay by the side of trash like you for long."


  Department Head Nam shoved me violently. I slammed into a metal shelf with a loud crash.


  When that happens, the unstable light source, even without me reaching out to turn it off...


  "You keep living like this, right?"


  ...goes out with just an indirect impact.


  POP. The light went out with a sharp sound. The warehouse instantly plunged into darkness.


  "That person will die."


  The color drained from Department Head Nam's face.


  Chapter 479: Repayment (2)


  The lights flickered back on, casting a dim, erratic glow.


  In that moment, Department Head Nam might have thought of his wife, who always cared for him and praised him as a wonderful head of the household. Or perhaps he thought of his good and honest daughter, who followed her father’s words without question.


  But the person who wanted to die because of him was someone else. The person who had given up on life stood right here.


  I felt guilty for using his innocent wife and Nam Jooah, even as I spoke vaguely to avoid dragging them into this. The reality that Department Head Nam wouldn't even think of the people he tormented was both laughable and miserable.


  I just hope I'm the last subordinate who ever has to endure this. The thought drove me. The last one forced to serve him, to say ‘thank you for your advice’ while being cursed at, to do everything he was told, and to live as if my own self had died long ago.


  "Because you lived like a piece of shit."


  Resentment poured from me like vomit. I packed all the indignation of the past years into my words, chewed them up, and spat them at Department Head Nam.


  "......"


  "Because of you."


  I needed an anger intense enough to swallow a person whole. I stared at Department Head Nam, determined to carve an unsettling, fearful memory into his mind that he couldn't dismiss as a madman's ravings.


  Department Head Nam had lived his life never knowing the hell of feeling like everything in the world was your fault. He always ignored how some criticisms can turn a person into a sinner who doesn't deserve to live.


  However, now he would learn.


  The moment everything becomes irreversible, when he loses his mother and becomes conscious of the word 'karma' thrown at him by the person who predicted her death.


  He will want to atone for the atrocities he committed so casually that he doesn't even remember them. If only to keep from losing his remaining family.


  If even the slightest suspicion arises, his heart will sink even if he's done nothing wrong, and he'll tear his hair out wondering what he did. Just as I used to do in the past.


  Self-censorship monitors a person's every move. For Department Head Nam, the sickness that eats away at him until death, the precarious crises, will take root as guilt in every single moment.


  As I stepped closer, Department Head Nam flinched and backed away. I took a slow breath.


  "I hope you don't come to your senses too late."


  "......"


  "The afterlife doesn't care about your age. You can go anytime."


  I took Department Head Nam's trembling hand and placed the phone on his damp palm.


  "Live with gratitude for those around you. Don't be cruel. Live with a repentant heart, as if you're clearing away the karma you've built up."


  I wasn't asking for much. I just thought it would be enough if he lived as anxiously and precariously as I had, reflected on his actions, and someday became a new person.


  "And if you meet someone for the first time, treat them well."


  I sincerely hoped that at least Assistant Manager Hwang and Assistant Manager Song wouldn't have to struggle with overtime every night. I wanted them to work here a little more comfortably.


  I pressed the side button of the turned-off phone, and the screen lit up. A photo of a mother and daughter with bright smiles shone brilliantly in the darkness. The young Nam Jooah was particularly striking.


  "Who knows? Maybe someone will turn back from the brink of death and return."


  Like me, standing right in front of you.


  If I had died back then, Department Head Nam would have simply been a perpetrator of workplace harassment, but I returned him to a turning point. I believe that with just that, I have fulfilled my duty as a subordinate.


  You will never be a boss I can learn anything from.


  So at least make a choice you won't be ashamed of in front of your child.


  "I'll be going now."


  I left the frozen Department Head Nam behind and walked out into the bright outdoors.


  It was the first time since I had known Department Head Nam that I had not bowed my head before him.


  

  "What kind of video shoot takes this long?"


  "It's because I had to film your part too, Jeho."


  Choi Jeho grumbled at my playful remark.


  Still, seeing the spArk guys as soon as I came out made me feel much more at ease. I thought my head would explode from facing Department Head Nam alone. It was a good thing I didn't come by myself.


  "What's with your clothes?"


  The guy pointed out my collar, which Department Head Nam had grabbed. I had already prepared an excuse.


  "This? It's from reenacting the Yeomyeo Grand Festival for fan service."


  "......"


  Choi Jeho shut his mouth. With people watching, he couldn't swear, so our center self-muted. Truly amazing. You're booked for a 100-minute lecture when we get back to the dorm.


  While leaving with some props and the staff, I ran into Deputy General Manager Ahn in front of the elevator.


  The elevator was full, even though the Deputy General Manager let us go first. I sent the members and staff down ahead of me. Only I, the props that couldn't fit, and Deputy General Manager Ahn remained.


  "Did the shoot go well?"


  "Yes! The facilities were really great. We filmed well, thanks to you. Thank you."


  "That's a relief."


  A polite exchange of greetings was followed by silence. The elevator was coming back up.


  "Deputy General Manager."


  "Yes? Come to think of it, did I introduce myself?"


  "If you get an offer to change jobs, take it."


  I spoke while looking straight ahead.


  "They'll recognize your value more than this place does."


  "......"


  "Anywhere would welcome you."


  The elevator doors opened. A staff member who came for the props pushed me into the elevator first, then diligently loaded the items. I held the 'open' button and met the Deputy General Manager's surprised eyes.


  We would not see each other again. Today was the last time I would come to Hanpyeong Industry of my own accord.


  I bowed deeply.


  "Thank you for everything."


  For today, for the past, and for that day that was almost my last.


  The elevator doors closed. I felt unburdened.


  

  This episode of 'MISSION Failure: An Era of Suffering' was set in a powerless marketing department. Their main business was producing promotional brochures and company newsletters for the large corporation 'Yonggwang Enterprise'. They were like a parallel world's spArk, making the very newsletters we sat on for our tteokbokki party last episode.


  The demand for spArk's office skits, deeply infused with the scent of office workers, continued to grow.


  At first, spArk's role was 'There's No Senior Like That'. They gradually started acting as office workers with taglines like 'Office Workers Are People Too' and 'There's No Such Thing as a Good Job in This World'. Eventually...


  [Concept: A realistic documentary that looks like a vlog about the characteristics of a disorganized company on Metube] ...they ended up carrying out a project to scam ten million office workers into sympathizing.


  Recreating the vibe of a picture-perfect shitty company was already driving me crazy. Now I was on the verge of filming a documentary reenacting my past life.


  Please make sure to add a subtitle that says... this is all acting, and any power abuse or unfair contracts must be reported to the Ministry of Employment and Labor.


  How many times do I have to tell you I get it!


  I grabbed both of Manager Chanyoung's hands and pleaded earnestly. I couldn't even sue and died too early to leave a legal precedent. The result of filming with the determination to sacrifice myself to create a versatile video resource was this.


  #. Marketing Team 6, tasked with creating the December newsletter for the major corporation 'Yonggwang Electronics'.


  With the deadline looming, the team's atmosphere is nothing short of brutal...


  While department heads of the past pretended to read paper newspapers, recent ones actively used digital technology. They took full advantage of the T-shaped desk arrangement, which hid their monitors from others, to check stock and Bitcoin charts the moment they arrived at work.


  Department Head Kim was no different. I arrived at work, received greetings from the employees, and sat at my desk with the most tired face in the world to check the KOSPI. The stark blue graph became my mood for the day.


  『Department Head Kim Iwol: Assistant Manager Lee, what happened with that thing I told you to do yesterday?』


  Fortunately, the role of the assistant manager went to Lee Cheonghyeon. If it had been Jeong Seongbin or Kang Kiyeon, I would have hesitated, even knowing this was a mutually agreed-upon skit.


  However, my scene partner was the god of method acting. A half-hearted attitude would not be tolerated. Even before I arrived, Lee Cheonghyeon was already playing a quick-witted assistant manager who checked the KOSPI to predict the department head's mood. Thanks to him, I could also act with sincerity.


  『Assistant Manager Lee Cheonghyeon: The company hasn't responded yet...』


  『Department Head Kim Iwol: What do you mean, no response! Are you just going to wait until they reply? What do you have a phone for, to trade it for candy?』


  Like the unreasonable person I was playing, I got angry about not getting a response to a task I had dumped on him at 10 PM the previous night. The camera closed up on Lee Cheonghyeon's hands, clenched tightly behind his back.


  I let out all sorts of annoyed sounds and took off my shoes. Beyond the partition, Park Joowoo made a look of utter disgust. His veteran skill at not hiding his shitty mood when he felt shitty truly highlighted his role as a manager.


  Every time the department head cleared his throat once every three minutes and sighed once every five, the back of Employee Kang, sitting at the very end, would straighten up. Hanpyeong Industry made you an assistant manager upon joining, but perhaps because Yonggwang Enterprise was a large corporation, they had a separate employee-level position. In truth, it was just because we had to give each of the six members a different rank.


  It's not easy reading the boss's mood, is it? Sorry. I hated that version of myself too. Still, I hope you can forgive me for toning it down to clearing my throat, since spitting phlegm would have been disgusting for us, the staff, and all the viewers.


  Department Head Kim's tyranny didn't end there. He ordered Assistant Manager Choi to go buy coffee, all while pretending to be a good guy by asking who in this day and age would make someone run an errand to brew coffee.


  『Deputy Manager Jeong Seongbin: Department Head.』


  『Department Head Kim Iwol: Yes, Deputy Manager Jeong.』


  Even in the chaos, one guy stubbornly stuck to his character. It was Jeong Seongbin, who had the rank of deputy manager.


  『Deputy Manager Jeong Seongbin: I've shot out some ideas.』


  The guy said confidently, pushing up his horn-rimmed glasses. He held out a densely printed Webshell document in 7pt font. Every single box was colored in fluorescent yellow.


  『Department Head Kim Iwol: Deputy Manager Jeong, uh... how long have you been with the company?』


  『Deputy Manager Jeong Seongbin: It's been 10 years.』


  『Department Head Kim Iwol: In those 10 years... have I never once mentioned readability?』


  A long silence passed between them. Jeong Seongbin spoke with dazed eyes.


  『Deputy Manager Jeong Seongbin: I don't believe so.』


  It was method acting of unfathomable depth. Before me was an indispensable employee, the kind a shitty company can't do without, the kind that would make even a boomer boss think, 'I should have fired this bastard long ago'. Shit, UA has shown you too many villains...


  Park Joowoo shook his head. Sensing the grave atmosphere, the trio of the assistant manager, supervisor, and employee subtly rose from their seats.


  『Department Head Kim Iwol: Nobody move.』


  Impressed by the deputy manager's spectacular performance, the department head roared out an order.


  『Department Head Kim Iwol: Don't a single one of you think about going home today! Got it?!』


  The official closing time is 6 PM. The wall clock currently reads 5:50 PM. The evening of Yonggwang Electronics' Marketing Team 6 fades away...


  Cries of agony flooded in from all over in response to the hopeless marketing team and the surprisingly dated-looking screen. Everyone expressed their anguish toward the kind of shitty company they'd never worked at but had definitely seen somewhere before.


  ≫ The way their typing speed skyrockets the moment the department head goes to a meeting LOLOLOLOLOLOLOL


  └ All five of them starting their messages with 'No, but' LOLOLOLOLOL


  └ If I were the department head and saw Assistant Manager Choi's message? I'd actually cry


  ≫ The assistant manager is writing curses in his notepad LOL


  └ Look at him reducing the font size in the settings as soon as the department head starts chewing everyone out from the top down LOL LOLOL


  └ How many tabs does he have open in his notepad LOLOL


  └ The list of lunch menu candidates in the middle LOL I thought that was me


  ≫ Manager Park's glorious search history.jpg


  transferring jobs transfer jobs how to transfer jobs taking leave for an interview when interview dates overlap two interviews in one day remaining leave allowance calculator


  └ Look at the tiny note in his diary 'Cannot receive allowance if urged to use unused leave' TTTT


  └ Excuse me, did you spy on my search history?


  ≫ Employee Kang, escape. The department head himself is rotten


  └ Kiyeon, run away


  └ Run away holding the assistant manager's hand vs. Run away holding the supervisor's hand


  └ Ride Deputy Manager Jeong's coattails and aim for success


  └


  └ You're a Kiyeon anti, aren't you


  ≫ Kim Iwol, what the hell... did you swallow...? Spit it out


  └ How can the soul of a trashy boss be in that face


  └ Please perform an exorcism


  └ I screamed out loud when he took off his shoes... Iwol... You said you'd only ever show Sparklers your cool side...


  ≫ I barely escaped my shitty boss, so why is there a boss here too? I demand an explanation.


  └ LOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOL


  └ I didn't think spArk was like this, but they're vicious idols. So rude.


  └ LOLOL This looks like the angriest comment I've seen all year LOL


  ≫ They make the newsletter like this, of course the employees are gonna sit on it and eat tteokbokki


  └ LOL The Yonggwang Electronics employees were innocent T_T


  └ I'm sorry for cursing you out for being a rude parachute hire... I didn't realize the newsletter was the rudest thing of all...


  The comments were funny but also a little sad. The fact that this content resonated with people meant they had similar experiences. It might have been easier on my heart to just hear people ask, 'Did companies like that really exist back in the day?'


  Is it a win since everyone is crying while enjoying it?


  I vowed to myself that since I catered to the survey this time, I would definitely make fun and cheerful content next time.


  "......"


  "Yes, Manager!"


  Manager Chanyoung called out to me.


  "You asked me before to pass on any messages if the Deputy General Manager from Hanpyeong Industry contacted us, instead of blocking them, right?"


  Just as the manager said, I had put in a word when the content shoot ended. I was certain that Department Head Nam would come looking for me.


  "He said he really wants to meet you. Was this arranged beforehand?"


  My prediction was spot on, right to the end.


  After seeing his mother off, Department Head Nam came knocking on UA's door of his own volition.


  Chapter 480: Liberation


  Not being there for my sister's last moments remained the greatest regret of my life.


  I wasn't even far away. If we had only spent a few more hours together, or if I had walked her a little further, her final moments might have been different. For years, I lived clutching such idle thoughts.


  It was true that I had prayed for Department Head Nam's utter ruin. I would be lying if I said I hadn't wished, at least once, that his future would be unhappy, even if it wasn't completely miserable.


  That was why I gave Department Head Nam one last chance, even as I threatened him. I warned him, hoping he would swallow his pride and see his mother, no matter how much he distrusted my words. I told him to at least go and greet her, to share one more piece of good news, even if it felt premature.


  But at the same time, I was certain Department Head Nam would never listen to me. I knew better than anyone that he wasn't the type to take others' words to heart. He probably didn't want to accept the end for his precious mother. Department Head Nam had clearly thrown away his last chance.


  After losing a family member, you are initially in a daze. Three days fly by with no room to think. You grieve, you meaninglessly regret the past, and then you must face the reality of a completely different life.


  My words, which Department Head Nam had ignored, gained power through tragedy. The statements I made now dominated his mind. How many people could ignore the palpable fear that if they continued living this way, they might lose their wife or daughter?


  The conference room door opened and Department Head Nam entered, dressed in a suit. The skin under his eyes was deeply sunken.


  "Welcome."


  I gestured for him to sit. Department Head Nam pulled out the opposite chair and sat down. I watched him silently for a moment, then stepped out to make a cup of coffee. It was a golden ratio I had perfected for his taste, even though I couldn't drink it myself.


  For some reason, Department Head Nam didn't drink the coffee. He stared at the rising steam and murmured.


  "...I thought you'd say it serves me right."


  His voice was dry and cracked.


  What was there to gloat about in matters of life and death? Unless some great harm befell Department Head Nam himself, the target of my grudge, there was nothing to be happy about when others were hurt.


  My feelings were closer to pity. Otherwise, I never would have mentioned his mother to him. I would have preferred it if he had driven straight to see her, leaving me to feel awkward that my prediction was wrong.


  That damn pride. If only you'd swallowed it just once. You should have gone to see her, even while cursing my ominous words. If you had, this regret wouldn't be festering in your heart.


  A heavy silence fell. After a long period of contemplation, Department Head Nam finally spoke.


  "Have I really done that much wrong?"


  It sounded like he was talking to himself. I didn't want to answer. Repentance is only meaningful when one does it themselves.


  Department Head Nam didn't raise his head.


  The memory of my interviews with Department Head Nam at Hanpyeong Industry overlapped with the present. Whenever the annual salary review season came, he would try to tear me down in any way he could. I would just wish for that eternity of time to pass quickly.


  Not every element had been reversed, but the balance of power had clearly tipped. That also felt strange. It would have been one thing if he were self-reflecting, but seeing him preemptively terrified that it could happen to him wasn't entirely satisfying.


  "Say something, anything."


  "......"


  "After pushing a person into such a desperate situation."


  Department Head Nam's breathing grew ragged.


  "I believe I did more than a mere passerby's duty would require," I said, fiddling with my phone.


  I had nothing to say to the man. He had no idea that my habit of recording every conversation started because of him.


  "I gave you a clear hint, didn't I? Not listening was your choice."


  "If you had said it nicely, I would've listened, but you made me want to rebel..."


  "And what part made you feel rebellious?"


  When I retorted, Department Head Nam fell silent.


  "Is it too embarrassing to say it yourself?"


  "......"


  "No one likes hearing curses, but that wasn't the problem, was it? Can't you admit you were annoyed by a young punk talking down to you? That you were displeased at being told you'd lived your life wrong? Should I have buttered you up and begged you to go see your mother?"


  "If you had."


  "Even if I had, nothing would have changed."


  I knew what his cut-off sentence was without hearing it. He was probably going to say that something might have been different. Department Head Nam was always like that.


  But why should I have to cater to his every whim? He's probably confident he knows more than me and can make the right judgment anyway. Aren't we all past the age where we need praise just so we don't feel bad when told we did something wrong?


  "I can understand wanting to vent your anger, but I won't accept anything more than that."


  Department Head Nam had lived his whole life doing as he pleased, so being rejected must have been unfamiliar. Just as I expected, his bewilderment was plain to see.


  "If you have nothing more to say, I'll be leaving. I have nothing to say to you."


  "Wait a moment."


  Department Head Nam called out to me urgently.


  "Fine. I haven't lived a life so righteous I could boast about it. I'll admit that honestly."


  "......"


  "But I was busy just trying to live. I struggled to support my family, to climb up by stepping on others in this fiercely competitive society."


  Should I consider it progress that he's not being completely shameless?


  I swallowed a sigh. The only reason I didn't storm out was that his words seemed less like self-justification and more like an attempt to explain himself to me, however he could.


  The two utterances seemed similar, but they were distinctly different. The former was defiant, while the latter carried a sense of shame.


  It seemed he had all sorts of thoughts at his mother's funeral. Apparently, he wasn't just a filial son in words only.


  "It must have been hard, stepping on your competitors to climb up. I know it couldn't have been easy."


  "But what did I do that was so..."


  "It's harder and more painful for the one being stepped on."


  Department Head Nam flinched.


  "No matter how busy they are, there are people who live honestly and don't use others, all while not abandoning their responsibility to their family."


  "......"


  "You chose to live selfishly because it was easier. I was simply telling you that someone has to pay the price for that ease."


  I could understand why he had come all this way to cause a scene.


  In the process of self-blame, people tend to blame others and society. Admitting that a series of events is your own fault is just that difficult. It was a perfectly natural phenomenon.


  However...


  "If you keep living as you have, you'll become a General Manager. It won't even take long to become a Team Leader and then a Division Head. You already suspect as much, don't you?"


  "......"


  "Someone dies. Just like I told you. I give it five years after you take the General Manager position."


  ...Wasn't it your ironclad rule, Department Head Nam, to hold people accountable for their wrongdoings no matter what?


  I didn't resort to lying to threaten him. I had actually died around that time. I figured that even if my replacement didn't inherit a sudden death, they would still have a hard time living unscathed.


  It was a shame that he couldn't pinpoint the problem, even after three days of blaming himself and looking back on his past.


  I suspected it would be difficult for him, since he's never tried to self-reflect before.


  It was obvious he had agonized until his head was about to burst, only to come crawling to me with an unsolvable problem.


  And just as I thought.


  "Can't you just think of it as helping a flawed person and tell me exactly what I should do?"


  Reminded of death, Department Head Nam asked the obvious question.


  "I'm asking because I'm truly at a loss. Older people are all like this, you know. When you work at a company for a long time, your way of thinking becomes rigid..."


  "Excuses don't solve anything."


  "......"


  "It's what you always say, isn't it?"


  I hate hearing excuses more than anything in the world. Why should I have to understand their circumstances?


  Hearing his own pet phrase thrown back at him, Department Head Nam's face turned pale. He stared at me blankly for a moment before dropping his head. As if in resignation, he muttered in a small voice.


  "Should I get on my knees?"


  "......"


  "Would that make you feel better, Mr. Iwol?"


  "No. Don't do that."


  Nothing related to Department Head Nam held any meaning for me. I expected nothing from him, except that he live a proper life from now on.


  To say he'd get on his knees... knowing him, I had to admit it was a huge decision.


  "What value would your knees have to me?"


  Still, if I had to choose an action he could take that would have some 'worth'...


  "Apologize. There are many people you need to ask for forgiveness from."


  "......"


  "Don't just say you've reflected or that you have the will to improve. Show a sincere attitude, not just a performative act."


  ...I'll adopt the method of change that Mr. Gu Jahan showed me.


  While Department Head Nam took time to think, I didn't say a word, allowing him to contemplate to his heart's content.


  Instead, I took out a clean sheet of paper and a pen.


  Then, I began to write a handover document for Department Head Nam. It was the final document I couldn't leave behind because I had died without even a resignation interview. Now I was sending it directly to him.


  How to apologize properly. First, maintain a polite attitude. Second, state exactly what you did wrong. Third, do not make excuses.


  Below that, the list continued. Do not add superfluous remarks. State the reason for the mistake and where it became a problem. Present a minimal solution and compensation plan.


  As his predecessor, I also left some requests. He must attend the mandatory training himself. He must listen to the workplace harassment lecture and not do other things.


  Family matters should be resolved within the family. He must remember that tasks unrelated to company work are not an employee's job.


  Do not forget that employees are human.


  For a long while, the only sound in the conference room was my pen scratching on paper. Department Head Nam no longer urged me to say something pleasant or pestered me for a solution. He simply kept his mouth shut and waited to see what I would do.


  I quietly pushed the paper toward him. Department Head Nam picked up the 'How to Apologize Properly' document.


  Silence fell.


  This is goodbye.


  Whether you crumple it up and throw it away only to regret it later, or pretend nothing's wrong but secretly take it out in fear of future consequences, do as you please.


  As soon as Department Head Nam leaves, I'll truly be done with Hanpyeong Industry forever...


  "I'm sorry."


  Department Head Nam muttered, staring blankly at the words on the paper.


  "I shouldn't have raised my hand to you. I'm also sorry for coming to find you so recklessly."


  I thought he was just rehearsing, but he wasn't. He was speaking to me.


  "I took out my anger on you because I didn't want to hear it. It's my fault."


  Department Head Nam's gaze remained fixed on the paper. His hands trembled, making the paper shake.


  Each of Department Head Nam's words was very slow. The man who used to shout and act pompous was gone.


  Everything felt unfamiliar.


  "Because of me, you suffered a lot."


  He said something more, but I couldn't hear it. I looked away, not wanting to see the redness in his eyes.


  He's sorry to me. He was wrong.


  That I suffered a lot.


  Ha.


  I was annoyed. I wanted to demand what he thought he was doing now, of all times.


  "Thank you for giving me a chance to change."


  Department Head Nam stood up and bowed. He gathered his coat, folded the paper neatly, and left.


  How much of that gratitude could be sincere? He wouldn't have batted an eye if it weren't for his family. Some of it must have been forced, some of it mechanically uttered.


  I don't believe him. Even if he said it sincerely, I had no intention of taking it at face value. I didn't feel sorry for him either. The wish for him to live his life trembling in misery remained.


  Still...


  I feel... relieved.


  Because I never thought I'd receive an apology or thanks in my entire life.


  Because I heard the words 'I'm sorry' and 'thank you' for the first time, after a life of shouldering unfairness and taking on others' work only to be met with criticism.


  That simple, verbal pleasantry...


  It felt like it was telling the me who sat at Hanpyeong Industry that the pain I suffered there was not my fault.


  I covered my face with both hands. The times I should have heard an apology but never did flashed through my mind. Now, I could finally shake those things off.


  Even if someone were to criticize me, asking if I myself was a perfect human being, my life would be less painful than before. At least I would no longer look back, wondering if I was completely without fault, and eat away at myself.


  I was no longer afraid. That was enough.


  Chapter 481: One-Day Part-Timer (1)


  ≫ Kim Iwol was always in his prime, but he's really hit his peak now.


  This song felt like a perfect fit for the other members! But with Alight, it's like a confirmation stamp. Kim Iwol's personal style is classic sexy. This will be on the test, everyone take notes.


  └ His physique adds weight to his dance lines, and the hyungs' unique cool expressions are perfect ㅠㅠ Seeing him sweat is rare, but the choreo is so intense that we're getting a flood of dewy Iwol...


  ≫ I thought, 'Of course the older members are in charge of sexy, that's an immutable, ancient history~' but Choi and Kim seem to be a different kind of sexy.


  spArk has a sharp image overall, so they look more mature than their actual age (Not saying they look old, I'm not an anti, please). When I see the maknaes > 'This is the maknae line? Seriously? Their sexy talent is endless.' When I see Meboz > 'The maknaes were cute, but the hyungs are on another level.' I used to think the agency should carry them on their backs since they sing and dance so well. Then Choi came on, and it was just, 'Wow, fuck...' That was the usual reaction, but in Alight, Kim Iwol took the final boss spot. I'm so sad my vocabulary is this bad, but he has that... mature sexiness.


  └ It's not a forced, exaggerated expression for a sexy concept. It's a natural, seductive look that makes you keep watching, and that drives me even crazier.


  Stop deceiving


  ≫ I like that Iwol looks happy these days.


  Besides the song being great and fitting the concept, his hair, makeup, and outfits are legendary every day. He just looks like he's genuinely having fun.


  └ Right... He's such a pro idol who never shows he's tired, so I didn't know, but seeing him smile this time, I realized a pleasant, wide smile is different from a smile where his mouth corners lift uncontrollably.


  └ Is he dating?


  └ You think dating is the only reason to smile in this world? I can tell how bleak your life is without even looking.


  ≫ What's with Kang Kiyeon?


  He's flying around lololololol.


  └ Looks like he's awakened.


  └ lololol He pulls off the concept so well. It must've been fucking hard for him to hold back on a sexy concept.


  └ It's amazing they haven't done a sexy concept with Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon until now. Was it to avoid overexposing their image?


  └ Isn't it because you can't go back to a fresh concept after doing a sexy one? That's why I thought they just dipped their toes in it during MISSION and then pulled back.


  └ Since it's a full album, I think they went all-in on the image change while trying to maintain some of their original concept tone with Dreamer.


  ≫ When the Alight music video first came out, everyone said the song and choreo were more intense than Dreamer, but the conceptual parts and the MV visuals are a big step up from Dreamer.


  These bastards are seriously smart.


  └ Dramatized MVs are fun the first time, but you don't rewatch them as much as shorter MVs.


  └ Considering their group name and how they've always included flames and embers in their MVs and lyrics, Alight fits their group identity better... I get why they pushed it as the title track.


  └ The choreography with its sharp, perfectly timed movements was a stroke of genius... Alight seems more optimized for music shows if you're talking about the fun of watching stage fancams.


  ≫ For idols, the challenge is finding a unique color that suits all the members and is hard for others to imitate.


  In spArk's case, it's a combination of a youth rock base with a band sound + restrained sexiness + dance. The 'youth' concept creates cognitive dissonance if a member looks too old. For 'sexy', if a member looks too young, people think, 'Do this when you're older...' But with these guys, maybe it's because they're still in their early 20s, but their overall visual color is similar. Whatever you give them, their faces harmonize and they pull it off well.


  └ Totally agree... There are idols who bulk up so much they look like personal trainers instead of idols, but it's a blessing that they all work out so much and none of them look like that.


  └ Their own preferred aesthetic pushes for restrained sexiness, which is a real 'he's got the touch' moment, even though they suit decadent sexy the best in the world.


  └ Ah, but I'm not sure if this is a 'mild' sexy;;; During MISSION, I watched it thinking, 'Oh, their first sexy concept~' But this time, I had to hide in my room to watch the MV.


  └ I keep getting this weird laugh, so I can only watch it at home.


  Many posts during our 『Alight』 promotions mentioned how my face had brightened. Countless comments said my expression had relaxed or that I was grinning from ear to ear.


  Is it that obvious?


  I touched my innocent face a few times. The fans see my face more than I do, so I guess they must be right.


  In fact, I'm noticeably less offended by the SYSTEM's tone.


  The SYSTEM had been making a fuss and throwing confetti by itself ever since my meeting with Department Head Nam.


  +


  [SYSTEM] A work order from 'supervisor' has arrived.


  ▶ Assistant Manager Kim, congratulations~. I knew you'd do well from the start, Assistant Manager Kim!


  +


  I didn't find it particularly displeasing. Its tone wasn't as annoying as before. My emotions felt greatly diluted whenever I thought of Department Head Nam.


  I worried my concentration might drop after meeting Department Head Nam. Instead, I felt relieved and could focus on my work.


  Today, spArk dressed like children of the dark, adorned with dangling silver accessories. As always, we looked the toughest at the broadcasting station.


  We brought 『Dreamer』 with us, so we could return to a cheerful concept anytime, but I wondered if spArk could ever go back to being 'fresh-dols'...


  "Hyung, you're a vampire. Is it okay for you to wear a silver ring?"


  "He said to say it's fake."


  "Who did?"


  "Lee Cheonghyeon."


  I heard the world's most foolish conversation from a distance. I was confident I could identify Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon even with altered voices.


  Lee Cheonghyeon, the one who passed this infuriatingly clever tip to his hyung, was away at a photoshoot for Linys. The brand makes accessories from platinum, not pure silver. He was scheduled to arrive before the live broadcast, leaving only five of us in the waiting room.


  "I wonder if the photoshoot is going well..."


  "It's Cheonghyeon, so he must be doing great...!"


  Park Joowoo must have heard me muttering, because he came over to comfort me.


  "What if the outfits don't do justice to Cheonghyeon's visuals..."


  "So that was the problem..."


  Park Joowoo hummed shortly and walked away.


  Linys... if you fail to prepare a stand worthy of spArk's white porcelain moon jar, you will pay a fitting price. I'll curse you so that even if you take 100 photos, your new products will go unnoticed...


  The waiting room door opened while I was getting my makeup done and thinking such sinister thoughts. Manager Chanyoung called me out urgently.


  "What is it? Did the filming order change?"


  The stylist sighed, and everyone in the waiting room bustled. I didn't want to get in the way, so I perked up my ears, ready to follow instructions. The manager returned just then.


  "......"


  "......"


  "Can you be a temporary MC?"


  What? my mind thought.


  "Of course!"


  My mouth moved faster than my thoughts.


  Three minutes after I accepted, someone dropped a music show cue sheet into my hands.


  

  Music show MCs have historically been idols with a certain level of name recognition.


  A few spArk members had received offers too, but by the time our recognition grew enough for those calls, all the members were busy with their own activities. We had to politely decline any permanent MC positions.


  Lee Cheonghyeon was an exception. He gained attention for his revolutionary looks right from his debut and was often called to be a special MC. Thanks to that connection, he still occasionally filled in when a regular MC had to step away for personal reasons.


  But Lee Cheonghyeon wasn't here today. A scheduled absence would have allowed time to find a replacement, but of all things...


  Acute appendicitis...


  ...it was an unforeseen emergency. Jeong Seongbin had concluded, 'I hope he has a speedy recovery.'


  There wasn't even time to revise the three-person script to a two-person format. That's how I got roped in.


  I asked if it would be okay since I had no experience hosting a live broadcast. The reply was, "Isn't Iwol smart?" It meant I had to do well regardless.


  And so I...


  "Wait, where did Taeseon go, and why is Iwol here?"


  "Today, I, spArk's Iwol, will be joining you as a special MC!"


  ...made my cute and adorable MC debut.


  Fortunately, there wasn't much to memorize. They said I could look at the prompter, but I could commit it all to memory.


  The problem was something else.


  "I'm so nervous my heart is pounding, but I'll do my best, so please look upon me kindly!"


  "Of course, of course. I, Sei, will be right here! Doing my best! To help Iwol have a successful MC debut!"


  "Oh? Sei, are you acting like a senior already?"


  The hastily prepared intro and the theatrical dialogue unique to music shows were a true mess. It was worse because my role was 'the 100% nervous, gentle maknae trembling at his first live MC gig'.


  They set it up so viewers would understand if I flubbed my lines or my gaze was unsteady, so I couldn't complain. I had no choice but to act as the rookie MC who was the biggest in size but also had the most worries.


  It wasn't easy, even with my thick skin. I admired how nonchalantly the senior hosts delivered their lines.


  I struggled through the first few stage introductions. As I was about to step away from the podium, I made eye contact with a Sparkler in the audience. This Sparkler, who must have traveled far for the fiery 『Alight』 recording, had an expression of... pure shock and horror.


  But even amidst the chaos, the fans' love was unwavering. Those holding familiar light sticks gave me a thumbs-up from the darkness.


  All I could do was hold back tears and give them a 90-degree bow.


  

  Who said freshmen were supposed to party and drink day and night?


  Most of her classmates did, but Baek Haewon was different. Today, like always, Baek Haewon rushed home after her lectures. She set the TV to the right channel, then headed to the bathroom to purify herself with a bath.


  Running to all the music shows like crazy is the best...


  The outside air had turned from chilly to cold and made her body shiver, but her passion didn't cool. How could a Sparkler be cold when spArk burned so brightly? Baek Haewon was confident she could get through winter without an electric blanket.


  They'll probably post a selfie after the performance, right? It seems like they've run out of outfits to wear, so what did they wear today? When ideas are lacking, I call upon faith, hope, and love, and the greatest of these is mesh...


  Baek Haewon felt fresh and clean after washing up with plenty of foam. She chugged a bowl of cool mango juice. Park Joowoo had bought it out of dual fandom, found it delicious, and stocked up during a sale. As she drank, a familiar voice reached her ears.


  『Oh my, could it be their turn?!』


  The smooth, clear voice was definitely one Baek Haewon knew.


  But it was strange. The owner of that voice had never spoken in 'this' kind of tone in his life.


  Besides, it wasn't time for their interview. spArk's popularity meant they now appeared near the end of the broadcast.


  Sensing something was off, Baek Haewon grabbed the entire bottle of mango juice and ran to the living room.


  『Oh my gosh, I'm so excited I don't know what to do!』


  On the large screen, Kim Iwol shyly covered his face with both hands. Baek Haewon clearly saw the 'MC' sign on the tilted microphone.


  "Ah! Since when was Kim Iwol hosting!"


  Baek Haewon roared like a lion. Regardless, Kim Iwol extended his arms toward the camera, introducing someone Baek Haewon had no interest in.


  Chapter 482: One-day Part-timer (2)


  ≫ Kim Iwol LOLOLOLOLOL


  This is the first time I've seen a concept that doesn't suit him at all LOL


  └ Hey, be quiet. Our Iwol is trying so hard, scraping up all the cuteness he can.


  └ At this point, he's not just scraping it up, he's taking out a loan for it.


  └ That's so mean LOLOLOL


  ≫ Iwol, making money is hard, isn't it?


  But it's fun for the people watching. Sorry for being this kind of fan.


  └ He did the finger heart, the wink, and the aegyo all fine, so why is just this one so funny? LOL


  └ Usually when he has to do this stuff, he slightly changes the lines or gestures to fit his own style, but since he was a substitute, he couldn't ㅠㅠ He had to do it exactly as he was told LOLOLOL ㅠㅠ


  ≫ The shy performance of a man in a leather crop bolero... I enjoyed the show.


  └ If I were Kim Iwol, I would've cried after seeing this comment.


  └ LOLOLOL What's the point of the outfit being so fierce when his role is an aegyo-clapping-bot? LOL


  ≫ Did he not seriously immerse himself in the role? X


  Did he make a mistake because he didn't memorize the script? X Did the people around him not respond to his comments? X Was he stiff and awkward? X Was it funny? O


  └ The writer who rewrote the script due to the sudden cancellation, the new MC who went live without a rehearsal, and the MC who hosted with a higher tone than usual to prevent dead air, all did their best, which makes this bizarre situation even funnier.


  ≫ A dark history in the otherwise flawless idol life of Kim Iwol.


  I'll remember it.


  └ If he'd looked awkward, we would've just thought, 'Yeah, you must have been flustered by the script too,' but he completely swapped out his ego LOL. Sparklers who know Kim Iwol's personality just can't hold back their laughter, you know? ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ


  My MC debut caused a huge stir. A really huge one. A split-screen video even appeared, comparing "Clumsy Maknae Kim Iwol" with a fancam of the black-and-silver-haired Kim Iwol from that day.


  A compilation of comments also came out. I didn't watch it, confident I would cry within three seconds of playing the video. I always thought Lee Cheonghyeon was amazing, but after this, he felt like a being from another dimension. He had always skillfully appealed with his refreshing pretty-boy power whenever he stepped in as a temporary MC.


  As expected, a god's walk is different from the start.


  "Cheonghyeon, I respect you."


  "I respect you too, Hyung."


  "You don't have to force yourself to comfort me."


  "I'm serious. Cheonghyeon is 'so excited for Hyung's next move that I don't know what to do!'"


  "......"


  Lee Cheonghyeon landed a critical hit and then disappeared. He left me alone with a gaping hole in my chest, staggering as I tried to soothe my stinging wound.


  The painful memory was just starting to fade thanks to my busy schedule and the flood of reactions.


  ≫ Seriously


  Mr. Kim Iwol LOLOLOL


  Congratulations on being selected as the official MC LOL


  I inherited the will of the senior MC who stepped down for a speedy recovery and gained the wonderful title of new MC.


  

  The 『Alight』 promotions left spArk with several records. The full album, despite its high price, once again hit a career-high in sales. Its digital chart rankings proved its popularity with the public, and it marked a successful image transformation.


  The various visual changes we attempted were also effective. During the promotion period, every member changed their hair color at least once, and some changed it up to three times. At a time when short, one or two-week music show promotions were the trend, 『Alight』 received high praise for 'reviving the dying cross-edit market'.


  The spArk members, who already had sharp faces, could have sliced things with their jawlines by the final week of promotions. We had been consistently managing our body fat, so I thought there was nothing left to lose. Perhaps because the choreography was so intense, everyone's face became sharper.


  Hyungs, do you guys secretly eat something while we're sleeping?


  Kang Kiyeon even asked suspiciously. He found it strange that only Choi Jeho and I were fine.


  I told him to follow me to the gym at dawn if he was curious, and he actually came. It was both funny and pitiful, so I took him to a 24-hour donkatsu place and bought him a sweet potato cheese donkatsu.


  Usually, the buzz from promotions would gradually die down. Most content is released during comeback week, with things revolving around fan events afterward.


  However, an incident reignited the flames.


  ≫ Truth Acknowledged After Long Battle with Family


  The trial was over. It was a complete victory.


  My mother and father couldn't withstand the numerous civil and criminal lawsuits and didn't win a single case. By dragging the case to a second trial, they now had to cover inflated court costs, settlement money, and even bail if they wanted to serve less time.


  They claimed they had no money. In response, my lawyer and I scraped together all their Metube donation records and estimated membership profits to report that they had plenty. I heard that if Metubers are suspected of tax evasion, a tax audit is launched. They would have plenty of investigations to deal with in their later years, so they wouldn't be bored.


  Just try not sending the settlement money on time. I'll keep suing them until they beg me to cut ties, offering me money to do so.


  The trial's resolution wasn't just a personal matter. Because the news had made it a national issue, the verdict also spread like wildfire.


  Since it was a somewhat refreshing conclusion in this frustrating world, spArk and I received congratulations and support from all over.


  After successfully completing our promotions and resolving the issue weighing on my mind, my physical and mental condition recovered completely. The synchronization rate was just high. My cumulative fatigue level fluctuated slightly around the 10% mark.


  I often heard from others that my face had brightened. If I had known Department Head Nam's exorcism effect would be this good, I would have settled things with him sooner.


  I poured my restored stamina generously into variety shows. Whenever an offer came in, I would grab one or two spArk members with free schedules and drag them along with me, one on each arm, without asking any questions.


  Generally, programs for a promotion period were decided before the comeback. In the fierce competition where you had to film a month in advance to air on time, sudden castings were rare.


  However, I realized that once your recognition surpasses a certain level, waiting lists become meaningless. Every channel was willing to clear their schedule to capture a walking hot topic.


  spArk didn't turn down any offers. We did all the trending challenges, unleashing the results of our harsh training in the basement practice room, and went wherever we were called. The advertisements we filmed before the comeback also started to be released.


  As a result, spArk became a category of its own. It meant that among the many K-Pop idols, we could be recognized by the name 'spArk' alone.


  ≫ spArk is working really hard.


  There's nowhere they don't appear LOL


  └ Seriously, if you flip through the channels, they'll be there.


  ≫ Everyone else is doing the alight challenge, but only our boys are doing weird stuff.


  Guys, promote your own challenge.


  └ They should be doing random play dance with their own songs, but they're so crazy about this year's hit song random play dance that they don't seem to care about promoting.


  └ Did they only dance during their break? LOLOLOL There's nothing they don't know LOLOLOL


  └ If they have this level of synchronized dancing for other people's songs, how much must they have practiced?


  ≫ spk fancams become best posts every time they're uploaded.


  Their buzz is insane.


  └ I always click on the posts when they're up too LOL. I'm curious about their outfits.


  └ A stylist who does a good job... wasn't that a mythical creature?


  └ The clothes suit them well, but they also show off the strengths of their figures, which has the effect of making you watch the fancams more often LOLOLOL. It was also cute how they styled each member according to their personality.


  └ Giving Kang Kiyeon all those dangling fake piercings was a legendary move.


  ≫ Fck, so funny.


  My sibling isn't really interested in idols and just dabbles in a few famous variety shows, but when they heard Choi Jeho was on, they were like, 'Gotta watch the variety show cheat code...'


  └ The pride of the center.


  └ Kim Iwol, cover your ears.


  └ LOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOL


  └ How is the visual center a variety member?


  ≫ After spArk finishes a shoot, whether it's right after or a little later, a proof shot or a staff review always seems to pop up. Their personalities must be really good.


  └ Speaking from a T perspective, it seems like it's because posts mentioning spArk get good reactions LOL, but seeing as the content is also good, their personalities do seem to be great.


  └ Celebs mention them often too. Yeah, I see it all the time, but if I had a junior who came to my radio show and even made a DJ headband, I'd dote on them like crazy too.


  ≫ I think I get why spk succeeded.


  Right now, the idol scene is full of kids who can't sing live, so it's common for one or two main vocals to hard carry + only the dancing has been standardized to a higher level + a lot of trainees come from financially stable backgrounds where their families can fully support them, and the average training period has gotten shorter + fandoms have become less intense, so they usually turn a blind eye if idols cause a bit of trouble. Isn't that the state of things?


  If someone has a decent face, they get to debut even if they're stiff, and after receiving a few luxury gifts, they start seeing fans as wallets and even find them annoying, but spArk has live singing as a default, and their training period was long compared to their debut peers... though that's because UA is a shithole company. Anyway, for dancing, it was only at the beginning that one member, KKY, was a bit stiff, but he never became a hopeless, hidden member. He did his part properly. Yeah. Honestly, I have a 'kkondae' mindset, but it's also true that people prefer to support those who work hard over those who coast by. Between the guys who are always late even though their manager drives them every time, and the idols who diligently attend idea meetings because they're worried fans will get ripped off buying ad products, who would you choose? I'm not saying they should work themselves to the bone. I trust everyone will understand what I mean.


  └ I agree with the rest, but I don't get the part about fandoms becoming less intense. Isn't it a staple of the idol scene to send protest trucks and release statements at the drop of a hat?


  └└ Statements and protest trucks, you say. Back in the day, it was letters written in blood and package attacks.


  └└└ Don't talk if you haven't seen a package attack... the company's doors get blocked.


  └ Whether it's the main vocal or main dancer, the kids who snag the main positions in a group are usually good at other things too, like acting or variety... because they have experience working with a do-or-die attitude. We shouldn't exploit people under the pretext of seeing their desperation, but I think we have to acknowledge their effort.


  └ If you watch their self-produced content of planning meetings, you'll see why they've never had a failed concept. They're super diligent with monitoring and grasping needs. Even if it wasn't now, they would have made it big someday.


  They have several songs that are hits with the public.


  The public knows who sang those songs.


  The public can distinguish the members of the team that sang the songs.


  The members build achievements in various fields and exert their influence.


  Once these conditions were met...


  ≫ There's no room for debate about spArk anymore.


  They're definitely a top-tier group.


  ...The scale at which spArk's influence was acknowledged had changed.


  Top-tier.


  It was a phantom class with no official credibility, often dismissed by fans as a league of their own.


  However, it was an indicator that people in the industry couldn't ignore and a symbol of public recognition.


  The final gateway before the Grand Prize had opened.


  Chapter 483: Merry Christmas (1)


  Becoming a top-tier male idol didn't change anything. It didn't automatically make us candidates for the Grand Prize. It only meant we were at the level required to even have a shot.


  Our performance scores are good enough to meet the criteria... but I can't be sure.


  This year, no idol group generated as much buzz as spArk. We started the year with a decent performance for 『Bright』 and ended it with two successful songs, 『Dreamer』 and 『All I Want For Christmas Is You』. Though I called it 'decent', 『Bright』 had actually set a career-high for us at the time, part of spArk's steady rise.


  The lack of real rivals also helped. Drug and power abuse scandals had swept away nearly half the promising rookies of our generation, leaving no teams to directly compare with spArk.


  spArk also promoted without caring what others thought. While other agencies calculated the most advantageous comeback timing for their idols, UA and spArk simply launched as soon as we were ready.


  This left no room for suspicion that we were overlapping promotions or only targeting empty slots. We made comebacks every quarter. Who had time to worry about timing?


  Because we worked like cows, all our metrics, from broadcast scores to brand reputation indexes, were overwhelmingly high. So far, so good.


  The problem was that year-end award shows were a voting business. Votes meant money, so everyone was determined to make a huge profit. One might think the chances were higher since they gave out several awards besides the Grand Prize, like the Performance Grand Prize, but reality was not so kind.


  The award criteria were entirely up to the organizers, and the evaluation details were not transparent. They might hold an event under the pretext of a year-end review but only count scores up to the fall. Or they would add their own evaluation categories unrelated to votes to easily overturn the results. Such incidents were rampant. Even the saying 'It's possible with overwhelming firepower' had become a thing of the past.


  Just last time, the reactions and scores were better for spArk, but a different team got the Grand Prize.


  So I decided not to get my hopes up. If not this year, we would aim for next year. Not just anyone could get the Grand Prize. For now, I decided to be satisfied that the award was at least within our sights.


  However, being satisfied was different from preparing for the year-end music festivals. Nothing was more important than making our presence known at an event where all the idols gathered.


  A person had to be good at their main job. That was why I gathered spArk every day to hold strategy meetings for the best countdown performance.


  In the midst of all this, I received a message from Berion. It was not particularly surprising. The Berion members had been taking turns sending messages to check on me ever since the stage accident.


  They were so regular that I wondered if they had set up a rotation. I told them I was really fine and they didn't need to worry. Then they started asking about work.


  Seongchan [How about a Berion and spArk collaboration stage at the Yeo-Meo Daejejeon]
[I wonder if you're too busy]


  Me [You can't call it Yeo-Meo Daejejeon too.]


  It seemed their large agency had secured an extra spot in addition to their own stage. For us, it was an offer we had no reason to refuse. The collaboration with Berion came together without any issues, regardless of whether Choi Jeho's image had plummeted.


  Since we were both idol groups in the middle of active promotions, finding time to meet was difficult. We created a group chat for stage planning and actively exchanged opinions.


  Cutie Pretty Visual Lee Cheonghyeon [How about we wear floral shirts and go for a retro concept, a 'Memories Are Bubbling Up' stage? Handsome men and flowers are a winning combination~]


  Me [Cheonghyeon]


  Seongchan [And if we wear vertically striped wide-leg suit pants, the look is complete!!!!]


  Yeonkyu [Hey]


  ...And so, the leaders of each team had to sit their members down for a mental re-education session before we resumed the meeting. I had momentarily forgotten that as the number of heads increases, the mischief grows exponentially.


  I can't really say anything since it's work-related.


  It was not like they were just talking nonsense. They argued that a year-end stage has a wider viewer demographic than regular music shows. We could evoke nostalgia while also showing a new side of ourselves. For a special event, it was better if more people could enjoy it.


  It was all true, which only made it more infuriating to listen to. I decided to take comfort in the fact that bell-bottoms were not nominated as an option.


  We practiced at UA. The Greenline practice room was large and nice, but Berion did not use it exclusively.


  The UA practice rooms, however, were exclusively for spArk, aside from the vocal rooms. We could use them day or night, so we coordinated a schedule for Berion to come and go at set times.


  After I worked the members so hard...


  "What's today's date? The 9th?"


  "Isn't it the 10th?"


  "It's the 16th..."


  "The 9th was ages ago."


  ...everyone's sense of time had blurred. I did not worry too much. As long as you remember the deadline, you can get by even when living hectically.


  Separate from spArk's dizzying daily routine, I had something to take care of. Just then, a message arrived from the person I was supposed to meet in secret.


  Manager Daeyeon [Should I be ready by 8 PM tonight?]


  I quickly replied, then casually mentioned it to Jeong Seongbin.


  "Seongbin, I'm just going to go for a drive with the manager tonight."


  During our break, the managers had used various methods to help me and the spArk members recover mentally. These included drives and night walks. The idea was that since too many eyes were on us during the day, we should at least get some fresh air at night.


  I had been participating in this mental recovery project almost by force. Whenever I was cooped up in my room staring at the wall or coming back from the hospital, the managers always took me for a drive around the city outskirts.


  Since I was going with someone trustworthy, and it had happened occasionally before, Jeong Seongbin found nothing strange. The guy even told me to have a good time.


  After confidently announcing my outing, I saw off the spArk van that Manager Chanyoung was driving. Then, I got into an empty car with Manager Daeyeon. A camera for filming was installed inside.


  I sat in the passenger seat, fastened my seatbelt, and took a prepared envelope from my bag. I handed it to the manager with both hands.


  "This is today's transportation fee."


  "What? You don't have to give me this. You know we get paid for overtime."


  "It's a separate token of my sincerity."


  The manager adamantly refused. It seemed he would have never taken it if I had not insisted, arguing that he had to accept it for us to drive around as much as I had planned.


  I knew this would happen, which was why I deliberately gave it to him in front of the camera. The battery and time were limited, and we could not bicker endlessly. The manager maturely took a step back.


  "Hello, Sparkler. I'm out right now to get Christmas presents for the members."


  Last time, Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon prepared a surprise Christmas Santa event without warning, making their hyungs look like the world's most shameless people who don't act their age. This Christmas was my revenge for that incident. It was the 'Santa Has Waited 730 Days For Today' project.


  I had planned to include Choi Jeho, but I decided against it. I saw during my birthday live stream that he has zero talent for surprises. It would be a relief if he did not just make people burst with frustration, so I decided to give him a present too.


  A dongsaeng who is nine months younger is still a dongsaeng, after all. I hoped he would be grateful for his hyung's generosity.


  "A while ago, a limited quantity of an artbook for a manhwa Kiyeon likes was released. The author apparently gave handwritten autographs as a first-edition exclusive, and a new, unopened copy was recently listed for sale, so I arranged to buy it today. Kiyeon had been disappointed because he couldn't get it, having become a fan late. Normally, Kiyeon would have seen the sales post faster than me, but it seems he missed it because he has been so busy."


  I also searched for it like a man possessed because I could not drink cream soda. I signed up for every secondhand trading platform I could find and turned on all the keyword notifications.


  Some sellers required fan verification, so I even studied 'Kingdom Cafeteria ~Another~'. I also learned that asking for a character's MBTI was a trick question, because the author has never officially revealed their MBTIs.


  They asked if I wanted to buy some event-exclusive pairing merch as well, so I said yes. That long-awaited transaction day was today. I clutched the envelope full of crisp, new bills and got out of the car in front of a police station, the best place to show I was not a dangerous person.


  Fortunately, the transaction ended successfully, and I even received a lot of freebies. I brought the hard-won merch close to the camera and introduced each item. I did not forget to thank the seller.


  I did not forget the other items.


  Next, I stopped by a yugwa shop inside the market. The shops should have been long closed, but my visit was possible thanks to Woo Yoonjae's help. The owner said Woo Yoonjae had asked for a favor and kindly told me to come at my convenience.


  After careful selection, I put together a gift box for Park Joowoo. It contained three types of yugwa that were 'light and easy to eat, with a fluffy texture and a ginger scent that wasn't overpowering'. I also added a box for each of the managers and requested delivery to UA.


  "Oh, right, Iwol. The sneakers have arrived too."


  "Really? I got a text earlier. I guess it was from Naidas."


  spArk's practice shoes wore out quickly, even though we replaced them frequently. I took this opportunity to get a matching pair for everyone. The sneakers were the real gift, and the rest were bonuses. Choosing was not hard since I already knew everyone's design preferences and sizes.


  "I heard that Jeho tried to open them, asking if he needed to post a picture of himself wearing them. The staff had to barely stop him by saying it wasn't a sponsorship and that they had bought them as a group."


  "When did he even see them?"


  Anyway, he does not look it, but he is really diligent about his work. Naidas must be happy to have a model who is so proactive about promoting their brand.


  "Jukyung said they were hers, but Jeho asked if Jukyung wears a size 280 shoe, so..."


  "She must have been very flustered..."


  I resolved to apologize to Jukyung after the Santa event was over. Even giving out a single present was not easy.


  Chapter 484: Merry Christmas (2)


  A Christmas present needs a heartwarming card. Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon had also given me cards with messages.


  So I decided to make a heartfelt card myself. I returned to the company, found an empty conference room, and opened Out Design. I started creating a card with a fun party vibe.


  "Hmph... Why doesn't this look pretty..."


  I added little light bulbs and a memo section with piling snow, but it wasn't satisfying. After some serious thought, I found a solution.


  First, I changed all the bright red colors to white. Then, I picked a photo of a spArk member from my drive, one I had edited when I was bored. I placed it prominently in the Gawoon and filled the background with one of their personal colors.


  I added a shadow to the familiar font I often used for cup holders and emphasized a wintery blue hue. Finally, I was satisfied.


  "Everyone, I don't have much talent for making pretty Christmas cards... so I made a Sparkmas card instead. It's better for the recipient to get something pretty, right?"


  I turned my laptop screen toward the mounted camera. Through the viewfinder, I saw Jeong Seongbin, looking like a snow-flower fairy, skillfully focusing the shot. I was pleased.


  After that, I continued making individual cards. I opened a new work window and made coupons too.


  "The members all worked so hard this year. As praise and encouragement, I'm going to give 'good boy' help coupons."


  Making the coupons was much easier than the cards. I just had to slightly adapt the lucky draw image I made when preparing for the birthday cafe.


  "Giving just one seems a bit stingy, so I'll give two to each member. I'll tailor the contents to what each of them needs."


  I wrote their names in ten slots and entered the coupon titles. It was easy for members with clear wants, like Park Joowoo or Lee Cheonghyeon, but I had to rack my brain for those who rarely ask for anything, like Choi Jeho or Jeong Seongbin. Kang Kiyeon was somewhere in the middle.


  I decorated the edges with the little light bulbs I had removed from the card earlier. The plausible-looking coupon was now complete.


  "I'll print these out next week. It's too late for any post-processing. I'll be back next time to show you the process of making the physical copies!"


  After my closing remarks, I ended the recording. D-9 until Christmas. The time to prove my worth as an idol Santa was approaching.


  

  The long-awaited D-day arrived quickly. A few days still remained until Christmas, but we held the event early. This secured editing time to upload the self-produced content on Christmas day.


  With this kind of content, the release date is more important than the filming date. Living a little ahead of time was no big deal if it meant viewers could enjoy it right on Christmas.


  I hid the camera exactly how Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon had hidden it before.


  Those naive guys. They probably never dreamed I would use their precious memory like this.


  While waiting for the members to fall asleep, I recalled my past efforts, which I couldn't remember without tearing up.


  I remembered going to a PC bang because the company printer was broken. I recalled the sadness when the thick paper wouldn't fold nicely, and I remembered raiding the company warehouse (with permission) for more official merch stickers from the 『What I Want To Say 』 album after I ran out.


  But they say pleasure comes after pain. Right now, five boxes of sneakers, other gifts, and the card and coupon sets were hidden under my bed, safe from Jeong Seongbin's eyes.


  The members, who lived by a tight schedule, fell asleep the moment their heads hit the pillow. This was precious data I had gathered by analyzing their sleep patterns for nearly a week. I just had to wait a safe 30 more minutes to avoid getting caught by Park Joowoo. Then, no one could stop me.


  As expected, the dorm fell silent. I couldn't even hear footsteps heading for water or the bathroom.


  I carefully slipped out of bed and began my operation. I moved the presents to the living room, set up the camera, then headed to Choi Jeho's room, carrying a box of yugwa and a large blanket.


  I placed Choi Jeho's gift on a drawer, safe from being trampled by its owner's poor night vision. I put Park Joowoo's gift at the foot of his bed to avoid waking him. I was just about to set down the sneaker box next to the gift box.


  "Nngh..."


  Park Joowoo tossed and turned, wearing a sleep mask.


  Fearing I'd be caught, I held my breath and flattened myself under the bed.


  The noise stopped. Park Joowoo resumed his journey to dreamland as if he had never moved.


  It was a crisis. I thought my heart was going to explode. How on earth did Kang Kiyeon succeed at this?


  Afraid that another noise would wake him, I tiptoed to place the card.


  The youngest members' room was easy mode compared to the first. These guys slept without a care in the world. They wouldn't have woken up unless I beat a drum, so I even tucked them in properly.


  "The room is... quite..."


  I filmed some merch and storage units already shown on broadcast, careful not to invade their privacy. The room wasn't dirty or full of trash, but it was literally filled with a mountain of things.


  I should suggest a prize event at the fan meeting. Everyone could put up twenty of their own items. I can easily offer twenty of my things. Anything to improve the environment of this room...


  I even did live commentary, determined to fill the audio I couldn't get in Choi Jeho and Park Joowoo's room.


  For Lee Cheonghyeon, I prepared the 'Bubbling Deep-Sea Creatures Illustrated Guide'. A new edition came out recently, so I ordered it from overseas. The delivery box got tattered, so I opened it beforehand and prepared a neat book cover.


  I placed Kang Kiyeon's gift before the small 3-drawer chest where he keeps his 'Kingdom Cafeteria Another' merch. Even for a surprise, I couldn't recklessly open his drawer and put something inside. A collector's space is as precious as their life. I studied up on it.


  Two hours had passed by the time I left the sneaker box and card in front of the closet. For a moment, I regretted not roping Jeong Seongbin into this.


  Still, I had to give a gift to spArk's kind leader, Jeong Seongbin. I placed the game chip I had agonized over by his bedside. I had confirmed the console model at his house with Mr. Jeong Seongjun, so he should be able to enjoy it once he gets a vacation.


  "Seongbin, I won't forget the joy of MyPop that you taught me..."


  I even gave a thumbs-up over the sleeping Jeong Seongbin's face.


  I was completely drained after delivering presents to the five adults. The workload was so intense I worried if Santa and Rudolph had formed a union. A one-day experience was this hard, and people do this as a profession? If it were me, I would've immediately quit being Santa and learned sleigh-making instead.


  In any case, the reverse-Santa event was a success. Relieved and accomplished, I quietly slipped under the covers and went to sleep.


  Not long after, Lee Cheonghyeon woke up and shouted that Santa had come to work early. The sound echoed through the dorm.


  And my first-ever Santa part-time job...


  ≫ A certain washed-up hyung's Christmas event


  Buying the biggest pizza blanket from the shopping mall. Gifting it with a new game expansion pack. Getting a custom gift set made at a traditional confectionary store. Directly ordering the sequel to a life-changing book from overseas. A sealed copy of a setting collection with the author's autograph + practice shoes and handmade coupons. spArk's love for spArk is number one... Sparkler will take second place...


  └ He gave the younger ones cute and sparkly gifts, so why did he only give Jeho a pizza blanket lol


  lol


  └ He sleeps anywhere, so he wanted him to have something to cover up with, but while looking, he thought Jeho's legs would stick out lol so he chose something that looked big and warm, which turned out to be a microfiber pepperoni pizza blanket hahaha


  └ Every time I see Iwol, I think this, he's very logical in his thought process, you know? But the conclusion is always weird.


  └└ hahahahaha


  └ ??: It looks delicious and nice (while ignoring the expression of the person who received the gift)


  └└ lol The final point is that Jeho himself has an easygoing personality, so he was more or less satisfied with it lol


  ≫ Look at him ducking down so agilely


  └ Delivering presents isn't easy, is it, Iwol-ah?


  └ Hyung really did his best to deliver those presents.


  ≫ I was just thinking it's a bit of a shame they didn't match the sneaker designs~ when Kiyeon said the same thing, so he was like, Right!! We haven't taken the tags off yet, so let's match the designs!!!! but then


  └ I was convinced after hearing Iwol say you have to wear what you're used to when you practice, or else you'll get hurt. Yeah, guys, health is the most important thing...


  └ Seriously, I wish he would upload a gift recommendation video or somethingㅠ Office workers who have to give and receive a lot of gifts need this kind of detailed coaching.


  └ And if you look at the photos of them wearing the shoes, everyone received a pair that suits them lol At first, I thought it was a sponsorship.


  └ Let's get a group contract with Naidas next year.


  └ But Iwol-ah, the youngest wants to get matching friendship items. Let's go for matching colors next time.


  └└ Like floral print shirts?


  └└└ Iwol would have a fit hahahaha


  ≫ This idol is good at Out Design and is so personable.


  └ At this point, he's an expert.


  └ Where on earth is there an expert in making Christmas cards?


  └ What are you talking about, where's the Christmas on that card;; There's not even a trace of Christmas.


  └ hahahahahahaha


  ≫ Coupons the eldest made for his younger brothers with love♡


  1→2 Protein Proxy Purchase Coupon, Meeting Minutes Proxy Writing Coupon 1→3 'The Leader is Always Right' Support Claim Coupon During Statements, Detailed PT Experience Coupon 1→4 Karaoke Companion Coupon, Major Cleaning Cooperation Coupon 1→5 Unconditional Praise Carrot Coupon, Motivation-Inducing Stick Coupon 1→6 Comic Book Live Coupon, 100 Fashion People Photoshoot Coupon (★In different outfits★)


  └ Just adding a heart doesn't make it love, does it?


  └ What did Kiyeon do wrong to deserve having his picture taken while changing into 100 different outfits lol


  └ Seongbin saw the first coupon and was like, "Hyung, you always take my side anyway hehe," but then he saw the second coupon and immediately turned to stone lol


  └ Cupid trying to rip the Stick Coupon as soon as he gets it vs. YeoJeungGeu who knew he would and came with it laminated.


  └ YeoJeungGeu, don't tell me that's Yeouido Securities Gray?


  └ No matter how you look at it, there's no better modifier.


  ≫ ChoiJeong sitting on the sofa wrapped in the pizza blanket is so freaking annoying.


  Jongnya, you dense idiot log~-!


  └ That satisfied-looking expression is what really pisses people off.


  └ Customer needs 100% satisfied.


  ...It received favorable reviews. They said the gifts were kind and Santa was loud. It was a fun experience.


  Chapter 485: New Year (1)


  The eventful year drew to a close as the year-end season arrived. Now, you had to scroll past the halfway point on the cue sheet to find spArk.


  We were nominated for many awards. However, I couldn't bring myself to hope for any of them. Half of our promotional plans had gone up in smoke. I decided I should just be grateful we had one comeback before the year ended and could perform on a year-end stage.


  If only it hadn't been for the hiatus...


  The thought frustrated me more and more. Next year, I would keep our activity cycle rolling without a stop. I would make it the best year in spArk's history.


  "They said it's our turn to rehearse," Kang Kiyeon's voice cut through my thoughts.


  "Is it?" I asked. His hair was slicked back impressively, without a single strand out of place.


  I stepped into the hallway, and the members of Berion filed out right in front of us. They were all gathered together, dressed in uniforms lavishly decorated with epaulets, chains, and buttons. The sight was quite intimidating.


  "I saw it during the fitting, but we really stand out," Yeo Seongchan said.


  "It's because of spArk. Do you know how much effort the stylists put into choosing our shoes so our heights wouldn't look all over the place?" He complained into my ear.


  "Berion has a lot of tall members too."


  "So what? Our President Moon looks like he's about to sink into the ground!"


  "Be quiet..." Mun Yeongyu muttered.


  The fifteen of us struggled through the hallway in our uniforms and reached the rehearsal stage. Even with name tags as big as doors attached to them, I could only think about how much trouble the camera directors would have.


  After the rehearsal, we took uniform selfies and group shots. We had to change into spArk's solo stage outfits in the evening, so this was our only chance to take pictures at our leisure.


  Meanwhile, Choi Jeho managed to break one of the chains on his outfit after just one rehearsal. Thankfully, the stylist fixed it quickly, saying it was a relief it didn't happen during the actual broadcast.


  "They're doing the countdown today too, right?" Lee Cheonghyeon asked excitedly, looking at the cue sheet.


  "Of course. That's the whole point of this event."


  I don't think it's a very good practice. It's making people work overtime past midnight. The waiting time for idols and MCs is long, but is it longer than the audience's? And what about the staff who have to come even earlier and leave later? We only come because it's a once-a-year event. If it weren't, I would have ranted on a live stream or on BubblePop about how the entertainment industry needs to wake up, gotten on everyone's bad side, and been permanently kicked out.


  "Did you want to do the countdown?" I asked, hiding my strong resistance.


  Counting down a few seconds wasn't hard. If he wanted, I could sit Lee Cheonghyeon in the middle of the living room on any anniversary and count down the days or seconds for him.


  "You should've said so. If you had..."


  "Because we've only ever watched it from our dorm," Lee Cheonghyeon said.


  "It's our first time, isn't it? All of us staying until the very end. It means there are no cute maknaes, only respectable and cool grown-up maknaes. Isn't that a total growth narrative?"


  "That expression is only meaningful when the fans give it to us."


  "Then I'll take it back. Isn't it... innovative growth?!" Lee Cheonghyeon's eyes flashed. A simple adverb like 'twinkle twinkle' could not describe the light in his eyes.


  "You're right. That's some amazing growth. It feels special."


  "In what way?"


  "We don't have to make the Sparklers wait twice for us to leave work."


  "That's also a very important part."


  He agreed with me, half out of habit. Still, he stuck by my side the whole time, pouring out his excitement for the event.


  "Last year, you told Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo not to get distracted by the fireworks and to look at the fan section, right? The pictures came out legendary. Should Kang Kiyeon and I look at the fan section too? Can't we watch the fireworks for a little bit in between?"


  He didn't turn his head, but it was obvious Kang Kiyeon was listening.


  "You can just search for the Yeouido Fireworks Festival on Metube and watch it in high definition," Choi Jeho advised from the sofa.


  Lee Cheonghyeon jumped up and down, asking if he didn't understand the desire to see it in person. He lost his will to resist after seeing Choi Jeho's expression, which showed he didn't understand at all.


  "Watch them."


  "......"


  "I said, watch them. You and Kang Kiyeon have nice jawlines, so the pictures will come out well if you're looking at the sky."


  Maybe someone would even take a great picture with colorful fireworks reflected in their eyes. I couldn't take one for them when we all went on a trip together. Lee Cheonghyeon's and Kang Kiyeon's faces had that much potential, so I gladly permitted it.


  "You're generous in the weirdest ways!" Lee Cheonghyeon needlessly poked my side and then went to deliver the good news to Kang Kiyeon. I could tell how excited they were just by looking at the backs of their heads.


  Getting all giddy over watching some fireworks. What growth? You guys still have a long way to go before you're grown up.


  

  ≫ Berion and spArk killed it. The group uniforms are insane.


  └ It was the best stage a large group could show...


  └ What should I call it, magnificent...? LOL T_T My vocabulary is failing me. I can't find the right word, but it was really flashy and sharp.


  └ Both groups do weird stuff whenever they get the chance, so I expected something funny. I was surprised they came out so seriously.


  ≫ They say uniforms never fail.


  But there's a difference between not failing and being a massive success. The visual blessing is crazy. No matter who comes out, it's just handsome guys.


  └ spArk, please have a comeback with a full uniform concept just once... If I write this, Iwol will read it and give us 57,293,861 uniforms, right?


  └ Our Jeho really became an emperor... Iwol, please.


  └ The uniform lovers' timelines are going crazy LOL.


  └ You don't even have to check the timeline. Just look here, it's chaotic right now.


  ≫ I finally understand why the older fans like 'manly' male idols.


  I was foolish...


  spArk... Thank you for wearing uniforms with our boys...


  └ A million Cherries crying over the uniforms.


  └ The older fans who followed the Blider - spArk lineage are the real ones. Their picks are never wrong.


  ≫ The Part 1 Strawberry Park stage that's best seen with an aerial shot.


  (Photo) (Photo) There are a ton of unique formation changes, but you can't see them well from the front, so it seems they filmed from above. (Photo) The finale is a gif of the 15-member perfectly synchronized dance, which is my number one personal satisfaction.


  └ The camerawork was good LOL. What's gotten into them?


  └ Wait, is it Strawberry Park because it's Berion + spArk?


  └└ I was wondering what that was about LOL.


  └ The sharp angles are killer.


  ≫ Who doesn't love the slicked-back hair, uniform, and combat boots combo?


  I, for one, am obsessed. Please sell a DVD.


  └ I'm just waiting for the stage video to be uploaded T_T. Please upload it quickly...


  └ Right, I can't believe there are no fancams for this stage.


  The reactions were good. I only glanced at them for a moment while getting my makeup touched up in the waiting room. I couldn't check if the video was uploaded since we had to change and go out again, but I still felt proud.


  The 'deadly serious and determined' stage that the fans anticipated was scheduled for our turn. Our makeup was especially heavy today because of it, and getting ready took a long time. The key point was makeup less cosplay-like than the 『Dreamer』 music video but heavier than in 『Alight』.


  "Is this... going to be okay?" Kang Kiyeon asked cautiously from the seat next to me. His reflection in the mirror revealed the most intense eye makeup I had ever seen on him.


  The accessory-loaded turtleneck was intimidating enough, but the eyeshadow made it impossible to meet his eyes.


  "Out of everyone I've seen this year, you're the scariest after Iwol in 『Alight』," Lee Cheonghyeon said, patting Kang Kiyeon's shoulder.


  I had no idea why he acted like that, as if I had been that scary.


  Park Joowoo picked up a blanket and covered himself, complaining that his shoulders were cold. It was the pizza blanket I had gifted Choi Jeho. Park Joowoo wore just a vest and jacket on his bare skin, exposing his neck and shoulders. It was a harsh outfit for winter, but it perfectly fit the 'dreamy rocker with an enigmatic gaze and a strange charm' he had become after 『Speaker』 and 'Genre-Swap'.


  As for Choi Jeho, who had willingly given the blanket to Park Joowoo...


  "...he earned even more sympathy from Park Joowoo because his own back was exposed.


  The stylists learned from the time Choi Jeho surprised the audience with an outfit that threatened to burst its buttons. This time, instead of fastening the front, they had cut the back of his jacket open in a diamond shape. The narrow harness also covered minimal area, allowing him to fully show off the back muscles he built through honest efforts.


  "It's fine, I'm not cold." Choi Jeho politely refused.


  But Park Joowoo couldn't stop worrying about Choi Jeho's back. He sat down next to Choi Jeho, unfolded the large blanket, and shared it amicably.


  As I was about to put on the chest guard prop, the strap rattled. Everyone seemed busy, so I struggled to adjust the length myself. Then, Jeong Seongbin approached.


  "How can I help?"


  "Can you tighten the waist part a bit? It's too loose and keeps clattering. I think the sound might get into my in-ear."


  At my request, he meticulously adjusted the knot. He even slipped his fingers in to check that the guard wasn't squeezing my body too tightly.


  "How's the choker for you? Is it uncomfortable?"


  "Maybe because I wear them often, I'm used to it now." Jeong Seongbin laughed awkwardly.


  He used to say it felt stuffy, like it was choking him when he hit high notes. Now he was a professional idol who could pull off even high-end designs with layered chains.


  "Did the kids grab their hot packs? We won't be able to come back to the waiting room once Part 2 starts. We have to stay outside the whole time."


  "I've got them ready to grab on our way out. I also took out some blankets, just in case."


  "Don't let them take the pizza blanket."


  "Why? This one's fine," Choi Jeho chimed in, eavesdropping from afar like a ghost.


  "It doesn't match the outfits."


  "And a plaid one matches, so you're taking that?"


  "It's less ugly than a pepperoni pizza."


  "Then why'd you buy me an ugly blanket in the first place?"


  For once, the brat retorted without backing down. I was about to yell at him, asking if he'd never seen a 'useless gift exchange' video, but I held back. Who was to blame? It was the fault of the soft, warm pizza blanket that had completely captured its owner's heart.


  The start of Part 2 drew near. After bickering over the blankets, they each grabbed just one small hot pack. They were determined to maintain their style even in the artists' seating area.


  I had a feeling that after the music festival, a post would go up again saying, 'spArk's tenacity is legendary. They're all exposed but not a single one is using a blanket'.


  Chapter 486: New Year (2)


  This year, spArk received a full ten minutes for their solo stage, the second-longest performance on the entire cue sheet.


  Other groups only appeared to have longer times because of consecutive collaboration stages with their company seniors. When including the joint performance with Berion, spArk’s stage time was number one by a wide margin.


  The stage, fitting for an event meant to wrap up the year in K-pop, required full uniform attire. How spArk concluded their year was now entirely up to them.


  The sounds of drum beats and electric guitars filled the venue from above as the lift carrying us slowly ascended. My view gradually changed while I listened to the intro, which had been rearranged with a stronger sound for the outdoor performance.


  My perspective shifted from below the stage where people bustled about, past the structures we had just been running around, and finally to the audience.


  We came face to face with the crowd, who cheered wildly. Amidst the countless lights, the ones cheering for spArk were instantly visible.


  The floor vibrated from the deafening noise of the Speaker. My face flushed hot just from walking to the front of the stage. An intense rush of endorphins, strong enough to make my hands and feet tingle, exploded endlessly in my head.


  The stage lights cut out with an intense electronic sound. The cheers that had quieted flared up like fire when the intro to 『Dreamer』 began. Light sticks of all shapes and colors waved rapidly.


  『I don't understand, people all tell lies』


  Lee Cheonghyeon had said the year-end stage was a source of lingering regret for him. His family troubles had peaked during the first music awards show he attended after his debut.


  However, Lee Cheonghyeon said he no longer cared if his family was watching. He said he had confidence now.


  What kind of confidence?


  The confidence to show them that it's fierce here too.


  『I'm going to believe in myself, because we all live while dreaming』


  Kang Kiyeon no longer took the Heart Calming Pill. He wasn't afraid of the countless cameras.


  He had overcome the period when he feared a mistake would prevent his debut, that he would be the only one to fall behind. He accepted that he would live his life in front of an audience from now on.


  So you don't have to stock them in the first-aid kit anymore.


  Kang Kiyeon smiled, saying that even if he needed help again someday, it wouldn't be as difficult as before. Because he had overcome it once.


  『I want to dream tomorrow too』


  Jeong Seongbin's voice filled the venue. Not a trace remained of the boy who once lacked confidence in his own skills.


  Everyone loved Jeong Seongbin's singing. Jeong Seongbin said that was all he needed.


  I thought it would be enough if my voice wasn't unpleasant to hear, but they like it.


  ......


  So I have nothing more to wish for.


  When it came to his own work, Jeong Seongbin was a truly humble guy, yet he made a wish that was not easy to achieve in the idol world, to be with the members for a long, long time. I believed that Jeong Seongbin could easily accomplish that much. After all, in the past, Jeong Seongbin had protected the group until the very end, ensuring no one left.


  The song soon changed. The surroundings turned bright red from lasers and electronic display boards. A rough lift shot across the air. I tightened my grip on the microphone.


  『The heat isn't enough, swallow the surroundings and raise the temperature』


  The formation changed, and Choi Jeho stood at the front. His wide-open jacket revealed a waist free of any surgical scars. Pillars of fire, a stage effect, erupted in time with the chorus.


  The only thing Choi Jeho had ever held onto in his life was dance. Even action school was just the best method for him to learn how to use his body well.


  Choi Jeho was a guy whose thoughts I could never figure out, but I knew for sure that he came alive when he danced. Because I saw it up close like this. Every single day.


  『When the soul burns blue』


  Park Joowoo revved up for a high note, his eyes gleaming as he stared straight ahead. Opposite him, Jeong Seongbin built a harmony, following Park Joowoo's high note. The members surrounded the two of them.


  I heard later that Park Joowoo no longer felt like he was alone.


  Because there's someone to sit next to me.


  It seemed that riding in the car squeezed between me and Choi Jeho on the day Park Joowoo went to see his family was important to him. Even though he came back with stiff shoulders, Park Joowoo said he had felt a sense of stability for the first time in a very long time.


  『Without a trace』


  The biting winter wind was no match for my burning body. I remembered our debut stage.


  The heat from the lights had been so intense that my mind went hazy. The dizzying, confusing sensation of not even knowing what I was doing was still vivid.


  I was out of breath just like back then, but it wasn't burdensome. This feeling was different.


  『Let it burn』


  It's heart-swelling.


  I could almost hear the crowd shouting the lyrics in unison, piercing through my in-ear monitor.


  Don't obsess over what's visible, focus on the essence.


  Words I had heard long ago faintly came to mind.


  『Open a new era』


  Don't forget.


  『Me, until I become ash』


  That you, Teacher, are a flame.


  When the cheers grew past a certain point, they swallowed the instrumental. Sweat poured down like rain. My throat and lungs stung as if they would burst, and I could feel my legs tense.


  This must be what it meant to use every ounce of strength. The phrase 'to burn with passion', to give your all until your body breaks, must refer to a moment like this.


  Everything I had was combusting to create power. Energy and concentration rode my rapidly circulating blood, becoming voice and dance that shot outward.


  『Burn it up』


  Why did people so often attach 'to burn' or 'to blaze' to the words 'life force'?


  Standing here, I felt like I finally knew the answer.


  Some lives prove their existence by refusing to be extinguished.


  

  We didn't have to worry about feeling cold. After performing intense choreography back-to-back, we had to fan our flushed faces with our hands even in the artists' seating area.


  Someone tapped my knee. I looked over and saw Ond. When I bowed, they gave me several thumbs-ups. They must have thought we looked cold, because they also handed out heat packs. The warm heat pack went to Park Joowoo.


  My hands trembled from nervousness. I kept my expression neutral, not knowing where the Sparkler fans might be watching from, but I felt severely dizzy. I wasn't sick, just completely drained.


  The other guys were in a similar state. They sat with their backs straight, the corners of their mouths smiling but their eyes soulless. However, even during the lulls, they didn't stop their fan service, waving their hands or making hearts. The brainwashing we'd practiced like breathing was paying off.


  "They're the idols who were active in the new media category this year."


  "spArk, congratulations on your award!"


  We received several awards in between. We were overflowing with them, both as individuals and as a group. I knew the fans' hands had touched every single award, so we accepted them all gratefully.


  The event flowed quickly.


  "...is the Performance Grand Prize, awarded to the team that showed the most outstanding performance of the year."


  The Grand Prize ceremony began. The look in the fans' eyes, tired from the long show, sharpened.


  After an incredible amount of stalling, the award went to the group that had become a hot topic for their time-lag choreography, which utilized the strengths of their large numbers.


  Their sincere acceptance speech and the sight of fans crying as they cheered for the artist were touching to watch. I sent my wholehearted congratulations with generous applause.


  "Where will we get the best view of the fireworks?"


  "We'll probably be sent to the very back row, so I don't think we'll have a choice, right?"


  I was whispering with Lee Cheonghyeon when the cameras suddenly turned toward us.


  "......"


  My mind blanked for a moment as a certain possibility occurred to me.


  "......"


  Lee Cheonghyeon's eyes and the eyes of the guys sitting next to him went wide. Only the clueless Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon waved gently at the camera.


  "The Artist Grand Prize, given to the team that received the most love in 20XX, is..."


  I had a guess what was happening, but my brain couldn't accept it. I just blinked blankly.


  "Their hands will be full on their way home today."


  "That's right. The winner of the honorable Artist Grand Prize is..."


  It would be one thing if we had received it earlier, but this was the final award. Among all the various Grand Prizes, this was like the 'Overall Grand Prize', an award that, while not laughable, had maintained its prestige even as other awards were split up.


  That, right now...


  "spArk!"


  They're giving it to spArk?


  We scrambled to our feet. The members of spArk held onto my arm and didn't let go as they were pushed forward.


  The feet of Choi Jeho, Kang Kiyeon, and Park Joowoo stepped onto the stage where the Grand Prize waited.


  Lee Cheonghyeon followed, pulling me along. Jeong Seongbin came up with us, pushing my back with one arm.


  Jeong Seongbin received the trophy. Choi Jeho, already on stage, took the bouquet and passed it to Park Joowoo.


  Jeong Seongbin had become so mature, yet he bawled in front of the microphone. He didn't collapse like he did when we won first place, but he couldn't stop crying the entire time he gave his thanks.


  After finishing his speech, Jeong Seongbin placed the trophy in Lee Cheonghyeon's hands. Everyone wanted to give something to each other.


  Lee Cheonghyeon gave the next speech. He deserved recognition for taking responsibility for all the team's titles and leading them to the Grand Prize. However, Lee Cheonghyeon himself gave the credit to the members who did their best at every moment.


  When the host said they would hear from about two more people, Choi Jeho stepped forward. He gave a fairly standard speech, starting with thanks to the hard-working leader, composer, and producer. At his final words thanking all the members for their hard work, Kang Kiyeon turned around and wiped away his tears.


  I gestured to Park Joowoo, who tried to give me a chance to speak, that it was okay. After a moment of hesitation, Park Joowoo comforted Kang Kiyeon and led him to the microphone.


  Kang Kiyeon struggled to hold back tears as he thanked everyone he was grateful for. Listening to Kang Kiyeon also thank the members' families, I patted the back of Park Joowoo, who had likely yielded his turn with a similar feeling to my own.


  We came down from the stage as the host announced that the New Year was approaching. The guys who had been crying like children were already comforting each other, running off while clutching the trophy and bouquet. I couldn't take my eyes off their retreating backs.


  Your debut, your comeback, your first-place win, all of that was achieved by the you of the past, but this Grand Prize is a first.


  That's why at first, I thought this wasn't my place. Later, I was afraid my presence would prevent you from winning the Grand Prize.


  But you ended up winning it with me in tow. You relentless bastards. You tenacious guys.


  The area under my eyes grew hot. I tilted my head up, afraid of ruining my makeup.


  Above my head, light sticks waved fiercely.


  Instead of the voices I had worried about, the ones wishing for a five-member spArk, congratulations poured down from fans cheering for a spArk that included me.


  It felt like I had received proof that it was okay for me to be here. From the very people who cherish and love spArk the most, the ones who make spArk's existence possible.


  The corners of my eyes grew wet. I gently touched them, but tears kept welling up.


  Choi Jeho, following behind, tapped my shoulder. He wrapped an arm around my shoulders and urged me to catch up with the members ahead.


  You're not crying.


  I didn't suffer enough to cry.


  Is that so.


  Why? You gonna comfort me if I cry?


  Back then, you definitely asked me if I was crazy. So shouldn't you have the decency to pretend you don't know? You should at least scold me, asking if I even suffered enough to cry.


  It was the worst.


  The really annoying part was that even as my pride was wounded, the tears wouldn't stop.


  Chapter 487: New Year (3)


  Baek Haewon lay comfortably on the sofa until the joint performance of spArk and Berion began. "When are my boys coming on?" she muttered, restlessly scratching an innocent cushion.


  She shot up the moment the caption 'Berion ⅹ spArk' appeared on screen. A fan's heart pounded, even though she had already seen the leaked cue sheet.


  The sight of spArk in uniforms with their hair slicked back turned Baek Haewon into a wild animal. She forgot all human language and could only scream.


  "Is Kim Iwol back at it again!"


  If 'back at it' meant something positive, then Baek Haewon's favorite, Kim Iwol, was 'at it' every single day. He was always composed without a single flaw, except for that one time in their self-produced content when he crossed his legs, pretended to be a department head, and took off his shoes.


  Chains on Kim Iwol's epaulets gleamed gold whenever he moved his shoulders. The chains cascaded from his shoulders to his buttons, settling with a CLINK on his chest. Baek Haewon found herself envying mere lumps of metal.


  How can his clothes look so filled out... His biceps and thighs look like they're about to burst...


  Baek Haewon felt powerless against his overwhelming physique. His well-defined waistline was a perfect 100. The black combat boots tightly covering his ankles below perfectly tailored pant cuffs were also a 100. The descending camera and the fit of his sturdy, straight-leg pants always made a Sparkler's shoulders swell with pride.


  When Choi Jeho and Kim Iwol stood side by side, their different T-zones captured in the same frame, she wanted to run onto the veranda and scream.


  But she could not. The very next solo shot of Lee Cheonghyeon froze Baek Haewon like a statue.


  The ending left a deep impression, with all of them turning their backs, tilting their heads, and placing hands on their waists. Baek Haewon shook her head and clapped. She felt the value of the subscription fees she paid for the streaming app every year.


  

  A short snack time followed. Baek Haewon, drained from her excitement, watched the junior idols' performances and realized they were all familiar faces.


  ≫ Because of spArk, I watched music shows all year, so there isn't a single team I don't know


  She had watched music shows during their hiatus for Lee Cheonghyeon's irregular MC hosting, so they were all familiar. Thanks to that, the time when spArk was not on screen was not boring.


  └ At that point, aren't you basically a director?


  Baek Haewon could not refute the point and sent a meme of someone crying with a fist in their mouth.


  "Why aren't you eating the popcorn? Can I have some?"


  Baek Haein passed through the living room and asked, reaching for the plastic-covered popcorn bucket he had gotten from a movie theater.


  "Touch it and you die."


  "Oh, so I can have it since you're not eating, right?"


  Baek Haewon quickly threw the tormented cushion to defend herself and hugged the popcorn to her chest.


  So this is the kind of trial I face now that spArk is successful enough to perform later in the show.


  Baek Haewon swallowed her tears.


  The popcorn was opened earlier than planned. She could not deny Baek Haein's words, "You're just going to go absolutely wild when spArk comes on and not eat anyway." Baek Haewon recharged with caramel popcorn, muttering about pitying Muggles who did not know spArk's greatness.


  "Why is spArk on so late? I thought they were popular."


  "The more popular you are, the later you perform."


  "......"


  "So the viewers don't tune out, obviously."


  Baek Haein squeezed into the remaining space on the sofa. Baek Haewon told him to get lost, but it had no effect.


  As she battled Baek Haein for space, the pre-recorded stage ended. The screen switched to the live venue. An electronic sound played as crackling static appeared on the main screen.


  Colorful lights wedged between black and white moved along the cracks in the image, slowly finding their places. The electronic sound started and stopped more frequently, and letters formed at an increasing speed.


  A driving drum beat mixed with a heavily effected guitar. The intro to 『Dreamer』, normally calm in the music video, was remixed to sound like a band at a school festival.


  The camera showed a full shot of the venue, which she did not care about. The fan section, screaming and waving light sticks, took up three-quarters of the monitor. In the distance, the members revealed themselves on stage.


  "I don't give a damn how many people are in the audience, just show us the stage!"


  Baek Haewon roared. As if hearing her command, the broadcast showed spArk walking from a lift toward the front of the stage in a V-formation. Their intense styling left her speechless.


  The camera started with Jeong Seongbin, a silver chain on his leather choker dangling inside his shirt. It panned to Park Joowoo, who wore bold white mascara and a face chain. Then it moved to Choi Jeho, who had burgundy makeup around his eyes and deep red contact lenses.


  In the opposite line, the camera captured Kang Kiyeon, whose vibrant purple makeup rivaled Choi Jeho's and who had a slit shaved in his eyebrow. Next was Kim Iwol, with artfully lined eyes and matte, rose-colored lipstick. Finally, it showed Lee Cheonghyeon, with blue glitter on his cheeks and nose. As a group, spArk boasted a unique style centered around Choi Jeho and Lee Cheonghyeon.


  A BEEP sounded like a warning, then stopped. All the stage lights went out. The team name and the title, 『Dreamer』, appeared as a caption.


  The members' makeup recalled their roles in the music video. For example, Choi Jeho, the vampire, wore a black outfit coordinated with red-toned makeup.


  The only difference was that the Choi Jeho in the music video had not so explicitly shown off his angry-looking back muscles when he turned around. Not like now.


  "Aaaargh!"


  The glossy leather harness running along his spine tested Baek Haewon's resolve.


  Meanwhile, Jeong Seongbin, though dressed more neatly than his brother, appealed with audacious details that flustered people. When the lights reflected off the chain hanging inside his black shirt, Baek Haewon swallowed many words. She stared at Jeong Seongbin's Adam's apple, which shone even whiter.


  And what about Kang Kiyeon? His turtleneck was made of a thin material, revealing the outline of his shoulder muscles and biceps. Though he wore a vivid color, his own striking features prevented it from feeling excessive.


  The fact that Kiyeon's eyebrow is purple is more important. Our boy has a slit in his eyebrow and even put piercing studs on it, right now.


  The deliberate makeup and even more deliberate outfits created a synergistic effect. It was as gorgeous and distinct as the venom or mask from their 『Alight』 style.


  For instance, Park Joowoo was usually dressed conservatively by Kim Iwol, though Kim Iwol was only ever stingy with fabric for Choi Jeho, but his daring fashion of wearing only a vest on his bare torso left his neck wide open. His shoulders were visible every time he moved.


  Lee Cheonghyeon got 'spArk' and 'Cheonghyeon's outfit' onto the real-time trending topics. Every viewer watching the broadcast admired Lee Cheonghyeon from head to toe.


  Sparklers desperately wanted to join this trend, but the scars from their defeat to Kim Iwol ran deep. They participated instead by posting anecdotes of the gushing praise a certain Mr. Kim had given his younger brother on past broadcasts.


  And Kim Iwol...


  The moment Baek Haewon saw Kim Iwol, she seriously contemplated what she was supposed to say.


  His muscular upper body and the leather chest guard that wrapped from one shoulder to below his chest created a clean, sharp line. The high-waisted pants on his already long legs made his lower body look two meters long.


  His eyes and clothes were all black, but his lips held a cold red hue. That single point made Kim Iwol stand out even among the other flashy members.


  You didn't even give us any variations for our own favorite, so you can't just show up like this, Kim Iwol. If you were truly the ultimate idol who cherished and loved Sparklers, wouldn't it be right to give fans a heads-up so we'd have time to write our gushing posts?


  No, Iwol, you have always been consistently diligent. It's my fault, our fault, for being complacent. Iwol, you've done nothing wrong. You are the best... and a person truly mad for beauty.


  His hair, dyed black again for the final broadcast, was becoming soaked with sweat. If spArk had previously seemed to do their best, the spArk of this promotion cycle was desperate. You could feel them pouring out all their energy every second.


  spArk never advertised how hard they worked. However, fans guessed from their conversations on apps like BubblePop that spArk had lived in practice hell all summer.


  The results of that practice were now expressed unsparingly on stage.


  The greatest joy for a fan was seeing her favorite artists' skills recognized. Spending every day using up voting tickets on various apps was a hassle, even after years. However, watching the people she liked receive an award on the other side of the screen made all that hard work feel washed away.


  spArk was a team that always made their fans proud. Sparklers never had to force praise for spArk. Without making excuses or squeezing out compliments, spArk always did their best for their fans and never neglected their main job.


  They were always unchanging.


  『The winner of the Grand Prize for Artist of the Year is...』


  The only thing that had changed...


  『spArk!』


  ...was that they had begun to receive the rewards their efforts deserved.


  Baek Haewon shot up from her seat, as shocked as the members. She was too dazed to post on social media. She could not believe it, even as she watched spArk go on stage, hugging and patting each other on the back.


  Jeong Seongbin received the trophy and stood before the microphone. Tears streamed down his face no matter how many times he wiped them away. Next to him, Lee Cheonghyeon's eyes also brimmed with tears.


  The camera captured Choi Jeho calmly thanking the fans and telling the members they had worked hard. It then showed Park Joowoo yielding his spot to the youngest for the acceptance speech. Kang Kiyeon bit his lip hard, held back tears, and finished his stammering but excellent comment.


  A high-angle camera followed the members as they bowed deeply and returned to their seats. In the aerial shot, Kim Iwol walked with a strange expression before lifting his head.


  Kim Iwol furrowed his brow, looking uncomfortable. He covered his squinting eyes with the back of his hand as if the lights were too bright. His lips trembled. Kim Iwol took a deep breath, looked into the distance, and then lowered his head.


  The eldest member had not cried on their debut stage, nor when they first won on a music show, nor at fan meetings and concerts.


  He was a perfectionist who, according to his younger members, was so goal-oriented that he rarely felt satisfied with his own accomplishments.


  Her favorite, who had kept his promise to never show a disheveled side since his debut, was crying.


  Baek Haewon could tell he was trying to hold it in, but it was not working. For the past three years, the person Baek Haewon had watched most in her life was Kim Iwol.


  The younger members arrived at their seats and discovered Kim Iwol following them in tears. The members all clung to each other in a group hug. Kim Iwol never managed to lift his face, even as the camera turned back toward the MCs.


  Chapter 488: Achievement (1)


  Photos and videos from our monumental day poured out, from the fireworks to the Grand Prize commemorative content. UA even released a recording of our celebratory party. There was an overwhelming amount of it.


  Amidst it all, I couldn't smile. In every photo taken after we won the Grand Prize, my eyes were completely bloodshot.


  The skin around them was bright red and swollen. Some people look dazzling when they cry in photos, with fireworks reflecting in their teary eyes and only a faintly reddened nose. I just looked like a blubbering idiot. I couldn't even lift my head.


  "Are you still lamenting?"


  "Yeah, I plan to filibuster about it for all of January."


  "The photos came out great, though. Hyung, your fans all changed their profile pictures this time, didn't they?" Kang Kiyeon said nonchalantly.


  This is why I try to do well for the fans. No matter how pathetically I cry, they look upon me so generously...


  I received tons of warm, encouraging messages from those around me. Maybe because I had bawled my eyes out on camera, every message was long and heartfelt, each with a 'Read More' link. I felt sick with embarrassment as I replied, completely overwhelmed.


  After sincerely thanking everyone, I inwardly sobbed while writing my year-end settlement report. No one told me to write it, but it had become a yearly habit.


  I also completed the important annual ritual of changing Park Joowoo's contact name. With this, Park Joowoo became '22-Year Vintage Metal King Marble'.


  The SYSTEM began calculating the KPIs. I figured it would take a while, so I didn't even try to talk to it.


  The end of the year passed, and the New Year schedule began as soon as January 1st arrived. Like office workers with no vacation, both spArk and UA had to work nonstop to function as sound members of society. Fortunately, a nationwide tour was scheduled from January through February, so we had no time for our discipline to slacken.


  We also held a charity auction for our personal items. It absolutely wasn't just to make Lee Cheonghyeon's and Kang Kiyeon's room more comfortable. The idea came up while we were planning a new kind of offline event.


  In my and Choi Jeho's case, we didn't have many things to put up. Neither of us had much interest in material possessions. The only thing Choi Jeho used often was his wired earphones, but he changed them so frequently that they weren't suitable as 'cherished items'.


  Still, we managed to put together a decent lineup by raiding the warehouse, my suitcase, and Choi Jeho's family home.


  ≫ Kim Iwol lolololololol


  They told him to bring a cherished item and he brought the Blueberry Alumni cherry blossom viewing polaroid set lolololololol


  You're amazing, I really have to admit it


  └??? Is it different from the photos released before??


  └ They were taken on the same day, but he said he was hiding them away because he didn't know when he might need to do a mass release of past photos


  ≫ A certain idol's cherished item that's a hot topic on social media


  >A scrapbook of the members' conversations on Dotion< He even read a few of them on the spot, saying he was introducing the product lol


  └ It was hilarious how Seongbin would call out to the members whenever they did anything lolololol


  └...Seongbin-ah!!!!...Seongbin-hyung-ing


  ≫ Choi Jeho crazy bastard


  He ripped off his 'real school uniform name tag' for his cherished item. The members signed all the items sold that day, but on the back of the name tag, instead of his idol signature, he signed it with the 'Seomyeong' he used back in school


  └ Wow fk


  └ How much did this sell for?????


  While we competed with eccentricity, the youngest members pushed forward with sheer quantity. They came on stage believing in their truckload of items and offered up their entire household fortunes.


  ≫ Is this a flea market or whatㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ


  Like they'd give you a thousand won off if you buy three thingsㅠㅠ


  └ What's the point of getting a thousand won discount after spending 5 million wonㅠㅠ


  └ All the participants were chosen by lottery so there were no resellers, and they set the starting prices really low, so the prices weren't as high as you'd think


  └ Seongbin: Cheonghyeon-ah, there's a one-item-per-person purchase limit. Cheonghyeon: Huk


  └ ↳ lolololol Lee Cheonghyeon what are you doing lol


  ≫ The person who bought the spArk Kingdom Cafeteria ~Another~ concept photo frame posted a proof shot


  They said they even personally decorated a Kingdom Cafeteria ~Another~ zone to put the frame inㅋㅠㅠㅠㅠ How about our youngest, who took a picture, framed it, and kept it because his hyungs cosplayed his favorite genre


  └ Ah, the area around the frame is so sparkly lololololol


  ≫ This rich baby harpy eagle Fennec Fox Pacific Guide


  How dare he bring his favorite bag as a cherished item...?


  └ This lololol The killing point was when Kang Kiyeon asked Jeho-hyung if he had any intention of selling itㅋ


  └ Didn't Iwol buy him a bag for his last birthday? lol


  └ That one's already about to get a hole in it


  └ Is Jeho busy or does he just use his bags roughly?


  └ Probably both lolㅠ


  However, the MVP was someone else. Park Joowoo, a natural genius whose ability to interpret fans' deep desires was still immature, and Seongbin, an idol industry expert well-acquainted with the abyss of a fan's heart, showed off an admirable selection ability despite being polar opposites.


  ≫ Did you see that Rock Joowoo sold an album set?


  He said he made a package with one album each from his favorite bands since the 1960s. It has relics from a bygone era, even LPs (photo). Nothing but masterpieces. Music expert, acknowledged.


  └ Fuck, when did he sell it??


  └ They said they sold it at some kind of auction event?


  └ Can only fans go to things like that? For rock fans, even adults who don't follow idols would have wanted to buy it


  └ In terms of fan-power, Rock Joowoo beats all the kids here lolololol. A music expert indeed.


  ≫ Seongbin-ah


  So you're telling me you brought an mp3 player filled with cover songs you've been recording since you were a trainee as your cherished item. You're saying you scraped together every remaining recording to fill it with 219 songs, Seongbin-ah


  └ Wow


  └ A true, genuine fan really should have bought thisㅠㅠㅠ


  └ By a stroke of great luck, one of Bin's fansite masters got it...


  All attendees received photocards and a simple gift set so no one went home empty-handed. We also released the photocard data to everyone through the fan cafe to prevent premium reselling.


  In the end, we spent time with our fans, the youngest members' room became a little more comfortable, and we made a donation. It was a win-win in many ways.


  We also had a fan meeting where all sorts of things happened as we wore various items and interacted with fans.


  ≫ Battle Bunny, cute


  Looks strong


  └ How did it end up like this? lol


  └ He just kept picking up and wearing all the fan sign items... lolololol


  └ He looks like a character customized by a hardcore gamer


  ≫ I've asked a hundred times who gave the emperor the shorts tennis uniform


  └ What are you going to do when you find them?


  └ I'm going to kiss them


  └ Whoever it is, they're probably going to have nightmares


  ≫ I just saw the picture of Seongbin wearing a halo and wondered why his expression looked so sad. Turns out it was because his angel wings ripped


  └ Why did the wings rip?


  └ They tore as soon as he put his arms through and fitted them on his shouldersㅠㅠ


  └ Well, he is a member of spArk, after all...


  ≫ 2X0124 Giant chinchilla Joowoo :D


  └ The Joowoo fansite masters always adding this :D is funny and cuteㅠㅠㅠ


  └ I went thinking he'd be wearing a chinchilla headband but my brain stopped when I saw the incredible quality of the doll clothes... It feels inadequate to even call it a fan sign item anymore...


  ≫ Please share your Lee Cheonghyeon hairpiece pics


  I'm collecting them because they've been putting all sorts of hairpieces on him lately, and there are so many kindsㅠㅠㅠ. Anyone willing to share in the comments?? I'll start!!1


  └ Saving


  └ Saving22


  └ Everyone's just saving and no one is sharing


  ≫ I think the Kiyeon fan sign pics are the funniest


  He goes back and forth between cute and cool all by himself. He'll be doing cute stuff for a while, then suddenly strike a delinquent mood, and before you know it, he's back to being super cute Kiyeon


  └ Such a good boy, changing concepts constantly during a single fan sign


  └ It really doesn't feel like it's all from the same day lol


  After we finished a schedule, it would become a hot topic 'in one way or another'. This was another change that came with our increased popularity.


  Our every move was no longer just a brief topic of conversation among fans or people interested in idols. Articles were written about us, and even people unrelated to the industry showed interest. For someone in a profession that lives off attention, it was an incredibly good thing.


  If only things had stayed this peaceful, there would have been no problem, but they say you can't only have happy moments in life.


  + [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.


  ▶ Assistant Manager Kim! I saw the KPI performance report you submitted!


  + The time had come to wake from the sweet dream and face reality. I held my breath and waited for the words that would follow.


  + [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.


  ▶ There's no room for subjective evaluation. It was perfect! Wow, I knew it was a good idea to invest in someone with potential. I've got an eye for people. I'll approve this one without rejection!


  + [SYSTEM] 'Employee's' KPI 'Win Grand Prize' has been confirmed as achieved.


  + There was no separate reward section attached.


  That meant, just as I had previously guessed...


  + [SYSTEM] Following the 'Employee's' final KPI achievement, the 'Final Performance Reward' will be distributed.


  ▷ Opportunity to nullify the death of your older sister (blood relative) is provided


  + [SYSTEM] Following the 'Employee's' final KPI achievement, the 'Personnel Disadvantage' is withdrawn.


  ▷ + ...It meant that this long journey was over.


  Is it over? Really?


  I couldn't believe it. To be more precise, it didn't feel real.


  Now, the possibility of my sister dying in that car accident on that day was gone. All from that one single sentence.


  The anticlimactic ending felt a bit empty. It was something I had desperately wished for, but to think it was a problem that could end so simply.


  While I was in a daze, the SYSTEM, never tiring of it, started picking a fight with me.


  + [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.


  ▶ I didn't know Assistant Manager Kim would pull it off in such a short time either. I'm worried. The work vacuum will be huge if Assistant Manager Kim resigns.


  + Like I care. If you don't have anyone to work, you be the idol yourself. Stop making others do your dirty work.


  At my words, the SYSTEM flickered a couple of times. The message inside the box changed.


  + [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.


  ▶ Still, I'm sure Assistant Manager Kim will wrap things up diligently before leaving. You know that a beautiful ending is a virtue, right? You're still an employee of the company until the day you resign, so don't get complacent.


  + Then, a new window appeared.


  + [SYSTEM] Following the 'Employee's' final KPI achievement, the 'Resignation Procedure' is initiated.


  + I had thought about it in passing before. I guessed that winning the Grand Prize would be the final KPI, but I had my doubts since the 'synchronization' was progressing separately. I had hypothesized several times that what the SYSTEM truly wanted from me might be something other than KPI achievement.


  So, I had resolved not to be flustered no matter what unexpected thing happened.


  But my anxiety had become a reality without fail.


  + [SYSTEM] Following the 'Employee's' final KPI achievement, the 'Resignation Procedure' is initiated.


  ▷ Until the 'Resignation Procedure' is complete, the 'Employee' is subject to the 'Employer's' control.


  ▷ Once the 'Resignation Procedure' is complete, the resignation process will be applied, and the contractual relationship between the 'Employer' and 'Employee' will be terminated.


  ▷ When the 'Employee's' synchronization rate reaches 100%, it will be considered that the reused life has been returned, and the resignation procedure will be terminated.


  + In the worst way possible.


  Chapter 489: Achievement (2)


  The SYSTEM declared it would ensure I reached a 100% synchronization rate.


  If synchronization meant becoming my previous body, then the end could only be death.


  On the surface, it seemed I could choose to live with the SYSTEM and just maintain the synchronization rate.


  But the SYSTEM had always guided me to complete my missions. If it had abandoned me, it would have pushed me off a cliff long ago, just like it dropped the stage light.


  I stared, dazed. I blinked, but the words in the air remained. I felt lost in a dream.


  If this was how it was going to be, why keep me alive all this time?


  At first, I thought the SYSTEM's actions were a sick joke. I believed it was a psychopath playing a game, using my family's lives and others' trauma as prizes.


  Then I felt the SYSTEM clearly wanted something from me. This was because, despite its restrictions, it had always kept me from hitting rock bottom.


  I suspected and remained wary, wondering if this was just another of the SYSTEM's tricks to make me achieve its goals, and if I was simply falling for it.


  Even after recognizing the SYSTEM was partly favorable toward me, I kept my distance.


  While performing my duties, I determined this 'thing it clearly wanted' was likely related to the human Kim Iwol, not the SYSTEM's own amusement.


  The actions the SYSTEM guided me toward using KPIs ultimately led to my transformation, both externally and mentally.


  So, I had guessed the SYSTEM wanted me 'not to die' and 'to grow internally'.


  And now it tasked me with perfectly synchronizing with my previous body.


  I was confused. I couldn't figure out how to improve the situation, nor could I guess what state I was supposed to reach. I also couldn't understand the SYSTEM. It would explain other things in tedious detail but stayed silent on the most crucial points.


  If it had already decided the end, there was no need to drag me this far. It wasn't as if I would only change by becoming an idol and winning a grand prize.


  In the end, my world did change, enough to shake my life to its core, but was this result necessary to obtain by introducing so many variables?


  How could a being so obsessive that it would give me a nosebleed to prevent future leaks also ensure employee embezzlement caused safety accidents 'just as they happened before'?


  If I had at least known why the SYSTEM was so persistent, I would have been less desperate. I would have tried to understand it and find a solution.


  However, I had overlooked that in some relationships, especially hierarchical ones, even the act of trying to understand can be met with 'how dare you'.


  I felt dizzy. When my hypothesis that the SYSTEM didn't want my death collapsed, everything became chaotic.


  It was all just speculation. Although my inference was based on the SYSTEM's words, the SYSTEM had never once confirmed any of my hypotheses with a 'yes'.


  But I thought I had built a reasonably logical theory with the limited information I had.


  What on earth have I been missing?


  Even if I find it, will it mean anything?


  My strength drained away. My legs gave out, and I collapsed to the floor.


  The SYSTEM, which had appeared at my eye level while I was standing, deliberately moved down to appear before me again. It persistently delivered its message.


  +


  [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.


  ▶ Assistant Manager Kim, you received the handover when you first joined. If the company does the basics for you, the employee should do their part as well.


  [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.


  ▶ I heard that if you give a resigning person a lot of work, they just run away without cleaning up their mess. People these days have no sense of responsibility.


  [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.


  ▶ I'm not that inflexible. I'll accommodate you to some extent, so let's wrap this up nicely. With a smile. Got it?


  [SYSTEM] Additional effects due to the 'Resignation Process' are now being announced.


  ▷ As the resignation process proceeds, the calculation of accumulated fatigue and the imposition of related penalties will be suspended.


  ▷ The influence of 'Party A' over 'Party B' will decrease as the resignation date approaches.


  ▷ 'Party A' will actively cooperate for the termination of 'Party B's' contractual relationship and a smooth resignation.


  ▷ 'Party A' will grant final approval for resignation when it determines that 'Party B' has fully understood the contractual relationship and the resignation process.


  +


  There's no reason to give more penalties. Since I'm going to die anyway. What's a little nosebleed when my heart is about to stop.


  I buried my face in my hands. My heart wouldn't calm down.


  If it was going to be like this, then why...


  My hands trembled. My heart pounded.


  However, I couldn't just sit there.


  If the end was really coming...


  I have to move.


  I had already experienced the powerlessness of being unable to do anything when I lost my sister. I had seen someone I thought would hold me back forever become insignificant, and hadn't I learned with this team that anyone can eventually be okay, no matter what they go through?


  So, even in this hopeless situation, I had to cling to the hope that 'someday' might come.


  I took a slow, deep breath to calm my surging anxiety and carefully reviewed my situation. I asked myself if it was okay to give up and searched for reasons why I shouldn't.


  There was a lot to do.


  This year alone, spArk had a mountain of schedules. We had started them to make up for what held us back last year. I didn't want to tell them they would be working as a group only up to a certain point, and that afterward, only five of them would have to continue.


  Let's find a way.


  I needed time. I had to earn time to find a breakthrough, no matter what. I decided to believe that if I held on, a way would appear, just as it had before. How many of the SYSTEM's KPIs had even been realistic? Since I had achieved them all, it couldn't be completely hopeless.


  It would all be over if I gave up anyway. I had to investigate enough to have no regrets. I was determined not to hesitate until I had tried everything.


  I no longer hid under the covers. Instead, I organized the words the SYSTEM had spat out.


  The fact that the contract could be terminated meant the SYSTEM didn't intend to stick with me forever. It said I achieved the final KPI faster than expected, so there was still time. Also, since the SYSTEM wasn't perfect, there might be a loophole to exploit.


  If the SYSTEM had been flawless, it would have seized my emotions from the start or forced me to accept the situation. Considering even the SYSTEM had taken a long detour, my idea wasn't unrealistic.


  The SYSTEM still influenced me, but its scope would gradually shrink. The manipulation of others' emotions and the act of holding my sister or others hostage would disappear.


  As long as the SYSTEM wasn't the one pushing me off a cliff, I had at least avoided the worst possible outcome. For now, that was enough.


  I had achieved everything I desperately wanted when I first returned. My sister was safe, and spArk had endured without falling into a dark age from scandals. Realizing the situation was better than before was a small comfort.


  "......"


  If remodeling my mental state is one of the SYSTEM's objectives, then there must be a reward for enduring without breaking down.


  So I decided not to conclude that synchronization was definitely the end. I would keep an open mind and prepare for various possibilities. It would be better for my mental health than fixating on one thing.


  I took a deep breath. I pulled out the diary I had used when I first returned to the past, not this year's diary, and opened it. With all my might, I pressed down hard and wrote the path I would take, so that I wouldn't stop.


  

  I decided on my rules for a safe resignation.


  First, I will discard negative thoughts and view the situation objectively.


  Second, if a hypothesis is wrong, I won't get obsessed or emotional. I will focus on correcting the facts and changing direction.


  Third, if my mental state shatters, I will step back. I won't forget there's still time, and I won't get anxious. Even with the synchronization rate only 10% from its limit...


  Of course, a clear mind and a healthy heart didn't appear the moment I made my resolution. When I lay down to sleep, I felt gloomy. At times, I could almost see the synchronization rate percentage floating before my eyes, even though it wasn't there.


  Whenever that happened, I tried my best to think of something else. I did whatever work came my way. In my free time, I studied composing or went to action school. I wasn't overworking myself, just trying hard to forget my anxiety.


  My actions were meant to be joyful and healthy, but a few of the guys saw my diligence differently.


  "Are you worried about something these days...?"


  Yesterday, Jeong Seongbin asked if I was stressed. Today, Park Joowoo came to see me.


  "Nothing like that. I'm sleeping well, you know. Seongbin is my witness."


  My 'Let's see who wins' mindset had a good effect on my life. During the day, I burned with venomous resolve. At night, I passed out, thinking, I want to be a good-looking ghost when I die, so I'd better get some sleep.


  Park Joowoo laughed awkwardly at my firm answer. I particularly noticed his bland eyes, which contrasted with his sharp nose and eye shape. The corners of his mouth were unreadable, neither turned up nor down.


  I would do my best. I would struggle until the very end.


  But if the end really came, I was most worried about Park Joowoo. He had cried the most when I injured my head.


  I didn't want to make Park Joowoo go through another farewell so soon, especially after he had barely accepted the separation from his family over a long period.


  He had overcome it once, so he would do better next time. In that regard, he was an adult who had gotten over it even before I did. Nevertheless, I was still concerned.


  "Joowoo."


  "......"


  "Promotions are over. Is there a song you want to sing?"


  I asked while pretending to play the bass. Park Joowoo's eyes widened.


  "You'll play for me...?"


  "If there's a song you want."


  "There is...!"


  Park Joowoo rushed from the room and returned instantly with his phone.


  "Have you heard this band's song? They're a team that just started busking in Daehangno recently. The melody is so good that I looked them up, and it turns out the bassist personally..."


  Park Joowoo rattled on, his face flushed. I smiled and wrote down the band's name and the song title. We unexpectedly created personal content, 'The Formation of an Impromptu Band'. Park Joowoo and I showed off our slapdash chemistry, ending January with excitement.


  Chapter 490: Future Hopes (1)


  Office workers often share their daily lives with close colleagues. While I knew an unusual amount about my boss's family, most people at least knew who their coworkers lived with.


  Many of them were families raising children, and they all struggled immensely.


  The issues that arose from being both a caregiver and an office worker were truly diverse. For these dual-income families, daycare centers or kindergartens were indispensable institutions.


  So, why was I suddenly bringing this up when UA didn't even have an in-house daycare?


  "Volunteering at a daycare center for a week?"


  spArk had been drafted as emergency volunteers for a daycare center. It was the same one where we had made children cry miserably during a variety show recording.


  There was an unfortunate story behind why the daycare allowed us to film again for five whole days. One teacher had to return to her hometown urgently due to family circumstances. Meanwhile, another teacher caught a severe flu.


  She couldn't come to work and risk spreading the flu to the children. With one more teacher absent, the remaining staff had to look after kids from two additional classes.


  Completely unaware of this, UA had asked about a return visit to film their own content. The daycare, struggling with a staff shortage and worrying about everything from activities to childcare, accepted the proposal.


  There are still fans who rewatch clips of the daycare visit episode, so they probably thought it would be good fan service and made the inquiry.


  A week-long staff shortage made it difficult to even post a contract job opening. The remaining teachers would have to endure all sorts of hardships just to process applications.


  At this point, I realized we had to be a genuinely helpful workforce, not just get screen time.


  If last time was a visit for filming, this time was closer to volunteer work. UA and we agreed on the direction of the shoot.


  Cleaning and serving meals was no big deal for spArk, who had even been on Challenge Life. We also decided to limit daily visitors to prevent the already hectic daycare from getting even busier.


  "Wouldn't it be better if we went wearing animal costumes?"


  While we seriously discussed who would visit first, Kang Kiyeon changed the subject.


  "What if we make them cry again this time..."


  His piercing words silenced everyone. As people who wanted to create a bright and healthy society, we wanted to stop seeing children's crying faces. We quickly began an emergency strategy meeting.


  "How about paper masks? They're cute."


  "Have you ever worn one? They're even scarier."


  Choi Jeho shot down Lee Cheonghyeon's suggestion. Choi Jeho once caused a huge incident by cutting out and wearing a princess mask from a sketchbook at his sister Choi Miho's request. His sister, Choi Miho, was fine, but her friend who was playing with them was apparently terrified. The friend was said to be four years old at the time.


  "They'll like teddy bears or bunnies! What kid doesn't like cute animals?"


  "No, a rabbit over 180cm tall would be terrifying. That's a straight ticket to the Guinness Book of World Records."


  Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon fiercely debated ways to protect the children's delicate hearts. Unfortunately, no perfect solution emerged.


  "A fresh, fruity makeup look that's refreshing just to look at..."


  "Joowoo, I don't think that's it."


  Jeong Seongbin stopped Park Joowoo, who was researching the topic with burning enthusiasm. The team already had enough members with a fruity look, with Center Banana and the Rock Mango.


  The leader was already walking a tightrope between wine and 100% pure grape juice. It was getting to the point where we'd have to pray daily for spArk's fruit stand to go out of business.


  Still, we decided to try changing our impressions. We would wear no colored contacts, draw our eyeliner down as much as possible, and have lively cheeks. This shoot was clearly an opportunity to test the limits of modern makeup technology.


  As we chose cute patches for our aprons, we prayed desperately that our young friends wouldn't cry. The emergency meeting finally ended after we added soft, light-yellow handkerchiefs to our shopping cart, since kids get their faces messy when they eat.


  

  Until our visit, we trained to identify tokusatsu series just by their masks and studied which cars become strongest when they combine. Teachers Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon gave us an intensive lecture.


  Lee Cheonghyeon left an unforgettable comment about the excellent lecture and the last-minute cramming.


  This was harder than preparing for a quiz program.


  The students, who started with no base knowledge, protested fiercely against the pop quizzes that grew harder each time. However, Kang Kiyeon didn't waver at all.


  Do you think it's easy to keep up with the evolution, transformation, and combination trends in children's animation?


  ...Anyway, this special training meant spArk had delved even deeper into subculture. I worried about what kind of items would show up at the next fan signing event if the exam scene was released as our own content.


  On day one, Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo went in to test the waters. The remaining members endured their trembling legs and prayed that the two's aprons wouldn't get soaked with tears.


  Before long, a storm of notifications rang out in the spArk group chat, where we all clutched our phones.


  22-Year-Vintage Metal Marble Park Joowoo [+1]
[+1]
[+2]
[+1]
[+4]
[+1]


  Me [Looks like it's break time]
[What are the numbers?]


  22-Year-Vintage Metal Marble Park Joowoo [It's the number of babies we made cry ;ㅅ;]


  Cutie Pretty Visual Lee Cheonghyeon [What happened during the +4??]


  Mental Pillar Jeong Seongbin [Joowoo stared intensely while trying to focus on a kid's presentation...]


  It was a miserable defeat. The gentle, soft, fruity makeup was useless. How scary must men who looked like colorful telephone poles have been to a child?


  Dark clouds loomed over the days ahead. They said the amazing main vocals were only accepted by the children after joining them for a fun storytelling time.


  "The kids don't remember us, do they?"


  "Are any of the kids we saw back then still here? Don't they usually go to kindergarten after a certain age?"


  "This place has classes up to age seven, so some of the kids are still here, but they've mostly forgotten. Besides, there weren't many kids in the class we were in charge of," Jeong Seongbin replied with a smile.


  Then Jeong Seongbin looked at me and said, "There was one child who remembered you, Hyung."


  "......"


  "They asked if the fair-skinned teacher was coming. So I told them you'd be here on Wednesday."


  I discovered that child's identity on the third day when I visited the daycare with Kang Kiyeon. Following Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo on the first day, and Choi Jeho and Lee Cheonghyeon on the second, kids were crying and running away from the facial assault of Kang Kiyeon and me, but among them, one small head stood firm.


  "Hello."


  "Jaeyun?"


  It was Jaeyun, who was unusually quiet. Jaeyun even placed his hands on his stomach and bowed politely. Surprisingly, Jaeyun and his classmates were graduating this month and would enter elementary school in March.


  "Jaeyun, you came early every day to wait for the teacher, didn't you?" the daycare teacher said, placing her hands on both of Jaeyun's shoulders.


  Jaeyun silently nodded.


  "It's nice we could meet before you graduate. Right, Jaeyun?" I asked, kneeling to meet his eyes.


  Jaeyun was still quiet, but he nodded his head even more eagerly than before.


  

  Coming to the daycare a second time, I understood why the children had cried so much when they saw us. Our faces were one thing, but few children came to the daycare with happy hearts in the first place.


  Even adults find it hard to wake up for school or work, so how could it be easy for kids? Many children didn't want to part with their parents or just wanted to take a day off to play. Because of this, half the children arriving at the daycare were already in a bad mood.


  So, instead of making a fuss and agitating them further, Kang Kiyeon and I decided to be cautious, shadowy assistants.


  The children, who hadn't cared if someone else took their padded jackets when they arrived, started to show interest in us after greeting their friends and playing with a few toys.


  "Mister, how old are you?"


  "You should call him Teacher!"


  "Teacher, how old are you?"


  Thanks to the teacher's reliable support, I received an undeserved title.


  "Twenty-four."


  "That's so old."


  "Are you friends with him?" a child asked, pointing at Kang Kiyeon.


  The sound of "You should call him Teacher!" was heard again. It was true that teaching requires repetition and patience.


  "Yeah, we're friends."


  "We are?"


  "Let's just go with it for today. Don't let the kids get oversaturated with new information."


  And so, we became one-day-only friends. The newly formed fake-friend unit cleaned up scattered toys while the children played indoors and then distributed the morning snack.


  The snack was a Korean rice castella, milk, and one strawberry. Coming from a group that could empty a basket of strawberries in ten minutes, I briefly thought, Is this how children's diets are? I thought kids weren't supposed to be on a diet.


  The leftover snacks were given to the one-day teachers and the staff. I made Kang Kiyeon drink two cups of milk and only ate my single strawberry.


  It wasn't that I couldn't drink the milk. I was managing my intake because we had to be active. I could have eaten more strawberries and castella if I wanted to, but I held back.


  However, that's not how it looked to the children. Jaeyun brought over his castella, which he had taken a bite of, and offered it to me. He had likely taken a bite because his friends were eating, but then he saw me eating only a strawberry and came right over.


  Even though I told him the teacher was fine because he ate two bowls of rice at home, Jaeyun lingered nearby. I had no choice but to ask him to share just a little bit, and he broke off half of the palm-sized bread for me. I had a really hard time refusing it.


  The situation wasn't much different for Kang Kiyeon. A girl with pigtails, who seemed to remember bonding with Teacher Kang over a magical girl series, gave him her milk. He performed the feat of taking a sip with a greatly exaggerated motion.


  The real labor began with the outdoor activities. This was hands-on work we hadn't experienced during the last shoot. The advance team had unanimously reviewed this time as the most hectic.


  Chapter 491: Future Hopes (2)


  The advance team was right. Getting the children into their winter clothes, which we had just put away, was an ordeal.


  The children refused to wear their stuffy, heavy padded jackets until they felt the harsh winter wind. Gloves and scarves were even harder. I was sweating buckets before I even put on my own coat.


  Catching the kids who kept whipping off their helmets was a soul-draining task. We had to put them back on and then line up twelve tricycles. It only sounded easy. Still, by following them around, I managed to memorize the names of all the tricycles.


  After we 'valet parked' the tricycles, we had the children wash their hands as a group. We applied lotion to prevent their skin from chapping in the winter. By the time we sent them inside, it was time to make lunch. Not eat lunch, but make it.


  Our prize for landing on 'Lunch Making' Wednesday was scooping rice into stainless steel bowls. We let it cool to prepare for making rice balls.


  The children desperately tried to keep carrots out of their rice balls. A teacher waved a long slice of carrot and said, "The carrot wants to become a rice ball too-!" But the kids who remembered the taste of cooked carrots were not swayed.


  The blanched carrots were only allowed into the bowls after Kang Kiyeon and I put on a show. We gave spectacular reactions and sang a medley of 'A Seven-Year-Old Who Eats Carrots, A Totally Cool Seven-Year-Old'.


  The daycare rice balls had cute visuals perfect for social media. They looked very different from the fried tofu rice balls spArk had shaped for the CSAT lunchbox with his Paleozoic-fern-like hands.


  We made heart-shaped and bear-shaped rice balls in a flash using a single mold. While Kang Kiyeon diligently cut seaweed for the eyes, I rushed decoration ingredients to the little chefs. We had to take pictures holding the finished rice balls, so I lay on the floor and tried my best to take the photos of a lifetime for them.


  "There's no nap time today?"


  Kang Kiyeon looked at the schedule and asked. The teacher confirmed it, explaining that the six and seven-year-old class doesn't take naps since they will soon go to elementary school. No wonder the spArk guys looked more haggard than last time.


  Instead of a nap, the schedule listed an 'Art Activity'. It sounded peaceful, but I knew it would be anything but.


  ...Because they had told us to bring a change of clothes.


  So, that 'art' must be... some kind of... performance art. I had a gut feeling.


  My premonition became certainty as we covered the empty classroom's floor, walls, and ceiling with plastic sheets. I was terrified of the upcoming art activity.


  

  The five-senses-development art activity involved splattering paint onto large sheets of paper. It left behind wonderful artworks, the children's joyful smiles, a mountain of laundry, and a lot to clean.


  Ah, and it also left behind about ten photos of Kang Kiyeon's 'mischievous moment covered in paint'. I couldn't archive every single moment as usual because I was focused on my main task, but each photo's quality was excellent.


  In particular, the photo of 'a flustered Kang Kiyeon blocking a jet of paint with one hand after a child stepped on a tube, causing it to spray out like a stream of water' was a masterpiece.


  The next one, 'a cheerful Kang Kiyeon who still smiles for the children, however,' was also superb. I honestly thought both photos should be hung in the UA lobby as a series.


  After documenting this important record, Kang Kiyeon and I diligently cleaned the classroom, which now resembled a street in Hongdae's mural alley. Since we had taken thorough precautions, all we had to do was tidy up the burst paint tubes and run the aprons through the washing machine.


  I admired the clean classroom, which would make a good editing point, then headed to the sink to wash my hands. Only then did I see my reflection in the mirror and realize what a state I was in.


  Paint caked my hair and face, and my clothes were stained with five colors. I looked exactly like a paintball survival game participant. My forearms, protected by gloves and sleeves, were so white they looked out of place.


  "Don't you think we need a shower room, not a sink...?"


  The staff members held back their laughter. My brand-new, light-yellow handkerchief became mottled after I dabbed my hair with it. My little chick handkerchief had evolved into a Jackson Pollock piece.


  I haven't even left a photo review for it yet. My heart ached.


  

  During free play time, I used my thorough preparation to create opportunities for conversation. The children's world was endlessly vast and extremely trend-sensitive, so a shallow approach wouldn't work.


  MiniMiniPangPang was a hot topic during my last visit, but it had already become a legend known only to the daycare 'seniors'.


  Kang Kiyeon was an excellent teacher. Without him, the spArk guys and I would have become old-fashioned adults repeating outdated topics. I sincerely thanked Kang Kiyeon.


  "Teacher."


  Jaeyun approached me while I was shelving books during free time. Jaeyun squatted beside me and started helping me organize the books the younger kids had left out.


  "Jaeyun. Let's tidy up later. Why don't you go play with your friends and the teachers for now?"


  I felt bad making him help while everyone else played, so I stopped shelving books too, but Jaeyun just hovered nearby with a strange expression.


  "You had something to show teacher Iwol, right? Let's go get it quickly!"


  The teacher watching Jaeyun said with a smile. Jaeyun's eyes widened like a game character with an exclamation mark over his head. He ran to his locker and got a sketchbook.


  "Teacher. We had a class where we drew what we want to be when we grow up."


  It felt like just yesterday he struggled to pronounce 'Iwol', but now words poured out of him. It wasn't just Jaeyun. All the children I met after so long were the same.


  Kids grow up so fast.


  While I marveled inwardly, Jaeyun turned the page. A person stood amidst lines of intense colors.


  "Mommy said... if I get tall and dance well, I can be like you, teacher..."


  His face was slightly flushed, perhaps from excitement.


  So, the person in the middle of these lasers is a daycare teacher? Did the teachers here prepare a stage for the kids, like a high school festival? And Jaeyun saw it, was deeply impressed, and now dreams of becoming a daycare teacher?


  I was about to reply, 'You'll be a great teacher because you're so kind and gentle, Jaeyun!' when the clothes on the man in the drawing caught my eye.


  "Teacher, you know..."


  The shoes with laces sticking out, the all-black outfit, and the gray lines on the ears and clothes representing accessories all reminded me of someone.


  I think I know the identity of the fist-sized black circles on both ears, too.


  "If I drink milk and go to bed early, can I become like you, teacher?"


  It was me during our 『Alight』 promotions. I was surprised he had even included the detail of my in-ear monitors.


  Jaeyun chattered on without a break. He said he missed me so much he cried a little at night, and he was amazed to see me on TV. His mom only lets him watch Metube for thirty minutes a day, and he spends all of it watching my videos.


  He also told me his friend Jia dreams of being an idol, so they promised to be in the same group. Since Jia is a good singer, Jaeyun decided he would dance while Jia sings. The next page was filled with their autograph practice.


  I was happy enough to cry, but I was also troubled. If he wanted to be a dancer, I should recommend Choi Jeho or Kang Kiyeon.


  I know childhood dreams change, but when the speaker is this serious, shouldn't the listener also take it seriously?


  After much deliberation, I recommended a better teacher to the aspiring idol.


  "Teacher Kiyeon over there is a great dancer, and the tallest teacher is a great dancer too. Don't you like the other teachers, Jaeyun?"


  "I like the other teachers too, but, um..."


  His small fingers fidgeted.


  "You're the coolest teacher to me."


  His slightly incorrect grammar couldn't hide his sincerity. I was genuinely moved. I gave Jaeyun a 'you can do it' high-five, and on the back of his wonderful drawing, I signed teacher Iwol's professional autograph and drew a 'very cool' flower.


  Even a sketchbook full of praise stamps wouldn't have been enough to repay the praise I received from the child.


  

  The daycare filming gave us the precious assets of childhood innocence and healing. It also provided three weeks' worth of self-produced content and the experience of struggling on the front lines of childcare.


  Ahead of our spring comeback, we wanted to maintain our buzz by appearing on variety shows, not just our own content. Several good offers came in, and spArk accepted all of them as long as our schedule allowed.


  The show I was filming today was 'We'll Visit School for You'. It was a semi-observational variety show where celebrities visit unique high schools. They spend a day with the students, attending classes and doing activities, to introduce the school.


  Since we were filming at a high school right after the daycare, the concepts didn't feel like they overlapped. The broadcast was scheduled for around the same time our self-produced content would be uploaded, so the contrast between the two places would be even more stark.


  The show's target audience was also similar in age to Sparkler, so I wanted to provide some fun for the fans.


  Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon were immediately eliminated as candidates since they were high school students until recently. The show's point was 'the adaptation period of a celebrity unfamiliar with a general high school or who graduated long ago'. In that respect, the two of them were unsuitable.


  Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo also couldn't shed the 'student' title. College and high school students are worlds apart, but it was apparently too ambiguous to create any specific keywords for the show.


  So the ones the production team requested to cast were...


  "Jeho, wake up."


  ...Choi Jeho and me.


  "Time to go to school."


  To think I have to be classmates with this guy all day. The day already feels like it's 240 hours long.


  Chapter 492: Going to School


  For the sake of realism, we should have taken the shuttle bus, but for a safe commute, the production staff and cast traveled separately from the students until we were inside the school.


  In the car on the way to school, Choi Jeho and I talked about various things.


  "Do you have any memorable episodes from your school days?"


  "The one where my pants kept getting shorter?"


  "That's just a humblebrag."


  "Kim Iwol, did you do evening self-study sessions?"


  "I did."


  "Then what time were you at school until?"


  "10 o'clock."


  "Can you even study until 10?"


  "You probably practiced for about that long after school too. It's the same thing."


  In between our conversation, we also took questions from the PD.


  "What were your high school lives like?"


  I figured the broadcast would insert an image of Choi Jeho's and my school records right after this. They had asked us to get them issued before filming, so we had a chance to review each other's beforehand.


  Choi Jeho's school records were quite impressive. He confessed that he never paid much attention in class, but his records repeatedly described him as 'diligent'.


  It looks like your teachers really adored you.


  You think so?


  There was also a note about him taking the initiative in class matters. Considering Choi Jeho's personality, he probably wasn't leading classroom beautification efforts. The teacher must have written the anecdote to fit the formal nature of a school record.


  Indeed, Choi Jeho said he never really took the lead on anything in school. However, he also explained that he did everything the teachers asked. He even shared the surprising story that he never once failed to turn in his homework, even if the quality was terrible.


  So you really were diligent after all.


  Choi Jeho looked embarrassed and dodged the question with a vague answer. In any case, it was a relief that the documents contained nothing problematic. I listened to Choi Jeho's comments, imagining which parts would be selected for the broadcast.


  "Maybe I was lucky with my class assignments?" Choi Jeho said. "The kids in my class were always easygoing. They were all nice."


  Could it be that your friends were just intimidated because you were scary? If your class was peaceful for twelve straight years, isn't that a little suspicious?


  "Jeho, did you play basketball with your classmates too? I did from time to time."


  "Sometimes? We played soccer more often, though."


  Compared to the younger members who debuted while still in school, Choi Jeho's school days were relatively unknown. We used this opportunity to share minor anecdotes and information people had been curious about. We had this conversation because we knew there was a demand for it.


  My own stories had been thoroughly picked over during the controversies about special treatment and my character, so there wasn't much new material. When it was my turn, I scraped together every little thing I could remember. After that, I diligently set the stage for Choi Jeho to talk his heart out.


  Choi Jeho told the sad story of how he looked like he could eat three servings of lunch but held back to only one because of Seon Guanli. He also shared the absurd tale of sleeping through every break and recognizing classmates by the back of their heads but not their faces. Every one of his past stories hinted at his incredible star quality.


  "You two seem to have had completely opposite school experiences," the PD remarked.


  I wondered, Is that so? When I glanced to my side, Choi Jeho wore the exact same expression as me.


  I wasn't sure if we were the polar opposites the PD suggested, but I, who had gone from classes straight to self-study, and Choi Jeho, whose body was at school but whose soul had never stepped through the gates, got out of the car. We were about to spend a day in the same school, in the same class. The students had already gone in, so the school gate was empty.


  "Wait. We have to do a uniform check before we go in."


  "All the kids are already inside. Who's going to check our uniforms?" Choi Jeho retorted.


  In spArk's dictionary, an improper uniform was an outfit only permissible for music video shoots. I nagged Choi Jeho until I confirmed he was the very model of an exemplary student. For today, we also brought Glasses Jeho instead of Contacts Jeho. On the outside, no one looked more suited for a library.


  "Is the atmosphere at an all-boys school different?"


  The filming location was an all-boys high school. Since I had graduated from one, I didn't think much of it when I heard the location. It seemed to make a different impression on Choi Jeho, who had attended co-ed schools all through high school.


  "Wouldn't it be similar to a school with separate classes? You guys were..."


  I almost said, 'in a mixed class, right?' Kim Iwol, who had never had diverse conversations with Choi Jeho about their fresh, vibrant school days, shouldn't know that information. This vicarious fanboying is so detrimental.


  "We were in mixed classes."


  "Then the feeling might be a bit different."


  Thankfully, I got away with it this time. It feels like just yesterday that I was making slips of the tongue. I've grown so much.


  "Hey, you two latecomers!"


  A fiery scolding shot at us from afar as we crossed the field toward the school building. We ran over, only to be reprimanded in a mechanical tone for shamelessly strolling in late. I had grown accustomed to skits while MCing for music shows, so I acted cute and dragged Choi Jeho inside the school.


  

  The students of Class 4, Year 2 of Daram High School welcomed two transfer students not long after the new semester had begun. The transfer students were met with fervent cheers.


  "Does anyone have any questions for our new friends?" the homeroom teacher kindly asked, opening a public Q&A session.


  It would have been very awkward if the new friends weren't (former) idols accustomed to receiving attention.


  The questions poured in like a flood. Most were on fundamental topics like, 'What's your big 3 lift total?' and 'Which team do you think will win Worlds this year?'


  Everyone was enthusiastic about Choi Jeho's workout routine. They marveled that the smoked house almost built on Deserted Rest Island was not scripted but 100% Choi Jeho's idea.


  As for me, my euphemistic message to 'empty your mind because the sports scene in any event is bound to be frustrating' was met with despair. Boosting friendliness with topics popular among peers! Adapting to a new school is so easy!


  My seatmate was the president of Class 4. The seating arrangement felt so intentional that I suspected a rumor might have spread that I'm only helpless in front of people in power.


  Choi Jeho was assigned the seat next to a gentle-looking friend. Usually, cast members are placed in the middle seats so their faces are captured well on camera. However, for the viewing rights of the students behind us, we were seated in a line in the very back row and the one in front of it.


  During Korean language and Korean history classes, Choi Jeho and I each managed to answer at least one surprise question. Reading thick legal texts and labor news every day was a great help in the non-literary domain.


  "Iwol, wake up the class president."


  The somewhat reversed picture of a transfer student waking up the class president occurred in every class.


  "Why is the class president sleeping so much? What will the transfer students think of Class 4 seeing their president like this!"


  "A loyal class where the president takes the initiative to draw the teacher's attention?"


  "So this is why you guys elected L as the class president."


  A burst of laughter erupted in the classroom. The teacher also laughed in disbelief. It might have been awkward to scold them sternly with the cameras around, but they didn't say anything more after seeing the class president headbanging to fight off sleep.


  My seatmate awkwardly scratched his head and asked me for the page number. I pointed to the part the teacher was reading. After nodding his head dramatically, my seatmate grinned. I could see a mischievous glint in his eyes behind his glasses.


  Unlike me, Choi Jeho neither had to wake up his seatmate nor was he caught sleeping. He was simply scowling so intensely that the teacher asked if he was feeling unwell. The reason was that he was 'trying to stay awake'.


  At the teacher's suggestion to stand if he was sleepy, Choi Jeho took his textbook and went to the standing desk. He then spent a long time rattling the desk by himself, trying to pull it out to adjust it to his height.


  "Seatmate, go help him. At this rate, Jeho won't be able to listen to the class today!"


  The summoned seatmate was just as clumsy at pulling out the desk legs as Choi Jeho was. In the end, it took the three of us to raise the desk to the right height. I guess it's no surprise for the center to be supported from both sides. How amazing.


  

  We toured the school during every break. Choi Jeho's eyes, which had been relatively clear until the second break, began to rapidly lose their vitality from the third break onward.


  "Sleepy?"


  "I'm holding it in."


  Moreover, the students were so interested in Choi Jeho (or more accurately, his muscles) that they would politely approach him at every opportunity. They asked if they could touch his forearm or shoulder just once. Afterward, he became Class 4's stone grandfather statue (dol hareubang) that brings health and fortune when touched.


  "What's for lunch today?" the Dol Hareubang asked.


  Jestrallo Erectus had become too famous, so I secretly made a new one.


  A student who had become his loyal friend in no time dashed to the blackboard.


  "Hey, you were supposed to write it down before third period started!"


  "A fine for negligence? You have to pay it. Quick, pay up 500 won."


  "A fine for dereliction of duty, you idiot."


  The classroom became as noisy as a marketplace, all because the person in charge had neglected their duty of writing the lunch menu on the blackboard before the third period. Of course, for students, the only joy at school is a delicious meal, so it was only natural.


  "It's bean sprout rice with wild chive soy sauce!"


  "What are the side dishes?"


  "Spinach namul and stuffed cucumber kimchi. Should we start a revolution?"


  Although Choi Jeho himself remained still, the winds of a lunch revolution blowing around him subsided with the appearance of soy-braised beef. For adolescents who are hungry when they sit and hungry when they stand, nothing is as important as the school lunch.


  However, we couldn't just run to the cafeteria the moment the bell rang. We lined up in the hallway and waited for the second-years' turn while the third-year seniors moved.


  The school lunch we finally met after a long wait looked magnificent. Even though I asked for just a little of the rice and side dishes, my tray was filled to the brim. I also received a heap of well-wishes, as much as the food, that I needed to eat a lot to maintain my physique. I thanked them earnestly.


  After finding an empty seat, I saw that Choi Jeho had received just as much of a heaping plate as I had. He looked at my tray and asked, "What's with all the food?"


  "They gave me a lot."


  The friend next to us, who was busily mixing his rice with the sauce, listened to our conversation and asked with a curious face, "Do idols really only eat chicken breast and salad all the time?"


  "We eat beef too. We just try to cut down on carbs as much as possible."


  "Then you barely eat rice?"


  "Unless it's for a shoot like this...? I sometimes have it as a special treat to lift my mood."


  "What about Jeho?"


  My gaze naturally turned to Choi Jeho. The guy was taking a huge spoonful of the rice he had mixed with the sauce, which now had an appetizing color. The visual made it unconvincing to say he was in a similar situation.


  ".....It's a plan to raise his likeability by showing him eating well. He's very strict about his diet at other times."


  "He ate ten bananas on deserted island."


  I was completely defeated. Oblivious to my inner turmoil, Choi Jeho focused solely on his meal. He was like a brown bear whose daily routine consisted of nothing but hunting salmon.


  Chapter 493: After School (1)


  "Anyone want more rice?"


  "Me."


  Choi Jeho achieved his grand dream of a second helping. The friends eating with us were all members who regularly got second helpings. Before I could figure out how this elite team formed, Choi Jeho had already turned and left.


  When Choi Jeho returned, his tray was as full of rice as it was the first time. Steam rose from it. Seeing the triumphant expression on the tray owner's face made my blood boil.


  "Want some of my braised beef?"


  "I'm fine."


  I barely held back the words "No, thanks." They say you shouldn't bother a dog when it's eating. I couldn't say anything to the guy who had grown gaunt from the triple whammy of 『Alight』, the year-end performance, and the concert.


  Since Choi Jeho was feasting anyway, I handed him the fruit cup dessert and told him to eat his fill. Choi Jeho asked if I wasn't going to eat it. After I said I was full, he checked my clean plate, then leisurely peeled off the seal and devoured the fruit.


  After eating this much, we had to run. Even now, Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon were probably resisting the temptation of tteokbokki and eating only Cobb salad. How betrayed would they feel if their hyungs used the camera as an excuse to stuff themselves and returned with bloated faces?


  Fortunately, this was a high school. It was a place where, after eating, a group of people only felt satisfied after running like mad to burn off energy.


  High school students acted as if they were itching to move as soon as they finished eating, unlike office workers who mechanically walk down crowded streets to aid digestion despite their lack of energy. Choi Jeho and I joined this flow.


  "Hyungs, no bluffing. What're your soccer stats like?"


  The kids were serious about balancing the teams for a 30-minute soccer match. I also wiped the smile from my face and made a suggestion for a tight game.


  "If you're taking Choi Jeho, give our team your ace."


  "What? We have to take Jeho-hyung."


  "Are you saying you're abandoning me for Choi Jeho?"


  Just as I was about to feel abandoned, the class next door proposed a bet. I was about to say that no gambling-like competitions were allowed during filming, but the messenger from the neighboring "country" said something absurd.


  "The winning team gets to ask Kim Iwol to read their love fortunes. How about it."


  "......"


  "But I don't know how to read love fortunes?"


  "So humble."


  "And if you're going to ask anyway, wouldn't academic fortunes be better?"


  The match started quickly, regardless of whether the prize could be claimed. Choi Jeho and I had luckily stayed on the same team after nearly having an internal squabble. We ran until we were sweating, reviving memories from our IDC filming days.


  The students, who had only studied in the classroom, ultimately failed to overcome the armored tank that was Choi Jeho. The opposing team fell like autumn leaves before Choi Jeho's charge. The sight was so much like a comedy sketch that I couldn't even laugh. By the end, everyone had collapsed onto the dirt ground, sobbing with laughter at the ridiculous slapstick.


  Class 4 took the victory. A goal by Choi Jeho, assisted by me, became the winning goal. The class president, who had been the goalkeeper, ran over from afar. He made a fuss and praised us, the one-day players.


  The smiling deskmate's eyes reminded me of someone.


  I had a class president like this when I was in school, too.


  The word 'class president' carried a strong image of a model student. It suggested a little teacher, someone who studied well, was diligent, and had a big heart.


  However, one particularly memorable class president I knew was a little different.


  He wasn't a genius who vied for first or second place in class, but his defining characteristic was that he never lost first place when it came to being energetic. He was also mischievous and playful. The reason the class president seemed big-hearted wasn't because he was magnanimous, but because he cheerfully forgot things quickly.


  He was a good kid. He was the considerate friend who would always step up during a noisy study hall when I was trying to concentrate and say, 'Hey guys, let's be quiet. If I get called to the teacher's office again, it'll be the tenth time today!' He was also the type to thank you excessively for trivial things, saying he would have been in big trouble without you.


  All the kids who had been in the same class with him liked the class president. There probably wasn't another high school student who fit the description 'an affable, good-natured person' so well.


  I wonder if he's doing well?


  Feeling nostalgic for no reason, I joked when the class president asked if we could come back as substitute players for matches even after the filming was over. "I'll decide after seeing how you guys do."


  As for our classmates, I couldn't read their love fortunes. Instead, I advised them that when it was time to change their glasses, they should search for 'Choi Jeho casual wear' online, buy a similarly designed pair, and not taper their pants too much.


  "You have to maintain a neat and clean appearance and do what you're supposed to do properly to make a decent first impression. Got it?"


  The guys nodded grimly and said they understood. Choi Jeho, who had been listening silently, opened his mouth.


  "If you get it, can we open the classroom windows later?"


  For Choi Jeho, who lived with Park Joowoo, a classroom with thirty boys gathered inside seemed quite overwhelming. By opening the windows wide before the fifth-period bell rang, Choi Jeho managed to save his nose.


  

  Music show MC Kim Iwol presented Baek Haewon with new fun every week. It wasn't a feeling of 'cuteness overload' or 'so adorable I could die'. It was just a continuous stream of laughter day after day.


  The eldest hyung had been mature since his debut. Seeing him, the smart and calm hyung from trainee-era anecdotes and videos, wearing big animal ears and exclaiming, 'Aah! Are they really coming out?!' next to his seniors created the greatest cognitive dissonance.


  Fans would adore them no matter what they did, as long as the two didn't cause trouble, but the scripts given to MC Iwol were not to Baek Haewon's liking. In Baek Haewon's view, a calm and relaxed hosting style, like at an awards ceremony, suited Kim Iwol better.


  She didn't know if the writers accepted this public opinion or did their own monitoring, but the nonsensical over-the-topness disappeared from Kim Iwol's lines around the third week. The tone of his voice also returned to a pleasant level. At the MC desk, Kim Iwol was still the cute maknae, but he had transformed into a character where an inner strength could be subtly felt.


  So Baek Haewon had forgotten for a moment what the version of Kim Iwol she loved most was like.


  To Baek Haewon, who was enjoying MC Iwol and thinking, "This is also delicious in its own way, so it's fine," Kim Iwol one day approached her with a teaser of him striding into school in a uniform. From that day on, Baek Haewon counted down to the broadcast ten times a day.


  The impact of finally seeing Kim Iwol in a school uniform was truly immense. A flood of "tteokbap" was released. Kim Iwol who did late-night self-study, Kim Iwol who wrote 'businessman' in the desired career path section, Kim Iwol whose school records for all three years never failed to include the words 'serious' and 'diligent'. The detail that his self-management was so thorough that he became a model for his peers was also impressive.


  The non-stop "tiki-taka" was also fun since the accompanying member was Jeho. The two bickered with each other without a moment's rest.


  At times, it seemed like they were praising each other, but they would immediately go on high alert. The picture was usually Kim Iwol cornering Choi Jeho, and Choi Jeho retorting with his arms crossed, with a "You think so?" kind of feeling.


  The school uniforms in music videos, fan meetings, or concerts inevitably involved styling. They were visually stunning since they were stylishly done up, but they lacked the fresh, youthful charm of an old film movie.


  Some might say Baek Haewon expected too much, but could it be a sin to want to see a person's A to Z because your love for them is so great? Only those who had never imagined whether their favorite idol puts on socks sitting on the floor or on the bed had the right to cast a stone at Baek Haewon.


  Of all things, Kim Iwol's real school uniform had a bad design. Even on the stage where all the members wore their real school uniforms, only Kim Iwol's outfit was a disaster.


  To Baek Haewon, who had been worried that it might be pretty but not look like a modern uniform, Kim Iwol presented a full video of his authentic self. She had wondered if it was too greedy to hope for a simple style with no accessories, with the natural fit of the clothes preserved by not tailoring the waist or pant legs, but seeing him look like a scene from a Taiwanese youth film, Baek Haewon cursed her past self for not buying a bigger phone sooner. I have to watch this on this tiny phone? Really? She couldn't believe this reality.


  Perhaps because the uniform, background, and people were all real, it truly felt like watching Kim Iwol from his school days. The scenes were vivid, from the way he gently shook his friend's shoulder, whispering for him to wake up, to the sound of his voice answering the teacher's question, and the surprised expression on his face when his number was called by chance after he thought he had passed a crisis.


  When he was playing soccer, she grew angry about why this broadcast wasn't made into a movie. It was infuriating that she couldn't see the foot kicking the ball, the wrinkles on his clothes from twisting his waist, and the smile he made after a successful pass in 2160p. She couldn't understand why the world was stepping in to prevent her from wasting her own data on high-definition video.


  Based on their appearances, it seemed like Kim Iwol would be the prickly, sharp type and Choi Jeho would be the popular kid in class, but it was funny how their roles turned out to be the complete opposite once you got to know them.


  Kim Iwol was extremely busy adjusting the height of the standing desk and sharing fruit for Choi Jeho. The person who was happiest when Choi Jeho scored a goal was also Kim Iwol.


  Kim Iwol, going to the snack bar to buy and eat ice cream and writing in his notebook, looked like an ordinary boy of his age.


  However, his characteristic maturity would show when he talked with the students. From waking up his dozing deskmate to listening seriously to even the lightest of worries, everything was, quite literally, so Kim Iwol.


  She liked how fresh he looked, and how he would burst into a refreshing laugh after winning a single game. It was enjoyable to see traces of the eldest hyung, Kim Iwol, in his hyung-like behavior of diligently praising any friend who did something minorly well during the soccer match.


  Baek Haewon finally realized that she had been thirsty to see this side of Kim Iwol all along.


  This was a perfectly natural phenomenon. Wasn't spArk originally the epitome of refreshing youth? Baek Haewon had simply become a "youth parrot" who couldn't forget her first impression and would cry out for youth whenever the cycle came around.


  It was Kim Iwol's fault for making the Sparklers this way. She could only hope he would pay them back by regularly taking on youth concepts for the rest of his life.


  Chapter 494: After School (2)


  Kim Iwol and Choi Jeho even ate dinner at the school. The highlight was Kim Iwol muttering with a spoon in his hand, "...How did I do this every day?"


  Choi Jeho had two servings of food again. When it grew too dark for soccer, Choi Jeho wrapped himself in a pizza blanket. Kim Iwol slung his knit vest over one arm, and they circled the school grounds like revolving sushi.


  During the evening self-study session, Choi Jeho desperately fought off sleep. He survived by reading a book from the back of the classroom.


  Kim Iwol, sitting in front of him, opened a notebook he thought he would never see again and immersed himself in his review.


  Most of the cast got screen time by talking with students, but Kim Iwol didn't need to during study hall. He and Choi Jeho had already secured plenty of footage, chatting and running around whenever they had a free moment.


  ≫ XX Hilariously fun


  └ Every teacher who came in mistook them for athletes lolololol


  └ They said an idol was coming, but why... (class opening remark)


  └ Our boy is a former athlete too, but he's from the athletes' village cafeteria.


  └ Just like the emperor who achieved his dream by getting two servings of food.


  ≫ You can see him withering away in real time


  └ He wasn't this tired even when he was catching mud octopuses.


  └ That's because our boys are better suited for physical work.


  └ I get it for Jeho, but why Iwol? lolololol


  └ Iwol is an extreme extrovert, so he withers if you lock him in an environment where he can't talk for too long.


  └ His core is strong, but his interest in academics graduated a long time ago.


  └ But respect for holding that posture from the first period until evening study.


  ≫ Look at the student's expression next to them


  └ What happened to make him look like that??


  └ Because Choi Jeho spent the entire first period confessing that the chair with the broken leg felt weird.


  └└ lololololololol


  └ The kids who asked if the weight on the deserted island was fake are now in 'Hyung, this is called an L-file' mode. It's so freaking funny.


  └ You have to see Kim Iwol with this.


  └└ lolololol I can read his thoughts just by looking at his face.


  ≫ To all the Sparklers who hoped things would be different if there was an intellectual member every time spArk went on 'Deserted Rest Island', give up.


  └ From what I've seen, Iwol isn't much different.


  └ He's a Homo Wolpiens who's smart and strong.


  └ If Iwol went to a deserted island, he'd knock down coconuts by hitting a palm tree with a ball, make a sundial so he doesn't miss mealtime, and go catch fish.


  └ I'm saving a PDF of your comment.


  └ I want to argue, but the A's the two members got on their physical education performance evaluation keep pricking my conscience.


  I was confident that collecting all the social media posts Baek Haewon wrote while watching would be enough to create the Tripitaka Koreana.


  Unfortunately, time passed, and the closing interview began to air. It was filmed against the backdrop of an empty classroom. After Choi Jeho shared his thoughts on returning to his school days, Kim Iwol said he was happy to have made good friends.


  『Iwol : Looking at the class president reminded me of a friend who used to be our class president. I wonder if he's doing well. I received a lot of help from him.』


  『PD: What kind of friend was he?』


  『Iwol : He was like the personification of the word 'cheerful'. Always positive about everything. He would often call me over and include me in soccer games...』


  I felt a strange sense of déjà vu listening to Kim Iwol's story. The episode was very familiar.


  It wasn't a story released through 'spArk' or 'Kim Iwol', which meant I hadn't heard it through official channels.


  Choi Jeho, sitting next to him, suggested a video message. Kim Iwol hesitated but didn't refuse. Inexplicable background music started to play.


  Baek Haewon soon realized who Kim Iwol meant and where the story came from.


  『Iwol : Class President, are you doing well?』


  My jaw dropped. The situation felt like a giant hidden camera prank. My own flesh and blood was winning a lottery fans are never supposed to win. Amidst it all, the way he protected the real name was so typically Kim Iwol that it brought tears to my eyes.


  『Iwol : I thought a lot about you and our classmates. Thanks for always including me in soccer and basketball when we were in school. It was fun.』


  That night, Baek Haewon rode an emotional rollercoaster. She was torn between Kim Iwol's warm heart for remembering a past friendship and the fact that someone like Baek Haein was mentioned by her favorite idol.


  A few days later, acknowledging his service as a mere classmate, she personally sent Baek Haein the link to the video on Metube.


  Me [You were mentioned on the show]


  Don'tEvenWantToSaveTheName [???????]


  [What????]


  Baek Haein sent about a million more question marks after that.


  I only passed it on because my bias said he wanted to know how you were doing. Otherwise, no way.


  Baek Haewon left heartfelt advice for her sibling, her bias, and the entire fandom. 'Don't you dare post anything online just because you're the class president he mentioned.'


  

  spArk was famous for talking whenever they had a spare moment, and short practice breaks were no exception. The members, completely focused on choreography and formations during practice, would pour out everything they had to say as if they had been waiting for the break.


  Their topics varied. They discussed lunch menus, funny reactions they saw while monitoring, and cute animal pictures. The material was endless.


  When one person started a topic, all six of them would gather to chat. Lee Cheonghyeon opened today's session. The topic was the variety show Choi Jeho and I appeared on.


  "I enjoyed watching you hyungs' school days. It was so heartwarming and fresh that I was almost jealous."


  "I won't get hurt, so just be honest."


  "I laughed my head off."


  There wasn't a single bit of flattery in Lee Cheonghyeon's words. I never thought I'd see the day I'd get the disgraceful nickname Homo Wolpiens with Choi Jeho. I was confused. Should I take comfort in being the more evolved human, or worry about my reputation falling to this level?


  "But you know, you hyungs are really unfair."


  "What part?"


  "You taught students you just met how to buy stylish glasses, but you made us wear floral shirts."


  "Did I make you wear them?!"


  I was so dumbfounded I couldn't speak. Lee Cheonghyeon looked at my gaping mouth and clutched his stomach, laughing. I felt like I would grab the back of my neck and collapse.


  "Fine, let's say you didn't buy the shirts, hyung."


  "It's not 'let's say'. I really had absolutely nothing to do with those shirts!"


  "But you did buy the pizza blanket, right? Do you know what the Sparklers are calling Jeho-hyung now?"


  "I don't want to know."


  "But you already know, don't you, hyung?"


  Lee Cheonghyeon was right. I had already seen how far Choi Jeho had fallen from his honorable position as emperor, past the 'dull-witted-honey-pot-something-bear', and even beyond that.


  "Was it Toppings Galore Chicago Pizza?" Kang Kiyeon muttered.


  Choi Jeho, once known as the generous pizza shop owner in the Study With Me content, had finally become a pizza himself. I shouldn't have put that blanket in the cart just because it looked funny and soft.


  "It's strange. I try so hard to uphold his dignity, so why does his image keep going on a deep-sea exploration?"


  "No, hyung. Jeho-hyung is still cool...!" Park Joowoo consoled me, breaking into a cold sweat.


  His sincerity was commendable but not very helpful. No matter how cool Park Joowoo thought Choi Jeho was, the internet's version of Choi Jeho had long since become one with the pizza.


  He was the center on stage, but everywhere else, he became a variety show cheat code. No blessing was as overwhelming as this. From the middle school variety show to becoming a human pizza, it was hard to stay sane amidst the parade of viral moments.


  One thing was better than when 'Deserted Rest Island' aired. It wasn't just spArk's brawny side on display.


  Jeong Seongbin and Lee Cheonghyeon appeared on the new season of 'Act On', generously showing off the intellectual side of the non-deserted-islanders.


  ≫ A Sparkler and an Act On fan lies here


  When a season gets revamped, they often needlessly increase the scale and it ends up with plot holes or becomes shoddy. I was worried, but then they hit me with a Find the Spy in the Newsroom Mission... and announcer Seongbin...? Give me more


  └ A current events news announcer role for a voracious reader whose hobby is watching the news, it's the perfect casting.


  └ Finally, our team has a member with a face that could pass a pre-marital family meeting, one who can at least step on the threshold of the main gate.


  └└ So he can't make it to the living room.


  └ His pronunciation was so accurate, the announcer role suited him well! Hurry up and tell me it's a two-part series.


  ≫ The Act On production team knows what's good:


  They gave Lee Cheonghyeon the role of a neurotic reporter obsessed with traffic.


  └ This was seriously awesome, where else can you see something like this.


  └ His real-life persona is a smart science student. The scene where he remembered all the numbers, data, article notes, and posting dates to corner the other cast members was insane lol. He really brought the great background and setting to life.


  └ Who knew those silver-rimmed square glasses that look like they're from an 80s drama could be this good...


  ≫ (Spoiler Alert) The most nerve-wracking scene while watching it live


  The most nerve-wracking scene was when they found the spy's tampered script, corrected it, and got it on the teleprompter just before the live broadcast. The most shocking part was when JSB ignored the prompter and dropped the corruption story as an exclusive. (photo) My face was exactly like this. JTH's feelings = my feelings. LCH's quick thinking was insane, remembering he could force a shutdown and running to the control room, but the legendary highlight was JSB pre-empting him and locking the equipment.


  └ We condemn, we condemn Act On for encouraging internal conflict among male idols.


  └ lolololololol


  └ Am I the only one who thought the target would 100% lose because I thought the prompter was the final trap?


  └└ Me too lol People were already talking about this, asking if the game balance wasn't off.


  └└└ But then again, the target had to pretend to catch the spy with the others while finding and memorizing the exposé script first, then find the control room equipment password and change it, so he had a lot to do lol T_T I actually thought the rules were tougher for the target!


  └ Meanwhile, the reason CH was trying to stop the live exposé was so he could get the exclusive scoop himself, monopolize the traffic, and get the incentive, which is hilarious lolololol What a relentless character.


  ≫ Other members don't have acting activities so I didn't know, but I was surprised at how well Nen and Cheonggwang got into their roles.


  It didn't feel like acting, it was natural.


  └ It's because they're always filming skits for their own content lol T_T


  spArk's variety show family feud successfully captured both viewers and Sparklers.


  The casting was perfect, and the concept was great.


  Those two weren't the only ones who became a hot topic. Park Joowoo and Kang Kiyeon also achieved the great feat of leaving gem-like memes everywhere they went.


  Chapter 495: Neighbors (1)


  Park Joowoo bravely went on a variety show, played all sorts of games by himself, and amazingly appeared as the main focus on screen every five minutes.


  ≫ Pale skin + slow speech + insane forearms


  └ Even paradise is rock


  └ As expected, he really was the god of rock.


  └ The most amazing thing is how his expression doesn't change while flipping his opponent's arm over like that.


  └ And he still gets 2nd place in arm wrestling on the team...? Is 1st place Choi Jeho??


  "......"


  ≫ Game Room's first-ever game suspension due to equipment failure


  Park Joowoo who blew up the machine while measuring decibels LOLOLOL ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ


  └ I still haven't forgotten the comment that said his face is like ice but his voice is like a train whistleㅋㅋㅋㅋㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ


  └ It was cute how he got all fidgety when the production staff kept calling it a disaster because his vocal volume broke the tone-deaf micㅠㅠ


  └ The final punchline was him diligently taking the tone-deaf penalty by singing with 20% real voice and 80% airㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  ≫ The very enthusiastic Park Jju


  Getting caught doing a shoulder dance, getting attention, and his face turning red is so cute


  └ He does that often in the dorm, so the atmosphere on set must have been really comfortableㅋㅋㅋ


  └ "Why is your face getting so red?" Joowoo: "Because I get embarrassed easily////" Me: But you're an idol


  └ spArk and Sparkler all need to reflect. Because he's always surrounded by tall guys, we keep saying it's cute when we get a glimpse of him, so the kid thinks he's actually hard to see and starts grooving to the rhythm outside. Even though he's 185cm tall with shoulders as wide as the Pacific Ocean.


  └ If you truly care for Joowoo, I think the fandom should now start calling him Big Jju instead of Park Jju.


  ≫ Joowoo at the Game Room opening: A young noble lord who came to watch the commoners' courtyard play


  Game Room ending Joowoo: "Ah, customer, we're closed, it's time to close the doors" << while pushing a customer


  └ + Things Joowoo broke today: arm wrestling table handle, decibel meter, foam board partition, the rules of the game, the sound director's ears


  └ Director, we're sorry


  └ Our Joowoo didn't mean to do it


  └ The partition wasn't Joowoo's fault, the partition came and hit him


  └ But the wall was completely wrecked…


  He showcased his 'King of Destruction' moments, just like on the chase variety show, which further strengthened his inhuman image.


  In the end, should I see this as my wish coming true? The one where I turn Park Joowoo into a non-aging elf and stop changing his contact name. If so, this isn't a bad thing.


  Kang Kiyeon guested on a sports program where the cast learns a new sport each week. The sport for Kang Kiyeon's episode was boxing.


  Kang Kiyeon rarely showed outstanding athletic talent within spArk. First, another member was unrivaled in sports. Second, I had strongly opposed him doing anything outside his set workout routine.


  So, unless it was a mandatory program, I didn't permit any exercise outside the gym that could harm his body. However, his growth period was over and his joints had stabilized. Any appearance offer was also valuable. It was a side of him we hadn't often shown the fans, so I accepted it.


  I didn't think Kang Kiyeon would be bad at sports. I expected him to be at least average, but Kang Kiyeon far surpassed my expectations.


  ≫ Young man, have you considered boxing?


  Boxing suited Kang Kiyeon so well it seemed custom-made for him. His fast, precise steps and kinetic vision were Kang Kiyeon's strengths. The kid specialized in learning and physically reproducing techniques, so he learned every move instantly.


  His stamina and perseverance were also considerable. Kang Kiyeon rarely faltered, whether doing hundreds of jump ropes or throwing countless jabs. From simple tests to practice and actual sparring, Kang Kiyeon remained the top student throughout.


  ≫ When you gather only the beginners and compare them, KYY is definitely overwhelmingly better


  The sound when he extends his arm is different


  └ KYY -> Kang Kiyeon (KKY)?


  └ Right! I guess I made a typo because I just typed it quickly.


  └ The gym director kindly pointed out what made him look good, which made it easy to understandㅇㅇ And you can see his posture change immediately after getting feedback.


  ≫ Idols really need to have good stamina.


  If it were me, I'd be lying on the floor the moment I passed 50 jump ropes.


  └ The only jump rope I can do is the musical jump rope that's timed to a 1-minute songㅠㅠ


  └ Musical jump ropeㅋㅋㅋ What a memory.


  └ It's amazing that he went to the company after filming and did a three-hour live broadcast.


  ≫ His vibe got a lot stronger since he grew taller.


  Before, he was already average height with good proportions, so he had a very intimidating feel, but now he's scary just to look atㅋㅋㅋㅋ


  Especially those sanpaku-like eyes


  └ And his face was never lacking even next to the other members, the ultimate maknae...


  └ In the past, he was at least cute because he was small next to his hyungsㅋㅋㅋ But his physique now is so good... he grew up well... I understand why Mr. Kim Iwol threw a party.


  If the group's recognition had been weak, their individual broadcast achievements might not have benefited the team. However, the well-known name 'spArk' and its members allowed their individual activities to combine organically and reach the viewers.


  ≫ spArk, establishing themselves as variety show powerhouses, to become icons of viewership ratings?


  ≫ "Is that him?" A collection of male idols that make you ask


  ≫ "Do we need a house?" The deserted island hyung, an explosion of popularity among students on site


  ≫ The spArk relationships that are more fun the more you know


  ≫ 20XX Star Brand Reputation Index revealed... Group 1st place 'spArk'


  Recognition brought many advertisement offers. Companies wanted spArk as a group or as individuals. I was thankful, but I rejected all solo offers to prevent potential issues.


  As is often the case, there were minor side effects.


  ≫ Iwol is part of the deserted island faction.


  He doesn't look out of place with Jeho


  └ Iwol was on Act-On too, why are you only like this to Iwol


  └ We have to save the remaining two...


  └ Iwol's eyes are too far gone to be saved.


  My image became firmly entangled with the deserted island members. The 'Kim Iwol No-Intellect Faction' theory, which had spread quietly since my appearance with Choi Jeho, combined with Manager Kim from our original content. It created a terrible hybrid. I almost boycotted it but held back.


  Besides this, spArk's daily life was more than peaceful. It was smooth sailing. I even thought the expression 'sailing with a favorable wind' was made for times like these.


  The SYSTEM was about to trouble me, but I don't even have time for that.


  Thoughts about the SYSTEM popped up unexpectedly, even when I was just sitting still. It was difficult to ignore its existence. I felt the SYSTEM lurking behind me every moment. If work hadn't been pouring in, I think it would have consumed me. So it was a relief to have a chance to refresh my thoughts, or to stop thinking, even for a moment.


  I wasn't just ignoring reality, though. The day I returned from the daycare center filming, I demanded the SYSTEM explain the exact meaning of 'death nullification opportunity'.


  The SYSTEM replied like this.


  +


  [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.


  ▶ I looked at the proxy request and figured I just needed to reassign the positions. So I transferred the person in question somewhere far away. They won't be coming back.


  [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.


  ▶ As for what might happen to the person who left~ well, that's not something I can interfere with.


  +


  Using the old translation function, I interpreted its message. It meant the possibility of my sister dying in a traffic accident at that intersection was gone. However, she wouldn't be at the scene, I wouldn't run into her, and I couldn't prevent other harm from coming to her. It claimed it would cooperate for a smooth resignation, then just spilled the information.


  I had memorized the accident location. Now that my chance to reunite with my sister was gone, the ideal outcome was for her to be kept away from there. That way, I wouldn't cause 'trouble' by the SYSTEM's standards. I wouldn't be able to secretly wait and prevent the accident.


  The SYSTEM's words also implied the accident itself wasn't erased. Only my sister was removed from the scene.


  And I couldn't forget one more person was there.


  If Jaeyun were a little older, he'd be about that kid's age.


  I had only seen the little girl through a blurry CCTV. Without my sister there, the child's safety and fate were uncertain. This meant my reason for attending action school hadn't disappeared.


  Still, it's a relief that I can prepare.


  I fought off my fatigue with a burst of spirit. I focused on the improved situation. It was much better than when I thought I had to save both my sister and the child.


  "Hyung, you're going to the studio after practice, right?"


  Lee Cheonghyeon asked, pulling me from my distracting thoughts.


  With the digital single release approaching, the studio was busy with the final touches on the track. He was likely referring to our scheduled file check.


  "Yeah. Is anyone else going?"


  "All the members are going."


  "......"


  I would understand if we were checking the final version, but during the intermediate stages, we usually just sent the file. Normally, Lee Cheonghyeon and I would organize feedback from the group chat, figure out improvements, and work with the A&R Team. So why the change?


  "Because it's the first time your self-composed song is coming out?"


  It was a trivial reason. I told them to do as they pleased. They all piled into the elevator and started chatting before the doors even closed.


  "Our team has great camaraderie, don't you think, Hyung?"


  "Yeah, we're harmonious."


  I gave Lee Cheonghyeon a vague answer as the elevator stopped on the first floor. I made space for anyone getting on, and the doors opened.


  "Ah, spArk."


  Yuur stood in front of the doors, apparently waiting for an elevator. He smiled and greeted us.


  Chapter 496: Neighbors (2)


  "Where are you going?"


  Yuur called out as we greeted him boisterously.


  "We're going to check on our track!" Jeong Seongbin replied politely.


  "Sunbae, did you just get to the company?"


  "Yes, to see the CEO and the staff," Yuur answered my question with a smile. He waved at us as we got off before him, continuing until the elevator doors closed.


  So, why was Yuur at UA?


  Hellas is joining UA?


  It was because Hellas had made a monumental decision. I never would have imagined it.


  Yuur and his colleagues made an unprecedented choice. Typically, when an idol's contract expired, the members signed with different companies based on the offers they received. To maintain their group, they sometimes established a separate company, but that required a lot of effort, money, and time. An idol's second chapter usually began with one of those two options.


  Hellas, however, chose a completely different path.


  To think they'd make a counter-proposal to UA.


  Hellas dealt directly with UA. They offered to invest in UA in exchange for an expansion of the idol business division and management rights corresponding to their stake.


  Under normal circumstances, such a deal had a slim chance of success. While it was not unheard of for idols to own shares and become directors, they were usually given voting rights at best. An entire business division was never established just for them.


  However, UA had us. It was unusual for an idol group with our experience, influence, and fandom to have never gone on a single overseas tour, no matter how busy we were.


  UA needed Hellas's connections and the experienced staff Hellas could bring from MYTH. The company had also been hitting the limits of managing its idol business on a team-by-team basis.


  Hellas needed an environment that would respect their wishes as much as possible and shorten their long hiatus.


  Furthermore, rumors quietly circulated that Hellas had brought an amount of money too large to refuse. The money spArk earned was enough for an overseas tour, but what you can do changes drastically with more funds. From a corporate standpoint, UA had no reason to refuse the deal.


  Because of this, Hellas had already completed most of the procedures and was just waiting to join UA officially. The news articles were already published, and I heard they were coordinating the final details.


  After the news broke, I often ran into the Hellas sunbaes at UA. We greeted each other so often that it felt like the spArk guys had started to see them as 'our sunbaes', unlike during the IDC.


  The change benefited spArk in many ways. A new business division dedicated solely to idols was established, separate from existing operations, and the dedicated team grew much larger. The help from newly added, experienced staff was also a huge factor. It allowed the company to plan spArk's first-ever overseas tour on a global scale, not just an Asian one.


  I was not without my worries. It was natural for fans to dislike their artist's hard-earned money being used for another business or team.


  Strictly speaking, spArk had been self-sufficient with our funds, so the benefit from Hellas joining was on the personnel side, but it is difficult for outsiders to scrutinize every detail of a company's internal affairs.


  To my immense relief, the Hellas fandom was not greatly outraged by Hellas moving to a smaller company.


  ≫ This is better than re-signing with MYTH again


  Who would go to an agency that gives you one comeback after re-signing


  └ Comeback, my ass. If they're only going to promote on music shows for a week, why even sell an album? They might as well just play it on the radio.


  ≫ 1. All members signed as a full group. 2. The leader got a director position by investing shares. Just based on these two things, I don't think going to UA is bad. Before, there was respect even if members were in different agencies for group activities, but these days, it's not easy for agencies to coordinate... It's much better to all be in the same boat.


  ≫ Guys, think logically. Who's gonna suck more money out of them, Parthe or spArk? It's better to go to a small company and work your ass off than to keep seeing them run an overseas tour at a loss because they can't even clean up the image of a junior who blew up by running his mouth (honestly, I don't even want to call him a junior).


  └ spArk brings in ad money and promotion profits steadily. How long are those Parthe bastards going to keep showing up as unwelcome guests at other people's concerts?


  └ It was fucking annoying being lumped in as a corrupt agency after the broadcasting station collusion issue blew up. This is much better.


  ≫ I would've felt uncomfortable if it was a picture of the guys bowing their heads, going to a place with big-shot or established sunbaes. It's not like that. They're going in with enough seniority and weight to say whatever they want, so I plan to just watch for now, and spArk is nice... If Chaejun likes them that much, well...


  ≫ Am I... the only one who was happy they were going to UA? A large corporation's capital is only helpful when you need a push early in your debut. If you're thinking long-term, there's nothing better than an agency that takes good care of its artists and produces good content. Most of their artists re-sign, and they're good at making their own content, so I thought it would be fine.


  └ You're right. It's a professional battle now, so what's important is who does promotions better.


  Oh yeah, looking at spArk, UA always seemed to do a decent job.


  Normally, I would not have looked so deeply into another group's fandom reactions. This time was an exception. A fight between the fandoms would inevitably stress the people who support spArk. Since we had a history of fighting with Parthe's fandom, who are in the same agency, I could not help but watch the situation.


  Fortunately, the Sparkler side was not taking this reorganization too seriously either.


  ≫ I've chanted for agency staff to quit, but I've never begged them not to quit. Now that they say the company is getting bigger, I feel relieved.


  But Team Spark, don't quit... Yoon Hyunjoo, raise Team Spark's salary...


  └ The company can't even manage its own affairs and is bringing in idol sunbaes? Well... Tell them to stop coveting our boys' practice room and just focus on their own practice.


  ≫ Are we finally escaping our hole-in-the-wall shop?


  └ LOLOLOLOLOLOLOL


  └ No wonder a hole-in-the-wall shop was holding an overseas tour lol


  └ Maybe it's because Sparklers are all working adults, but look at them saying, 'Even a servant should work at a nobleman's house,' and 'It's good if we become a rich household.' lol


  ≫ We have been stuck in the domestic market for too long.


  Of course, fans hate it when groups only tour overseas, but you can't realistically ignore how firepower changes depending on whether you have international fans or not. At this point, a world tour won't result in a deficit. Of course, if they only do world tours, we'll immediately grab our pitchforks.


  └ Overseas tour... I really don't welcome it at all, but I know there's no way they won't do it, so I accept it ㅠ


  ≫ They said they'll do a domestic tour too, so I'll wait and see for now.


  But will the boys have the stamina?


  └ That's my biggest worry too... ㅠㅠ We'll see.


  This was an incredible save in the idol fan community, where backlash against overseas tours is huge. Everyone at UA, including spArk, had been incredibly nervous.


  I strongly argued how miraculous this atmosphere was and emphasized that we must never neglect our domestic activities. The digital single was also meant to fill the content gap created by the tour.


  All these plans had been decided long ago. At this point, we just had to follow the schedule.


  The reorganization moved into its final stages, beyond my input. What spArk needed to focus on was not faltering while the company changed.


  If the upcoming digital single, world tour, and domestic tour failed, the current favorable atmosphere would crumble in an instant. For UA not to get beaten to a pulp and collapse, spArk's responsibility was immense.


  Was releasing an acoustic song at this time too much of a risk?


  Sparklers always demanded new genres. That was why spArk had been challenging various genres to meet that demand.


  However, this was only possible when the season and market trends supported it. For idols who are supposed to dance, just sitting and singing ballads or acoustic songs can easily seem boring. We kept postponing it, but with the digital single release planned, we concluded it would be difficult if not now.


  We chose a pop-style acoustic song fitting for spring as the title track. Lee Cheonghyeon had whined that he needed an emotional acoustic guitar melody to write the song, which led to an incident where Kang Kiyeon borrowed an acoustic guitar and strummed away on it.


  Lee Cheonghyeon had been making the song since our break last summer, waiting only for the cherry blossoms to bloom. The result was wonderful. Up to that point, there were no problems.


  It's too late to say... let's back out now.


  I swallowed a sigh. Then, I watched helplessly as a staff member from the A&R Team prepared to play the track.


  I, Kim Iwol, had shamelessly managed to get my own self-composed song included as a B-side on this digital single. The more I thought about it, the more absurd it was. My song was going to be on a spArk album.


  Endless deliberation led to this decision. I even dreamed the whole world brought down the hammer of justice, saying, 'spArk has lost their touch,' and 'In the end, Kim Iwol couldn't hide his bloated ego and left an irreversible scar on the group's career.' If I had my way, I would have made it all disappear right now.


  But it was too late to turn back. I figured it would be more productive to just start counting how long it would take to kick a hole in my blanket from cringing in bed every night.


  Luckily, the mid-point check ended without any issues.


  Are their screws a little loose because they just came from tour practice?


  I wondered, glancing sideways, but that did not seem to be the case. It meant everyone had given the okay sign in their right minds. I felt like I had aged forty years in four minutes.


  As I trudged toward the parking lot, completely drained of energy, someone who had been following me came up to my side. It was Jeong Seongbin.


  "Hyung, you don't have any schedules tomorrow other than the mixing session and practice, right?"


  What Jeong Seongbin said was correct. It was just that the time to get through them would add up to a full day.


  "Hyung, could you spare some time when you're free?" Jeong Seongbin asked politely. It felt strangely familiar. I asked if he needed to call Choi Jeho, but he replied that only I needed to come. I was so, so scared.


  Chapter 497: Trust


  I first met Jeong Seongbin at a playground. I remembered how he radiated the aura of someone about to quit their job. It was impossible not to talk to him.


  We met a second time in the UA lobby. Jeong Seongbin requested the talk this time. The topic was lighter than our first meeting, but only from my perspective. Jeong Seongbin was just as serious.


  Jeong Seongbin often sought me out after that, though the frequency gradually decreased. He still came with important matters, but his thoughts had deepened. His own decisions now carried more weight in the final outcome because he had grown quickly as a leader and established himself securely.


  If anything, I was the one who started seeking Jeong Seongbin's opinion. I did so when I was fumbling with the Mr. Gu Jahan issue. I had agonized over it alone before he helped me. I also learned later that he was indirectly looking out for me, like with the trip or the Death Note.


  So, I subconsciously started to think Jeong Seongbin no longer needed me. I won't deny that I jumped to the conclusion that he would treat any advice from me as just a passing remark.


  However, I had misjudged. Jeong Seongbin sat across from me in an empty vocal practice room, and his atmosphere was anything but light. I grew serious along with him.


  "Alright. What did our Seongbin want to talk to me about?"


  Jeong Seongbin chuckled softly when he saw me cross my arms.


  "It's nothing major. Hmm... Or maybe it is a big deal."


  "If this is about my self-composed song being bad, and you couldn't bring yourself to say it, it's not too late. I'll give you a chance to correct your choice."


  "Ah, that's not it."


  He was firm about a strange thing.
	

  Geez, I won't listen to any complaints later when you're kicking your blankets in regret with me.


  "The company said they'd arrange a time to explain it to the members soon, but I thought the members should know first."


  His opening was heavy. Nothing good ever came up when the company was involved. Jeong Seongbin quickly got to the point.


  "It seems the company wants to give me a position."


  "At your age, even a non-registered director position is early. Is it something like an advisor?"


  Small and medium-sized enterprises often created positions like 'advisor' to place young individuals. I never thought of it as a meaningful title. For the most part, it was synonymous with 'figurehead president' unless the person had exceptional skills or experience. It was just an empty appointment to give a business card to the children, nephews, or acquaintances of management.


  Surely UA doesn't think Jeong Seongbin, our cornerstone, would feel deprived if they only gave a director position to Yuur?


  If my hypothesis is true, then UA... I'd recommend they seriously look for a professional manager instead of trying to expand. Shouldn't spArk's significant contributions be viewed separately from management?


  Despite my disbelief, I kept my mouth shut. It wouldn't be too late to speak when it was my turn.


  "I've never considered something like this, so I don't even know where to start. I'm also uncomfortable that this offer came only to me just because I'm the leader."


  "Did the company explain anything else to you?"


  Jeong Seongbin looked at his notes and summarized what he had been told. As I expected, it was close to an honorary position, but it had its own justification.


  They wanted Jeong Seongbin to act as a bridge and advisor if trouble arose with spArk, or when UA launched a new idol group from its new business division.


  Since spArk has a big say in their idol activities, they're asking him to mediate in exchange for solidifying his position.


  UA hadn't taken on new trainees, so it was too early to worry about the latter part. The core issue had to be the former.


  spArk held no animosity toward the company, but that didn't mean they would be proactive about every proposal.


  I was the first to tie on a protest headband and lie down whenever UA tried to make a misstep. The dispute over Yoo Hansoo and Hong Woonseop also hadn't ended long ago.


  The relationship between spArk and UA was a state where both sides fulfilled their mutual trust, but everyone was aware of the rift that had formed.


  It seemed UA wanted to resolve these potential problems. They were the inevitable conflicts between a company and its employees, which could become uncontrollable if they ever exploded.


  This was certainly something to worry about. A good-natured guy like Jeong Seongbin would feel guilty just because the choice was given only to him. Sometimes, a choice is worse than no choice at all.


  "What are the pros? Are they paying you a salary? If you're not an executive, they'll enroll you in the four major social insurances, right?"


  "Yes. There's a fixed salary, and I'll be enrolled in the four major social insurances."


  "That's not bad."


  When I was a freelancer, I desperately wanted a company to pay for half of my health insurance and national pension. The individual had to cover any excess, but still, where else could you get a regular salary and insurance benefits?


  "I think this kind of offer should have gone to you, Hyung..."


  Jeong Seongbin lowered his head deeply.


  "It's right for them to discuss it with the leader. You have the final say in our team's decisions."


  "But in terms of our roles, you're the one who mainly handles the duties the company is asking for."


  Surprisingly, Jeong Seongbin pointed out an important detail. I thought he was the right person because of his representative status, but he believed I was more appropriate for the offer based on the required duties.


  This was a different level of thinking from the old Jeong Seongbin, who used to say the eldest should be the leader. I was impressed by his growth. He had learned to consider the circumstances instead of just following conventional wisdom.


  "Let's get back to the main point. You're wondering whether to accept the company's offer, right?"


  "......"


  "I won't ask what you want to do, Seongbin. I know you'll choose the path that benefits the team."


  Jeong Seongbin's eyes widened. Then, as if he couldn't help it, he smiled.


  "I'll be blunt. It's better to refuse."


  "May I ask why?"


  "First, it won't be good for your or spArk's mental state. Second, the benefits are small compared to the energy you'd have to put in."


  spArk already had plenty of communication channels with the company. They had many ways to express their opinions without a bridge to the executives. This meant Jeong Seongbin didn't need to volunteer as a middleman.


  Being directly connected to management would likely work against him. If he became part of the company instead of just having a contract, Jeong Seongbin would be obligated 'to convey the company's position to the members and persuade them to some extent'.


  Mediating differences with the company is a leader's job, but Jeong Seongbin's personality made him want to respect the team's wishes more. It was obvious he would feel burdened.


  Because he was a responsible guy, I was even more worried. He would obviously try to find a solution that satisfied both the company and the group. After all, a 'decision that pleases everyone' doesn't exist in this world.


  No one in spArk would be jealous of Jeong Seongbin for getting a salary. I wasn't worried about that at all.


  However, I was concerned that the members might think, 'we want Jeong Seongbin to be on spArk's side'. This was especially true because I knew all the members prioritized spArk over their individual activities and the team's opinion over their own.


  This team was running smoothly on its own. There was no reason to introduce a change outside their main profession. It wasn't an attractive offer for Jeong Seongbin, who wanted to voice opinions on the members' side, nor for spArk, who wanted to stick together.


  It would have been more effective to arrange a few town hall meetings to share opinions while reorganizing the idol business division. Isn't that much more economical and efficient?


  I think my constant preaching about salary and benefits might have led to them giving Jeong Seongbin a title...


  After going in circles, I again concluded that UA needed a professional manager.


  Maybe I should ask Yuur to bring along any management expert from MYTH who dreams of changing jobs when he comes.


  And did an honorary position even make sense for an active idol in his prime? It might be different if he had enough seniority to enter the hall of fame and juniors to train, but if they seated him in an executive position in a brand-new division, would that 'executive' even be treated properly?


  I could picture it without even seeing it. A chaotic organizational atmosphere, an 'advisor' who existed in title only, an ambiguous work vacuum where no one knew what the advisor was supposed to do, and a hollow honorific that would be hell for someone with no ambition for a title...


  I explained all of this to Jeong Seongbin step by step. He listened attentively to my long, tedious story until the very end. Jeong Seongbin maintained a serious attitude throughout, except for looking a bit dumbfounded at the end.


  "I don't think the company made this offer lightly. It's proof that you're trusted enough for them to make such an unusual recommendation, Seongbin. I hope you feel proud of that."


  "Aren't you just sugarcoating it for me, Hyung?"


  "I stopped lying and exaggerating ever since you guys started detecting my lies like ghosts. I only speak the truth. UA won't fall apart without Advisor Seongbin, but always remember that spArk will fall if its captain wavers."


  After I nagged him until his ears were about to fall off, Jeong Seongbin indicated he wanted to end the conversation. I gladly shut my mouth, since it was the boss's wish.


  "That was all just common sense talk."


  "......"


  Jeong Seongbin flinched as he was about to close his diary.


  "Yuur is going to become a director as an investor, right?"


  "That's right."


  "Let's ride that wave as much as possible. If the company gets bigger and it becomes harder to assert our opinions, let's go through either the promoted Jukyung or Yuur. Don't try to take everything on yourself."


  "How can I... to our seniors..."


  "I wouldn't say this if it were a simple senior-junior relationship. When an idol takes a director position, it usually presupposes training and caring for juniors. They even told you, Seongbin, who doesn't have any juniors yet, to look after trainees later. There's no way UA didn't say something similar to Yuur."


  Besides, spArk's success is two birds with one stone for an investor. It means profit dividends and business division expansion. Yuur has nothing to lose by helping if spArk asks. They have to keep the cash cow alive so it can bring in more money, right?


  "He's the textbook definition of an idol leader, so you'll have a lot to learn if you stay close. You know I'm saying this because I trust you'll do well without troubling your seniors, right?"


  "Of course."


  Even so, I had already contacted Yuur separately. I shamelessly asked him to please look after our leader if he greets him at the company. In return, I, Kim Iwol, promised to stream Hellas's music day and night.


  A day might come when they would grow up, pass their naive period, and have trouble with the members. I believed the Jeong Seongbin of that time could manage his colleagues well, just as he had until now, but if he was struggling mentally or his surroundings were unstable, he might feel he had nowhere to lean on.


  Having one more person to rely on would be reassuring, so I pulled some strings. Fortunately, Yuur accepted my impudent request with a cute emoticon. He was even generous enough to grant it if I didn't stream. Thanks to him, I could breathe a sigh of relief.


  "Still, I'm happy."


  "About what?"


  "That you still tell me your worries."


  Jeong Seongbin laughed like a deflating balloon at my words.


  "What... you're saying such obvious things!"


  His words conveyed trust, and I felt embarrassed for only ever showing him my unreliable side. Being an idol, you really go through all sorts of experiences.


  Chapter 498: How Could You... To Me


  Despite much talk, UA's transformation finished smoothly. Hellas joined the company under its new name, 'UtopiA'.


  The mysterious department, previously called random names like the 'K-pop Division' or the 'Idol Division', finally received an official title. It was now the 'Idol Management Department'.


  Jeong Seongbin rejected the company's offer. The company reportedly accepted his reason for wanting to focus on group activities.


  I was worried they'd use a position for Jeong Seongbin as leverage in contract talks. That would have been a problem, so this is a good outcome.


  I did not say this to Jeong Seongbin's face. I worried it would make me seem like I held a grudge against the company.


  Jeong Seongbin already had to balance the agency and the members, and he did that job well. I did not want to add another burden that would just tire him out.


  spArk's dedicated team consisted mainly of planners, marketers, and managers. They worked by requesting collaboration from other UA teams.


  But now, a complete end-to-end system was established. It included everything from an A&R team for idol music production to a concert planning team.


  I considered it a miracle that Hellas did not back out after seeing our situation. Compared to MYTH, UtopiA's Idol Management Department was a wasteland. We in spArk were just happy to see the barren land improve, but to Hellas, it must have looked like a deserted island.


  Still, the people who survived in the wasteland were strong. They had built an idol group from nothing and established them in the market, and they also had experience with major artists. UtopiA quickly created a space and system for Hellas. The spArk members and staff threw a party to celebrate Hellas joining us, and I put in some real effort for the first time in a while.


  Mr. Iwol, do you happen to have something like a party planner certification?


  Polo said that to me, word for word. He freaked out when I told him I would take an online course if necessary.


  We filmed content to commemorate our new family members and greet both fandoms. We each covered the other group's song to ask for their future support. Hellas covered 『On A High Note』. spArk sang a ballad that Hellas released at a similar point in their career.


  ≫ It's been years. This has such a debut-era vibe. So fresh.


  Anyone else love songs like this and still listen to Hellas's early album B-sides?


  └ Hellas's B-sides are the real deal. The title tracks were for the public, but the B-sides felt like masterpieces only the fans knew.


  └ spArk's song is good. I wish our boys would sing songs like this more often.


  └ Wow, now that I think about it, they don't have to sing only 'that' composer's songs anymore lolololol. They changed companies lolol.


  ≫ Second-gen songs have a certain romance. They have that unique vibe that makes you emotional right from the intro.


  └ It's so funny how all the Sparklers are getting nostalgic and reverting their playlists lolololol.


  └ Once it starts, I can't stop T_T. A trip down memory lane with MVs of the boy groups I loved > Ruminating on their controversies and getting angry > Reminiscing about the unnies I loved > Searching for what the unnies are up to now > Sobbing while watching the unnies' reunion stages > Binge-watching comment compilations of legendary idols. I repeat this routine every day.


  └ Their controversies... lolololol. I'd like to thank Hellas for leaving us with just the romance.


  ≫ So this is what an agency artist collab is like. It's nice. I never knew because I was always just watching other companies' events.


  └ I'm not even jealous of the big agencies' year-end concerts anymore.


  ≫ I've never seen anyone cover a Hellas song well, so I didn't expect much, but spArk is really good.


  └ A cover like this is always welcome! Fans usually don't like covers because other artists sing them just for fame or views, even when they can't hit the high notes.


  └ It's so obvious when they lower the key or skip the high parts, then call it a 'different arrangement'...ㅋ The spArk guys are good singers. I'll admit they captured the original song's vibe.


  ≫ Should I call it a true ballad? A traditional ballad? I don't know the genre, but I love the vibe you only get from these songs. It's sad they hardly come out anymore.


  It's a similar trend with drama OSTs and solo artists' songs too.


  └ I know what you mean... There are no songs to sing at karaoke after a breakup.


  └└ I think you're talking about something a little different.


  └ lolololol It's funny, but I think I get what you mean lol. You can't cry on the bus listening to a song with a rap part in the middle.


  └ Wired earphones + MP3 player + bus window seat, you all know the vibe.


  └ Hellas debuted at the tail end of this era, so they have tons of masterpieces from the end of the ballad golden age... Rise, ballad revival!


  We seized the opportunity as the Sparklers' obsession with a 'spArk-style ballad' grew. We released a digital single.


  ≫ spArk is back with a groundbreaking genre this time.


  It's an unplugged ballad, not a dance track. They said there's no choreography in the MV either.


  └ The song is so good.


  └ ...qrrrrhap2 Hey, hey, listen to it. It has that karaoke top charts vibe. It's insane.


  └ What's the song title? It'd be nice if you included the title when you post something like this.


  └└ It's spArk's Memento!!


  └ The harmony is insane.


  ≫ How does this kind of vibe come from a kid who's barely over twenty?


  It's definitely a spring song, but it feels like you should listen to it at night under a streetlight as cherry blossom petals fall. Lee Cheonghyeon is a genius...


  └ His genre spectrum seems incredibly wide. You could say the arrangements and classical sampling are because of his major, but seeing him do band music and ballads too...


  └ Who'd believe this is the work of a 21-year-old idol and not a composer with 21 years of experience T_T.


  └ The Third Letter was a ballad too, but it was closer to folk. The mood is completely different from this song...!


  └ This might be off-topic, but the kids in this group seem to have a high mental age overall. Like Mr. Fangirling King.


  └ It feels like all the kids have had a harsh taste of the real world.


  ≫ It's the accepted theory that UA gathered these members just for this.


  I praise UA for persisting with the legacy of a ballad powerhouse even while creating an idol group.


  └ I figured they'd sing a ballad eventually, but I never thought they'd be this serious about it and make it the title track lolololol.


  └ The quality is too good for it to be just a fan service release before their world tour...


  This makes me have to go to the next concert.


  └ The group harmony part is pure heaven. Guys, please, just release one a cappella content... I'm begging you...


  As spArk's album and comeback news became a hot topic, the firstborn of our house also received attention. I had hoped it would be quietly buried.


  ≫ If this wasn't a digital single, I feel like Connect could have been the title track.


  It's similar to spArk's existing style and it's a performance track, so the reaction would've been good even as the title.


  └ I wish they'd perform the full song at the concert.


  └ Seriously, I wish they'd perform the full song at the concert 22.


  └ Singing it on a huge stage with lights and confetti? There's no way that wouldn't be a hit.


  ≫ When did our Wolgaemi learn to compose..... I planned to leave 2.14 million positive comments no matter what, but I was surprised because it's actually my taste lolololol.


  I get why people are calling it a concert track lolololol.


  So ua should just obediently schedule an encore concert while we're asking nicely.


  └ They're not going on music shows at all this time??? They usually perform B-sides during comeback week.


  └ They are, but the world tour is soon so the promotion period is short. Plus it's a B-side, not a double title, so they'll probably only do the first verse of Connect TTT. The promotions are just fan service.


  └ Ah... The song is good, so I was going to watch if they went on music shows. What a shame.


  ≫ Kim Iwol is a really good guy.


  He didn't try to shove some trashy self-composed track in through nepotism. He came out fair and square with a masterpiece so fans don't have to hide on their private accounts.


  └ lololololololol


  └ Reminds me of how I'd praise my old bias's shitty song in public, afraid to hurt his feelings, and only curse it out on my private account. Even there, I couldn't say my bias had no talent, so I just blamed the company for not stopping it.


  └ fr fr, you can't even say you don't like it in person because you're afraid of getting attacked.


  └ Can't call a flop a flop.


  └ lolololololol


  └ One, two, three, Iwol, thank you (for making it so Sparklers don't have to lie).


  └ I can't listen to the history of Sparklers' fangirling, it's making me cry...


  ≫ It's so funny how you can see their personalities in their songs.


  I don't know how to describe it exactly, so I'll just give my impressions. Cheonghyeon's songs evoke images like a brilliant, sparkling painting. Even the ballad Memento is like a photo of a rainy nightscape with blurred lights. Iwol's songs feel like a giant firework launched by 200 interlocking gears turning after meticulous calculation.


  └ Iwol once said Cheonghyeon's songs have a masterpiece quality and their essence was 'bright', so I guess most people feel the same way. ㅇㅇ


  └ Where can I see what Iwol said?


  └ On the radio! I'll leave a link here heh


  └ Connect is so Kim Iwol. It's hard to pinpoint what's similar, but it just has that... Kim Iwol-ness.


  └ Even when Cheonghyeon uses electronic sounds, he layers mechanical sounds onto instruments like an electric guitar or violin, but Iwol uses real metallic sounds. Actual clanging. I think that's part of why the feeling is so different lolol.


  Fortunately, no one claimed that I, Kim Iwol, had used my producer power to mercilessly tarnish the album with my tyranny.


  Because I kept my mouth shut until the release, I also avoided hearing people say, 'So this is what he was making all that fuss about'. As expected, one should be careful with their words.


  Everything went smoothly, though I was surprised by how much people talked about the B-side track. The positive reaction to my self-composed song was also a joy.


  I faced no great storms, but I still did my best to challenge a new genre and submit my own song. Thankfully, I received nothing but praise for my efforts.


  The nerve-wracking time passed, and the tension melted away. I had not realized how worried I was until I felt the palpable relief.


  I had some free time for once, so I decided to get a full night's sleep before the tour. Going to bed early was my downfall.


  — Kim Iwol.


  — Can you lend me some money?


  Seven hours after I fell asleep, I received a shocking phone call from Choi Jeho.


  Chapter 499: I Can Be Fooled


  Fatigue doesn't just come from a lack of sleep. You can also be tired from sleeping too much. It was a contradiction, but many people I knew agreed with it.


  "You need to borrow money?"


  Yeah.


  I had consistently slept less than four hours a day until our early debut days. The death note helped me increase that to six hours. So, a full seven hours of uninterrupted sleep had a tremendous effect on me. It took a long moment just to process that Choi Jeho was the one calling.


  This guy... didn't he leave for a shoot earlier?


  Some of the guys had schedules right up until their departure. These were mostly fixed schedules or recordings booked months in advance. We had already found replacements for music show MC gigs, but it was difficult to back out of jobs with a specified cast. Choi Jeho's schedule was one of those cases.


  I struggled to open my heavy, drooping eyes and asked.


  "What's the name of the new plant Joowoo brought home last week?"


  They say you should always suspect a scam when someone suddenly asks for money. Even groggy with fatigue, I knew you could never be too careful about voice phishing.


  Luminous?


  Surprisingly, the person on the other end was the real Choi Jeho.


  It took Park Joowoo a full week to name the plant he adopted last week. He surprise-revealed the name in the car on the way home today, so no one had time to spoil it on BubblePop, and it wouldn't show up in a search. Moreover, Park Joowoo owned many plants. Unless you lived in the dorm with him, it would be hard to accurately identify the new friends that moved in the week before last, last week, and this week.


  "Do you remember how many photos of Kiyeon I said I wanted to hang in the company lobby?"


  Choi Jeho answered all my questions perfectly. It was undeniably him. I ruffled my hair roughly and tried to shake off the sleepiness.


  "It's really you. How much do you need?"


  ...2 mil.


  That was too much money to borrow from a colleague, which made it even more ambiguous. If he needed 100,000 or 200,000 won, that would be one thing, but an amount that normally required a loan just confused me more.


  Though it was never publicly disclosed, Choi Jeho had recently used his earnings to buy an apartment in Gwangju for his mother and younger brother. It must have cost a lot, so it was plausible he was short on cash. If something had happened to his family and he needed emergency funds with no savings left, it would make sense.


  I know his bank account number anyway. If I say I'll send it there, it can't be a transfer scam...


  As I rubbed my eyes and opened my banking app, a thought suddenly occurred to me.


  "Choi Jeho."


  What.


  "Do you need exactly 20 million won?"


  When people need a large sum of money, most borrow smaller amounts from several people instead of the full amount from one person. It's easier to borrow money that way.


  Choi Jeho remained silent for a long moment before he spoke.


  "...No."


  "How much do you need?"


  "100 million."


  It was a staggering amount. At the same time, I was glad I had asked.


  If he borrows 20 million won from five people, that's 100 million...


  Fuck, it's better for me to handle this myself than to let the younger members hear him asking for money. To think the transfer limit I raised, not knowing when I'd meet my sister, would be used like this.


  With a trembling hand, I found Choi Jeho's account among my bookmarked contacts. A pop-up window appeared asking, 'Are you being asked for money over the phone?' maybe because I was on a call or making a late-night transaction.


  I've thoroughly verified his identity, and I'm not sending it to a new account but one I've used before. Still, if this bastard runs off with my money, I'll chase him to hell and back to get it...


  "I sent it. Check it."


  "......"


  "I said I sent it. So don't mention money to the others."


  Hey, wait a minute.


  "Take care of whatever's urgent. We can talk at the dorm later after your shoot is over. I'm going to sleep."


  I wanted to grab Choi Jeho right then and demand he explain everything, but the guy had a schedule. I was too tired, and it wasn't a good situation for either of us to continue the call.


  I had lost sleep the past few days dreaming of being beaten by a Jajanggol. My desire for sleep was too powerful to resist with willpower alone. So, ignoring whatever Choi Jeho was saying, I just told him to do well at his shoot and hung up.


  Exactly three minutes later, Choi Jeho called again.


  "What? I said you can explain later..."


  "That was for a broadcast!" Choi Jeho shouted from the other side of the phone.


  A mix of voices erupted from all around. "Mr. Iwol, this is ◯◯◯!", "We're in the middle of recording for ◯◯◯◯!"


  "...What?"


  My sleepiness vanished instantly. I shot up and increased my phone's screen brightness. At the very top of the display was an unread message from Choi Jeho.


  

  The previous night's issue could be summarized as follows.


  Introduction: On a variety show Choi Jeho was appearing on, they played a game where the 'team that borrows the most money from an acquaintance' wins. It was a common 'phone mission' segment.


  Before moving on, you need to know something. The surprise phone calls viewers see are mostly arranged in advance with the person's consent.


  The 'surprise' is just for dramatic effect. Naturally, Choi Jeho followed the rule and didn't actually surprise the other person. Even for a variety show, Choi Jeho couldn't ask his younger members for money, so he chose me by elimination. Before the call, he left me a clear message that said, 'I'm going to call you for a mission.'


  Choi Jeho had confirmed that he was recording too early for me to be asleep. As always, he was confident that I would see the message within 30 minutes of him sending it.


  The tragedy began the moment I failed to see the message because I was dead asleep. With Kim Iwol sleeping soundly, the mission train had already departed...


  Development: Choi Jeho, assuming I had seen his message, mistakenly believed that 'Kim Iwol is diligently playing along for his colleague's smooth recording.' Choi Jeho did as his teammates told him and asked for 20 million won. When his teammates sensed a willing atmosphere and told him to raise the limit to 100 million, he obediently followed their instructions.


  Turn: I actually sent the 100 million won and kindly pressed the 'Yes' button on the screen that asked, 'Would you like to request a transfer confirmation from Choi Jeho?'


  Conclusion: A bank transfer notification immediately arrived for Choi Jeho. After checking the alert, Choi Jeho realized that Kim Iwol had sent 100 million won and that the person he was calling had not read the advance notice. Thus, the story goes that Choi Jeho hastily called back to reveal it was for a shoot.


  The broadcast aired without revealing the industry secret that phone missions are staged. I heard that Choi Jeho's teammates and the production staff also thought I knew the situation and had sent the money for the sake of reality. They only learned the truth later when Choi Jeho revealed it after the recording ended.


  The reactions to the broadcast were an indescribable disaster.


  ≫ A friendship where you coolly lend 100 million won


  How much do you need?


  → The class of his 'send 100 million won' flex is on another level


  └ The friendship I knew wasn't even friendship


  └ If that's a friend, then I definitely don't have any friends


  └ It's an idol's job to rake in money, so what's the big deal lol


  └ People say it's because celebrities have a lot of money, but for a normal person, if someone suddenly asks to borrow 100,000 or 1 million won at night, is it easy to lend it without asking for the reason?


  └ It's not like Kim Iwol grew up comfortably and doesn't know how the world works... he definitely lent it after making a big decision


  ≫ It's the first time I've heard his voice that hoarse, he must have really been sleeping, but he agrees to send it without even asking why


  In the midst of it all, the way he thoroughly verifies his identity is so Kim Iwol


  └ Iwol is probably going to shoot a transfer scam prevention ad soon


  └ Seeing how he said he was going right back to sleep after sending the money, he must have been really sleepy, but the way he snapped awake going WHAT?!?!?!?!?!!! when they said it was a hidden camera is so funny and sad ㅠㅠㅠ


  └ The moment they said it was for a shoot, he equipped his idol vocal cords and went, "Hello, this is spArk Iwol!!!!" lollllll


  └ But like Iwol said! Voice phishing scams! You really have to be careful...! Iwol also said he only sent it because he verified his identity and it was an account Jeho always used, otherwise he wouldn't have. It never hurts to be careful, so everyone be cautious★★★★★


  ≫ CJH, okay, there are cameras, but KIW's way of speaking is the same whether he's on camera or in private


  Besides calling him by his full name, there's not much difference. His unique way of talking is the same though.


  └ lol The first idol in broadcast history to verify an identity using his roommate's plant's name


  └ An idol who doesn't swear? Likable


  └ I guess their conversations are always like that, seeing as CJH doesn't seem to think it's weird lol


  └ This dry but perfectly in-sync banter between just the two of them... my own giggling bestie dolls...


  Best friends, they said. I was now widely known as best buds with Choi Jeho of all people. Why did it have to be with Choi Jeho!


  ≫ The fact that they both like basketball and soccer, if they had gone to school together or were classmates, they seem like they would have been really close lollllll


  They're subtly similar in nature. Their visuals are similar too.


  └ At first glance they seem similar, but when you first get into stanning them they seem very different, but if you watch them for a long time they start to look alike again, this strange same-age duo...


  └ The point is that they both think the other is a very strange person


  └└ I agree with the comment above lolllllll


  ≫ You know how they look more comfortable because they're not trying hard to look close?


  Usually, if you don't act close, people think 'Does he not want to work...? Is he not conscious of the fans...?' But with Jeho and Iwol, even when they're just calmly doing their own thing, it doesn't look awkward or uncomfortable.


  └ Isn't it because they're both the type to subtly take care of the other person without invading their personal space??


  └ It could also be because they're both pretty stoic except when they're working? If you give them a pizza blanket, they'll use it. If you give them a floral shirt, they'll wear it.


  └ lolllllllll Iwol is crying lolllllll


  Perhaps because the variety show that recently aired was 'We'll Visit School for You', fabrications packaging me and Choi Jeho as 'real friends' beyond just business colleagues became rampant.


  It was miserable and agonizing. Why couldn't people understand that Choi Jeho and I have polar opposite personalities and could never be close? I knew an MBTI compatibility chart circulated on the internet, and I strongly insisted that my and Choi Jeho's MBTIs should be compared on it.


  After watching the broadcast, Lee Cheonghyeon commented that the youngest members felt reassured because the eldest hyungs were on such good terms. I was so sad and heartbroken that I strongly appealed to Jeong Seongbin. I wanted some healing time during the tour and asked not to share a room with Choi Jeho at all. Jeong Seongbin laughed so hard he nearly cried and said he understood. No one in the world was on my side.


  Chapter 500: The Audacious Brats


  Fans were curious about everything when idols toured overseas. Roommates, pajamas, and every item in their suitcases became content for fans to obsess over.


  We hadn't filmed any content during our last group trip. This time, before leaving for the tour, we gathered all the cameras at UA. We decided to film a series called 'spArk's Overseas Tour, A Binge-Watch from the Preparations'.


  Our first topic was choosing roommates. We gathered in the conference room to review the room details for each country and decide how to split up.


  Choi Jeho peered at the PowerPoint presentation. "So two of us have to take single rooms in Bangkok?"


  "Should we play rock-paper-scissors to decide who gets the single rooms?" Kang Kiyeon asked.


  Park Joowoo immediately gave up his chance, saying he was fine without a single room. Lee Cheonghyeon also volunteered for a two-person room, explaining he'd be bored alone.


  Choi Jeho and I didn't care which room we got. That left Jeong Seongbin and Kang Kiyeon, who were assigned the single rooms by default.


  No one objected to letting our leader and choreography teacher rest. They didn't seem thrilled, but if they were disappointed, they could only blame their slow reflexes.


  One room, however, sparked fierce competition. Our Singapore lodging had three two-person rooms, but only one had a double bed. Everyone gritted their teeth for a game of rock-paper-scissors.


  Sleeping in the same bed wasn't a big deal, since we'd slept fine side-by-side on futons at Park Joowoo's aunt's house. No one in spArk was bothered by it.


  The problem was the bed's limited space. Unlike the floor, there was a real risk of rolling off. One of the broad-shouldered men was destined to take a tumble.


  Kang Kiyeon proposed gloomily, "I'm not confident I can win, so can we just let Jeho sit this one out?"


  Everyone agreed. For the greater good, we assigned Choi Jeho to a room with twin beds.


  We also guaranteed Park Joowoo his own space to ensure our main vocalist was well-rested. Though he was used to dorm life, we thought sharing a single bed might be too much.


  The remaining members fought a fiery rock-paper-scissors battle, and the owners of the double bed were decided.


  Our leader and choreography teacher, who each got a single room in Bangkok, would now share the double bed in Singapore.


  "Kiyeon, I'm counting on you."


  "Yes, hyung..."


  Jeong Seongbin and Kang Kiyeon shared a firm handshake. We gave them a round of applause, wishing them a safe night's sleep.


  

  The next segment was 'Packing for the Trip'. Jeong Seongbin told us to gather in the living room with our packed suitcases in an hour. The members of spArk scattered to their rooms and returned on time.


  "Before we start the inspection, let me ask you something. Jeho, did you pack a mood light?"


  "No."


  This was a monumental change. Choi Jeho was finally packing with common sense. I was touched he had done something so commendable for once, but then...


  "I packed this."


  Choi Jeho pulled out the string of LED bulbs Lee Cheonghyeon had gifted him. The warm feeling in my heart instantly vanished. It was incredibly difficult to keep a straight face. I calmly told him, "Please make active use of the room's indirect lighting features." I hoped he would one day appreciate my patience.


  We opened the suitcases in order of age. I thought my luggage was nothing special, but one item got a reaction from the guys.


  Jeong Seongbin fiddled with a packaged item. "What's this?"


  I had already removed the outer packaging to avoid product placement issues, but his hand still obscured part of the product.


  "It's a portable travel clothesline. You can supposedly set it up even in tight spaces."


  Kang Kiyeon glanced between my clothes and the clothesline. "You're planning to do laundry there?"


  "I didn't pack a lot, but I hate letting laundry pile up."


  "Doesn't the hotel have washing machines?"


  "It's quick to just hand-wash things while I shower. Joowoo and I bought them together."


  Park Joowoo then pulled a clothesline from his own suitcase. Lee Cheonghyeon indignantly insisted on a new dorm rule. "All group purchases must be announced in the group chat." The kind Jeong Seongbin wrote Lee Cheonghyeon's demand on the whiteboard.


  "A planner and a tablet for work. The tablet will go in my backpack, so I'll just put the planner in the suitcase. That's it."


  "Your suitcase looks like you're some office worker on a business trip."


  Everyone agreed with Choi Jeho's assessment. I didn't deny it. An idol's tour wasn't so different from a business trip.


  Choi Jeho's suitcase, on the other hand, was about half-empty. He seemed to have packed nothing but the LED bulbs, which shocked me.


  I asked out of pure curiosity, "If this is all you're bringing, why even bother with a suitcase?"


  The answer he gave was incredible.


  "My sister sent me on a duty-free shopping errand."


  So the empty space was for his errand. He then showed us the list of international snacks requested by Choi Miho.


  Pictures were pasted next to the names of the snacks. We learned that his roommate, Park Joowoo, had looked up each one and attached the photos for him.


  Jeong Seongbin's suitcase looked like it belonged to an idol on his way to a scheduled appearance. It held a balanced mix of stylish casual clothes and travel essentials.


  The word 'stylish' seemed so wrong for Jeong Seongbin that I had to ask who picked his clothes. It turned out Jeong Seongjun had helped him.


  "He bundled them for me as top-and-bottom sets."


  He said tops and bottoms, but they were complete outfits. They included an inner shirt, vest, pants, belt, socks, and even shoes. Jeong Seongjun had clearly put a lot of effort into his brother's photos.


  "Hyung, you haven't been home recently. How did Seongjun-hyung style your outfits?"


  "Over video chat..."


  He had even held a remote meeting. To ensure Jeong Seongjun's passion wasn't wasted, Kang Kiyeon and I decided to check Jeong Seongbin's 'commute look' each morning.


  Park Joowoo pulled his favorite stuffed doll from his bag. The matching pillow he always packed was missing.


  This was the same precious pillow he had stuffed into his backpack on the deserted island. It seemed the harsh environment and his training had made Park Joowoo strong enough to survive with just the doll.


  "The clothesline I bought with Iwol-hyung, laundry soap, pajamas..."


  "You're going to have the best sleep."


  He looked proud at my compliment. I wondered why he had packed cup noodles when he never ate late-night snacks. He explained he brought them in case any of us craved spicy food, which touched us all.


  Lee Cheonghyeon's bag was filled to the brim with clothes and accessories. I was about to ask why, but I kept my mouth shut. I knew Choi Jeho would just yank underwear out of the bag, cameras or not.


  "And for the grand finale..."


  Lee Cheonghyeon dramatically plunged his hand into his clothes. He rummaged around and then revealed a massive stash of face masks.


  "Skincare products!"


  "Now that's the ultimate travel bag. It should be in a textbook."


  I told the others to learn from Lee Cheonghyeon. I also handed out the customized face masks I had packed for each member in my carry-on. The members of spArk stuffed them into their suitcases without complaint.


  Kang Kiyeon's suitcase also had plenty of extra space. I asked if he was on an errand mission too, but he said no one had asked him to buy anything. He had just saved space for snacks he wanted to try. Finally, I called out to Jeong Seongbin.


  "Seongbin."


  "Yes, hyung. Kiyeon, Jeho-hyung. Make sure you two go with Iwol-hyung when you go snack shopping."


  Jeong Seongbin had learned his lesson from the 'overspending duo' on our last trip. He quickly took charge, placing the merciless card-swiper and the luggage mule with unlimited capacity under my control.


  As we were about to wrap up filming, Kang Kiyeon stared blankly at the six suitcases. He tilted his head.


  "Hey, you know what?"


  "......"


  "Is Joowoo-hyung the only one of us who packed pajamas?"


  Kang Kiyeon was right. Jeong Seongbin and I had packed casual outfits for live streams, but only Park Joowoo had brought actual pajamas.


  "The hotel provides sleeping gowns, you know," Choi Jeho said.


  Lee Cheonghyeon nodded in agreement.


  I had also planned on using the hotel sleeping gown to save luggage space. I had already checked that the hotels provided them, so there was no risk of any incidents.


  "Now that you mention it, I feel kind of weird. Should I pack a set?" Lee Cheonghyeon asked. As he awkwardly rose from his seat, Park Joowoo suddenly grabbed his arm.


  "Wait a minute...!"


  Park Joowoo slipped into his room. He reappeared a moment later with an armful of something pure white. He sat down, checked the plastic packaging, and handed a bundle to each of us.


  "What's this?"


  "Looks like clothes?"


  Lee Cheonghyeon and I muttered. I tore open the packaging and found a white, short-sleeved shirt. It felt so soft I knew it was pure cotton.


  As I pulled out the shirt, I saw bold, black text in a Gungseo-style font against the white background.


  "......"


  "......"


  For a moment, I doubted my eyes, but even after blinking three times, nothing changed.


  I lowered the unfolded t-shirt and met Choi Jeho's eyes. The text on his shirt was unmistakably 'Second', even from my upside-down perspective.


  "Remember when Seongbin bought that floral shirt for our trip?"


  "Yeah, he did."


  Jeong Seongbin nodded. Perhaps as a leader's privilege, the back of his shirt also said 'Captain'.


  "That was so fun and I liked it so much, so I prepared something too..."


  These... family-like t-shirts, of all things.


  I was speechless. My image of Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo, who had the strongest friendship in spArk, shattered completely. I couldn't say a word about them ordering such bizarre matching shirts just to follow a friend's lead.


  I stared blankly at the numbered t-shirts assigned to everyone. The front was shocking enough, but the back was a literal spectacle.


  I don't know when he put it on, but Lee Cheonghyeon turned around to reveal 'Cutie Pretty Visual' on his back. I thought I was going to faint.


  A wave of dread washed over me. My hands trembled as I flipped my own shirt over. Then, I saw the role I had been assigned.


  [Father]


  For the first time since returning to the past, I craved soju. I felt like only chugging a bottle with a red cap would quench this thirst.


  In the distance, Choi Jeho flapped his t-shirt. When I saw the slanted text 'PIZZA' on the back, I nearly burst into tears.


  Lee Cheonghyeon cried excitedly, "These are the kind of matching t-shirts you get for a family trip! I absolutely love it!" His voice echoed in my ears.


Chapter 501: Chat Time (1)

spArk carried the suitcase with Park Joowoo's precious gift and set off on a long journey.

Their overseas schedule presented constant hurdles. Unexpected issues popped up on site as if they had been waiting, no matter how much spArk coordinated in advance.

However, spArk didn't get flustered by trivial matters. They were tenacious idols who had endured X-Entertainment's disorganized work and the power trips of major competitors and broadcasters. In any situation, they focused only on finding solutions and resolving trouble.

Pouring all their energy into work was crucial abroad. Emotional exhaustion was useless when manpower and time were limited.

Other groups built experience with one or two trips abroad, or separate tours in Asia and North America. spArk, however, embarked on a world tour from their very first attempt.

spArk handled it like seasoned professionals, even though it was like skipping several steps at once. I assessed that spArk's resource allocation for problem-solving was extremely wise.

Some hardships, however, were not easily overlooked. One was the live stream spArk did after their first successful concert, where they wore matching t-shirts.

Watching spArk huddled together on the monitoring pad, wearing ugly matching t-shirts like twins, was agonizing. My face grew hot.

≫ Iwol-ah, your face is about to explode lololol

≫ Someone bring a fire extinguisher

≫ Our Iwol raised our precious spArk by dressing them in only pretty things

The chat flooded with comments. My face had turned as red as an angry emoji, a fact clear even through the poor video quality.

"Did they turn on a heater just next to you, Hyung? You've turned completely red."

Lee Cheonghyeon relentlessly teased me, folding a piece of paper from the room to fan me. Unfortunately, the faint breeze was not enough to cool my burning face.

"You don't like the clothes...?"

Park Joowoo looked like he was about to become crestfallen, so I had to put on the performance of a lifetime and desperately deny it. This resulted in a live stream where I became a living testament to 'Made in Korea', a true Hongik-ingan. It was the most nerve-wracking broadcast since the one where I spoiled the results of the Korea-Japan match.

"Fan Joowoo, not me. Joowoo's face is cooked."

I might have turned into an active volcano from embarrassment, but Park Joowoo was completely baked. The hot weather and bright lights roasted the precious main vocal like a sweet potato.

Park Joowoo's skin didn't tan due to his constitution, instead turning bright red. I placed a cute, bear-shaped toner pad on each of Park Joowoo's cheeks to quickly soothe it.

"Should I show you the phrase written on the back? Mine says 'The Boss'."

Jeong Seongbin proudly revealed his glorious title. His broad back filled the camera angle. The fans were about to go wild but were left speechless by the bold Gungseo font.

≫ The saying that Iwol's love for the leader is the greatest is now a thing of the past

≫ The main vocals' friendship is so intense, it's tough

≫ Joowoo lolol, you're friends with Seongbin, so why do you hail him as 'The Boss' like this? lolol

≫ Seongbin must really like the t-shirt Joowoo made for him...

When my 'Father' shirt was revealed, the chat window flooded with 'ㅋ'. My ironclad rule of never bowing my head in front of the camera proved to be a great help. If not for that, I would have already slammed my head on the floor and been unable to get up.

"This outfit is only for today's live stream, so get a good look, everyone!"

"We wanted to wear this as our airport fashion, but Iwol-hyung was dead set against it."

Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon poured oil on the fire.

Did they intend to tarnish my one remaining belief that spArk must shine the brightest in front of reporters? Dream on.

≫ lololol It would be legendary if they came to the airport like this lolol

≫ Guys, please, can't you just wear it all together one time? I really want to see it in high-quality candid shots.

≫ Let's cause some trouble while Father is sleeping

However, if the fans want it, I guess we'll have to return to Korea in this state. I'll have to string up a temporary clothesline on the UA rooftop, clip the members from the first to the sixth with clothespins, shake them out vigorously, and hang them up to dry. Then I'll take a picture with the blue sky as the background and provide it in ultra-high definition so they can use it as their social media profile header...

My heart felt tattered.

When will I get to dress them in the cool outfits I prepared for their arrival fashion...

A corner of my heart grew damp.


Two weeks had passed since spArk left the country. One might have thought Won Chaehee's fangirling would enter a lull, but spArk's chaotic live streams poured out ceaselessly. She lived every day as if it were a comeback week.

The combination of temporary roommates and the special post-concert circumstance created live streams with a unique, momentary tension.

『Joowoo, how's your face? Is it still hot?』

『It's almost calmed down...!』

『Hyung, my apple hair won't come down...』

『Should I blow-dry it for you?』

The atmosphere in Kim Iwol and Park Joowoo's room was charming. Park Joowoo tried to flatten his sticking-up bangs before appearing for the fans, and Kim Iwol steadfastly brought out various cleansing headbands to fix it. This created a cute appeal.

Jeong Seongbin had a single room, but as befitting a popular leader, at least one person was always visiting. When they became a party of three, Jeong Seongbin would turn on a live stream. He would talk about the delicious food they ate that day and the wonderful tourist spots they had glimpsed.

Kang Kiyeon also had a single room, and members frequented it like Jeong Seongbin's. The reason, however, was a bit different. It was mainly where Park Joowoo and Lee Cheonghyeon unboxed mysterious items they had bought while avoiding Kim Iwol and Jeong Seongbin's eyes.

『Isn't it meaningless to unbox it secretly if you're just going to reveal it on a live stream?』

『At least we won't get scolded right now.』

『Sparkler will protect us...』

No one thought they could avoid Kim Iwol's eyes, and as expected, the Sparklers could not protect Park Joowoo.

≫ [Artist_Iwol] Joowoo, see you in my room later!

The younger members trembled like aspen trees when Iwol-hyung appeared in the chat. Afterward, Park Joowoo posted on BubblePop, 'We promised to go to the night market all together,' ending the younger members' small deviation as a simple commotion.

The room where endorphins exploded the most was, without a doubt, Choi Jeho and Lee Cheonghyeon's. Fate seemed to be at play, as they got room number 1205. From the very start, the second and fifth members, riding a fateful current, surprised the Sparklers with an unprecedented move in spArk's history.

『How is it? Is the stream working?』

『I think it's on?』

The fearless youths showed their extraordinary side by starting a live stream wearing only sleeping gowns. When the live stream alarm rang, Won Chaehee tuned in. She was confronted by collarbones dotted with water droplets and nearly had her eyes pop out of her head.

≫ Choi Jeho, cover up

≫ Lee Cheonghyeon, cover up

≫ Cover up. No, don't cover up. Cover up. Don't cover up, but cover up.

≫ Who told you to start a live stream right after showering? If you keep this up, you'll have no choice but to become world-class idols.

≫ Someone please turn off the live stream notifications on Iwol and Seongbin's phones.

≫ Please don't let this end with a forced shutdown. I'm begging you.

The two also briefly explained why they started the broadcast wearing only sleeping gowns.

『We planned on sleeping in the provided gowns, so we didn't bring any pajamas. If Joowoo hadn't handed out those t-shirts, we would've had to do the first day's live stream in these gowns as a group.』

『Iwol-hyung would have definitely made us wear outdoor clothes.』

『You think so?』

Won Chaehee also didn't bother packing separate pajamas if the accommodation provided a sleeping gown, so she fully understood their sentiment. Although it was startling since you rarely see idols outside of their blankets... an idol staying quietly in his room wearing a sleeping gown was 50 million times better than one getting his picture taken while dragging his feet in slippers and shorts to smoke a cigarette or meet his girlfriend.

『Everyone in the chat is telling us to lock the deadbolt so Iwol-hyung can't get in.』

『He doesn't have a key card, right? If we don't open the door, he can't come in, can he?』

A knock cut through the two men's carefree chatter. The sound was gentle but quite loud.

『It's the tiger, the tiger.』

Lee Cheonghyeon clicked his tongue and disappeared off-screen. Choi Jeho stared dazedly in the direction Lee Cheonghyeon had gone. The audio became bustling as the door opened.

『Sparkler, hello! It's Iwol! I'm so sorry for intruding while you were having a cozy time...!』

Kim Iwol's voice came from beyond the screen, which still only showed Choi Jeho.

『What's written on the paper?』

Frowning, Choi Jeho picked up the glasses on the side table. It seemed Kim Iwol had brought a piece of paper with something written on it. Regardless, the viewers were thrilled to see the glasses version of Sleeping Gown Jeho.

『It's nothing.』

『What do you mean it's nothing? You wrote 'Cover up your gown' in huge letters.』

The audacious Kim Iwol had apparently acted like a sly colleague visiting the members on their live stream. All the while, he tried to police their chests from off-screen with a sketchbook that read 'Cover up your gown'. However, Lee Cheonghyeon's surprisingly cheerful exposé foiled Kim Iwol's grand plan.

『You're revealing my secret machinations to the whole world? Cheonghyeon, as soon as we move dorms, I'm sending you straight to Seongbin's room.』

『No! I don't want to go to bed at 1 AM!』

Among Sparkler, Kim Iwol was famous for holding long grudges. The rumor that had circulated secretly among veteran Sparklers, 'Kim Iwol's grudge is longer than his height,' became official after the 'Santa waited 730 days just for today' self-produced content was released.

Sure enough, Kim Iwol declared he would inflict a harsh punishment on Lee Cheonghyeon for revealing his handwritten sign. Lee Cheonghyeon plopped down next to Choi Jeho and expressed his profound sense of injustice.

『We did the live stream together, so why are you only doing this to me? It's unfair. I'm officially filing an objection.』

『Choi Jeho didn't reveal my other side to the public. If it weren't for you, Cheonghyeon, the Sparklers would have just thought, 'Oh, Iwol's here~' and moved on.』

Choi Jeho, who had been calmly reading the chat, opened his mouth, leaving the fiery war of nerves behind him.

『They're asking for Iwol to show his face too? I don't think he can come out.』

『Choi Jeho, wait...!』

A hint of bewilderment was evident in Kim Iwol's voice. A shadow flapped hastily in the corner of the screen. Choi Jeho paid it no mind and continued.

『He's also only wearing a sleeping gown. He's not really in a position to tell others what to do...』

"......"

Lee Cheonghyeon rolled around on the bed, laughing. Kim Iwol's desperate yet contradictory act was thus immortalized on video. He had rushed over, also clad only in a sleeping gown, to stop the members from broadcasting in their natural state.

『Seongbin-ah, I'm sorry...』

Unable to ignore the Sparkler's calls, Kim Iwol finally showed his face. He clutched his collar with a devastated expression as he publicly apologized to the leader. The sight became a legendary scene that deserved to be remembered for ages.
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Extended overseas stays often caused conflict for idols and their domestic fandoms. This was especially true for tours, which were not short schedules that ended in a month or two.

Once talk of neglecting the domestic market started, complaints often grew uncontrollably. Fans felt the group was ignoring the supporters who had been there all along, blinded by profit.

This was a reasonable point, so spArk worked hard to provide a steady stream of content while they were away. They pre-filmed many videos and released them as hour-long original content. They also hired a photographer to post photos from every concert.

They did not neglect their live streams, communication app, or fan cafe activities. Since it was their first tour, they had stockpiled a large amount of content beforehand. They thought managing their stamina would make real-time communication difficult, but they could always make time. Everyone was so talkative that the audio filled itself the moment they turned on the camera.

≫ The blessing of live streams is endless

I forgot about your stamina for a moment

└ How do they keep turning on live streams so often while constantly flying and moving between hotels

└ I believe spArk's real talent is neither singing nor dancing, but their stamina

≫ So sweet...

Do more live streams

└ The video team is filming the stuff that will go up as vlogs, so these admirable young men turn on the camera every night saying they'll show us something different

≫ You never said you'd give us every single combination like an omakase

Now that I've had a taste, I can't go back. spArk, take responsibility

└ Take responsibility and release daily clips of each pair

└ And so Kim Iwol has provided

└ omg when was it posted????

└ He posted it on the official fan cafe earlier, saying today was a day off

≫ They do so many live streams and show every possible combination, so I thought there was nothing more to be desired, but I was wrong

Why are these raw live streams without whiteboards or agendas so fun

└ Usually they don't have them unless it's for an anniversary or a comeback live lolololol

└ We appreciate your sentiment of not wanting to waste Sparkler's time with an item-less live broadcast, but these spontaneous, natural live streams are so enjoyable

└ These guys used to take questions in advance even for communication broadcasts, so seeing them have a stream-of-consciousness conversation while eating lunch boxes is a fresh sight lol

≫ Before/after makeup removal comparison pic

Excuse me, but what changed?

└ I can't believe Kang Kiyeon's nose bridge isn't created with shading... why is his nose still the same after he removed his makeup

└ I heard that when they do his makeup, they try not to alter Cheonghyeon's original features, and I was like, 'Ah, I see~ that makes sense.' But after watching Kang Kiyeon's live, I'm in a state of 'Isn't Kiyeon also not wearing any makeup at this point?'

└ What I imagined: My baby removes his makeup, revealing a surprisingly gentle charm / Reality: My baby removes his makeup, and he still looks like he's frozen with icicles

≫ I like the feel of his unstyled hair, just washed and quickly dried

When else will we see the eldest hyungs' fluffy, down-styled hair? If not now, who knows when a relaxed Iwol will return

└ Guys, you can't see a languid Iwol except for times like this. If not now, who knows when a relaxed Iwol will return

└ Jeho-yah, let's live without wax for just one month... I can't give up your styled-up hair either, so just for one month...

≫ In the beginning, they complained so much about the sleeping gowns, but now they all come out wearing just the gowns without a second thought lolololol

Humans are indeed creatures of adaptation

└ After 3 weeks, the most absurd thing is Kim Iwol tying the kids' Gawoon ribbons prettily for them lolololol

└ Seongbin always wearing an inner shirt under his Gawoon seems like the epitome of a tidy leader, but I keep seeing glimpses of the third member's writing hidden by the Gawoon

└ Our Seongbin... is strange

└ Perpetually strange


spArk successfully maintained public favor by dutifully reporting on our status. Honestly, we did not just do it out of duty. We were also excited and turned on the camera for ourselves, but since everyone enjoyed it, I decided it was a good thing.

"You still monitoring?"

My new roommate, Lee Cheonghyeon, asked while drying his hair with a towel. This was already our fifth hotel. The tour was now approaching its midpoint.

"I'm done. I should go wash up."

"The hot water here is great. Five stars."

Lee Cheonghyeon gave a thumbs-up. He then tied his sleeping gown strings prettily, just as I had taught him, and lay spread-eagled on the bed to relax.

"Dry your hair with the hairdryer before you lie down. You'll catch a cold."

"Just five more minutes."

"If you leave your hair wet like that, you could get hair loss or dermatitis..."

"Agh! Agh!"

He sighed at my nagging, which had become an automated response, and grabbed the hairdryer. When I came out from washing up, Lee Cheonghyeon was rolling around on the bed with fluffy hair, proudly showing how dry it was.

"We don't have anything scheduled for tomorrow, right?"

"......"

Lee Cheonghyeon stretched at my answer.

Since last year's early summer, Lee Cheonghyeon had been running nonstop. He had not taken it easy before then, either. The only difference was that he had increased the speed on his treadmill. Lee Cheonghyeon truly ran without end.

Even working adults experience burnout if they only work. People wear out more easily than they think, slowly and without realizing it. I was partly concerned that Lee Cheonghyeon might end up the same way.

It's just that he rarely listens when I tell him to rest while working.

I wondered, Is this how the spArk guys felt looking at me when I first joined the company? I never dreamed I would learn their perspective this way.

"Cheonghyeon-ah."

"......"

The guy who had been lounging around turned his eyes to me. His sharp jawline was especially noticeable.

"Is it hard having so much work?"

"Suddenly?" Lee Cheonghyeon asked with a puzzled expression. He seemed lost in thought for a moment, then sat up.

"Not so suddenly... I guess. You've asked things like this from time to time."

He hugged a pillow with one arm and scratched his head with the other. The fact that Lee Cheonghyeon didn't joke back meant he had something to say. I waited for him to speak.

"It's hard to give a clear-cut answer. Compared to our domestic activities, where I could study or recharge at the dorm, this is more draining, but the work is fun, and the stimulation from the new environment is refreshing. It offsets the hardships. While preparing, I thought my head would explode from creating the setlist and arranging the music, but rearranging the songs means I can improve on parts I was personally unsatisfied with and show a better version. Thinking of it as a chance to make up for that gets me excited."

"I see."

"It's a relief that there were positive aspects."

Even as I said it was a relief, something felt off. His answer sounded like a polished response from a job applicant.

He has no reason to make a good impression on me, so why?

Just as I felt a sense of déjà vu, Lee Cheonghyeon spoke.

"Can I be honest?"

"Anything."

"I was more worried about other things than the work itself."

"Can I ask what you were worried about?"

"......"

It was rare to see Lee Cheonghyeon choose his words so carefully. After a long pause, he found the right words.

"I was worried about our sustainability."

"......"

"In the past... no, not even that long ago. Until recently, I had this anxiety that I didn't know how long the six of us could continue to be active."

Lee Cheonghyeon calmly explained why he felt that way. He said the trigger was my accident with Yoo Hansoo. The company was in turmoil, controversies were erupting, and on top of his family's opposition, he had to deal with a major agency's intervention. It was all very confusing for him.

"I felt like I had to do something, so I just tried to work hard on what I could do. If we had songs, we wouldn't be unable to make a comeback due to a lack of music, and if there was demand, people would keep calling for spArk, right?"

The fear that the end might be near seemed to have followed Lee Cheonghyeon for a long time. I asked him cautiously.

"Are you still anxious now?"

"No."

Lee Cheonghyeon's answer was concise and clear.

"Not if you've never considered us a burden."

He was referring to the conversation we had when I opened a bottle of liquor in the dorm living room.

"From our trainee days to our early debut, do you know what you used to say like a habit?"

When I could not find the answer, Lee Cheonghyeon kindly told me.

"'You guys'."

"......"

"'You guys will do well,' 'You guys will be fine'... That always bothered me. It probably wasn't with bad intentions. The reason Seongbin-hyung insisted on performing together even when you hurt your head was for a similar reason."

I remembered. Jeong Seongbin always got upset whenever I said something similar.

"At first, I was confused. It seemed like you didn't want to be with us, yet you took care of everything. I thought maybe you were just a good person, but then again, you were unusually lenient only with us. You admit that, right?"

"...Yeah."

"That's why I was so relieved when I heard you say spArk wasn't a burden, and you've really changed a lot. I don't know if you're aware, but you don't try to get out of wearing the group T-shirt anymore, and you don't scold the members for mentioning you."

Not all idols are close. Some maintain a business relationship, while others treat each other like enemies. While those teams must have their reasons, Lee Cheonghyeon confessed that he wanted all of us to get along if possible.

"Going on fun trips together, calling each other when there's something delicious to eat. Finding a funny T-shirt and wearing matching colors, and talking for hours about silly things without realizing time is passing."

"......"

"I liked those little things because they felt like family. So now, there's nothing to be anxious about. I can see how much the members cherish the team."

At the same time, he said his heart never wavered when it came to writing songs. Even if their relationships were uncertain, he had faith that they would support each other when it came to work. Lee Cheonghyeon candidly shared this story, which could have been embarrassing.

"If a song wasn't good, I knew the hyungs or Kang-geon would have set up a serious discussion, so I wasn't too worried. If the atmosphere was one of only praise, it might have actually been more burdensome."

"Everyone tries to be objective about work."

"Right, and I was certain that if I ever fell into a slump, everyone would step up to help, regardless of our personal relationships. So I didn't really have any stress when it came to work."

Every word Lee Cheonghyeon said was right, including the part about my heart having changed.

"Our team has been through so many incidents that I still get worried sometimes, but now I have something to believe in, so I recover much faster than before. It's okay!"

"Should we perform an exorcism to make you feel even more secure?"

"No, rather than that, I'd like you to actively cooperate for the sake of my more constructive goal."

"If you tell me what constructive goal you've set."

"Originally, my goal was for the six of us to be as active as possible, you know?"

Lee Cheonghyeon sat up straight as if sharing a grand, secret plan.

"Now, my dream is for all of us to be active together for a long, long time."

He grinned.

"I know we can do it."

To those hopeful words, I could only smile back.
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Lee Cheonghyeon had changed a lot, just as he promised. He no longer worried about poor reactions or low rankings. While juggling work and his studies, he learned to manage his mental state whenever he felt burdened or things went wrong.

When he wanted a new challenge, he performed a musical number on a competition show. When he needed stability, he planned a trip. It was hard to believe he once got nervous just from receiving feedback. Now, he boldly gathered all the members to listen whenever he wrote a new song.

Lee Cheonghyeon wasn't the only one who had changed.

After washing up, I went to the room where we agreed to meet. Jeong Seongbin stood with his hands on his hips, watching Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon huddled over a laptop.

"What's going on?"

I asked cautiously, reading the room. Park Joowoo, who had just opened the door, summarized the situation.

"Jeho and Kiyeon are exchanging opinions about a choreography revision..."

The atmosphere wasn't friendly for an exchange of opinions. Their expressions were grim, partly from their resting faces, but mostly because the dance line members didn't speak nicely.

In the past, situations like this made Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo the most restless. This was true not just during their trainee days. Even as the 5-member group, Jeong Seongbin was reluctant to face conflict, and Park Joowoo would just hover on the periphery.

Now, however, Park Joowoo wasn't avoiding the situation because it was awkward. He was respecting their conversation, confident it wouldn't escalate into a fight.

Jeong Seongbin trusted Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon to resolve things on their own. He waited, ready to step in at any moment if needed.

Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon had also changed how they expressed their opinions, listening more attentively to each other. They still couldn't understand one another's points instantly and perfectly, but they knew they shared the common goal of creating a more amazing stage.

"Seongbin, what do you think? We just can't seem to find a middle ground."

When Kang Kiyeon felt he couldn't persuade them alone, he sought advice from others for an objective perspective.

When Jeong Seongbin had the chance to state his opinion, he didn't get intimidated or back down. If Park Joowoo had something to add, he said it. Choi Jeho answered his younger members' questions with sincerity.

Even when friction arose and opinions clashed, Lee Cheonghyeon didn't get nervous. His declaration about no longer being anxious wasn't an empty one.

This should be enough...

I was muttering to myself when Choi Jeho called my name.

"Kim Iwol."

"You come take a look too. See what would be better."

"Alright."

We gathered, put our heads together, and discussed. As we talked, I became certain.

This team wouldn't collapse over just anything anymore.


The meeting finally ended after a full three hours, with no idle chatter. Afterward, the spArk members chattered for a long time about how to spend the short holidays squeezed between their schedules.

By the time they decided when to hang out and eat, it was nearly dawn. I wrapped things up, telling everyone to disperse before they got dark circles.

I returned to the room with Lee Cheonghyeon and ordered him to get under the covers and lie down immediately.

Lee Cheonghyeon didn't resist and obediently fell asleep.

Lying in bed, I heard the bathroom's ventilation fan. It was just everyday noise, but the small sound seemed unusually loud. A fan whirred inside my head, too. WHIRR.

SYSTEM.

The SYSTEM responded to my call immediately, which seemed to be part of its active cooperation.

Tell me the clear reason why the synchronization rate is rising. I need to know so I can start the resignation process.

I steeled myself and waited for the SYSTEM's answer.

Before long, the SYSTEM displayed a new window.

+

[SYSTEM] The 'Criteria for Synchronization Rate Reflection' is hereby notified to 'Party B'.

▷ The synchronization rate of 'Party B' will increase according to the following items.

— When the similarity between the 'Life Before Reuse' and the 'Life After Reuse' increases due to 'Party B's' violation of confidentiality.

— When 'Party B's' physical and mental burden increases due to reasons such as overwork, job stress, etc.

— With the passage of a certain amount of time (penalties may occur for schedule changes made using the scheduler).

▷ When the synchronization rate reaches a certain level, a check-up will be conducted to verify that synchronization is proceeding normally.

▷ 'Party A' may arbitrarily designate the degree of synchronization by considering the surrounding situation, ripple effects, additional effects, etc.

+

After reading the contents, I understood clearly. My actions so far had been a ritual to raise the synchronization rate. I had blabbed the secret everywhere, sacrificed sleep, and caused trouble because my mind was a mess.

On top of that, I had pushed up every fixed schedule, from our debut to our comeback. I had done everything possible to raise the synchronization rate. I could only take comfort in the fact that it hadn't reached 100% yet.

I guess the dark circles getting worse or the brief stomach ulcer were part of the check-up process.

No wonder it didn't last long, coming from the vicious SYSTEM. If a hole had been bored through my stomach, I would have been 'resigned' before I could even start the process. It was a relief I didn't suffer for long.

The probability of escaping death grew even slimmer. The guide for synchronization rate changes listed reasons for increases, but none for decreases.

If synchronization naturally progressed over time, then nothing I did could stop the rate from reaching 100%. The numbers would have inevitably surged while achieving the KPIs. It was a dead end.

If I failed to find a breakthrough, I had things to do. I had to go to the intersection at the right time. I also had to change the owner of the folder containing the 5-member spArk edits I'd collected since our debut, giving it to Jeong Seongbin.

Whatever I did, I needed to buy time. I focused on the last item in the notice.

For any future causes, can you lower the rate of increase for the synchronization rate a little? According to the explanation, you, SYSTEM, have some authority, right?

A sudden jump of 10% or 15% like before would be trouble. If that happened, I'd die suddenly. I refused to be taken out without a chance to fight back.

If it's for the sake of a standard resignation process, you should cooperate at least that much. Unless I'm the one who expressed the intent to quit first, forcing me through the resignation process counts as wrongful termination, you know?

The SYSTEM accepted my proposal without any conditions.

+

[SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ Alright, Assistant Manager Kim, you've worked hard until now~. I'll be generous and cut you some slack this time!

+

Thaaanks. You infuriating bastard...

I told the SYSTEM our business was done and sent it away. As it disappeared, my vision instantly darkened. The fan noise in my head stopped, replaced by the sound of Lee Cheonghyeon's sleeping breaths.

My dream is for all of us to be active together for a long, long time.

Lee Cheonghyeon's words lingered in my ears. Sleep did not come easily.


After signing a peace treaty from our battle of wills, I didn't see the SYSTEM for a while. The fire at my feet was too big to pick another fight with it.

No, perhaps the fire had fallen on the crown of my head.

The midsummer world tour brought immense heat. Everyone melted like ice on a hot grill. All the spArk members were vulnerable to the heat, their delicate constitutions living up to their pretty faces. They suffered twice the hardship and adversity as a result.

"Joowoo, you've lost more weight, haven't you?"

"Yeah..."

Because it was so hot, Park Joowoo, already a light eater, barely touched anything but ice cream. On rehearsal or performance days, he forced down a salad for stamina, but otherwise survived on frozen ice or yogurt. It would have been a disaster if he hadn't built up muscle through weight training.

Jeong Seongbin's face had also become gaunt. He was slightly better off than Park Joowoo since he at least ate fruit, but that was it. The members couldn't even enjoy cool air with peace of mind, since catching an air-conditioning sickness or a cold would affect their performances. Ah, if the main vocals wither away and disappear, who will sing the songs...

"I don't even want to touch my laptop anymore..."

Lee Cheonghyeon sprawled on the sofa, fed up with the heat from his electronic devices. Kang Kiyeon, one of the spArk members most sensitive to heat, was also in bad shape.

Only Choi Jeho was fine. He wasn't immune to the heat, but he was far from getting sick from air conditioning. He had a strong skin barrier, so he could enjoy the cool breeze to his heart's content without worrying about illness or dry skin.

His appetite was also the same as ever. Choi Jeho wasn't picky about local food and ate whatever he was given. Choi Jeho was the only one among us whose meal portions hadn't decreased.

"To think you're not even affected by the heatwave, you're truly a talent specialized for overseas performances."

"Is that a compliment?"

"It's a 100% pure compliment and admiration for the best center. I hope you'll accept my praise."

Choi Jeho didn't reply. Judging by his eyes, that bastard clearly thought I had heatstroke.

"I know it's tough, but let's hang in there a little longer, guys."

A ray of light and salt appeared for spArk, who were suffering from the scorching sun, the sweltering streets, and the hot lights.

"We have a shoot at the beach next week, remember?"

The location shoot, meant to provide a different background for maximum value, was just around the corner. Life returned to the members' eyes.
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An outdoor photoshoot under the scorching sun was not pleasant. The thought of torturing my skin under UV rays for hours was heartbreaking. I had cultivated it like a greenhouse flower.

But the amazing natural light and fresh scenery made the blazing sun worth it. How could I give up on a season's greetings shoot in front of an emerald sea?

I had to show the Sparkler fans a shirtless Choi Jeho and Jeong Seongbin in a rash guard. They needed to see an upgraded, toned Park Joowoo, a water-drenched Lee Cheonghyeon, and Kang Kiyeon drying his hair with a towel. There was no other way.

We were staying abroad for a long time, so we decided to use the local scenery when we were not flying to Korea. This water-themed shoot was part of that plan.

During the 『End』 music video shoot, we had to get all the necessary cuts quickly. The set was extremely fast-paced.

This time, however, we did not need to rush. We booked lodging near the beach to film our own content. We could shoot the intro in the morning, work a bit when the sun was highest, enjoy the beach again in the afternoon, and play games in the cool pension at night.

Even the weather god was on our side. The early summer sun appeared at dawn. Cotton candy-like clouds floated in the blue sky. It was a high-quality, natural studio you could not find anywhere else.

The photos of spArk in the beautiful scenery looked like a fashion pictorial. Their vibrantly dyed hair from the concerts and their sharp jawlines were a masterpiece.

Well-shot muscles added to the refreshing atmosphere. This shade of blue was spArk's true personal color, not #FF6600. A surge of anger made me glare at Choi Jeho, who had just finished changing.

The packed storyboard showed the planning team's passion. We had many photos to take, capturing a soft and pure sensibility, a sparkling vacation vibe, an innocent feeling in the water, and a mature, drenched look. We alternated between individual and group shots, and time flew by.

The guys had been listless from the heat, but they instantly perked up when handed a cold watermelon juice. Getting some fresh air after being cooped up indoors seemed to energize them even more.

"Is this fresh fruit juice?" Lee Cheonghyeon asked the staff member who prepared the props.

He heard it contained no sugar and asked if he could drink it after his photos.

"Hyung, did you hear? The watermelon juice is sugar-free! They said we can drink it after the shoot!"

"Good for you. Want mine when I'm done?"

"It's okay. They said they'll give us coconut juice for the group photo later, so I'll drink that. You can have yours, hyung."

Then, Lee Cheonghyeon stuck a flower from the set behind his ear. His visuals alone made him look like a 30-year vacationing veteran.

The atmosphere grew even livelier once the water fun began. The guys had been posing on the scorching sand, but they became vacationers the moment they entered the sea. They were vacationers who 'hadn't forgotten their main duty'.

They splashed water at each other in beautiful arcs or pretended to block it with their arms. They always made sure their faces were not backlit.

We also had a rescue mission for Park Joowoo. He took a huge dive and looked like a drowned rat. His fluffy hair drooped, so I slicked it back stylishly and arranged every stray strand.

"Does it look weird...?"

"Don't worry. You're our team's sexy king today."

"What about Jeho-hyung...?"

"He's... just the king."

"Hyung, I can't tell if you're complimenting Jeho-hyung or not," Kang Kiyeon interjected.

I insisted it was a compliment, but no one seemed to believe me.

After getting enough pictorial-worthy shots by the blue sea, we gathered under a parasol to check the results. Gasps of admiration erupted every time a new photo appeared.

"I don't think that's me...?" Kang Kiyeon muttered, looking at the monitor.

The Kang Kiyeon on the screen exuded a fizziness, like a bright blue sparkling drink turned into a person.

"No, it captures you perfectly. It has all five senses, from the sunlight to the sound of the waves. I didn't know photography had developed to this level. It's as good as a video."

"I think you should be a critic as a side job, hyung. You're the type of person who should be writing book or movie reviews."

Lee Cheonghyeon suggested I get a second job.

It's a shame the only field where I can truly flex my vocabulary is spArk.

After acquiring a trove of amazing photos, we enjoyed a frantic session of mini games at our lodging. A cool breeze blew, and sweet fruits were plentiful. The guys had lost their appetites in the heat, but they now burned with enthusiasm for the local desserts and food.

The losers of each game were flamboyantly decorated with various penalty items. I had requested funny items that would not ruin their looks, and all sorts of peculiar props had been brought in.

"Isn't a flower necklace a reward for Lee Cheonghyeon, not a penalty?" Choi Jeho asked.

He spoke after seeing Lee Cheonghyeon covered in a colorful flower necklace. Lee Cheonghyeon had lost a game by saying his forbidden word, 'no', twenty-four times.

"Jeho-hyung, are you complimenting me?"

"Hasn't the way compliments are used in our team been a little strange since earlier?" Kang Kiyeon interjected again.

Jeong Seongbin just smiled brightly and said it was harmonious and nice.

"It really suits you, Cheonghyeon..." Park Joowoo said. He adjusted the necklace to make sure Lee Cheonghyeon's flowers faced forward.

No matter how brilliant the flowers were, they could not compare to Lee Cheonghyeon's beauty.

While spArk ran around tirelessly, endorsement offers for Lee Cheonghyeon were apparently flooding the agency. I would have to make time to review them soon.

But there was something else to settle first.

"Joowoo."

"......"

"You wear this too." I held out a large fish-shaped bread mask to Park Joowoo.

"Why...?"

Why do you think? Because your forbidden action was 'guilty behavior'. Hurry up, take off those alien sunglasses and put this on.


After playing games late into the night, Kang Kiyeon and I were chosen to buy late-night snacks from the mart. It was completely dark by the time we took down all the picky orders and stepped outside.

"A lot of shops are closed, huh? What time is it, by any chance?"

"11 PM."

"Already? Did we play games for that long?"

"For a long time..." The cameraman holding the camera gave a smile that seemed to have transcended something.

The thumbs-up he gave looked sad.

I'm sorry, cameraman. We have to work hard too, it's our job.

We crossed a few more crosswalks and saw an open grocery store. We stared holes into the order list and picked out all the snacks. We ended up with an enormous amount of stuff.

"What did Jeho write down so much for?"

"Jeho-hyung said he digested his dinner after playing the squeaky hammer game."

"Really?" It was utterly absurd.

He sent his younger members out in the middle of the night with a long list of errands just because he was hungry. My ever-so-reliable hyung made my blood boil.

On the way back, we walked along the beach instead of through the alleys. We had already captured Kang Kiyeon against the exotic streets on the way to the mart. Now it was time for a shot of Kang Kiyeon at the night sea, his hair fluttering in the breeze.

"Wow, the weather's great."

"I know. Maybe because it's summer but not humid, it doesn't feel sticky at all."

Kang Kiyeon's black short-sleeved T-shirt fluttered in the wind. With the streetlights and the dark sea, he looked like a movie poster.

"Kiyeon, stand here for a second."

"You're trying to take a picture, right? The ice cream will melt if we're late."

"We can just run." I urged Kang Kiyeon, telling him this was the perfect time to use the coupon I gave him on Christmas.

Since he had not brought many clothes, I even offered him a special limited-time installment plan.

Kang Kiyeon obediently took his position. He seemed to realize that arguing would only delay our return. I praised his wise choice and passionately took tons of photos of the 'boy of a summer night with the scent of the sea'.

"Using the flash makes it look like a film camera. What do you think? It's good, right?"

"It'd be perfect if you just added the date vertically at the bottom."

"I'll add it for you. I can do it by today."

"Hyung, your job isn't a snapshot photographer..."

But I'm also an amateur photo editor. I gave him a thumbs-up to show he could trust me. Kang Kiyeon looked disgusted.

Could my expression have been the same when I saw the cameraman's thumbs-up earlier? I sincerely hope my facial muscles didn't slack off on their social duties.

The breeze was not enough to stop the ice cream from melting in the residual heat. Delivering it on time was a lost cause. I fully became Kang Kiyeon's photographer, trapping him at the beach. I energetically took pictures from various angles with the cameraman until the camcorder's battery nearly died.

"Is it okay if we change the battery for a moment?"

"Yes, of course." The cameraman hurriedly opened his bag.

I asked if he needed help and told him to take his time. Then I took Kang Kiyeon a couple of steps away, pretending to take landscape photos so I would not seem to be rushing him.

"It's a magnificent view even at night. I get why people say the crashing waves look like they could swallow a person."

"The waves aren't that high, though?"

"But they're pitch black."

I did not have a bad premonition or feel any negative energy. It was just cool, and the sound of the waves was nice.

The sea under the midday sun was always blue and sparkling. It was like that during the pictorial, the music video shoot, and when I walked the beach in Busan with Joowoo picking up trash.

Now, the sky was calm, as if a giant eyelid had closed. Black water washed in and out, over and over.

A firework exploded over the horizon with a small noise. A cruise ship was probably passing by since it was a tourist spot.

"Don't you think Lee Cheonghyeon will throw a fit when he sees the video later, asking why we got to see something cool by ourselves?"

"......"

"Ah, we should've brought him with us." Kang Kiyeon sighed.

His tone was annoyed, but the comment could only come from someone who always thought of his friend's preferences.

"Take him with you sometime."

"......"

"Is the night sea only here? Cheonghyeon won't care about the details. Take him to the sea in front of Incheon."

"Like how you went to Busan with him, hyung?"

"Yeah. Just spread out a mat, and he'll have fun on his own."

Kang Kiyeon laughed quietly.

"Will we have time? Our schedule is packed even after the tour."

"Not right away, but when the situation allows, and the conditions are right."

Like when Lee Cheonghyeon faces stress he can't handle on his own, or when you, Kang Kiyeon, want to get some fresh air amidst your busy schedule.

"Then you two can go hand in hand. It's boring to go alone."

Kang Kiyeon answered that sometimes, a person might need time alone. He said that since our team is always together, he might one day want to meditate by himself.

"Battery change is done! We'll head back now!" the cameraman's voice called from behind us.

Even though he said that, I believed Kang Kiyeon would always accompany a friend who needed him.


Chapter 505: Chat Time (5)

spArk, who had a sleepover at their dorm, tackled a packed filming schedule the next morning. A surprise wake-up mission jolted them awake. They fought with dazed faces to expose each other's secrets for breakfast, then filmed their closing comments while eating strangely shaped ice cream that had melted and been refrozen.

"Seongbin-hyung, you're so ruthless. How could you sell out the top-secret information that Iwol-hyung hates bitter things when you could barely even open your eyes? We were all working together to push the 'Iced Americano even if I freeze to death' guy image for him, what is all this!"

"No, it's not that I hate it..."

"I told you before, our Seongbin-hyung is no ordinary guy."

"It's true that Seongbin is no ordinary guy, but I don't hate bitter things..."

I explained with all sincerity, but no one listened. Jeong Seongbin, who had spread the exaggerated information, saw my reaction but had no intention of correcting the facts.

"Well, it's true you don't prefer bitter things... Though based on your image, you look like you'd handle bitter food well."

"Joowoo?"

Park Joowoo just phrased it more mildly, but he was saying the same thing. It was so unfair.

"As someone who drinks pear and bellflower root tea like water, I must protest this deeply unjust accusation. You do know that when you search for bellflower root, 'how to remove bitterness' comes up as a related search term, right?"

"Are the pear and honey just for decoration?"

Choi Jeho tirelessly picked a fight with me, as usual. What an annoying brat. Does he even know how much pear and honey is in my bellflower root tea?

"You don't really like bitter tastes, Hyung."

"......"

"When we eat the throat pills, your expression is the second-worst after Joowoo's."

A shocking testimony emerged. It was the first time I had heard this myself. I was surprised that these guys didn't just try not to frown while eating them, but actually found them palatable.

"...It is bitter."

Park Joowoo sided with me, even as he averted his gaze. I had heard the advice that the throat pills were better with warm water, so I decided to take them with hot water from now on.


The water-play photos that spArk posted as fan service, taken in their personal clothes and not for a shoot, caused a huge stir.

≫ Iwol-ah, I'm sorry for telling you to stop wearing black

You were charging up your Spirit Bomb all this time for an all-black rash guard. Sparkler is so sorry for not realizing your grand plan

└ How can his abs be so defined even with clothes on?

└ He's wearing tight clothes and they're wet, so his collarbones and muscle definition are all showing, it's seriously legendary goat

└ A goat?

└ Choi Jeho, get out

≫ We told that crazy Choi Jeho to cover up, but he's going around with his shirt open where Sparklers can't see

We told you to be careful where others can see, we never told you to do a water show only where we can't see you. This is betrayal

└ Jeho's fans are so indignant and feel so wronged they can't sleep. At least, I am.

└ How can a person become a Chicago pizza and still have his imperial authority intact...

└ I guess this is the talent of a center.

≫ What is going on with our leader's back???

When did our house Jindo dog become a muscular Jindo dog...?

└ Our Seongbin went from being a sweet, warm, handsome leader to a sportswear model.

└ Wet shirt Jeong Seongbin? Illegal

└ With his hair wet, his soft vibe is gone and he looks so cold... Definitely a spArk

└ He's the leader spArk, of course he's the Grand Duke of Abs.

≫ Anyone want to see Joowoo sweeping his hair back with both hands

No, all of you get out. Only I get to see.

└ Hand it over while I'm asking nicely.

└ Hand it over while I'm asking.

└ Hand it over.

└ Anyone want to see Joowoo wringing out his shirt?

└ You hand it over too.

└ Did Joowoo bulk up?? What's with his upper body?

≫ Did you see the comment Iwol left on the photo Cheonghyeon posted?

(Photo) The biggest name in our fandom is still going strong. ㄴ He outshines even the Wengeols with 30 years of fangirling experience and competes proudly with his legendary quotes. ㄴ He said he sends Cheonghyeon 500 won every time he sees the photo, and I was wondering what he meant lolol. It's an admission fee lolol.

ㄴ But it was a face that made it all so understandable. ㄴ Lee Cheonghyeon, you are my summer.

≫ The truly amazing thing about Kim Iwol

(Photo) He brainwashed everyone into thinking this man is Super Cute Kang Kiyeon. All the fans believe without a doubt that Kiyeon is on the cute side. ㄴ Whoa, what is this? ㄴ Every time I see a pic of Kang Kiyeon in his personal clothes and see how well he dresses, my heart has such a hard time...

I think there needs to be a regulation to stop him from seducing people if he's not going to date them. ㄴ The 180cm tall maknae who looks like he'd drive a yacht on the sea? Cute.

Every single post boasted a fervor as hot as this summer's sun. At this rate, we wouldn't have to worry about the official season's greetings receiving poor reviews. We had put so much effort into it, and it seemed it wouldn't fall short of expectations.

The concert photos and reviews also got good reactions. With expectations raised this high, we couldn't help but feel the pressure to prepare the domestic concert so it wouldn't fall behind.

I can only pray that the newly established business department is blessed with luck in selecting vendors and that the god of art directing descends upon them.

I had reviewed everything I needed to check and was about to turn off my phone when a notification chimed. A new message had arrived from Polo.

Hellas Polo [How's the tour going?]
[A first world tour must be tough]

A warm greeting had arrived from my senior, who was now a labelmate.

Me [Everyone around me is taking good care of me, so it's smooth sailing!]

Hellas Polo [So humble]
[I heard you don't have a show this week, is that right?]

Me [Yes!]
[I was just resting, so if you have something to say, feel free to message me anytime!]

Exchanging greetings was a common conversation, but for a senior to go out of his way to look up a junior's concert schedule? That was clearly an action with a purpose.

Hellas Polo [As expected of Mr. Iwol]
[You really are quick-witted...]

Polo sent a character sticker sweating bullets. The only things I had were the default messenger emoticons and the spArk emoticons. I suddenly became the weird junior who sends his company senior a meme of his member giving a thumbs-up.

Polo confirmed several times if it was okay to ask me a question before he finally got to the main point.

Hellas Polo [We're about to start discussions for the Hellas comeback]
[The company told us to tell them if we have any requests]
[What's the scope of these 'requests' here...?]

It wasn't a difficult topic, but it was an important matter for a newcomer to the company. Anyone with professional experience knew how important it was to grasp the atmosphere at the beginning. It was only natural for a veteran group like Hellas, who had been in the entertainment industry for a long time, to be cautious about their first collaboration.

Still, a group with as many years of experience as Hellas should have a good grasp of how the industry works. Was there really a difference significant enough to ask someone about?

Besides, the scope of the term 'requests' was too broad. It was ambiguous whether it was about song selection, or if it referred to the concept or promotions. I sent a reply asking for details to make the conversation more specific.

Me [I've only been at one company since I was a trainee, so I'm not sure what the process is like elsewhere.]
[On the other hand, at what stage do MYTH or other agencies share opinions while preparing for a comeback? If you could tell me briefly, I think I'll be able to understand more clearly what you're curious about, Polo!]

Hellas Polo [Hmm]
[Most teams without a composing member are probably similar]
[We receive several songs, choose one with the company, and select the title track?]
[The main discussion is usually about things like, 'This style of outfit would be good,' or 'We want to appear on this variety show']

It was vastly different from the spArk-style comeback, where the idols themselves lead everything from the items and songs to the music video and album concepts and outfits.

In that case, they might not know how much input they're supposed to give.

Most of the existing artists under UA were already established. There were also several singer-songwriters, so most artists contributed many opinions during album production. Compared to idol albums, the preparation period was longer, so there was plenty of time for communication. It was the default for the artist to be at the center of the work.

Because this was the existing work system, UA had easily accepted my reckless presentation and spArk's artist-led comeback preparations.

However, judging from Polo's words, the mainstream K-pop market seemed to operate in the opposite way. The company would procure the songs and choreography. An in-house producer specializing in album planning would create the overall framework. Then they would coordinate by receiving feedback from the idols.

It was understandable that Hellas would be bewildered by UtopiA's proposal. Being told to state any suggestions when there weren't even any song samples must have made them wonder what was going on. The employees from MYTH were trying to fully respect the wishes of Hellas, and as a result, they also ended up in a state of 'Please tell us if you have any opinions'.

This wasn't to say the company would be hands-off. I had seen a new document in Dotion related to Hellas's album planning. I figured those people simply wanted to reflect the idols' preferences as much as possible before starting the work.

Me [For spArk, before we start comeback preparations, we decide entirely on our own what kind of concept we want to do and what image we want to show, and then we present it to the company.]
[Similarly, this is just to check first if you and your members have any items you want, so feel free to share anything you'd like to see reflected, no matter what it is.]
[If the way you used to discuss things at MYTH is more comfortable, you can say so! We'll accommodate you as much as possible.]

Hellas Polo [Aha]
[So it's like a survey they conduct before opening an event?]

Me [That's right! Except the answer section is all short-answer...]

Hellas Polo [ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]
[How do they know what we'll say, to be collecting opinions so roughly like this?]

Me [They're pretty good at giving permission, no matter what you say]

Hellas Polo [Wow]

It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say I could see countless emotions in that short exclamation.

So he wouldn't worry too much, I sincerely replied that the company would, literally, positively accept whatever he and his members brought to the table.


Chapter 506: Supporter (1)

Hellas Polo [I'm relieved it's just a simple survey]
[I was worried we'd have to talk about something much bigger, like presenting a vision or something.]

Ah, another slave to our performance-oriented society...

[I'm sorry]
[It must be a nuisance to contact a busy person over something so trivial ㅠㅠ. I was just concerned that if we handled the first project for the new business division our own way, it might affect spArk or the existing processes.]

spArk's digital single had been released after the company's reorganization, but the actual work had started before that. The old team dedicated to spArk was also preparing the mini album, which was planned for release after the world and national tours.

Naturally, the new business division's first real project became preparing Hellas's album. Given the situation, Polo seemed worried about disrupting the established order, like a rolling stone displacing a fixed one.

I was only physically abroad, not performing every single day, so it didn't take much time or effort to answer. Polo apologized politely, but I sincerely replied that it was no trouble at all.

Hellas Polo [Since it's about work, Yuur was going to contact you directly.]
[But it seemed like Iwol was too uncomfortable with him, so I said I'd do it. Just in case you'd be upset that a subordinate was asking ^^.]

Me [Not at all.]
[Thank you for your consideration!]

Hellas Polo [ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Me [Haha... ha.]

If it hadn't been for Polo, I would have had a really standoffish conversation with the head of the division. I felt a deep gratitude for Polo's insight. A conversation with a considerate, professional adult was truly comforting.

The short chat ended with a powerful cheer for spArk's tour to conclude successfully. I sent an emoticon of myself bowing deeply and closed the window.

Just three minutes later, I went back in. I cautiously called out to Polo and left a long message.

Me [Polo.]
[I've hesitated dozens of times, worried this might be overstepping, but I'm sending this message at the risk of being rude because there's a concept I really want to suggest to you. I'm well aware this may seem like a childish act and I plan to reflect deeply... See More]

Polo read the message immediately. He was silent for about three minutes, then sent a reply that was a solid brick of text.

Hellas Polo [ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ... See More]

Some text followed at the end of the message. He said thank you, that he really liked it, and that he would definitely suggest it to the members. He also asked why I was feeling sorry when I was the one being considerate.

Hellas Polo [...You're saying it for our benefit, aren't you? You should be telling us to buy you a meal if it gets chosen!]

I barely noticed it, though. My heart had been pounding even before I hit send.

Hellas Polo [Did I laugh too much? I didn't mean it in a bad way! It's like seeing a younger brother, so cute.]
[Thank you, really.]
[Who else would put so much thought into another team's item?]
[I guess I'll have to be the one buying the meal, haha.]

In any case, I survived thanks to his ocean-like generosity. I vowed never to pull such a reckless stunt again and decided to find meaning in the fact that I had given him a good laugh.


As the tour neared its final destination, various videos filmed abroad began to be uploaded to spArk's official Metube channel. The editing for the vlogs and self-produced content that had been filmed and sent over was finally complete.

Right after the digital single's work logs and behind-the-scenes series ended, spArk's world tour (?) videos followed, making their presence known everywhere.

≫ A characteristic of an extreme J group:

Deciding all the roommates for the 3-month trip before departure

└ I was seriously shocked when I saw them making a roommate chart with all the different room types for each country laid out;;;;;

└ The admirable monsters born from content...

└ At this rate, they'll probably decide whose room to do the live broadcast from too, lol.

└ They actually tried to decide, but since they didn't know the condition of the assigned rooms, they agreed to gather in the room farthest from the elevator if the size and condition were the same.

└└ They're relentless.

≫ The group famous for not making empty promises, spArk

Early-debut Cheonghyeon, who said Iwol's charming point was his English pronunciation when asking for a receipt, and that hyung's "Receipt, please."

└ He's good at other things~ but why this of all things, lol.

└ 'Overwhelming fluency'

└ Does Kim Iwol not do English ads anymore? I liked seeing his handsome face on my commute, but I'm sad the ad was taken down...

└└ I thought they'd extend the contract, but they didn't ㅠ There wasn't any controversy, so if they didn't extend, maybe they couldn't agree on the advertising fee?

└└└ There were even articles saying user traffic exploded after they changed the model. Would they really not pay the fee because it was too expensive...? Seems like there's another reason.

└└└└ He was the guardian deity of the subway, blocking the matchmaking company ads... I wish he'd come back.

└└└└└ lolololololol

≫ Kim Iwol, who sent the pizza blanket to the laundry service

Reason: In case Choi Jeho tried to bring it on tour.

└ The legendary part is how he actually tried to pack it and asked where it was when he couldn't find it, lol.

└ He didn't just put it in the washing machine, he sent it away, lol.

└ Because he looked like he'd wash it, dry it, and bring it anyway.

└ lolololol

≫ Seongbin lolololol

He said it's the first time he's slept in the same bed with someone else since elementary school, when he spilled juice on Seongjun's bed and had to share, lol.

└ I burst out laughing seeing the two of them lying side-by-side with their hands folded on their chests, lol.

└ The bed looks super narrow, and the fact that this was only possible because they filtered out Jeho is both absurd and hilarious ㅠㅠ

└ If Jeho had been there, someone would have fallen off that night for sure, lol ㅠㅠ

└ Seeing Seongbin prank Kiyeon so often, he must really see him as a younger brother, lol. A subtle Kiyeon killer.

And then when they woke up in the morning, both of them had one arm hanging off the bed ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ

≫ Why is our small-animal main vocal so manly?

Was the hotel sleeping gown always such a tight-fitting outfit?

└ And he takes it off saying it's too stuffy... who even is he...

└ Am I the only one who lost my mind seeing Joowoo open Cheonghyeon's drink for him?

└└ His face has a gentle smile, but the veins popping on his back are insane.

└ When I watch the lives and self-produced content, I worry about how our sundubu-like Joowoo will survive in this harsh world, but then I see his daily photos and my heart struggles for a different reason.

≫ The reactions of the hyungs when the maknae, famous for his great casual style, showed up with a palm-sized Mini backpack as a fashion item.

Eldest hyung: Kiyeon, wait, let me get a picture of this. (Extreme documentation enthusiast)

Leader hyung: The bag is cute~ (Complimenting the bag)

Vocal teacher hyung: It suits you well~ (Complimenting the style)

11-month hyung: That's awesome, where'd you buy it? (Extorting shopping information)

???: What are you even planning to put in that bag? (Critical hit)

└ That's just his way of showing affection~~~

└ I cackled seeing that not even all of Jeho's fingers could fit inside, lol.

└ 9:26 When Iwol nags Jeho to just stay quiet if he doesn't know fashion, Seongbin is in the corner silently pressing his lips together.

└└ Ah, why didn't I see this, lol.

≫ Why did the ice cream melt so tragically?

Did the fridge break???

└ They said it happened because Iwol was taking a picture of Kiyeon while carrying the ice cream.

└ What's more infuriating is Jam and Jju eating it nonchalantly even though the ice cream looks like slime, lol.

└ Muindoz is forever.

The overwhelming attention left me flustered. The only way I could repay their gratitude was to upload a ton of photos to the official account and send a flood of BubblePops. I did my best and opened the 'Kim Iwol's Unlimited New Pics Service'.

We lived busily day and night, and the tour soon reached its final stages. After we filmed the interviews for the Blu-ray release, the end of the long journey was finally in sight.

"What's the first thing we have to do when we get back to Korea? Practice for the domestic concert?"

"Before that, Jeho has a photoshoot scheduled, right? And Cheonghyeon and Kiyeon, you have an interview."

"Me too?"

"Yeah, it was added to Dotion the other day."

With a tablet turned on, spArk checked the schedule they had to handle after returning to Korea. I already had it memorized, so I stepped aside. Choi Jeho came up next to me.

"Why aren't you accepting any commercials?" Choi Jeho asked, gulping down some sparkling water.

The brand was always stocked in the concert venue's waiting room, and it seemed he had brought a leftover bottle to drink. He was frugal in strange ways.

"It's not like you aren't getting offers."

"Thankfully, I'm getting more than enough."

"Are you being picky with your work?"

It was a heavy statement that could be easily misunderstood. However, I knew his intention wasn't 'Are you refusing work you don't want to do? Getting too big for your britches?' but rather 'Is there a reason you have to be selective with your work?' so it didn't bother me.

I couldn't exactly answer, 'I'm being cautious to avoid harming the advertisers and the agency since I don't know when my synchronization rate will spike.' So I gave a vague excuse instead.

"I feel like I need more work that allows for an image change," I said. "Until now, a lot of my schedules have given off the impression of an office worker or a public official, whether it was a drama or a public service announcement."

"That's your characteristic. Is there really a need to change it?"

"If I'm going to be an idol, I need to build an image that fits. At this rate, you guys will be holding concerts while I'll be stuck holding performance reviews."

Even after my explanation, Choi Jeho's expression was full of dissatisfaction. I responded with a look that said, 'What do you want me to do?' and he sighed.

More importantly, why do you speak nicely to the other guys but your way of talking to me is still the same? Are you getting revenge because I always pick on you? If so, I have nothing to say. I'll just shut up and take it.

"It's not like I'm just going to play around until a suitable job comes along," I added. "I've decided to work on the album planning for Hellas."

"Why that? We're preparing our own album too."

"To add to my portfolio. I scheduled it for a time when my own work isn't busy, and no one forced me. I'm getting paid properly, so you'll count it as work, right?"

To be precise, I was doing this because I felt indebted to Yuur and Polo. I figured I had to do something like this to repay them for letting me hitch a ride in their car and for the free food and lodging at their place.

"What's with you saying 'portfolio' when you're trying to build an idol image?"

Oblivious to my complex feelings, Choi Jeho grumbled. He seemed to want to say more, but he just walked away instead.


Chapter 507: Supporter (2)

Choi Jeho's suspicious behavior did not end with just 'keeping his mouth shut'.

Jeho is checking my schedule?

Manager Chanyoung described Choi Jeho in a way that made him sound like a different person.

Choi Jeho was not indifferent to the members. However, he was not the type to memorize every detail of other people's business. He would remember if someone said, 'We're going on this show!' during a meeting, but he did not care about scrapped ideas that never happened.

For Choi Jeho to ask the manager something separately meant he was curious about more than just the fixed schedule. You could see everyone's schedules on the Dotion calendar, so there was no need to seek out the manager just to hear about confirmed plans.

Why is he doing something he never does?

I was suspicious but could not let it show. The manager had already sensed Choi Jeho's strange behavior and was extremely worried.

"He said he asked Daeyeon separately too, so I thought you two had a fight."

To make matters worse, he had also asked Manager Daeyeon. Suddenly, only the manager and I were left with question marks floating above our heads.

"There's no way. We're on good terms."

"I'm just saying this just in case, Iwol, but if you're having trouble, you shouldn't force yourself to endure it just to avoid affecting work. In the long run, that's more of a loss. Being professional is important, of course, but if you think about the future..."

"We really didn't fight! We even went to the gym together yesterday!"

Choi Jeho and I had not shared a room for the entire tour, which made the misunderstanding snowball. If I had not gone to the hotel gym with Choi Jeho, I would have had almost no grounds to explain myself.

Manager Chanyoung was so worried that I went to Manager Daeyeon to hear his side of the story. I asked what exactly Choi Jeho had inquired about and heard an unbelievable story.

"He checked the entire list of advertisement offers we've received so far?"

"Yes. I told him it would be better to ask you directly and sent him away..."

Choi Jeho was not just checking the list of proposed advertisements. I was truly surprised that he was even curious about how I was handling hospital consultations or treatments while we were abroad for the tour.

"He didn't... ask me."

Choi Jeho sat next to me on the plane ride home. Even then, Choi Jeho did not try to start a conversation or act like he was observing me.

He slept the entire flight, only waking for the in-flight meal. I thought, This guy must be tired too, and left him alone, but he was looking into all this without my knowledge?

Did I miss something in the meantime?

I was confused. I thought I had completely resolved all the important issues for Choi Jeho, like member conflicts or problems related to me. This situation made even less sense.

I feel like I've felt this kind of unease not long ago...

I traced my memory, searching for the source of the déjà vu, and something came to mind. It was when I heard about the safety training at the action school. Looking back, it was not a big deal, so I wondered if I was overreacting.

Even I prepare countermeasures for concert accidents and memorize every spArk schedule, including personal ones. The fact that Choi Jeho was the one doing it was unfamiliar, but the action itself was not strange.

Still, I should probably talk to him.

I knew that a lack of communication was the root of all evil. However, I had no idea how to break the ice. I could not just say, 'Hey, you've been digging around behind my back lately, what's the problem?'

A Dotion notification pinged just as a headache began to form. It was an update about a meeting schedule for Hellas's album.

I was not a required attendee, just listed for reference. Still, my first thought was, I should go.

It had been like this before. When I was testing the waters about talking to Choi Jeho, I did not feel like it for some reason, so I just pretended not to know...

"......"

I'm already troubled by the synchronization issue, and now another thing is unsettling my mind.

Still, I shouldn't avoid it.

If you ignore things when they feel off, a problem you could solve with a hoe becomes one you cannot handle with an excavator.

I decided to have a serious conversation with Choi Jeho soon. I quickly checked the calendar for the earliest holiday when we were both free after the meeting and any urgent matters were finished.

Where should I write this date down?

I could not write it on the Dotion calendar for members and staff to see. I thought about my personal diary, but as long as Choi Jeho was paying attention to my actions, I did not want to draw his eye to it. If he discovered the pages with notes about the SYSTEM, it would be over.

My roommate, Jeong Seongbin, was also very interested in me. If I secretly booked a meeting room, Manager Daeyeon would surely be contacted. There were too many watchful eyes to avoid.

Then, a secret plan came to me. The hologram scheduler from the SYSTEM's welcome kit.

I used it often right after my regression, but as my influence at UA grew, I no longer needed to force schedules, so I had forgotten about it. There could be no more secure record book than a virtual scheduler only I could see. It was perfect.

I pretended to record a schedule on my phone and summoned the scheduler. After writing down the D-day for the showdown with Choi Jeho, I checked for any more updates.

A memo I had never seen before appeared on the very next page.

[17:00 Intersection]

My thoughts stopped for a moment. The SYSTEM revealed itself as I stood frozen.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor ' has arrived.

▶ I was going to give you a separate notice when there was a month left, but Assistant Manager Kim beat me to it. Anyway, you have to admit Assistant Manager Kim is impatient.

+ 'Ah...'

It could happen at any moment, so I had resolved to always be mentally prepared. I even ran simulations while watching passing cars or videos from people's black boxes.

But an expectation becoming reality was a different matter entirely. It felt like... receiving a sentence.

My mouth went dry. I clenched and unclenched my hands.

If I stop this, how much will the synchronization increase? I won't die in the accident, but will the synchronization rate finish me off? Can I trust the SYSTEM when it says it'll lower the rate of increase if I cooperate?

My mind was a mess. The SYSTEM spoke as if to soothe me.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor ' has arrived.

▶ Don't even think about bailing when the handover isn't even finished, okay? The company is going to follow procedure thoroughly~ so Assistant Manager Kim, you do your best until the very end. Got it?

+ Should I call this a relief? It felt overwhelming. The SYSTEM had not given me anything like a mission despite a major event like the first world tour. I had a negative outlook that there would be no chance to turn this misfortune into a blessing. Still, since the SYSTEM said it would not get rid of me right away, I decided to just find a way to survive.

Our comeback was scheduled for September, the same month as the accident. A national tour followed immediately after promotions, so my time for the action school was limited. If I had not finished the final work on the album in advance, it would have hindered both my comeback and accident preparations.

At least the accident date doesn't overlap with a performance date. I can do it if I take it one step at a time. I can't get impatient and make another mistake, so I'll do it slowly...

I took a deep breath, then slowly exhaled.

Time was on my side since I found out a little earlier. The only regrettable thing was my awkwardness with Choi Jeho right when I needed to visit the action school more often. At least I avoided a situation where I might have had to run out in the middle of a rehearsal.

Judging by the SYSTEM's desperation to make me an idol, it probably adjusted the date on purpose.

In any case, all that mattered was a conclusion in my favor. I gathered my wavering thoughts and sent a text to the action school to schedule a visit.


"Hyung, you're eating really well these days."

"I'm trying to build up more stamina. I've increased my workout volume to match. Do I look like I've gained weight?"

"No. It's just surprising."

Lee Cheonghyeon's words made me touch my face. I don't look like I've gained weight in my cheeks, do I? That's the one thing I have to avoid.

"...Want to eat mine too?"

"Joowoo, I'm not going to steal my little brother's food."

I politely refused the lunch box Park Joowoo offered.

Once the accident date was set, I invested all my gym time into the action school. I told the members and the manager a plausible lie that it was a better workout because it consumed more energy.

Thanks to that, I even practiced with a real car. I would wear a safety suit and time my entry into a slowly moving vehicle. The danger level was different from a real situation, but how often does an ordinary person get to prepare for a traffic accident to this extent? The fact that there was something I could try was a great comfort.

I could not get hurt or sick, so I ate regularly. I ate enough to handle my increased workout volume and schedule, so it seems I looked like someone with a big appetite. Maybe I should eat moderately and hide somewhere to eat snacks...

"Oh, once everyone's done eating, can you all go on Dotion and vote?"

Jeong Seongbin waved his phone as he nearly finished his lunch box.

"They said the design drafts for the album and song cover are out."

The guys pulled out their phones before they even finished eating.

I also put down my chopsticks to check the drafts. Several versions were uploaded, starting with an album design that looked like a fashion magazine cover and a song cover that looked like an empty locker room.

"The color palette is different from our other albums. If I had to pick something similar, maybe 『Hideout』?"

"It has a strong classic feel, too."

Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon spoke as they scrolled. Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo were also engrossed in voting. I watched the guys for a moment, then chose the design that suited them best and cast my vote.


Chapter 508: Side Story. Asking the Audacious Youngest Members About Their Style

A sweltering August day made the phrase 'the tail end of summer' feel meaningless. spArk's youngest members, Cheonghyeon and Kiyeon, visited the ADt studio.

They had just successfully completed an overseas tour, setting the world ablaze with an energy as hot as the midsummer sun, yet, the two returned without a single trace of exhaustion, greeting every staff member with a radiant smile. This is a conversation with two youths who exude an atmosphere as cool as the deep night, but hold an ember within their hearts.

Q. (As of the interview date) I heard you just got back from your world tour yesterday. I understand this was your first one. How did it feel to perform all over the world?

Kiyeon: I was incredibly grateful that so many people enjoy spArk's music. It's a miracle, isn't it? Our overseas fans showed enough interest in a singer from across the sea like spArk to make a concert possible, and our Korean fans didn't hesitate to take long-haul flights to come and support us. I thought, 'spArk is truly receiving so much love. This is a precious experience.'

Cheonghyeon: At first, I started with a simple wish. 'I hope no one gets hurt, and that it's a time for both the audience and us to enjoy.' But as I met various fans and built new memories with the members one by one, I realized, 'Ah, so this is why our seniors said they gain energy from performing!' I had a blast.

Q. Cheonghyeon, you're also spArk's composer. What does it feel like to have fans all over the world sing along to a song you made?

Cheonghyeon: Most of spArk's songs have Korean lyrics, so I was always worried they might feel unfamiliar to people who don't encounter Korean often, but that was a meaningless worry. (laughs) In the end, the members who add their voices are the ones who complete the song. I'm sure Kiyeon, as a co-owner of the song, felt it deeply too.

Kiyeon: I don't know if I can claim a stake in it... (Cheonghyeon laughs) The overwhelming feeling I got when they sang along to my part is still vivid. The song was loved because it was good, and that's why we were able to have this experience. For that, I'm just thankful to Cheonghyeon.

Q. Listening to your answers, I get the feeling you both respect each other very much. Does this atmosphere come from your friendship? Or is it the team's atmosphere?

Kiyeon: The team's influence is significant.

Cheonghyeon: No, you were like that in the past too.

Kiyeon: Was I?

Cheonghyeon: Kiyeon is good at recognizing other people's talents, and he doesn't hesitate to express it. I used to just think about others' strengths, but I started to change a little while hanging out with Kiyeon. The team was what opened the floodgates.

Kiyeon: spArk is really generous with compliments. If there's one thing to praise, they'll bring up something from ten days ago and praise you a hundred times over. So I think we've come to see each other's good points more. We've developed a relationship where we make sure to mention any noticeable strengths.

Q. Hearing 'generous with compliments' brings someone to mind. (laughs)

Cheonghyeon: Are you perhaps talking about our Iwol, who wouldn't lose to anyone, anywhere?

Kiyeon: I just said we're a group that's generous with compliments. Why are you already revving up the mockery engine?

Cheonghyeon: It's not mockery. I genuinely respect him.

The two had been professionals while discussing the tour, but they reverted to their playful, peer-like selves as soon as the conversation turned to their team. Smiles bloomed on their faces, as if they were delighted just by recalling anecdotes with their members.

[Outfit] His swallow-perm hair, styled with a wet look, was paired with thin-rimmed, geek-chic glasses. The look emphasized his sharp features and a composer's intellectual, artistic aura. The watch was from his personal collection.

Glasses: Manner Ghost 20XX S/S Collection Slim Silver

Watch: Oceaner Half Mechanical Classic

Q. spArk is famous for its skills, but it's also well-known that the members are close. Do you yourselves feel that, 'Ah, our team gets along well'?

Kiyeon: I don't know how we compare to other teams, but by my standards, I don't think it could be any better. Except for Cheonghyeon, they're all older than me, but... they're my closest friends and family.

Cheonghyeon: We're really casual with each other. When I say that, people often ask, 'If you're too close, don't you sometimes cross the line?' But I've never felt uncomfortable with the members because of something like that.

Kiyeon: On the other hand, we also hear it's hard to get close if you're too formal. I may use formal speech with my hyungs, but that doesn't mean I feel an emotional distance. Like you said in the previous question, it's possible to be close while respecting each other.

Q. Would the older members agree?

Cheonghyeon: That... I honestly can't guarantee.

Kiyeon: The hyungs put up with a lot from us. Their perspective might be different. Now that I think about it, our hyungs have nagged us for trivial things, but we've never been scolded.

Cheonghyeon: That's because they're very generous with their younger brothers.

Q. That's unexpected. The image you show on broadcasts is like an inverted pyramid, so you have a strong image of being a so-called 'maknae on top' group.

Cheonghyeon: There are memes going around too. Like 'The oldest-hyung-killer maknae' or 'The maknaes who discipline the hyungs'. It's only possible because the hyungs play along. They often tell us to 'act comfortably' for entertainment and for many other reasons.

Kiyeon: If the hyungs hadn't taken the lead or played along, scenes like 'maknae on top' or insubordination would never have been possible, and it's not like our hyungs have personalities that are easy to mess with carelessly.

Cheonghyeon: Then how did we end up with such an audacious image? Did you ever treat the hyungs as equals behind my back?

Kiyeon: It's because the hyungs dote on us, but we only tease them. This... if you actually met our hyungs, you'd immediately understand what we're talking about. Insubordination is unimaginable. Truly.

[Outfit] A ga-ile cut and silver accessories created a rough impression. An unbuttoned linen shirt produced an unrestrained, free-spirited atmosphere, while a simple inner layer maximized the outerwear's flamboyance.

Jacket: Days 20XX S/S Original Series S28SM039

Bracelet: Retrack Horizon Twin Chain 012

Rings (from right): Nodia Wave Bold, Lombe Pair R2, Psyche Light Square GK

Q. I heard you're a well-known duo in the team for your interest in fashion. I'm curious if there are any points you focus on when styling.

Cheonghyeon: I consider it important whether the atmosphere I want to create comes through well. If the weather is nice, I want my clothes to convey that sunny energy. It's a somewhat skewed sense of TPO. I follow TPO not to be polite, but to express my mood.

Kiyeon: I have firm tastes, so I tend to buy and wear clothes or items that showcase the style I want.

Cheonghyeon: Kiyeon's preferences are clear. Leather, shearling, silver, slim-fit, black, glossy, and he always matches them with a cute keychain or doll.

Kiyeon: On the other hand, Cheonghyeon is closer to 'simple is best'. Even when he layers clothes or wears an outer jacket or cardigan, he doesn't wear accessories often. He's the type to compete with his clothes alone.

Q. You were minors when you debuted, but now you're both proper adults. Have there been any changes in your styling since becoming adults?

Cheonghyeon: My casual wear has actually become more casual than when I was a teenager. Until high school, I mainly wore coats or slacks. After becoming an adult, I've been wearing short padded jackets and jogger pants like they're my own skin. (Kiyeon: You used to wear mostly classic and formal clothes before.) Just as Kiyeon said. That's why many people thought I was older than my actual age back then.

Kiyeon: I've barely changed. The only difference is that now when I buy shoes, I hardly look at the heel height...?

Cheonghyeon: You're saying you've reached 180cm, is that it?

Kiyeon: All the members are tall, so it used to bother me. Not anymore.

Q. In fashion, it seems you both pursue a somewhat flashy and intense image, just in different ways. Do your preferences for stage outfits follow similar criteria as your casual style?

Cheonghyeon: For stage or music video outfits, the flashier the better. It's a way to imprint myself more strongly on viewers beyond the screen. Iwol says, 'Your features are striking, so it's okay for your clothes to be a bit revealing.' But then one day, he'll suddenly show up with a rose corsage and say, 'The more abundant the beauty, the better.' He's an unpredictable hyung. So I've decided to pursue the most beautiful things possible.

Kiyeon: If it's work-related, I consider it most important to faithfully represent the concept.

Cheonghyeon: If you say it like that, what does that make me? (The editor couldn't hold back a laugh here.)

Kiyeon: Then I'll change my answer to a style that the fans like.

Cheonghyeon: Excuse me, could we perhaps change the interview title to 'spArk Cheonghyeon's Retirement Commemorative Interview'?

Q. We've been talking without realizing how time has flown, and we're already at the last question. Is there a style you'd absolutely like to try during your future spArk activities, or a style you'd like to see the other members wear?

Cheonghyeon: It's a shame this is the last question...! We've done several photoshoots and always tried to show various concepts, so I feel like we've covered most keywords. When spArk promoted the song 『MISSION』, the younger members were all minors, so only the two oldest hyungs wore very hot outfits. We really want to wear matching cute outfits and swap stage costumes. I'd like to do a reverse 『MISSION』 someday.

Kiyeon: The fans said they wanted to see cute casual outfits, so I've tried my best, but I don't think it's enough to satisfy their requests yet. It seems to be an issue with my sense of picking clothes. If I get the chance, I'd like to make a change that the fans would like. It would be lonely to do it alone, so I'll do it with all the members. Thank you for a wonderful time.


Throughout the interview, the two never strayed from talking about each other and their teammates. Cheonghyeon described his members as 'beings who give strength just by being mentioned.' His friend, Kiyeon, felt the same way.

Their friendship began when they first met at fifteen and now marks its sixth year. It has already been four years since they debuted together.

The two boys once stood at opposite poles of arts and physical education—Korean Dance and piano. Now, they are shifting their stage from the classical to the trendy.

One hopes the journey of these young men will be long-lasting. They once walked six separate paths, met at a single intersection, and now advance in the same direction, their hearts encouraging one another.


Chapter 509: A Surprise Appearance (1)

"Well then, that's all for today's meeting."

The Hellas team's planning leader ended the long meeting. People stretched and groaned around the room. Everyone was exhausted from the four-hour journey.

If spArk initially fought for industry survival and now staked its life on maintaining its position, Hellas had to prove that moving agencies was the right choice.

The company's professional capabilities were also on trial. If they managed spArk so well but failed with the more experienced Hellas, I could guarantee we'd be cursed out. People would ask what we could do besides take their money.

Because of this, everyone on the Hellas team, from the idols to the staff, was fiercely determined. Fortunately, the results were quite good.

I believe any modern person who knows how hard it is to reach a conclusion that satisfies both an agency and its team could imagine the hardships everyone involved faced.

"Mr. Iwol, you've worked hard," Yuur said from his seat diagonally across from me.

The Hellas seniors sitting beside Yuur also chimed in with praise.

"All I did was sit here!" I waved my hands dismissively. One should never get arrogant over a polite compliment.

However, the shudder-inducing flood of praise continued.

"I wondered why Chaejun praised spArk so much, and now I see you're really different."

"You have a good sense for this. Do you know that most people didn't believe it when you said you were self-producing right from spArk's debut?"

"A lot of people thought it was a joint production."

I didn't know because I've never been outside of UA, and I still think that's information I don't really need to know.

"MYTH coveted you too," Yuur, who had been quiet, added a comment too significant to be a simple compliment.

On the surface, it was a conversation people in the industry could easily have. An idol from MYTH would surely know about that company's internal affairs.

However, MYTH and UA had recently been in conflict at the company level. It was a sharp thing to say for someone who had just transferred.

He's definitely not the type to be so indiscreet, so what's going on?

I wasn't the only one who was flustered. A subtle tension filled the conference room.

"Because you're competent and sincere. Any company would covet you."

The moment I heard that, I realized why Yuur was doing this. This senior was warning the company. 'If you don't want to lose spArk at contract renewal, you'd better get your act together.' Since Hellas had transferred under similar circumstances, his words carried significant weight.

A typical office worker might be judged negatively for such a defiant statement, but Yuur was an investor with the authority to influence company operations.

For Hellas, the team he was responsible for, to establish themselves at the new agency, it was objectively better for their junior colleagues in spArk to remain. It wasn't about being a backbone, but more like a heads-up to preserve the company's interests.

He must have heard about how they offered Jeong Seongbin an honorary position and got shot down.

The message was clear. If they didn't hold spArk down with an attractive offer, spArk could leave at any time. He was asking, 'There are plenty of people calling for them, so what will you use to hold onto spArk?' His love for his juniors was extraordinary.

More than that, I don't know how a former idol can flip a switch on and off so quickly. Does over ten years at a major agency do that to you? Is it... any different from an office worker who survived at a large corporation?

"Not at all. I still have a lot of shortcomings." I broke out in a cold sweat trying to appease these seniors, whose confrontational skills were top-tier despite their image.

Yuur accepted my attempt to change the mood. "How are spArk's comeback preparations going? It's soon, right?"

"Yes, so today's meeting is my last one."

The comeback was confirmed for early September. From the middle of the month, we were scheduled to tour cities across the country every weekend.

Now, at the end of August, spArk and the staff were too busy to breathe. Hellas was also aware of our situation.

"You really worked hard. I don't know how we can repay this favor."

"On spArk's comeback day, post three things on Instar to decorate the feed."

"Isn't our comeback not long after spArk's last broadcast? Let's film a challenge. No one asks us to do a challenge with them."

The seniors said these terrifying things so casually. Considering their seniority, they should have known why other groups didn't dare propose a challenge.

Everyone burst out laughing when I hurriedly packed my diary and pencil case to escape.

"Did the concept turn out to Mr. Iwol's liking?"

"Fortunately, it did."

"That's great. You worked hard preparing for the tour and the album at the same time," Polo said, laughing and clapping. He had been horrified after hearing our schedule.

Even I had to admit the schedule was atrocious. It was a good thing Lee Cheonghyeon never stopped working and communicated well with the company remotely, otherwise we would have suffered quite a bit.

It was also thanks to my role being relatively small.

For this album, my part was limited to the main concept and style, like outfits and photos. My contribution decreased compared to previous albums, but with Jeong Seongbin's support, the 'overall member participation' remained at a similar level.

It was good that more members were actively giving opinions that could be practically applied, not just adding a word in passing. Lee Cheonghyeon was a natural artist who could write songs in any genre, but my ordinary head had its limits. The influx of new brains diversifying our concepts was always welcome.

As we adapted to a different concept, my style also changed significantly. The brown hair, once the symbol of a kind second male lead, was a prime example.

My hair was changed to a light brown that looked like a sunset in the sunlight. It was a style I thought only Jeong Seongbin would do in spArk.

For the preppy look, the other guys also transformed, getting a major visual upgrade. I don't know how many times we went back and forth between the hair salon and the dressing room.

We put so much effort into bringing out the chemistry of the Park Joowoo and Lee Cheonghyeon combination, whose eyes sparkled so brightly. Ah, I need to fix this habit of getting sidetracked by work thoughts.

Just as I pulled myself together to return to the practice room, my pocket buzzed. It was a notification that the sample for our physical album, our first in almost a year, was out.

Is this the A version?

The design, like the cover of an old fashion magazine, caught my eye. The inner pages of the sample had a scrapbook feel, as if the photo sections were torn out by hand. It had exactly the vintage sensibility I wanted.

Was it the nostalgic layout? I remembered the days we ran around racking our brains to complete our debut album. Back then, I only knew how to pre-order an idol album, not how to make one.

We started out haphazardly and somehow made it this far.

It felt deeply nostalgic. Compared to then, when our goal was just a slightly better result, the present felt like a dream. We could now focus solely on achieving the highest level of completion without worrying about the budget.

The change in the spArk guys was also noteworthy. They effortlessly did the work of two or three people while their standards kept rising. The company and staff had stabilized, and the members were fully demonstrating their capabilities. Could there be more perfect teamwork than this?

No matter how much I searched my memory, I'd never had a group project this good. That fact reassured me.


The three months and one week that spArk was not in Korea was far too long. The world's time had stopped on the day spArk left the country. At least, that was the case in Baek Haewon's universe.

Since they said they would go on a national tour with little break after the overseas tour, she had a sad premonition. If spArk had a comeback this year, it would have to be at the end of the year.

Still, they released a digital single and their own content...

Baek Haewon decided not to feel disappointed anymore. No fan likes seeing their babies worked to the bone overseas and treated like cash cows.

However, she knew the domestic market was small, and she knew spArk's harsh devotion. They always tried to show Sparkler one more thing amidst their busy schedule just so the fandom's mood wouldn't die down. She didn't want to complain.

So, like the bear that hid in a cave for 100 days eating only mugwort and garlic, Baek Haewon recharged her fan spirit. She spent her time looking back at all of spArk's past activities since their debut.

It was not an easy journey. spArk had left behind a hell of a lot of live streams and videos, befitting the subjects of the joke that you could feed all the fish in the Atlantic with their comeback content drops.

Baek Haewon waited for her babies by doing all sorts of work. She added background music to a meme on the verge of digital weathering and uploaded it to a short-form platform. She also made fan-made videos by cutting their original content frame by frame.

≫ Enough, just open the concert ticketing window already

≫ We need to get our tickets and make a reservation at Haidilao

└ The people who get the grapes need to plan a Girls Night Planet, so UtopiA, please open ticketing ASAP

Sparklers had been waiting only for the ticketing date for the concert schedule released a few months ago.

≫????????????????????

≫ You guys are having a comeback...?

The ticketing date they awaited never came. Instead, a comeback event that screwed up the rotation arrived, to borrow a phrase from a friend who's a huge gacha game fan.

≫ Summary of the notice for busy modern Sparklers

≫ 1. Album Title: Dear. My_ (Mini) 2. Total 3 versions (Magazine, Magic, Maniac) 3. Pre-orders start tomorrow

└ Thank you, summary fairy...!

≫ Guys, it hasn't even been two weeks since you came back to Korea

≫ You're doing a national tour in September, when are you going to promote...?

└ Looks like they'll promote hard for 2 weeks from September 1st and then go straight to the concert

└ The schedule is insane

└ Where did the 2 weeks thing come from??

└ Iwol said on BubblePop that he prepared 2 weeks' worth of music show outfitsㅋㅋ

Flustered by the unannounced comeback news, Baek Haewon hurriedly clicked the link. Kim Iwol greeted her from behind a blurry filter. He wore a knit vest with his chin on his hand, sporting an audacious brown dye job that was practically a disguise.

The core Sparkler, who had been starved for her favorite member every minute and second, unleashed a stream of harsh words she couldn't dare say publicly onto her private account without taking a breath.


Chapter 510: A Surprise Appearance (2)

The new album, 'Dear. My_', and its title track 『Scene』 completely flipped the mood slowed by 『Memento』. This was the exact intention behind 『Scene』 from the beginning.

The choreography's difficulty needed to match 『Alight』, but the expressions had to show the happy ease of 『With List』. The outfits required the sophistication of 『Bright』, while the color palette had to evoke the sand plains of 『End』. I also asked them to add a spoonful of friendship from 『On A High Note』.

I know I have no conscience. I would've deserved to be cursed out if I had just run my mouth and done nothing.

However, I, Kim Iwol, took responsibility for my words. I backed them up with a dense proposal and an endless presentation.

As soon as September began, spArk snatched the spot of autumn's first guest faster than the turning leaves.

≫ A male idol group came back with a cinematic MV that reminds you of a 20th-century movie.

The film camera-like color grading, dramatization, cut direction, and use of symbolism made many say it felt like a fan-made music video. It was as if someone had picked a movie that fit the song and edited it together.

└ The group scenes, which are a must in MVs, are also being praised for blending in well without standing out, as the background and color grading match the drama scenes perfectly.

└ How can a music video smell like paper and film?

└ Seeing as the title is also a film term, it seems like it was intentional to some extent.

└ I've never had a preppy look phase in my life, so why do I feel so nostalgic?ㅠㅠ

└ Mr. Kim Sparkler, a Republic of Korea high school student, grew up wearing only a non-woven fabric blazer and a gym uniform with poor breathability at his Korean high school, so this is strange.

└ The fact that 'Father', who has only ever dyed his hair cool-toned colors since debut, went with brown hair shows what a huge decision it was.

≫ My favorite part of spk's new MV is how the letters sent to friends are delivered in a form that suits each of them.

The paper airplane was a classic and suited Cheonghyeon well, but it felt less fresh than the others. I liked how picking an apple and turning it over revealed writing on its surface, or how reading only the smudged letters from a rain-soaked newspaper formed the letter's text (Photo).

└ Glasses-wearing Seongbin sitting on a single sofa with a shawl, unfolding a wet newspaper is my number one pick.

└ The 22-year-old who looks best with antique furniture in the world is Jeong Seongbin. Does anyone disagree?

└ The flow of the hand holding the newspaper → the hand shaking off water → the hand slightly pushing up his glasses → the hand unfolding the newspaper is so sophisticated.

≫ A song like an autumn night with shooting stars, with a video like a field of reeds.

└ The beat isn't slow and the song isn't calm, but it has this unexplainable seasonal feeling.

└ It's so funny and amazing how people keep saying they heard the sound of a reed field during the part right before the highlight where it just shows a series of landscape cuts, even though there's no sound in that scene at all.

└ There was no sound of Choi Jeho breathing out a white puff of air and sighing, 'Ha...'? I really can't believe it.

└ There was no visible breath in the video, what are you talking about?ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ Sparklers are collectively reporting strange symptoms.

≫ spArk consistently tells stories about friendship, but the form of that friendship is different every time.

The story of Joowoo sending a letter after time has passed because he misses his childhood friends, and the members of spArk, who were living their own lives, heading to their hometown to find the friends they shared a scene of their lives with? It stimulates something in an otaku.

└ 'We wanted to show that even if it seems like we're walking different paths, the precious roots we hold dear don't change regardless of the passage of time'...Kim Iwol is a genius.

└ Wait, this was a continuation of the story from With List????

└ Depending on how you see it, it could be, so interpretations are split between it being a parallel universe vs. it being inside Joowoo's dream.

└ That's crazy, no wonder they kept adding end-of-the-century static.

└ End-of-the-century staticㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

≫ Want to appreciate a lookbook titled 'No Two Preppy Looks in the World are the Same'?

Then watch spArk's music show performances, where they serve up a different flavor of preppy look every day. Even with just school uniform materials, they mix it up with jackets, knits, vests, ties, and blazers. Rugby shirts (only the pretty ones, important★★★), varsity jackets, etc., they give you everything. Glasses? They have them in every color. All you have to do is watch. Try it, try it.

└ If you choose the wrong fit or width for chino pants, they can look baggy and really bad, but they came out wearing ones that fit perfectly with their blazers, major props for that bb.

└ Honestly, a necktie on Lee Cheonghyeon is just cheating, isn't it?

└ I wondered what a varsity jacket was, turns out it's like a baseball jumperㅋㅋ I just learned that.

└ Even when they wore department jackets, I liked how they had different details for each member's character interpretationㅎ Especially hoodie + department jacket Choi Jeho, he's the P.E. student of my dreams.

└ Look at them adding the explanation 'only the pretty ones' for the rugby shirtsㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ I mean, if you choose the wrong one, it's just a golf look.

└ Suede Kiyeon... I'm speechless at his beauty...

≫ Summary of reviews from Sparklers who received the album!!! Sparklers who haven't decided which version to buy, refer to this post!!!

First, the concepts for each album version that were released on the product page from the start. Magazine: fashion magazine photoshoot concept cover + school look photobook. Magic: snapshot photo concept cover with confetti + school look photobook with slightly more conceptual outfits than Magazine (the coat outfit with Sol that went on the mail board recently is all included in the Magic ver.!). Maniac: sports team concept cover + casual photobook, and new information that came out once the physical albums were released. It was previously announced that the ticket-shaped PVC film included as a supplement would be a different color for each album version, but if you shine the film on the album cover, you can only see 'M', 'a', 'i' from each version's information (this album's title is Dear. My_). The elements visible on the cover when you hold the ticket up are different for each album. Magazine (red) shows the accessories from the MV, Magic (yellow) shows confetti, and Maniac (blue) shows the cabinet doors and photos on the wall. The image created by combining all three of these layers and making it black and white is the digital cover image for Scene. + Adding this because people in the comments asked for it!!!

If you stack the supplement films from the other two albums on the back cover of one album, a drawing of a black matchstick appears (ex. stack the yellow + blue tickets on the back of the Magazine album). Since the album spine has 'Dear.' + the cover has 'My' (Mai), there's speculation that the blank in '_' is spArk, represented by the matchstick.

└ I, I just.....thought they were inviting us too since they gave us the ticket from the MV…

└ Someone who realized it was all a disguise after thinking it was a journal-decorating concept because the album was so colorful and used a lot of stickers and materials: I'm so scared.

└ The members in the MV are friends, so matchstick (spark) = spArk = friend. I'm so moved.

The album became a hot topic in various communities because it was jam-packed with a photobook, supplements, merch, and things to analyze. It successfully fulfilled an order akin to a 'hot iced drink', maintaining a fresh sensibility while exuding a mature atmosphere fitting for the release season.

This process was not easy. Kang Kiyeon and Choi Jeho, in particular, struggled greatly.

Why did these two have a hard time when it was not even a ballad?

"Doesn't something feel off?"

"No, Kiyeon. You look cooler than before...!"

It was because their dance lines were on the verge of changing due to physical growth. The rumor that people who dance professionally are sensitive to changes as small as 1 centimeter or 200 grams turned out to be true.

Although Park Joowoo praised him sincerely, Kang Kiyeon did not look entirely relieved. He was so cheeky, always saying he wanted to hurry up and reach 180 centimeters while growing bit by bit.

Still, he was truly struggling with how the changes affected his dancing. Instead of scolding him, I became Kang Kiyeon's exclusive monitoring agent and showered him with praise and feedback throughout his choreography practice.

Surprisingly, Choi Jeho had grown too. It was not a sprout-like growth spurt like Kang Kiyeon's, but he grew exactly 1 centimeter.

The height on Choi Jeho's profile had never once changed. It was just like him, debuting as a complete package.

So, the moment I felt that Choi Jeho had gotten taller, I thought my sensors were broken. However, the stadiometer's screen proved my eyes were still perfectly fine.

They say the growth plates in the spine are the last to close.

It also made sense why the old Choi Jeho had not grown taller. His back injury had likely affected his growth plates. He was naturally skilled at controlling his body, so he did not struggle as much as Kang Kiyeon, but Choi Jeho also needed time to adjust.

Congratulations on growing another finger-joint taller than yesterday, but I hope you don't grow any more than this.

Don't you think your words are a bit contradictory?

I'm not kidding. If you get any taller, we'll have to seriously consider revising your profile.

Korean society tends to be obsessed with the 'standard'. If he surpassed a certain level, people might say he was too tall or that the balance with the other members was off.

If he grew just 2 more centimeters, Choi Jeho would be 190 centimeters. If that happened, Kang Kiyeon would have to hear again about the 10-centimeter difference between him and the tall members. What could be more depressing than that?

So, I poured the high-end mineral water ordered for an interview into the dorm's most expensive bowl and performed a ritual. I gave thanks for Choi Jeho's strong back and prayed for his hard-working growth plates to finally rest in peace. If the god of calcium has any conscience, I hope they will stop bestowing blessings upon Choi Jeho.

The two of them must have been anxious with the comeback right around the corner, but they ultimately succeeded in regaining their original form before the showcase. As a reward for completing this sudden challenge, they acquired much more powerful dance lines and an intimidating aura. We filmed vertical fancams for each member in the practice room, and those two were particularly fearsome.

We successfully did the rounds on music shows with our grown-up dance line. At the channel where I was an MC, they even hung a message in our waiting room to coincide with our comeback week. It said, 'Congratulations to the lovely youngest, Mr. Iwol, and spArk on their comeback!' I was so surprised to see they had even prepared balloon decorations and a cake.

When did you prepare all of this?!

We should celebrate a lot when we have the chance!

It had been decided beforehand that I would step down from my music show MC position after the 『Scene』 promotions ended. Thankfully, everyone was sad to see me go. The writers, who had seen me travel busily between Korea and overseas during the world tour, told me they would happily cheer on my new start.

And to commemorate being the MC during the week of spArk's performance...

Mr. Iwol! Your outfit today is really amazing!

Thank you! I was so excited to show my professional side after so long that I just came up on stage like this!

...just like during my flashy MC debut, I ended up playing the part. I stood stiffly among my seniors in an absurdly decorated outfit, reading the script all by myself.

To think this was a mandatory rite of passage for someone about to leave. The final mission given to one who is about to retire! For a very brief moment, I seriously considered whether I should just cancel my departure.


Chapter 511: Fulfillment (1)

I diligently filmed challenge collaborations while promoting on music shows. I invested all my break time, and people joked that I was filming with every single artist there.

≫ A spArk and Hellas challenge, for real??

I couldn't believe my eyes

└ I had a moment of cognitive dissonance lol

└ It's because myth artists almost never do anything with celebrities from other agencies... hahahahaha

I even filmed one with Hellas. The agency's power was incredible. I never imagined that phrase would ever be attached to spArk.

My first music show appearance in nearly a year became a new topic of conversation for the men, who were bored after their projects ended.

Gu Jahan [(Photo)]
[A melancholic Kim Iwol]
[(Photo)]
[A powerful Kim Iwol] Me [May I ask why you are doing this to me?] Woo Yunjae [You look magnificent, Young Master] Me [Seriously, why are you doing this to me...]

Whenever spArk was on TV, Gu Jahan and Woo Yoonjae would show up like ghosts to laugh and tease me. They even sent a three-person selfie they took together at a table set for drinks, posing with me on the screen. I shouldn't have filmed that rural variety show with those two.

Those guys didn't just tease me in the group chat. They also spread rumors everywhere. They blabbed all over and posted screenshots of our messages on social media. I was almost swept into a controversy like, 'Kim Iwol, who claims to have no friends, is making actor acquaintances from different groups for all his members...'

Berion's fandom came over to do some reciprocal voting. We had built a sense of loyalty with them from IDC to the 'Strawberry Park' stage. The story of Sparkler's massive loyalty voting while spArk was on tour was famous. The Berion fandom showed the power of veteran boy group fans, saying, "We've come to uphold the code of the martial world."

Thanks to this firepower, our recognition, and our fans' unwavering help, spArk received a report card that silenced any talk of decline. It felt strange to announce spArk as the first-place winner while I was the MC. Maybe it was because I hadn't referred to spArk from an outsider's perspective in a long time.

The short promotion period ended safely. We fulfilled our first-place promise and hugged each other, sharing the joy of the award. The feeling of escaping the curse of accidents, discord, and lack of support was indescribable.


My schedule was empty for exactly three days between the final broadcast and the national tour, except for concert preparations. I spent those days busier than anyone. I checked the Urban Traffic Information Center's CCTV footage every day while waiting for the hat and protective gear I pre-ordered. I couldn't let a disaster happen where someone hits a bollard or a traffic light trying to avoid a car.

I huddled under the covers when I should have been sleeping and stared at the CCTV for two hours at a time. Then, the SYSTEM spoke to me.

+

[SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ Assistant Manager Kim, what are you preparing so diligently for?

+

I didn't answer. It would find out when it saw. Instead, I threw a question back at the SYSTEM.

You've given me KPIs and missions to prevent incidents several times now. Can I assume that by telling me the date of the accident, you're implying that you'll take that into account to some extent?

The SYSTEM flickered a couple of times.

+

[SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ If you don't exclude the fact that there was always a price, then yes, you could say that.

+

The Department Head Nam tone was mostly gone from its speech. I must have really gotten on the SYSTEM's nerves.

Still, what could I do? If it declared it would cooperate, it had to keep its word.

Staring at the SYSTEM felt like a battle of wills. The SYSTEM didn't back down, but it couldn't push too hard either.

You told me the reason for the synchronization rate increase last time. While you're at it, why don't you tell me the expected increase?

I became even more brazen. From the moment I decided to resist the SYSTEM, I also decided not to choose my words carefully.

The SYSTEM used Department Head Nam's tone to control my actions. I had no desire to be the only one acting within company norms. Did I have to live as the SYSTEM's employee forever?

Remember how you promised to lower the speed of the synchronization rate increase last time? Keep your word about cooperating. What's the point of just synchronizing when I don't even have a clue what the resignation process's structure is like.

The SYSTEM flashed as I muttered inwardly.

+

[SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ Assistant Manager Kim, you're talking as if I've been uncooperative with you.

+

+

[SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ Haven't I been kind enough to Assistant Manager Kim? Not that I have any obligation to be kind to Assistant Manager Kim.

+

I told the SYSTEM I wasn't curious about its standard of kindness. I just wanted it to tell me the exact increase rate, reflecting its intention to cooperate.

The loading icon spun on the SYSTEM window. It seemed to be weighing its options, wanting to assert its power by making me offer first.

+

[SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ Why don't you start by telling me what Assistant Manager Kim thinks is a reasonable synchronization rate.

+

If I say 1%, it'll just call it nonsense. It's just pretending to be generous.

I was annoyed and didn't answer, so the SYSTEM presented its own terms.

+

[SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ 5%? This is an unprecedented special offer, as Assistant Manager Kim well knows, right?

+

+

I don't care. Think about it logically. Is using 5GB when you have 100GB of remaining capacity the same as using 5GB when you only have 10GB left?

+

I scoffed. At 5%, excluding the traffic accident, I would only have one chance left. Did it really think I would accept that?

I intended to get as much insurance as possible. That was why I mentioned the handover. The SYSTEM would willingly make adjustments to adhere to its own rules. As expected, the SYSTEM took the initiative and proposed a new price.

+

[SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ I'll make it 3%. I can't go any lower.

+

The SYSTEM might twist its words or hide the main point, but it never lied. It was unlikely to back down on something it called impossible. So, I decided to accept the offer.

3% for stopping one major accident is a pretty good deal.

It was a satisfactory result. The SYSTEM vanished instantly, perhaps thinking it had been used.


When I opened my eyes, I was in a very familiar space.

It was not the room I had fallen asleep in, but the old office of Hanpyeong Industry. I saw my desk, surrounded by low partitions that couldn't hide anything. In the chair sat me, or rather, 'Kim Iwol'. I stared down from mid-air at the working Kim Iwol.

The first thing I noticed was his skin, as white as the fluorescent lights. The area under his eyes was dark, and his sclera were bloodshot. He typed on the keyboard with a stiff, machine-like expression. When someone approached and spoke to him, he would smile for a moment, but the smile vanished as soon as the person turned away.

A desk calendar was the only personal item on the empty desk. It was the year of the first anniversary of my sister's death, a time I barely remember getting through.

So that's what I was like back then. I remembered living a relatively normal life, but I couldn't feel any energy from the me in front of my eyes.

The background changed like a slideshow, shifting from the colorless office seat to a park bench, then to a bed in a dark studio apartment.

Kim Iwol stood on the hellish subway, walked a path packed with crowds, or stood still at a crosswalk with a green light. The space Kim Iwol occupied changed ceaselessly. The surroundings changed rapidly, as if on fast-forward.

Through all the changes, Kim Iwol's expression remained as hard as a plaster statue. There was no trace of vitality. He looked depressed and exhausted. I felt a disconnect from the me in the photos uploaded online daily, the one singing with a bright smile.

Beside the bed where Kim Iwol lay, his phone screen repeatedly brightened and dimmed. New message previews popped up endlessly. The room lit up blue then was swallowed by darkness again and again, but Kim Iwol didn't stir. His dark eyes remained fixed on the ceiling.

A dim light seeped in over his open eyes. The bathroom door closed, and the shower started running. Water dripped from his wet hair as he packed his bag. He stumbled out the front door while putting on his dress shoes.

Then, he was on the same street from before. Everyone was sucked into a small subway station entrance. A wave of pedestrians swept him onto the subway, only to throw him out at another station.

Kim Iwol walked to the front of the company out of inertia.

He looked unhappy, even when he was just standing still.

That made my heart feel complicated.

Sunlight reflected off the glass door of the closed building, dazzling me. I opened my tightly shut eyes and found myself back in the dorm. I checked my phone. It was five minutes before my alarm.

A D-day display and a digital clock floated in the corner of my vision. The milliseconds rapidly decreased and refilled, over and over.

I showered early, before the other guys woke up. I unwrapped and put on the hidden elbow and knee pads before changing into my outdoor clothes. I had bought thin ones, so they weren't noticeable through my clothes.

I also grabbed the hat I had prepared. A black mask and a ball cap are essential for an idol, so no one would be suspicious.

I had set up a safety net for the synchronization rate and completed the final stage of my rehearsal.

All preparations were complete.

I hadn't recorded it anywhere, afraid someone might see it, but the D-day I had never once been confused about had arrived.


Chapter 512: Fulfillment (2)

That morning, I checked our group formations with the backup dancers in the practice room. The schedule involved no strenuous movements, so I didn't need to wear protective gear or secretly change clothes. I just hid a cap in my bag for later.

My next schedule was a visit to the production company for a final check on the reverse-tribute kits for the concert. I had already inspected everything from the components to the samples, but it was the perfect excuse to leave practice alone. Perhaps because of my recent behavior, no one tried to stop me.

The finished kits were perfect. I had meticulously checked every step of the process, so I expected no issues.

Since I was there under the pretext of a review, I pretended something was wrong and diligently turned an innocent box over and over. Then, without smiling, I told the very nervous employees that the kits had turned out great.

The visit to the company ended in a flash. Before I knew it, it was almost 4 PM.


"Mr. Iwol, should we head back to the company now?" Manager Daeyeon asked as he started the car.

I replied as nonchalantly as possible. "Manager Daeyeon, would it be okay if I bought something to drink?"

"Something to drink?"

"I saw a popular cafe on social media recently. They said it's trendy, so I wanted to try it with the guys. Since our tour is starting soon, we won't have time to go out for a while..."

Just as I was about to add that it was a detour but still on the way, Manager Daeyeon took out his phone.

"What's the name of the cafe?"

"So we can stop by?"

"For Mr. Iwol, who rarely drinks cafe beverages, to say you want to go, you must have thought about it a lot. Everyone's working hard with practice, so having something tasty will be a nice change of pace."

Permission was granted easily, contrary to my worries. I tried to ignore my guilty conscience as I entered the cafe's address into Manager Daeyeon's phone. When he pressed search, the navigation activated, showing a large intersection right next to our destination.

The road back to the city center alternated between congested and clear, just as I had observed on the CCTV for this time of day. We were passing the designated spot at the expected time, but I was still anxious. I could only rub my palms restlessly on my thighs.

I don't know how many times I've pictured this in my head. I must have run dozens of simulations, each time imagining myself calmly reviewing how to break a fall inside the car.

But reality was different. My mouth was dry. If I lost focus for a moment, my mind went blank. I was so nervous my thoughts felt like they were freezing. I had taken countless deep breaths behind Manager Daeyeon's back to calm my racing heart.

Still, the vehicle moved on without stopping. The surrounding buildings grew more familiar, one by one. It was the same scenery I once walked through every day.

The destination was rapidly approaching.

"Have you decided what you want to drink? If you have a menu in mind, I'll go buy it all at once," Manager Daeyeon said, turning on the blinker to enter the main road.

"I'll go with you."

"......"

Manager Daeyeon looked at me, surprised by my unusual response. He seemed shocked that I, the spArk member most concerned about safety incidents, would insist on going to a popular spot crowded with people during peak hours.

"I want to look at the menu and choose!" I insisted.

I knew it was out of character, but I pulled a cap and mask from my bag as if I had been waiting for this. Manager Daeyeon let out a dry laugh and agreed.

We parked in the lot next to the building at 4:45 PM. Staying outside too long could attract a crowd and ruin everything, so I dawdled in the car for five minutes, pretending to take orders from the members. At exactly 4:50 PM, I opened the car door.

The moment I stepped out of the parking lot, a wide, long crosswalk came into view. My heart pounded. A few pedestrians stood under the red traffic light, but the child was not among them.

The cafe was right in front of the crosswalk. As the automatic door opened, Manager Daeyeon gently took my sleeve and led me inside.

"What would you like to drink?" he asked in a low voice.

I lifted my head and pretended to study the menu.

I had half-exaggerated about the cafe being trendy to convince Manager Daeyeon, but for a commercial district, it was quite busy. I felt gazes from all around, people trying to confirm my identity.

"I'll show you what the guys said they wanted, too. That'll make it easier to order, right?"

My hand trembled in my pocket. I took out my phone and pressed the power button, and the screen lit up. I heard a customer who recognized me take out their phone to snap a picture.

4:57 PM.

"This kiosk is... complicated. Mr. Iwol, could you keep your phone on for a moment?"

I kept the phone on as Manager Daeyeon asked. From a distance, I heard a conversation. "Should we ask for an autograph?"

4:58 PM.

"Looks like we'll have to wait a while. We've already chosen the menu, so Mr. Iwol, if you're tired, you can go rest in the car..."

Manager Daeyeon took out his card. A couple of people started moving toward us.

The kiosk began printing a receipt. The moment '16:59' appeared on the white paper, my vision turned red. Like a page displaying server time hitting the top of the hour, the milliseconds glowed crimson.

I bolted outside and ran with all my might.

"Mr. Iwol?!"

Pedestrians stopped in their tracks, stunned to see someone burst out so suddenly.

Before they could approach me, before Manager Daeyeon could grab me, and before the car...

"What's with that car?"

"Are they drunk? Why is it swerving like that?"

...could descend upon the child like a disaster.

I ran for my life. I reached for the child I had only seen in the accident video, the one standing perfectly still, waiting for the walk signal.

I pulled the child into my arms just as the car was upon me.

I used my whole body to shield the child's head.

Hold on tight so I don't lose my grip. Don't let the child's body touch the car or the ground.

I can't hit my head either. No fractures. The concert is this weekend.

Think about hitting the hood, not the bumper. Hit it with my back, careful not to injure my legs. Car windshields don't break that easily. There are no bollards, but I have to be thrown toward the sidewalk to avoid a secondary collision with a car turning right. Don't be scared. You know fear only makes your body stiff. Remember what you've been preparing for all this time. I can do this.

I gritted my teeth and lunged. My vision went black. The world shook violently. I felt weightless for an instant, as if freed from gravity, before a black hole seemed to swallow me and slam me into the ground.

It was quiet. It didn't even hurt. I wondered if the car had been a hallucination.

And then...

"...Mommy!"

...a child's wail brought my senses back. The world erupted with screams, honking horns, and people calling for an ambulance. I blinked and saw gray pavement blocks. The fingertips of the hand that had shielded the child's head were bright red. In the distance, my cap lay on the ground.

I asked the blurry feet I could see through my hair to take care of the child. I wasn't sure if my voice came out right. Thankfully, someone gently took the child from my arms.

A familiar pair of old, worn-out sneakers appeared where the person had been. They were Manager Daeyeon's.

His trembling fingertips cleared my vision. I met Manager Daeyeon's eyes as he knelt over me, trying to check if my pupils were dilated.

"The ambulance is coming, so don't get up..." he tried to reassure me calmly.

He pressed a rolled-up cloth, which he had gotten from somewhere, against my hairline. I pushed his arm away, insisted I was fine, and stood up.

As long as nothing is broken, I'm okay. My head was ringing and my vision was shaky, but I could walk.

A familiar sedan was stopped nearby, its bumper smashed into the side of a building. It was the unforgettable car that would haunt my dreams.

I approached the driver's side, where a figure moved behind the window. I pulled the handle, but the door was stuck. I pressed my face closer and could see clearly into the car's dark interior.

He was driving drunk in broad daylight, ignoring every traffic signal. Rage boiled inside me to see that the airbag had deployed for a man who would cause such an accident and then flee. Why is it that only bastards like this get to be safe? Then and now.

I slammed my forearm against the window. BANG! The driver flinched. My reflection showed my face half-drenched in something dark.

In the past, he might have run away to avoid a criminal record, then easily cast aside his responsibility with a settlement.

"Get out."

That's not happening this time. He's going to walk out on his own two feet and see with his own eyes how many people are filming his car and his face.

Two different sirens mingled in the air, the blaring noise growing until it hurt my ears.

But my mind was consumed with a single thought. I had to get the driver out. He was the type to shamelessly run away if I didn't hold him here.

Several hands grabbed my arm as I yanked on the handle.

"Mr. Iwol!"

One of them was Manager Daeyeon's. I faltered at the familiar call and was pulled away from the car. Manager Daeyeon and the paramedics dragged me, resisting, to the front of the ambulance and laid me on a stretcher. They pressed down on my forehead again, making it hard to open my eyes.

"That..." My voice cracked pathetically.

I squeezed out the words with great difficulty.

"Please... catch that man..."

I wanted to ask about the child. Was the child already in an ambulance? I had to tell them to take care of the child first, not me.

Before I could get an answer or ask another question, the ambulance doors closed. Even through the chaos, I could clearly hear the child's crying.

The noise outside now included the sirens of a police car. The tension finally left my body. It was the relief of knowing that the value my sister had traded her life to protect had not turned to dust.


Chapter 513: Explosion (1)

"Manager, I'm really okay."

I tried my best to convince the manager who came as my guardian, but he was adamant.

"Just get the check-up and listen to the results. If they say there's nothing wrong, I'll take you back to the dorm."

"But..."

"You can't ignore a minor fender bender, and you're injured."

The smell of blood lingered as the manager spoke. It seemed to come from my forehead, which had been throbbing for a while.

Aside from the sharp pain where I hit my head, nothing else hurt significantly. For someone hit by a car, I only had muscle soreness that was almost embarrassing to call pain.

"Besides your head, there don't seem to be any external injuries. Are you feeling dizzy or anything?"

I was lucid enough to answer the paramedic's questions myself. The tip about leather clothes being best to prevent abrasions had been extremely useful. Except for a scrape on the back of my hand, the rest of my body only had scratches on the clothes, not my skin.

The wound on my head was no big deal either. It was just a small cut on one side of my forehead. It only looked horrific because it was long and near a blood vessel, causing a lot of bleeding. The treatment ended with just a few stitches.

This incident gave me a suture mark on my head, but did that matter? It wouldn't even be visible with bangs. I considered it a cheap price for saving two people, including my sister.

As I lay on a gurney, moved from place to place for examinations, my mind scattered in multiple directions.

My manager was nearby, but did the child get back to his family safely?

Was that bastard arrested?

What if my interference caused other harm?

The weekend concert...

The manager tried his best to calm my anxious self. He explained the medications I was taking to the medical staff, constantly checked on my condition, and made sure I didn't need anything.

This time, however, I refused to back down. I knew that if my actions didn't yield a positive outcome, they would be nothing more than reckless bravado.

If you don't let me hear the news, I won't get treated. I'll go back there.

Eventually, the manager waved the white flag. He would never normally let me hear outside news in this situation, but he made calls here and there to grasp the situation.

Fortunately, the child was safe. I can't describe my relief when I heard about his condition. He was a little shaken but completely unhurt. There was no better news than hearing he cried from shock, not pain.

I heard the driver was arrested at the scene as a criminal in the act. The story of the man who caused a drunk driving accident at an intersection spread like wildfire, thanks to numerous witnesses and a celebrity victim.

The perpetrator's face, poorly pixelated or not at all, circulated all over social media. Within three hours, his personal information was doxxed. I could guess how far the articles and videos were spreading without checking myself.

For the traffic accident trial, I decided to hire the lawyer who handled the lawsuit against my parents. The guy was so loaded he had readily paid the settlement my mom and dad demanded in my previous life. I judged that his pleas of not being able to afford my trial costs would never be accepted.

The synchronization rate had increased by exactly 3%, just as the SYSTEM promised. Since I wasn't in great pain, it seemed I hadn't reached the check-up threshold that would confirm the synchronization's progress.

"Iwol, how are you now? Are you stiff or sore anywhere?" the manager asked, his face haggard. He had gone back and forth between the emergency room and the waiting room more than five times, calling the company and the police station.

"If anything feels even slightly off, tell me right away. You can never be too careful, you know?"

"Yes, but I'm really okay."

I felt so sorry that I avoided his gaze as I answered. The manager asked if I was sleepy, then covered me with a blanket and told me to get some shut-eye. I couldn't bring myself to say it was because of a severe pang of conscience.

The results of numerous tests, including an MRI, diagnosed me as perfectly fine except for a few wounds. I also received a positive prognosis that while the major impact might cause pain, it wouldn't last long.

The manager, who had been more shocked than I was, sighed in relief and swept a hand over his chest. Even Manager Chanyoung, who came to check on me, joined in to take care of me.

"Your face in the video was a mess, so I thought something terrible happened... Did they say you didn't fracture any bones? They said you were cut about this much."

Manager Chanyoung held his hand up over my forehead, indicating a large span. It was a clear exaggeration, so I slightly narrowed his fingers, only to receive a sharp glare.

"The width is less than one millimeter."

"It'd be a bigger problem if it was that wide, and your wound is deep."

I tried to say something but lost the argument. Manager Daeyeon took out his notepad and spoke.

"They said he's fine for now, but to come back immediately if he feels dizzy. I've scheduled an outpatient appointment for next week."

"You said he's had surgery before, right? I'm worried it might affect where he was treated last time."

"I told them. They said they didn't see any problems."

I kept my mouth shut while they showered me with concerns, just waiting to find out when I could go to the dorm. I felt like I would be completely fine as soon as I lay down in my comfortable and cozy bed.


Only after receiving permission for discharge and settling the bill could I return to the dorm. In the short car ride, things had progressed swiftly. Before I even turned on my phone, UtopiA had already posted a notice of my absence for the two-day Seoul concert that started the tour.

"I'm telling you, I'm really okay!"

"What if cosmetics or wax get on the stitched area and it gets infected? Or what if the wound bursts open during the performance?"

I tried to protest, but Manager Daeyeon calmly scolded me.

"A traffic accident is never something to take lightly. You might feel fine on the day of, but you never know when muscle pain or other symptoms might appear. There's a reason why treatment is covered even if you receive it weeks after an accident."

"......"

"If you think about the members and the fans, it's right for you to concede this time, Iwol. Rest for this week's concert, and we'll decide on the next one after seeing how you recover."

And so, I couldn't resist and had to accept the notice. Then again, if they had let me perform, the agency might have been stoned with accusations of overworking an idol.

A company that puts an idol who was in a traffic accident into a concert that same weekend. Thinking about it, it didn't seem like something that would be received well. It would be nerve-wracking for the audience too, so it might have been better to take measures so they could promptly apply for refunds.

"The guys are going to have a tough time."

Changing the choreography from six members to five was no easy task. spArk's dance moves were incredibly intricate, and they had to modify more than just one or two songs.

They'll probably be cutting it close, wondering if they can even get it right after pulling an all-nighter...

My heart felt heavy. Since I had acted for personal reasons and disrupted our work, I resolved to cooperate in setting up an emergency plan as quickly as possible.

"Don't do anything today and just rest. I'll stop by again when the members get off work."

Manager Daeyeon urged me repeatedly, then pushed me inside the entrance and left. He seemed to be considerate of me, as I rarely stay still at the dorm when the managers are around.

Suddenly, I was all alone.

I should wash up and change before the guys get here.

With that thought, I headed to the bathroom and was horrified. The reflection in the mirror was a complete mess.

My hair was a bird's nest, a large piece of gauze was stuck to my forehead, and my face still had smudgy marks despite Manager Daeyeon's diligent wiping. That was the least of it. My clothes were stained with dirt and blood, and also partially torn and ripped to shreds.

No wonder they said a concert was absolutely out of the question...

At the same time, I felt grateful to my body for enduring this accident. The power of protective gear and training was significant, but honestly, I had been prepared for at least one broken bone. I was satisfied with having no major injuries.

I washed carefully, avoiding my forehead, and transformed into a clean state before lying on my bed. I could feel the tension slowly melt away.

"Wow, the screen is completely shattered..."

It looked like I'd get a splinter if I touched it. I had no choice but to turn on my laptop and log into the messenger app, where a tremendous number of notifications greeted me. The top one was the spArk group chat.

Cutie Pretty Visual Lee Cheonghyeon [They said it's hard to talk on the phone at the hospital, so I'm sending a message]
[Daeyeon-hyung said you weren't seriously hurt, is that true?]

Super Cute Kang Kiyeon [Hyung, are you coming straight to the dorm today?]
[Did they say you don't have to be hospitalized?]

Mental Pillar Jeong Seongbin [I heard you got stitches on your forehead]
[You were bleeding a lot, aren't you dizzy?]
[Should we buy something and leave it at the dorm?]

Cutie Pretty Visual Lee Cheonghyeon [What about your head??]
[Did you get a CT scan??]
[Do whatever the hospital tells you to do, no matter what]

22-Year-Vintage Metal Marble Park Joowoo [Reply when you see this, I'm worried]
[You can just press an emoji ;-;-]

Mental Pillar Jeong Seongbin [Hyung, don't look up articles or videos today]
[When you're discharged, go straight inside and rest]
[Let us know if you need anything, we'll buy it on our way in]

.

.

.

The conversation seemed endless, no matter how much I scrolled. Even as I was reading, new messages arrived.

22-Year-Vintage Metal Marble Park Joowoo [Iwol-hyung read the message]

Me [Yeah]
[You all talk a lot]

As soon as I sent the reply, the phone in the room vibrated. 'Mental Pillar Jeong Seongbin' flashed on the brutally shattered screen. Instead of answering, I sent another message.

Me [Can't take calls]
[My phone screen is all shattered]
[Might get tetanus if I touch it]

1. I'm at the dorm now, using my laptop

2. I'm not hurt much, and the stitches went well

3. Got X-rays and an MRI, confirmed nothing's wrong

4. I've washed up and am going to rest now

5. I don't need anything, you guys should take a calming pill before coming in]

[Sorry I can't do the concert with you]
[You're coming back after the meeting, right?]

Cutie Pretty Visual Lee Cheonghyeon [Me and Joowoo-hyung are on our way now]
[Seongbin-hyung said to call him if you're still on your laptop when we get there]

Me [Seongbin-ah, you know I love you, right]
[Seongbin-ah]
[Why aren't you reading my messages]

Despite my desperate cries, Jeong Seongbin didn't check the messages.

He must be completely focused on the meeting.

I could see his determination to finish the tour preparations as quickly as possible. So as not to disturb the dance line and the leader who were facing an emergency, I left a message of support and closed the messenger app.


Chapter 514: Explosion (2)

Jeong Seongbin told me not to look up the articles, but I was too curious about how the accident was being handled. I couldn't help myself.

Most of it was just as Manager Daeyeon had said. The only new information was that the perpetrator's restaurant was getting massively review-bombed.

For some reason, the news had turned me into someone who recovered from a critical condition.

Anyone who saw this would think I was horribly injured. Is this article exaggerating?

Annoyed by the exaggeration, I clicked on the article. What I saw startled me.

Celebrities' photos weren't normally censored unless they were being kicked out of the industry for a crime. Even paparazzi shots, often pixelated and unclear from being zoomed in, rarely covered their faces.

But my face was completely covered in a blurry haze. Worse, the area where my head should have been was bright red. The blurriness only stimulated grim imaginations.

So this is why those spArk guys were in an uproar.

An article titled 'The Harrowing Scene of the Accident' also had CCTV footage attached. It was from the same angle as the road CCTV footage I had watched countless times. Since that camera was aimed right at the crosswalk, there couldn't have been better evidence.

The video showed me running in from off-screen, grabbing the child, and leaping onto the car's hood. The footage ended right before the impact. Because it cut off at such a dramatic moment, a flood of comments poured in from people who had paused on the final frame.

≫ He couldn't dodge to the side because he didn't know which way the car would swerve, so he jumped to avoid getting hit by the bumper... The car was already swerving before it even reached the sidewalk

≫ If you watch the rest, he lands well on his back, right? For that situation, his split-second judgment was excellent. A lot of people would just freeze up in a situation like that.

≫ He was running from the front of the car because of the child, so it would have been hard to change direction suddenly... If he had hesitated for even a moment, it would have been a really big accident.

It wasn't split-second judgment, but the result of immense practice. I felt like I'd gotten the hang of pulling people after doing it to Choi Jeho once before. It might be rude to compare a muscle-bound center to a child, though.

Next, I posted on the official SNS account. I wrote that I was perfectly fine, sorry for missing the concert, and that I would definitely be there next time. I had wanted to post quietly on BubblePop, but my phone was smashed, so I had to announce it publicly for everyone to see.

I wish BubblePop had a PC version, but that's probably not going to happen. It's a shame.

Only after replying to every message from my acquaintances and thanking them for their concern was I finally free. I flopped onto the bed and felt a stiffness in my back. My shoulders and legs ached as if someone had beaten them.

No matter how many times I replay it in my head, it was an insane thing to do. I had gritted my teeth and charged in this time, but I couldn't do it again. Unforeseen incidents make people anxious. I wished my daily life would be more peaceful.

I heated a hot pack and warmed my bedding with it. Just as I was lying down again, I heard the front door open. Lee Cheonghyeon called my name from the entryway, and my bedroom door opened soon after.

"Hyung!"

"Are you okay...?"

Both of them carried bulging bags.

"I'm pretty sure I told you I don't need anything."

"Yeah, we bought them because we needed them."

Lee Cheonghyeon plopped down next to the bed and rummaged through a bag. He pulled out a calming pill and a bottle of water, opened the cap, and handed it to me. "Drink this first," he said.

"What about you guys?"

"We all drank one together when we heard the news about you."

I didn't want to give the startled guys a hard time, so I drank it obediently. Lee Cheonghyeon let out a deep sigh.

"How's your body...?" Park Joowoo asked, his expression worried. He didn't look like he believed me even when I said I was fine. They seemed old enough not to cry over something like this, but not yet old enough to react calmly.

Lee Cheonghyeon examined my face.

"Where's the cut? The left side again?"

"Thankfully, it miraculously missed my hairline. I was worried my bangs wouldn't grow back."

I confidently pushed back my hair to show them the gauze. Park Joowoo's face turned deathly pale, so I quickly pulled my hair back down, but my forehead wasn't the problem.

"What happened to the back of your hand...?!"

"Ah."

I should have worn the leather gloves we used as stage costumes for 『Alight』. Still, I had put a bandage on it properly, so I didn't get chewed out.

"How did you know there was going to be an accident there?"

"It was a coincidence."

"You don't really think we'd believe that, do you? Hyung, we're not idiots."

"Is there anyone in the world who would think you're an idiot, Cheonghyeon?"

"Don't change the subject."

Park Joowoo stood beside him and firmly crossed his arms.

They looked so scary I could barely breathe. My back grew damp, and I wasn't sure if it was cold sweat from being cornered or just the hot pack.

"It really was a coincidence. If I had known, would I have gotten into such a desperate one-on-one confrontation with a car?"

"You said you were inside the cafe. You saw the car coming from far away?"

"They say eagles have a wide field of vision and can see in almost all directions."

"Your symbolic animal was demoted from an eagle to a cockroach a long time ago, and you're human to begin with..."

Park Joowoo hit the nail on the head. Neither of them gave me an inch of room to escape. I had no idea how they knew the situation in such detail when they weren't even there.

"It's a huge relief that nothing was broken or fractured. You were really lucky. You know that, right?"

"I agree. To the point that I can promise I'll never do it again."

"I'd appreciate it if you didn't just stop at 'to the point' and actually made the promise. We've seen how you are, so lie down now."

The interrogation ended quickly. I waited for Lee Cheonghyeon to leave before I lay down. Park Joowoo didn't go to his room. Instead, he stayed to unpack and organize the medicine from the hospital.

"...Were you very surprised?" I asked, glancing cautiously at Park Joowoo.

He denied it with an awkward laugh.

"......"

"......"

"Uh, um... Actually, I was."

"Sorry."

"It's not your fault, so don't apologize."

It was intentional, though...

Park Joowoo said everyone was so flustered they couldn't do anything for about two hours. Their panic only subsided after they heard it wasn't a major accident. Even then, he told me, their anxiety didn't completely disappear, so they kept messaging the group chat whenever they had a spare moment.

"Hyung, I think it's amazing that you did something that's so hard to do in a dangerous situation. I'm proud of you. Still... I hope you don't forget that this was a really lucky case."

His voice was laced with both worry and a plea.

"I don't want to see anyone else get hurt anymore."

In that moment, I saw a reflection of my recent self. After my sister's accident, I had started to overreact to the minor pains or deaths of those around me.

Would Park Joowoo be any different? Considering his life before and after 'Genre-Swap', he might have been even worse than me. That's why his sincere words hit me so clearly.

"I get it."

"Promise me."

My eyes met Park Joowoo's.

"......"

"Alright."

I'll try, but I might not be able to keep this promise.


Being excluded from the performance suddenly gave me a lot of free time. My muscle aches disappeared after I applied hot packs and diligently received physical therapy. I was left with a healthy body and ample time.

So, I followed them to the practice room and rehearsals. The wound wasn't in a place that would reopen with a little movement, so there was no problem as long as I stayed still.

Normally, the guys would have told me to rest at the dorm, but this time they were quiet. It seemed they were anxious since I had injured my head twice while they weren't around. So, I silently sat in front of the mirror, watched their changed formations, and gave them feedback.

The performance went on without me, just as announced. I still went to the concert venue because I felt it was my duty to greet the fans who came. Though I couldn't be on stage, I appeared during the talk segment as a special MC for the day.

The week after the accident, I had my stitches removed. I decided to sit out the performance for one more week, just in case.

After confirming that I really wasn't badly injured, the spArk guys and the company staff also started to return to their usual selves. Or so I thought.

The first strange sign came from Kang Kiyeon.

Kang Kiyeon had no other external schedules, but he went out with our manager. When he returned, I asked where he'd been. The hospital, he answered.

"Are you hurt?"

"No. Just a counseling session."

Kang Kiyeon said it nonchalantly and moved on. Feeling uneasy, I asked Lee Cheonghyeon what was going on, and he looked troubled.

"Umm... Kiyeon probably didn't say anything to be considerate of you, Hyung. Is it really right for me to tell you?"

"I need to know so we can adjust the formations or choreography to prevent injuries. We always say this. An injury left untreated will only get worse."

He hesitated at my words before finally speaking.

"He's really not hurt. He said his anxiety has been creeping back up lately. Just like you said, Hyung, he started going as a preventative measure before his condition gets worse, so you don't have to worry too much."

"It's a relief if it's not serious, but..."

I retraced recent events, wondering what could have possibly made Kang Kiyeon feel anxious again. Lee Cheonghyeon stared at me intently.

"Hyung, from now on, can you please not over-interpret what I'm about to say and just take it as it is?"

Lee Cheonghyeon still prefaced his words very carefully. The root cause only emerged after he made several pleas and explanations.

"You remember how Kiyeon was always vulnerable to unexpected situations, like making a mistake or his voice cracking, right?"

"......"

"And he was uncomfortable with cameras and attention."

That was true, and as for recent, unexpected situations that would trigger Kang Kiyeon's weaknesses and draw cameras and attention... there was nothing bigger than the lighting rig falling on the outdoor stage and my traffic accident.

Noticing I had grasped the meaning, Lee Cheonghyeon gave a bitter smile. He tried his best to lessen the burden on my mind.

"No one thinks it's your fault, Hyung! And it really isn't, but you have a tendency to blame yourself whenever something happens. It's just that a lot of things happened in a row, and it was overwhelming. It has nothing to do with you. If anything, you're the victim who got caught up in it, so we should be worried about you."

"......"

"Kang Kiyeon didn't tell you because he didn't want you to be like that. The reason I'm explaining all this at length is because I don't want you to misunderstand."

More explanations followed. "Bad things can happen at any time," and, "It's not like he was hurt or struggled like you, the person directly involved. This is purely part of his mental care to manage his well-being."

"Going to get treatment on your own when you need it is mentally healthier, right? You agree, don't you?"

I knew Lee Cheonghyeon was right, and I understood that some accidents were truly unavoidable.

But I knew some parts of it were clearly intentional on my part. It was hard to agree with Lee Cheonghyeon's words.


Chapter 515: Explosion (3)

The next day, Kang Kiyeon came to see me. He had heard from Lee Cheonghyeon that we were talking about him.

"I heard the gist of it. You get that there's nothing wrong with you, Hyung, and that my situation isn't serious, right?"

"......"

"That's the main point, so what on earth did Lee Cheonghyeon say…"

Kang Kiyeon sat beside me and explained many things. He detailed why he started counseling again, its effects, and his current condition.

"It's not like I went because of some huge problem. It's to make my activities more comfortable, not because I'm struggling just to continue. You don't need to worry."

"You're really all grown up now. You could even move out on your own."

"Are you trying to kick just me out of the dorm? No wonder you threw a party for me when I grew past 180cm."

He looked incredulous.

"Does only Cheonghyeon know you're going to the hospital?"

"Everyone knows. Seongbin-hyung knows, and Joowoo-hyung knows too."

"Don't tell me Choi Jeho knows too?"

"Of course. Jeho-hyung was the most concerned about me."

"Wow, that hurts my pride."

It was absurd.

Does this mean I'm more distant from the group's affairs than even Choi Jeho?

Even considering they were stuck together during performance preparations, it was unacceptable.

"I guess Choi Jeho acts like a hyung to you guys?"

"You're usually the one telling Jeho-hyung to go with Joowoo-hyung for his secondhand trades, so why are you suddenly like this? Is it because I said Jeho-hyung was concerned about me? You really hold a grudge."

"Yeah, I hold a grudge. It's not like you didn't know, right?"

"It's just surprising all over again."

Kang Kiyeon smirked, lifting one corner of his mouth in a pure sneer. He quickly dropped the playful act.

"Jeho-hyung... well, he looks out for everyone. We're together a lot, especially when we're preparing for a stage. He casually takes care of us then."

"Doesn't Jeho-hyung talk to you sometimes too, Hyung? I think I've seen it occasionally."

"He only says weird things. There's never any nuance of concern."

Even that hadn't happened recently. He wasn't the type to start conversations, but after some small talk here and there, lately, he's just...

"......"

Come to think of it, have I even had a conversation with Choi Jeho in the last few days?

We hadn't had any 'private conversations' outside of work or talk segments. He was also quiet in the group chat.

"Hyung?"

Kang Kiyeon called out to me.

"What are you thinking so hard about?"

"Oh... it's nothing."

The conversation ended awkwardly. The reason for this strange void, this absence of dialogue, would soon be revealed.


The incident happened as I saw off Lee Cheonghyeon, who was leaving for sound supplementation work.

The others had already left for their schedules, so only Choi Jeho and I remained in the dorm. I ran into Choi Jeho coming out of the kitchen as I returned from closing the front door.

"Choi Jeho."

I called out to him, but now that we were face to face, I had nothing to say.

What am I supposed to ask? 'Why haven't you been talking to me lately?'

While I hesitated, Choi Jeho shot me a glance and turned away. It was clear he was avoiding me.

"Hey, wait a second."

When I called out again, Choi Jeho stopped just before entering his room and turned back to me.

"......"

I had only heard this tone from Choi Jeho once before. It was the same voice he used when he was extremely irritated with me, back when he misunderstood that I had planned the family-themed content he had asked to avoid.

This confirmed it. Choi Jeho was angry. His anger was never internal. He only got mad because of an external trigger, and it seemed I was the cause this time.

"What are you angry about?"

Even at my question, Choi Jeho didn't budge. The guy clearly didn't want to have any kind of conversation with me.

I need to deal with this now to avoid trouble later. The timing... this is the best chance I'll get.

Just as I was thinking there wouldn't be a better chance, Choi Jeho opened his mouth.

"You think I'm a joke, don't you?"

His words were icy. His voice was chillingly flat and emotionless. His expression was stiff, clearly laced with anger despite not being rough.

"You're doing this because you think I'm a joke, right? Otherwise, you couldn't just ignore someone so blatantly. You don't listen to anyone's concerns, whether it's about being careful with your head or not hiding things when something's wrong."

I realized Choi Jeho was angry about the recent traffic accident. He must have thought I'd jumped in recklessly, without any regard for the people around me.

"It's a misunderstanding. I know everyone was genuinely worried..."

"Misunderstanding?"

Choi Jeho scoffed. It sounded more like disbelief than sarcasm.

"Did you just say I'm misunderstanding you?"

"I knew everyone was worried, so I went to the hospital right away and agreed to sit out of the concert. I wasn't stubborn like before, so I don't know where you got that impression."

"Action school."

Choi Jeho spat out the words.

"You knew the accident was going to happen, so you deliberately asked me to take you there, didn't you?" he said, his tone full of conviction.

"You planned to jump in front of a car, and you call that a misunderstanding? Is taking the hit yourself the only solution you can think of? Would it kill you to discuss it with someone? What gives you the guts to pull a stunt like that alone?"

"There were circumstances. As you know, the situation back then was..."

"Circumstances? What circumstances? You just didn't trust anyone. Your credibility is at rock bottom, so you took me to the action school to watch you rehearse a traffic accident without a single word."

Choi Jeho cut me off. Every word he shot at me was tinged with killing intent.

"I'm sorry if you feel like I used you, but it's not because I don't trust you."

"You expect me to believe that when you went there with padding in your hat and secretly wore protective gear?"

His sharp, cold eyes fixed on me. A blue vein throbbed on Choi Jeho's temple.

"Right, it's not that you didn't trust me. You just hate me."

"......"

"Did you think I didn't know you've hated me since we were trainees?"

I doubted if I had heard Choi Jeho correctly. So, Choi Jeho was saying... that 'I hate him'.

This felt different from the guess I made back in our trainee days after seeing Kang Kiyeon's expression. I couldn't refute it, either.

I never imagined he would have noticed. I never even considered the possibility. I thought I hadn't shown it. In fact, no one in spArk had ever noticed or asked if I found Choi Jeho awkward.

"Let's say you hated me during our trainee days. Not everyone can get along, and it wasn't affecting me, so I didn't care either."

"......"

"Still, I thought we were on decent terms after we debuted. I even thought you sometimes treated me like a human being, but it turns out that was all a delusion."

His emotions grew more intense. Choi Jeho sneered.

"Why didn't you just tell me how much you hated me? If we had just drawn a clear line, 'let's keep business and personal separate,' it would've been easier for both of us, wouldn't it?"

"On what grounds are you saying that."

"You regretted it," he muttered as if sighing.

"You regretted pulling me back, didn't you?"

His words held both resentment and anger. The rift revealed in every word was so deep, I couldn't fathom how long it took for these words to finally come out.

"If you hated me that much, why did you even help me? If you were about to give up and jump, you should've just ignored me, right?"

Resentment mixed with Choi Jeho's voice. It also sounded like a sorrow born from his vented frustration.

"While we're at it, let me ask. What about me were you so dissatisfied with? What part of me did you dislike so much that you'd rather jump in front of a car alone than consult me? And on top of that, try to make an extreme choice after saving someone? Did you not say anything because it's something I can't fix even if you told me?"

I couldn't say anything. I couldn't tell him I didn't regret forcing him to live, but that I hated myself because that choice meant giving up on my sister. I couldn't tell him the aversion I felt since our trainee days was because of my own memories, not his fault. There was nothing I could explain. The fact tormented me.

"See? You're not talking again."

"......"

"This is why I tried not to talk to you. I knew the conversation would end up like this. I didn't want to press you, because I know what it's like to have parts of yourself you don't want to show. You won't talk, and I won't get an explanation, so what's the point?"

He gasped for breath. His hand swept back his bangs, then nervously ruffled his hair.

"I tried too."

The words, like a confession, pierced my heart.

"I measured the boundaries of what wouldn't be annoying and tried not to get on your nerves."

"......"

"The day you came back from the Han River, do you think I was the only one who didn't come to the door because I was lazy? After your accident, do you think I didn't say anything because I wasn't interested? I stayed in my room for you. I kept my mouth shut for you. I was afraid you'd do it again if you saw me!"

"Choi Jeho..."

Choi Jeho, who had been raising his voice, finally exploded.

Just as he said, I recalled how from a certain point on, Choi Jeho was always conspicuously absent whenever something happened.

Randomly asking why I wasn't filming commercials, or warning me that I was overworking—that was the extent of the communication Choi Jeho could attempt with me.

I never meant to make him walk on eggshells. Of course not. That was the one thing I struggled with most in the world. However...

I couldn't deny that I hadn't looked upon Choi Jeho favorably for a time.

How long have I hated this guy?

"What more should I have done?"

"......"

"Should I not have said anything to a guy whose mind was a mess? Especially when ridiculous things keep happening and you lose your memory every single time?"

"What do you mean, lose my memory?"

At my words, Choi Jeho sighed. Overlapping with his indescribably complex expression, I saw someone else.

When we couldn't sleep because we were cold, Mom said we were being spoiled and kicked us out, remember? It was the middle of winter.

I don't remember any of it.

Wow, I'm the only one who loses out. How can you forget that when you even got frostbite?

...my sister, looking at me, who could barely remember anything from my childhood.
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"You wouldn't know, would you? About how I black out when I'm stressed," Choi Jeho said. "But that's not something I can do anything about, is it? Other than telling you to go to the hospital and take your medicine."

"......"

"You were rambling about some department head who doesn't even work at our agency, asking for the medicine I hid. When we went to Hanpyeong Industry, I even tried to cut off those older guys who reminded you of a department head, but you completely ignored me."

A word that should never have come from Choi Jeho's mouth popped out.

So I experience some abnormal state when I'm stressed. Because of it, I'd been spouting all this nonsense in front of Choi Jeho about a 'Department Head' and hidden medicine, and yet I'd forgotten all of it.

And this bastard hadn't said a single word about it. He was afraid I'd black out again, or that I'd be unable to overcome my self-loathing and make the wrong choice.

When on earth did I mention Department Head Nam in front of Choi Jeho? Was it when Mom and Dad came to the agency? Or was it when I was holed up under my blankets during our break?

How much did I show this guy? I can't even guess. How much does Choi Jeho know about the rock bottom I can't even remember? I have no idea how much of it remains in his head.

I felt dizzy. My head felt like it was going to explode.

"While I was dealing with this, you asked me to take you to an action school. I agreed, thinking, 'Ah, I guess he's gotten a bit better.' And what happened? It turned out I was helping someone run into a car. Of all things, for your first-ever request."

Choi Jeho laughed hollowly. Then he bit his lip hard, trying to suppress his anger.

"After screwing me over like this, you say I'm misunderstanding you? Aren't you the one who doesn't trust me? Who would believe that?"

"......"

"No matter how much you hated it, shouldn't you have discussed it with me? Have I ever pushed you into a deadly situation? Separate from you hating me, you should have at least had the faith that I wouldn't harm you. If I proved I'd do anything you asked, then you should have at least confided in me about what was going to happen and what you planned to do, so we could have found a solution together."

He spoke with a resentful voice. Choi Jeho was never a man of many words. For him to pour out his words so fluently was impossible unless he had gone over these thoughts by himself time and time again. He wasn't just getting angry.

You too, Choi Jeho. Since you knew Kiyeon had a complaint, couldn't you just ask him what it was?

He was following my words to the letter, not forgetting the essence of the problem. This bastard kept every word I said, even in passing, while I was the only one ignoring his consideration.

The words I wanted to say swirled inside me. It's not that I didn't want to discuss it. It's not that I didn't trust you either. It was just truly unavoidable. It's not like I wasn't scared either.

But how could I say any of this? In the end, I wouldn't be able to give Choi Jeho a clear answer to his question. Choi Jeho would think the reason I couldn't answer was because I 'didn't trust him'.

"I… on the day you pulled me back, I couldn't even say thank you."

Choi Jeho's expression was devastated.

"Because just disliking someone and coming to dislike them even more are two different problems. You already hate me so much. I was afraid that if I touched on a part of the problem you didn't even know about, it would only make your feelings worse."

"......"

"I thought we were at least getting to a normal level, but it turns out we were nothing more than strangers who couldn't even ask for help with such a huge incident right in front of us. That pisses me off, and the fact that you thought nothing of how the other guys tried to help you get your mental state together also pisses me off."

He looked dejected. He seemed to have said more than he ever had in his life, but he didn't look relieved at all. Instead, he looked tormented.

We should have talked sooner. Without procrastinating. When we had the chance.

"Let's just say I get angry and it ends there," Choi Jeho said in a tone that had given up on everything.

"Can you tell Jeong Seongbin or the other guys about this?"

"......"

"Can you tell them that because you didn't trust them, you practiced hard by yourself and ran into a drunk driver's car?"

I couldn't. I knew how much Jeong Seongbin had struggled emotionally to become a solid leader. I deeply empathized with Na Joowoo's feelings when he said he didn't want to see the members get hurt anymore. I didn't want to shatter Lee Cheonghyeon's hope that the team felt like a family. Nor did I want to be a source of worry for Kang Kiyeon, who was trying to overcome things on his own, but rather a help.

My true feelings only swirled in my throat. Seeing me unable to open my mouth, Choi Jeho sighed. He walked past me and headed for the shoe rack.

My head throbbed. It wasn't because of the accident's aftereffects or a migraine. Just processing this conversation made me feel like I was running a fever. My hand unconsciously went to my forehead. Choi Jeho, who had been shoving his feet into his shoes, flinched. He came back inside and headed to the kitchen.

He placed a cup of water and headache medicine on the table, almost throwing it down.

"......"

Choi Jeho spat out a curse and went into his room. The door slammed shut with a BANG.


The first message I sent on the new phone I got after mine broke was utterly disgraceful.

[Be careful not to needlessly get on Choi Jeho's nerves.]

Me [I fought with Choi Jeho.]

Cutie Pretty Visual Lee Cheonghyeon [Is that why you made a separate group chat right now?]
[How bad was the fight?]
[Should we try to mediate?]

Super Cute Kang Kiyeon [Was there some kind of problem?]
[More importantly, did Jeho fight with someone who was just in a car accident?]
[No matter what, this isn't right.]

Me [It's my fault. (Not self-blame X, objective judgment O)]
[For my sake, don't provoke Choi Jeho.]
[I can't tell you why we fought. Sorry.]

Thanks to the early warning, the guys returned to the dorm quietly. I thought they would barge into my room to ask for details, but everyone silently returned to their own rooms.

"I told them we should talk tomorrow or the day after. If you went out of your way to give a warning, I figured Jeho would need some time to cool his head."

It turned out to be thanks to Jeong Seongbin directing traffic.

"Was it a big fight?" Jeong Seongbin asked cautiously.

"...A little?"

"So it was a big fight…"

His expression darkened. I had disturbed a team member's peace of mind when we should have been focusing solely on the consecutive tours. On top of that, we had to start traveling all over the Jeju region. I felt a pang of guilt.

"I'm worried about Joowoo."

An angry Choi Jeho was terrifyingly scary. I had seen in the past data how the past Park Joowoo was rebuked by Choi Jeho, so I was concerned that Park Joowoo would have to endure a tense atmosphere because of me.

As if he had heard my muttering, Park Joowoo came to my and Jeong Seongbin's room before bedtime. When I asked how Choi Jeho was doing, his roommate gave an unexpected answer.

"He seemed to be in a bad mood… but he told me not to worry about it."

"Not to worry about it?"

"He said it wasn't my fault he was in a bad mood, so I shouldn't walk on eggshells around him. He said he doesn't want to make the atmosphere bad either, but it's not easy… He told me to just ignore him."

Park Joowoo added that he wasn't uncomfortable sharing a room with Choi Jeho.

"…I asked Jeho what he wanted me to do. He said he wouldn't take his anger out on someone unrelated, so I should just act as usual. He also said to tell him if I felt uncomfortable first, so if a problem comes up while we're living together, I'll talk to him directly…"

It was a mature response. It seemed both Choi Jeho and I shared the desire to prevent the fallout from our discord from affecting the younger members.

"What about you…? You must be feeling bad too."

"Choi Jeho's the one who's angry, not me. I'll just have to wait quietly until he cools down."

I deliberately put on a more nonchalant smile. Park Joowoo let out a shallow sigh.

"If you need my help, call me anytime…"

He said good night and went back. When I went to set my alarm, I saw that Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon were sending messages nonstop.

Cutie Pretty Visual Lee Cheonghyeon [I believe in you guys, you know? I think if you're fighting, it must be about something important]
[So I won't tell you to make up quickly]
[The younger members aren't uncomfortable at all, so take your time and talk it out as much as you need]
[Contact me if you need an assistant]

Super Cute Kang Kiyeon [Are you okay?]
[With your personality, I feel like you'll dwell on the fight for a long time.]
[I know you guys rarely fight, so I'll just assume there was a good reason and wait.]
[I'll try talking to Jeho, so don't worry too much.]

Every single one of them was talkative. The conclusion from both was 'Let's just sleep today and talk tomorrow', so I just added a 'read' reaction emoji to each of their messages.

'Can you tell Jeong Seongbin or the other members about this?'

......

"'Can you tell them that because you didn't trust them, you practiced hard by yourself and ran into a drunk driver's car?'"

Thinking about it again, Choi Jeho was right this time. I couldn't bring myself to tell these guys that I hated Choi Jeho, that I hated them, and that knowing an accident would happen, I deceived Choi Jeho to prepare a countermeasure with the intention of handling it alone. It was frustrating. This situation, and myself.


Breakfast was quiet. However, it wasn't a heavy atmosphere either. It was moderately calm, and small talk was exchanged.

"Iwol, would you like more rice?"

"No, I'm fine."

Eighty percent of the credit for maintaining peace on the surface, even after fighting like cats and dogs, belonged to Choi Jeho.

Center Emperor Choi Jeho [Honestly, I don't see any point in pretending we've made up after fighting like dogs]
[But I at least know not to bring personal feelings into work]
[I'll participate properly in the tour and group activities, so don't find fault with me]

He had sent a text like that in the morning. Since he said he would be faithful to his main job, I also decided not to wrestle with him in our daily lives for the time being.

Choi Jeho kept his promise. He actively gave his opinions during meetings. At the dorm, he just stayed in his room but never slammed the door or furrowed his brow. There was no sign that we had fought, not in the practice room nor at the concert venue. Even the managers didn't notice that Choi Jeho and I had had a huge fight.

Normally, I would have been satisfied that Choi Jeho was conducting himself properly and wouldn't have paid him any more attention.

However, every time I was reminded that this 'act of being fine' had also been applied to me, Choi Jeho's words weighed down on me heavily.

"'Did you think I didn't know you've hated me since we were trainees?'"

"......"

So he had been feeling it all this time and never once showed it. For a whole five years. For the reason that there was no point in saying anything.

It was a decision befitting of Choi Jeho. That's why I felt even worse.

I thought his mental state was weak in weird ways, that dog.

Remembering him saying he knew how to do CPR made me feel twice as distraught. I slammed my head on the desk and buried my face in my arms. Only a pained groan came out.
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...I should probably apologize.

The path was clear, but the 'how' was the problem. There was no easy way to resolve this lingering resentment.

Choi Jeho wanted me to open up and tell him everything.

But if I did that while resigning, wouldn't I just hit a 100% synchronization rate?

The solution was too extreme. Choi Jeho wouldn't want that either.

What the hell kind of process is this damn resignation procedure anyway? No, before that, has it even started?

I unfairly directed my frustration at the SYSTEM. The SYSTEM remained silent, perhaps knowing I wasn't genuinely curious.

It's not like I have any experience fighting and making up with people my age...

My head began to ache. I habitually reached for my headache medicine, but then I stopped.

The members had stashed my headache medicine all over the dorm. That was why Choi Jeho could immediately produce a crumpled packet at the dining table. They kept it everywhere within arm's reach, not just in the first-aid kit.

And yet, I had asked for medicine from the department head right in front of Choi Jeho. I couldn't imagine how bewildered Choi Jeho must have been. It was more surprising that Choi Jeho hadn't dismissed everything else I said as nonsense.

Sighs escaped me one after another. Noona, how did you make so many friends? I'm struggling so much with just one. The unanswered question felt particularly bitter today.

Meanwhile, the SYSTEM started getting on my nerves.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ Didn't you expect team morale to plummet when you said a colleague was leaving? I'm not scolding you, it's just a shame. A real shame.

+ I don't know about morale plummeting, but they're certainly fired up with venom. Didn't you see the look in Choi Jeho's eyes? Does that look like someone with low morale?

I grumbled internally for a while, then stopped. What was the point of taking my anger out on the SYSTEM? The whole thing felt so pointless I didn't even have the energy to chew it out.

And after I put in so much effort to get his shots looking good.

spArk held online live streams for most shows, from the overseas tour to the national tour. Checking the camerawork was essential for the movie theater screenings and online concerts.

I did this for all the members, but I was especially thorough with rehearsals and monitoring to ensure every one of Choi Jeho's important scenes was captured.

Why would I go that far for someone who just looks like him? Or maybe not. From Choi Jeho's perspective, did it just look like I was doing my job?

"Sigh..."

I ruffled my hair. Then, the SYSTEM started picking a fight again.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ The company has been so considerate, so why can't you handle one simple thing like this cleanly? Are you going to keep showing such a lack of discipline just because you're about to leave?

+ Does jumping in front of a speeding car look like a lack of discipline to you? Stop just saying I'm about to leave and please, for the love of god, give me some concrete details about that damn procedure... No, scratch that. I still haven't found a way to survive, so it'd be better if you just forgot about the paperwork and procedures for a few more days. You're not usually fast with your work anyway. Just do what you always do. They say the SYSTEM gets an error if it suddenly changes.

Wrestling with the SYSTEM left me completely drained. As I slumped in a conference room chair, Jeong Seongbin called.

— Hyung, are you still in the conference room? I heard the meeting's over.

"Yeah, I'm about to head down. Why?"

— There's a visitor in the lobby. Could you come down for a moment?

I answered the summons and went down to the bustling lobby. Jeong Seongbin spotted me and waved.

People whose faces I vaguely recalled from the past stood in front of him.

"You're Kim Iwol, correct?"

It was the family of the child from my sister's funeral. They were the same people, yet much was different. They looked younger and were free of the sorrow I remembered.

The atmosphere was different too. Back then, we couldn't speak, unsure what to say. The air had felt heavy, filled only with their repeated, one-sided apologies.

Instead of the deep bow from the past, a hand reached out to me. As I shook it, my eyes fell on the child.

I had never seen her like this before. She couldn't come to the funeral back then. They existed both then and now, but this version of her—hair neatly tied, wearing clean shoes, standing before her mother and me—existed only in the present. A lump formed in my throat.

"Thank you...!"

The hand holding mine squeezed tightly. The voice conveyed a different emotion, not guilt. This time, I could simply accept their gratitude. I didn't need to force down my sorrow, because nothing I had lost was irreversible.

My mind had been a mess after I prevented the accident. I felt discomfort for causing a stir that would make news again, guilt for making the members anxious, and remorse for breaking a promise to the fans. All these feelings were tangled inside me.

It was only natural. I knew the stress from incidents and accidents was significant. I knew better than anyone how long they had prepared for this schedule.

And yet...

The child, holding her mother's hand tightly, bowed. She bowed so deeply that the small bag slung across her torso almost touched the floor.

"Thank you!"

I felt like I had received proof that my choice, while not perfect, was not in vain. If only I could, I would show that smile to my sister.


I regained some energy after the child's family left. I stopped feeling apologetic and started thinking about what I could do.

I approached creating topics for talks and game items with the mindset of showing even better content, not just making up for my mistake. It seems a sense of accomplishment helps you get back up, no matter how hard you're thrown down.

Joining the tour midway let me work myself to the bone. I ran wild and laughed so much that reviews said, 'Kim Iwol is flying.' The feeling that all the incidents shackling me since my regression were finally over was indescribable. If this isn't freedom, what is?

Near the concert's end, we celebrated Park Joowoo's birthday on stage. Everyone congratulated the main vocalist with heartwarming words.

"I picked up a fun hobby thanks to you. Thanks."

Choi Jeho's sincere comment brought tears to Park Joowoo's eyes. The times had really changed.

The spArk members sensed the warm atmosphere and my improving condition, so they started subtly nudging me. Lee Cheonghyeon was a prime example.

"You seem to be feeling much better?"

"I'm a pro at mind control, you know."

"I'm well aware of that."

"Why? Worried about when I'm gonna make up with Choi Jeho?"

"Aren't you a pro at reading minds, not controlling your own, Hyung?"

"It's written all over your faces what you guys are thinking."

He narrowed his eyes like a flounder at my words. He seemed to want to feign defiance. I wish he'd realize it's impossible for guys with personalities like his.

Park Joowoo delivered unprompted updates on Choi Jeho every night. The content was like a fortune cookie message.

22-Year-Old Metal Desire Park Joowoo [Today's Room 602 did a hot compress together ♨ In a happy state because the new hot pack works well ღ(· ◁ ·)ღ High chance of being happy tomorrow too :▷]
[Joowoo]
[You don't have to go this far...!]

'Room 602' was Choi Jeho's room number. The dorm rooms didn't actually have numbers. We just called them 'Seongbin's room' or 'the maknaes' room', and when that got too long, we playfully attached numbers. Our room was 601.

News about the problematic Room 602 came to me daily like a newsletter. With no unsubscribe button, I had to hold back tears and leave a 'subscription review' each time.

Kang Kiyeon kindly provided some bait. He told me to ask what Choi Jeho planned to do for the holidays after the tour.

"Jeho-hyung is definitely going to his parents' house. You should at least ask him how many hours it takes to get to Gwangju."

"I already asked him that a long time ago, Kiyeon."

"Really?"

"You didn't think we were living without speaking to each other at all, did you?"

I was deeply moved by my younger brothers' kindness. I'm truly a blessed eldest hyung.

The lucky toy, Kim Iwol, faithfully expressed his thoughts on their immense interest to the captain. Jeong Seongbin found it so funny he laughed out loud, making a 'haha' sound.

"Seongbin, do you find this situation funny, where the members say one thing and do another? This is a very serious problem. The credibility of their words is plummeting."

"I would've stopped them if I could..."

Jeong Seongbin smiled awkwardly.

"I could see you wanted to talk with Jeho-hyung, so I thought a little push might be okay."

"......"

To think my thoughts were written all over my face too. How could something so outrageous happen? It was utterly absurd.

More importantly, Jeong Seongbin had noticed everything and set the members to auto-dispatch. I don't know if it's okay for the team's leader to be this terrifying. If he hadn't hit the nail on the head, I would have made a public issue of it right away.

"We're definitely not doing this because we're uncomfortable, so please don't feel pressured. Still, if it's weighing on your mind, you should try to set up a time to talk. Jeho-hyung isn't the type to coldly refuse, you know."

"That's because you've never seen Choi Jeho get angry, Seongbin."

"If you're scared, should I stay by your side?"

"If you did that, you'd get an earful from Choi Jeho."

Jeong Seongbin burst out laughing when I said Choi Jeho would get furious and ask why he was dragging others into it. It seemed my boss thoroughly enjoyed watching his subordinates fight, ignoring rank. There was no other explanation for that reaction.

"Good luck, Hyung."

Jeong Seongbin encouraged me with a refreshing cheer.

A few days later, something came for me. I couldn't tell if it was good luck or bad.

[Center Emperor Choi Jeho's Mother]

The surprise guest was a call from his mother.
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I answered the phone instantly.

"Mother! Have you been well?"

—Oh, is it a good time to talk?

"Of course!"

I held the phone with both hands and waited, breathless, for her to speak.

That bastard, Choi Jeho. He didn't tell his mother about our fight, did he? It wasn't just 'a fight', though. My conscience bubbled with guilt.

—Iwol, what are you doing for Chuseok?

"Me? I don't have any plans yet!"

I had received many invitations to hang out or visit someone's home, but I turned them all down. My schedule was completely empty. I knew it was suspicious enough to suggest I wanted the dorm to myself, but I had a lot on my plate. My situation wasn't ideal for helping Mr. Gu Jahan with Woo Yoonjae's autumn harvest or eating a meal squeezed between Yuur and Polo.

But will this make her worry that I'll be all alone? I'm good at having fun by myself. I have a ten-year career of living independently.

While I worried, his mother spoke.

—That's great. Come to Gwangju with Jeho.

"......"

—Come and stay the night. I'll make you something delicious.

It was a shocking proposition. That punk, Choi Jeho. Did he not even hint to his mother that we fought? What a clueless guy. How could he let his mother extend such kindness to me without knowing the situation?

I racked my brain for a way to politely decline.

"It's alright, Mother! How could I impose on you during the holiday? Miho would also be uncomfortable if her brother's friend suddenly showed up."

—I'm inviting you because Miho is going to Seoul to see her older sister. They're excited about going to an amusement park together.

"I see...!"

Amusement parks were important. That meant Jeyoung wasn't going to her hometown either. His mother and Choi Jeho planned to spend the holiday just the two of them, and now I, Kim Iwol, would appear between the close-knit mother and son.

—You boys don't get long breaks unless it's a vacation. The holiday is long this time, and it'll be hard for you to eat properly on your own.

"It's okay. A lot of places are open near our dorm, even during the holiday..."

—I just want to make you a home-cooked meal.

I had plenty of common-sense reasons to refuse, but I couldn't argue with his mother's last words.

—Jeyoung said she booked your tickets in advance when she was getting Miho's. I'll tell her to send them to Jeho, so just take that train.

"Gosh, I heard it's hard to get train tickets during the holiday. How did you manage to get ours too..."

Hearing that she had already booked the tickets left me with only one option.

Honestly, this is incredibly awkward... but maybe this could be a chance to talk things out openly.

I decided to turn this crisis into an opportunity. I thanked his mother for the invitation, ended the call, and headed for room 602.

"You're in there, right? I'm coming in."

I announced my entry because I figured he'd say no if I asked. He could have just pretended not to notice, but the moment I opened the door, Choi Jeho glared at me.

"Get out."

"I have something to say."

"I'm not listening."

The look in his eyes behind his glasses was menacing. His entire body demanded I get lost, so I had no choice but to get straight to the point.

"You're going to Gwangju for Chuseok."

Choi Jeho didn't even bother to answer. His commitment to his words—'I'm not listening'—was not admirable at all. This bastard was disgustingly good at matching his actions to his words.

"Let's go together."

"Why are you coming to my house?"

"Your mother told me to come with you."

"Don't be ridiculous. Tell her you have work."

"She called specifically to invite me. How am I supposed to refuse that?"

"What's so hard about it?"

The guy picked up his phone. A dial tone sounded briefly before the call connected.

"Did you tell Kim Iwol to come to Gwangju?"

Choi Jeho furrowed his brow mercilessly. I wanted to nag him to death, but I kept my mouth shut, remembering his warning not to find fault with him.

"Why would you make a call like that? He can't go. He's busy."

"No, he must have his own things to do."

"He probably only agreed because you told him to come."

Just as Choi Jeho was about to snap for the third time, a fiery command came through the phone.

—Shut up and bring him with you!

Even though it wasn't on speakerphone, I could hear his mother's roar. The guy couldn't say another word and just hung up.


On a fine autumn day with beautiful stars, a few days before the great national holiday of Hangawi, my sweet vacation began. It was my first in almost a year, and I started it sitting side-by-side with Choi Jeho on a cramped KTX train.

Let me just say, the KTX was not at fault. All the blame lay with Choi Jeho's shameless shoulders and biceps. If we hadn't been fighting, I would have chewed him out at least three times to fold his shoulders in a bit.

Have I really been too harsh on Choi Jeho all this time? Is it too contradictory of me to be surprised that he noticed my true feelings after all this?

Saying this might sound like I'm taking our last argument lightly, but that's a misunderstanding. I just hope you understand that I'm thinking about whatever comes to mind because I can't stand the awkwardness.

This awkwardness had persisted since our trip to Gwangju was decided. Even Choi Jeho's composure, which worked perfectly in front of the younger members, crumbled when Kang Kiyeon asked what everyone was doing for the holiday.

I decided to go with Choi Jeho to his family's home.

...What?

I can't forget the bewildered look on Kang Kiyeon's face, or the sour expression on Choi Jeho's face right next to him.

Hyung, you're already losing the momentum here. Do you think you can win on Jeho-hyung's home ground?

What are you talking about, Cheonghyeon.

How about asking for a non-affiliated party benefit...? Like requesting the right to a preemptive strike...

Joowoo?

Lee Cheonghyeon and Park Joowoo seriously pointed out that my chances of winning were overwhelmingly low. The two of them, researching secret strategies, reminded me of tacticians from some ancient classic.

The leader was also very worried. Jeong Seongbin, concerned about the worst-case scenario of Choi Jeho and I sitting together, even offered an emergency solution.

Mental Pillar Jeong Seongbin [Hyung, just leave a '.' if you need it]
[I'll call you!]
[I'm not in enough danger to ask you for an escape-the-crisis call] And so, I boarded the train, burdened with my younger brothers' worries and not a single shred of their expectations.

Choi Jeho looked out the window while I stared at the back of the seat in front of me. The train sped on for two hours. In the midst of it all, I found Choi Jeho annoying for pretending to be asleep just to avoid rumors of a feud.

Yet, whenever people recognized us and asked for autographs, he would smile brightly, meticulously managing his image.

The guy obediently took the pen I offered, signed autographs, and even threw in some fan service. I was tempted to expose this bastard's two-faced, pretentious side to the whole world, but I decided to let it slide just this once.

Even in the taxi, Choi Jeho only talked to the driver. I was just a spare.

No, I was an Altari. My high school classmates at least let the Altari join the game, but that guy was busy excluding me completely. Who knew being a fifth wheel could feel this sad?

Should I really not have come?

At this point, I started to think I had made a mistake. I came along thinking it was a good opportunity to talk, but for Choi Jeho, it was a chance to spend time with his mother after a long while.

I snuck a glance at Choi Jeho in the front seat through the rearview mirror. The driver, waiting at a red light, caught my eye and asked if we were friends.

"......"

While I hesitated, Choi Jeho cut in with a short reply. He probably did it because explaining 'We're idols and that guy is my teammate' was too much trouble, but it only made my innocent heart feel heavy.

I thought we had become at least not-bad acquaintances after our debut.

As I looked at Choi Jeho, who was staring elsewhere, the image of his gaze from that day kept overlapping with my view.

No matter how I thought about it, I shouldn't have come. I was filled with regret.


"Aigoo, you must be tired from the trip!"

His mother greeted us with open arms. I stood behind Choi Jeho, who went in first, holding a set of Alps herb salt. I got swept into her embrace as well.

"I told you to bring Iwol, and you couldn't even do that one thing without a fuss."

"Ah, we came together, didn't we?"

"What did you do right to be so grumpy, huh?"

Choi Jeho got smacked on the back three times right in front of me. For a loving touch, the sound was quite loud. I trembled as I presented the salt set to his mother. Thankfully, his mother was generous with me. While promoting as spArk, I'm constantly reminded that there are many warm-hearted adults in the world.

As soon as Choi Jeho put his bag down in his room, his mother summoned him to help prepare lunch.

I also rolled up my sleeves and followed, only to be sent back.

"The guest should be resting!"

His mother was very firm. Usually, I could sneak my way into helping if I said something like, 'Gosh, how can I just eat for free!', but there was no chance of that today.

The mother-son cooking class produced incredible results. I couldn't just sit still, so I went to help carry plates and was stunned by what I saw.

"Mother, why is there so much food?!"

"It's not that much, just a few dishes."

Even the hanjeongsik [韓定食] restaurant in my neighborhood doesn't serve this much...!

Leaving me with my jaw hanging open, Choi Jeho diligently carried the plates. I had wondered why his appetite was so extraordinary, and it turns out he received this kind of elite training. Now I get it.

We each received a heaping bowl of rice. It had been a long time since I'd eaten this much white rice, but with galbi-jjim [갈비찜] and gejang [게장] in front of me, I couldn't resist. The skill of the master who had captured even Park Joowoo's heart with a single kimchi-jeon [김치전] was unparalleled.

That bastard, Choi Jeho. I didn't think he was this bad, but he's a real gangster. He's been eating all this delicious food by himself...

"...Is it good?"

He asked with a reluctant expression. He must have found it absurd that his coworker had invaded his home and was now shoveling in a huge spoonful of rice. This was a guy who normally didn't care about others when he was eating, so this reaction said it all.

The food was still in my mouth, so I just nodded. Seeing me, his mother started to get up, but Choi Jeho stopped eating and headed for the kitchen. He brought out more galbi-jjim, then went back to focusing on his meal. This time, I gratefully accepted the guy's kindness.
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After the meal, Choi Jeho and I washed the dishes in silence. When I returned to the living room, Choi Jeho’s mother pointed to a door.

"Choi Jeho, Miho said you should give her an autograph before you leave. She said she prepared everything on the desk."

At his mother’s command, Choi Jeho obediently headed for the room.

Left alone, I was about to find a place to sit when the closing door opened again.

"......"

Choi Jeho gestured from inside the room. His mother immediately scolded Choi Jeho for his rude summons. As a proper guest, I felt obligated to defend him, desperately explaining that I knew Choi Jeho just talked that way and didn't mean any harm.

On the ivory-colored desk, two stacks of A4 paper, about thirty sheets each, lay side by side. A memo on top of the papers caught my eye.

On one stack was an incredibly long message.

【Hello. This is Choi Miho.

Thank you for hanging out with my older brother.

If it's okay, could I ask you to sign some autographs for my Sparkler friends?

My friends said my brother likes jjolmyeon, so I prepared some.

I'm sorry to make such a request when you've come all this way to visit.

I won't forget your kindness if you sign them.

Have a happy Chuseok!】

Sure enough, a four-pack of jjolmyeon and a 500ml sports drink sat next to the paper.

I had seen plenty of memos like this during my fan activities. It wasn't uncommon to receive incredibly polite, if not perfectly polished, letters when trading photo cards or buying used merchandise.

Whether it was Jeyoung’s advice or a skill Choi Miho developed through her hobbies, she was talented enough to be entrusted with writing business emails.

In contrast, the memo presumably meant for Choi Jeho was very concise.

【Sign these and go】

It didn't even have a period. Even the stoic Choi Jeho seemed baffled, glancing between my note and his before snorting in disbelief.

We spread the stacks of paper on the living room table and diligently signed them, even drawing cute pictures in the margins. For men like us, trained to sign fifty or a hundred autographs at fan signs, thirty sheets was nothing.

I'm only saying this so my character isn't questioned, but I would've done it even without the jjolmyeon. She wanted to give them to her friends who like spArk, so of course I had to help.

I blew on the autographs with great care to help the ink dry faster.


The fan-less fan sign event ended in great success. After we carefully dried the ink and gathered the papers, a plate of fruit appeared on the table.

We chatted while eating dessert, and evening arrived before we knew it. We ate dinner again, and then it was night. I couldn't remember the last time I had done nothing but sit and eat.

It was rare for me to eat this much. On a normal day, I would have gone to play basketball or hit a nearby gym to burn it off. At the very least, I would have run around the neighborhood.

If only I hadn't fought with Choi Jeho.

Choi Jeho didn't speak a single word to me unless it was absolutely necessary. Now that our roles were reversed, I couldn't begin to imagine what must have gone through Choi Jeho's mind while working with me all those years.

On the surface, it wasn't obvious, and Choi Jeho was quiet as long as I didn't provoke him. However, the fact that Choi Jeho was clearly upset with me was driving me crazy. The only reason things hadn't blown up sooner was one hundred percent thanks to Choi Jeho's stoicism.

But now that I knew the whole story! And especially now, sitting on a chair in Choi Jeho's room!

It was all too much. Guilt and shame weighed me down, and I couldn't lift my head. Ugh, Kim Iwol. Why did you have to aim your anger at the innocent Choi Jeho...

While I was lost in my emotional turmoil, Choi Jeho entered carrying a mountain of blankets. Choi Jeho spread one on the bed.

"You sleep here."

"I'm the guest, how can I do that? I'll sleep on the floor."

"Don't blame me if you get stepped on in your sleep."

I was only trying not to inconvenience my host, but I received a chilling warning in return.

That guy was definitely the type to step on someone. Not out of malice, but simply because Choi Jeho is practically night-blind.

"...In that case, I won't refuse."

I obediently accepted the host's offer. Getting stepped on by Choi Jeho would do more than just fracture a bone. If I, who had avoided any fractures in the car accident, got injured in my sleep, that would make me a true schedule-wrecker. Even the angelic Jeong Seongbin wouldn't let me off the hook anymore. I decided to just lie low and protect myself.

Besides, I have another, real reason for being here.

I swallowed a sigh. A task just as important as making up with Choi Jeho awaited me.

+

[SYSTEM] A work order from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ Assistant Manager Kim, have you really made up your mind? You won't regret this?

[SYSTEM] A work order from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ I didn't take you for the type, but you've got guts. You've changed a lot.

+

The SYSTEM appeared over Choi Jeho's back. As Choi Jeho straightened up, the SYSTEM window and its text obscured his face.

"Move. I need to lay out my blanket."

Thanks to that, I couldn't see Choi Jeho's expression. Hmm, maybe this would actually make it easier to talk.

"Choi Jeho."

"Don't talk to me."

"You were right."

Choi Jeho, who had been acting disgusted at the mere sound of his name, faltered.

"I knew everything."

After I achieved the final KPI, the SYSTEM had said its control over me would weaken. It was telling the truth. My tongue, which had always been tied whenever I tried to speak about spArk, my past before the regression, or anything related to the SYSTEM, was free today.

"It wasn't just the car accident. I knew the stage light was going to fall, too. I got the warning so suddenly that I couldn't prepare thoroughly, though. Oh, but don't give me grief about Yoo Hansoo. I had no idea that bastard was going to come try and bash my head in."

"What are you doing right now?"

Before the car accident, I had made a deal with the SYSTEM regarding the increase in the synchronization rate that the incident would cause. There were two reasons for this.

One was to buy even a little bit of time.

The other was...

"You said I should've told you. So I am. It's way too late, but... what can I do? This is just how it is."

...in case a day ever came when I had to tell my own story, I was saving it for then.

I hadn't particularly hoped for the latter, but my turn had come. I had saved this chance for this very moment. Besides, there was no one else I could possibly tell.

The SYSTEM's text obscuring Choi Jeho's face changed. It now stated that the synchronization rate had risen to 94%. Revealing the secrets of the heavens was no joke. It went up by a whole one percent just from me talking this much.

"If I hadn't gone, that kid would have died. It was the kind of accident that causes fatalities. So avoiding it was never an option."

"Shut up."

"The reason I couldn't talk it over with you or the others wasn't because I didn't trust you all, but..."

The bridge of my nose throbbed as if I'd been punched. My face grew hot, like I had a fever.

+

[SYSTEM] 'Final Inspection' details are being issued to 'the subject'.

▷ The inspection will require a certain amount of time.

+

"Hey!" Choi Jeho yelled.

Blood from my nose soaked my t-shirt and pants. A large hand pressed a piece of cloth beneath it.

"...This is why."

"Just shut up."

"You get punished for leaking the secrets of the universe. Remember when I spoiled the results of the Korea-Japan match and got a nosebleed?"

Choi Jeho pinched my nose hard. I thought it was going to fall off. Every word I spoke came out in a stuffy, nasal tone.

"When the stage light fell. Just like you said, I regretted it."

The hand that had been about to cover my mouth, as if to stop me from talking further, flinched at my words.

"But it's not because I thought I saved you for nothing."

"......"

"It was because I lost something, too. I just paid the price with something other than a nosebleed. Still, it was a matter of life and death. Do you really think I'd regret saving someone?"

Choi Jeho fell silent at my words. Even when I grumbled, asking what kind of scumbag Choi Jeho took me for, Choi Jeho remained quiet.

"And you seem to believe that I hated you because I had some complaint against you, but..."

"I told you to shut up."

"None of it was your fault."

My stomach churned as if on fire. Nausea surged, and as I opened my mouth, a ball of fire traveled up my throat. Something trickled from the corners of my lips.

"I was prejudiced against you. It was because of something that happened with someone else, not you."

"Won't you shut up? Hold on. 119..."

"Why was I like that? You did nothing wrong. It was just my own personal issue."

My eyes felt unpleasantly moist. I wasn't sad, but it felt strange.

"I'm sorry for making you feel betrayed."

+

[SYSTEM] 'Synchronization Rate' is being issued to 'the subject'.

▷ Current Synchronization Rate: 96%

+

The SYSTEM flickered. The window seemed to have turned a little red. I knew vision could turn yellow when blood vessels burst, but was this different? While I was dazed, the cloth was suddenly covering my eyes, too.

"Stop talking."

Choi Jeho seemed to be trying to shout me down, but his voice was surprisingly weak. That punk, was he scared?

"Still, don't be too upset."

"What the hell, how can you still talk like this?"

Choi Jeho berated me endlessly. Even as my face was being smushed like bread dough, I had to say what I needed to say, so I forced my mouth open.

"Because I'm only telling you."

If the synchronization rate was going to rise just from the passage of time anyway, I wanted to fill that quota by confessing my true feelings. I wanted to put this off forever, but if the end was coming, I wanted to at least give Choi Jeho a basic understanding. That was the greatest sincerity I could offer in return.

"I stayed loyal."

The cloth that had nearly flattened my face was pulled away just before I suffocated. My bright blue t-shirt was now a murky, dark color.

Only then did I realize the air reeked of iron, and my eyelashes felt sticky every time I blinked. When I wiped at my eyes, a smear of blood was left on the back of my hand.
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"Are you sure you don't need to go to the hospital?" Choi Jeho asked.

I explained that going would be useless. "Don't you remember how my stomach ulcer healed in an instant? It's a similar principle."

I roughly wiped my face with the new t-shirt he handed me. My own clothes were just unlucky, but two of Choi Jeho's innocent t-shirts had met their end because of me. I should buy him two new, decent ones to replace them.

"They say if a nosebleed flows backward, it can sometimes come out of your eyes."

When I showed him the search results I had struggled to find with my left hand, Choi Jeho furrowed his brow. I pressed a wet wipe above my eyebrow and rubbed away the dried blood. The bloody tears had truly freaked us both out.

"I'll buy you new clothes."

"Don't bother."

"Why? Is it a discontinued design? Then I'll wash it for you."

"I said don't bother."

Choi Jeho picked up the stiffening clothes and left the room. He returned with empty hands.

After I washed my face and came back, Choi Jeho was already in his bedding. He pointedly turned his back to the bed, so I quietly climbed into my spot. I turned my back to him and lay down too.

A deep silence fell over us, so quiet you could barely hear breathing. The darkened room filled with the quiet.

I waited for the right moment, then spoke. "Let me ask you one thing."

"What is it."

"That time I went to the Han River. Do the others know?"

"No."

His answer relieved a worry I had carried for a long time.

"Chanyoung-hyung told only me. The others probably just think you were in a really bad state."

"Really?"

"I'm the only one who knows you wore that damn brace and took a hat. If the others found out... what would it do but upset them?"

'A really bad state,' what was that? Still, our manager had shared just enough to create a safety net without spreading gloom. No wonder that bastard had come all the way up to where I was when we saw the night view in Japan.

"I'm telling you this because you seem anxious, but I'm not going to do that anymore. My mental state is fine now."

"If it happens again, I won't be the only one who gets told."

Choi Jeho didn't yield an inch. He probably wanted to bring up Jeong Seongbin or Kang Kiyeon. That was a fight I was guaranteed to lose, so I quietly retreated.

After confessing a story I had kept to myself for years, sleep felt even more distant. I ended up just staring at the ceiling, wide awake.

I couldn't hear the steady breathing of someone asleep beside me. When I subtly turned my head, I saw his back, a solid wall turned toward me.

"Don't you have any questions for me? If there's anything you're curious about, ask now. Let's clear everything up. Like how I came to have this mysterious talent."

"I'm not curious about that crap." My casual question met an irritated response.

"You're not interested in your colleague."

"Fuck, hey. You said you get a nosebleed if you say the wrong thing."

Choi Jeho shot up and snapped at me. He huffed, then lay back down and pulled the covers over himself. I took it as a warning to back off and carefully pulled at my own innocent blanket.

Still, it seems he's genuinely trying to believe this bizarre phenomenon. It was absurd, yet I was impressed by his magnanimity. I couldn't tell if he was simply turning a blind eye or truly accepting it.

The guy was quiet for a long time before he finally spoke. "Before."

"......"

"You asked if we could continue activities without you."

He was talking about the day I drank coffee and was carried away. His habit of cutting straight to the chase was the same as ever.

"I did."

"Does something bad happen to you later?"

Choi Jeho threw a fastball right at me. I couldn't say yes, so I changed the subject.

"You should've asked when I was spewing blood earlier. That would've solved it in one go, wouldn't it?"

No sharp retort came back. Worried I was overcomplicating a fun vacation, I added in a bright voice, "I only said it as a precaution. You've always been one to worry about the little things. No matter how many mysterious things there are in the world, do you really think something this small would cause a huge problem?"

"......"

"You saw it yourself, right? It flares up for a moment and then I heal right away."

The pain from the SYSTEM had never lasted long. If it had continuously affected my life, persuading Choi Jeho might have been difficult, but the fact that I always recovered with bizarre speed would serve as sufficient evidence.

"It's like a brief happening. It's no big deal."

The things happening around me are surreal. By Choi Jeho's standards, I was probably included in the scope of 'surreal' things. I decided to reveal these strange symptoms, but how he chose to accept it was up to him.

I could occasionally hear the voices of family members laughing and chatting outside. How could I explain this feeling of separation from such trivial, everyday things? How would Choi Jeho see me, someone who claimed to know the future, suddenly bled from his nose, and then recovered in an instant?

Choi Jeho's question about something bad happening to me later kept echoing in my head. The image of Kang Kiyeon, who had started counseling again, trying so hard to make me comfortable was vivid.

I also remembered Park Joowoo, who said he didn't want to see anyone get hurt anymore. The look on his face after the accident had been stuck in a corner of my mind. I knew exactly what he was thinking when he said that.

I asked him casually, "Are you scared?"

"Of what."

What do you mean, 'of what.' I was asking if he was okay doing a group project with a member who spouts nonsense like he's possessed, films horror movies with bloody scenes, and turns everyday life into a suspense thriller. I was asking if he'd be okay if that guy suddenly dropped out. If having to go to safety training and CPR classes was okay for his mental health...

I didn't spell it all out. I knew he was quicker on the uptake than I gave him credit for, so I trusted he would understand.

After a long silence, Choi Jeho answered. "Could it be scarier for me than it is for you?"

It was an unexpected answer. For the first time, his consideration was terrifying. To think the day would come when I'd be understood by Choi Jeho. I doubt there will be a bigger event in my entire life.

"And one last thing," I said, feeling somewhat like a school principal.

"You don't have to thank me."

At the dinner to thank him for saving me, Polo had said he considered himself lucky to have been there. At the time, I couldn't properly understand his words, overwhelmed by receiving such invaluable help from an industry senior. Now, I understood perfectly what sentiment his words came from.

I understand that Choi Jeho, having avoided the lighting accident, might have wanted to thank me. However, before we even discuss whether it was a good situation for expressing gratitude...

"What's so great about helping a friend?"

There was no need for it.

Because reaching out to you was ultimately my choice. Even if I went back in time, I would do the same thing.

I feel like I can now understand the meaning behind Polo's hug. That guy will understand my words someday, too, and that will be enough.

"You talk a lot," Choi Jeho retorted bluntly.

Dumbfounded, I scoffed and asked if I could even compare to him from the other day. My vision started to blur, a sign that sleep was finally coming.


The next day, our morning routine was the same as before. By 'before,' I meant before Choi Jeho and I had fought.

We exchanged greetings, asking if the other slept well, and folded our own blankets without caring if anyone watched. With hair like magpies' nests, we ate a breakfast more lavish than a king's feast and then did the dishes.

After his mother left for a meeting and Choi Jeho went out to take out the trash, I checked the mountain of missed messages on my phone. Messages looking for me poured in in real-time in every private chat.

Super Cute Kang Kiyeon [Hope you had an uneventful night.]

Cutie Pretty Visual Lee Cheonghyeon [Requesting a report on the sparring results]

[Cheonghyeon is 300 minutes away from biting his beautifully grown nails from nervousnessㅠㅠ]

22-Year Vintage Metal Marble Park Joowoo [Seeing as there's no news]

[You lost...8^8]

Mental Pillar Jeong Seongbin [Hyung, good morning!]

[Have you had breakfast?]

[And did you have a good talk with Jeho-hyung?]

Every single one of them was dying to hear the results. When I told them we had reached an amicable agreement, the replies were a sight to behold.

Super Cute Kang Kiyeon [Congratulationsb]

Cutie Pretty Visual Lee Cheonghyeon [All ten of Cheonghyeon's fingernails have been secured~]

[Early Chuseok, Happy Hangawi-!]

22-Year Vintage Metal Marble Park Joowoo [I knew you'd win, hyung /(^▽^)/]

[Let's have a party when you get back to the dormㅎㅎ]

Mental Pillar Jeong Seongbin [You worked hard! I believed you hyungs would work it outㅎㅎ]

[Jeho-hyung was really worried about you on the day of the accident...]

[It's rare for Jeho-hyung to get that angry, so I was worried, but it's a relief you've reconciledㅎ]

Geez, if they were going to be this anxious, why didn't they push us to make up sooner?

Knowing the reason, I still grumbled to myself. I left a nagging message telling them to forget the party and just eat a moderate amount of holiday food. As if they had all planned it, none of the four read the message.

Just as I was about to let out a hollow laugh at the '1' that refused to disappear...

22-Year Vintage Metal Marble Park Joowoo [Sorry...]

[I'll lose weight by the time we meet again...]

...Seeing the confession that was the perfect finishing touch, I couldn't help but laugh. It's not like you guys would let yourselves go that much anyway.

I opened the group chat and sent a long message.

Me [Everyone enjoying the vacation?

I'm eating lots of delicious food and getting plenty of rest, too.

It's our first proper holiday in a year, so have all the fun you want.

People need time to recharge before they can get moving again.

We'll be busy as always starting from the end of the year, so think of this as your last day off this year and... See More]

I tried to wrap up the once-again harmonious atmosphere with this heartwarming conversation.

Mental Pillar Jeong Seongbin [Hyung, you forgot this!]

[[Column/The A to Z of Holiday Food] A Happy Holiday, How to Survive the 'High-Calorie Table'? (1)]

[ Actions not permitted in any private domain, including vacation: deviation, illegal acts, behavior that could cause social controversy, newsworthy incidents, etc.]

Jeong Seongbin had hastily copied and pasted a part of the message I sent during our last vacation. Just then, the front door's electronic lock disengaged with a sound, and Choi Jeho appeared, looking utterly fed up. The moment he put down the phone he had been furiously tapping, a new message arrived in the group chat.

Center Emperor Choi Jeho [Vacation my ass, just go to the gym on your own]

[If you don't want to see Kim Iwol bankrupt our home Wi-Fi spying on BubblePop to monitor how much you guys are eating]

A stream of crying emoticons appeared under Choi Jeho's message.

That evening, six dutiful gym OOTD photos were posted in the spArk group chat.
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The SYSTEM officially resumed its activities as the synchronization rate surpassed 95%.

+

[SYSTEM] 'Guidance on Use of Remaining Rewards' for the 'Resignation Procedure in Progress' is being announced.

▷ As the resignation date approaches, we are providing guidance on the unused rewards of 'Party B'.

▷ Rewards not used by the resignation date will expire at the time of resignation and will not be substituted with allowances or other forms of compensation thereafter.

▷ Remaining Reward: Time Stop

▷ Expiration Date: Within 1 year from the final notification date

[SYSTEM] A 'Non-Disclosure Agreement' for the 'Resignation Procedure in Progress' is being announced.

▷ Information that 'Party B' has come to know while performing duties under 'Party A' is considered a trade secret.

▷ 'Party B' has an obligation to protect these trade secrets. In the event of a violation, 'Party A' will determine that amicable cooperation with 'Party B' is difficult and will implement forced resignation measures.

[SYSTEM] A 'Comprehensive Evaluation for a Smooth Reference Check' for the 'Resignation Procedure in Progress' is being announced.

▷ For a smooth reference check for 'Party B', 'Party A' will conduct a comprehensive evaluation considering 'Party B's' work attitude, length of service, and other factors during employment.

▷ 'Party A' will grant 'Party B' a reward or penalty corresponding to the evaluation results.

+

The notifications surprised me. I received as many as I did back when I was an office worker. The titles were familiar, but the grating content made them hard to read.

First was the Time Stop. I had saved that reward because so many disasters had been forewarned around the time I received it. In the end, it proved useless during the Choi Jeho lightning incident.

I had even considered a plan. Should I turn Earth into a giant room for thought until I come up with a good way to negotiate with the SYSTEM?

But I gave up. The SYSTEM pulled its "implementation of forced resignation measures" card while mentioning the non-disclosure agreement.

The side effects of the 'Resignation Procedure in Progress' included a clause stating that the SYSTEM would actively cooperate with me for a smooth resignation. Its number one goal was a trouble-free contract termination. The moment I started whining for it to let me work long-term, I would be moving away from its goal. It would most likely use forceful measures.

It wasn't that I didn't try to find a loophole. For nearly ten months after winning the grand prize, I fought a daily battle of wits with the SYSTEM.

Before the holidays began, I even requested to schedule a group variety show. I thought that if I set up a six-person schedule, I might escape the SYSTEM's weakening grip.

Even when the SYSTEM didn't give me a mission, I continuously tried to do something to indirectly appeal that 'I have the will to continue living.'

I didn't pester the SYSTEM about processing its work, either. I was incredibly anxious about giving off the impression, even subconsciously, that I wanted to wash my hands of this quickly.

It got so bad that I even considered creating additional KPIs myself. The decision to make our first overseas tour a joint one in 'n' countries instead of a single country also included the intention to surpass spArk's past achievements.

If that wasn't enough, I was willing to bet on 'spArk topping overseas charts for 6 consecutive months'. I thought I had to live first, even if it meant returning to sleeping three hours a day.

Isn't it enough that you turned a person into an idol and made spArk a runaway success? Shouldn't you accept a deal of this level? The old me would never have said something like, 'spArk is the best and I'll cooperate in becoming an idol, so please let me live a long life,' even with a knife to my throat. I would have begged for it to just ring the bell on my life already.

The problem was that the SYSTEM no longer offered any room for compromise. The expiration date for the 'Time Stop', which it told me to use before it was gone, was the end of next year at the latest. It wasn't enough time to hold out until my contract with UA expired.

It would have been so much easier if I had more time, until after the contract expired.

As 'Party A's' influence diminished, I couldn't even change my schedule with the scheduler. Whether it turned into porridge or rice, I had to make a decision before the contract ended.

And the direction of that 'decision' was, probably...

I touched the darkened phone screen, and it lit up again. The cursor blinked behind the title of an unreleased project proposal I had been working on for a while.

Anyway, there's a lot of paperwork. Since it's come to this, why don't you issue me a certificate of employment too?

My HR team experience has become useless, so I should get something out of this too. I can't even stand the sight of you, so make sure to give me a certificate of de-commissioning too.

When I snarked, the SYSTEM mocked me, asking if it wouldn't give me a job in some way or another when the time came.

When have you ever handled things on time? I'm going to start writing real reviews on the planet myself.

All of this happened while I was at Choi Jeho's family home. In a way, I was getting contacted by my boss constantly during a national holiday. I must have shown some sign of my disillusionment with the world without realizing it, because Choi Jeho's insistence, "If you're going to make a face like that, just go to sleep," made me take a ton of naps. Thanks to that, my dark circles completely disappeared.

After waking up, I borrowed some scrap paper from Choi Jeho and spent time drafting 'A Letter of Explanation to Touch the Leader's Heart'. There was a reason I ended up writing a long letter starting with 'To the respected Seongbin' on the back of a piece of paper he had failed to sign.

How are you going to explain it to the others?

Explain what?

The car accident. It's not that they aren't curious, so they aren't asking. They're letting it slide because you're in such a shitty state.

It was because Choi Jeho had brought up a topic I couldn't possibly ignore. Just as he said, even Lee Cheonghyeon had long since figured out that my actions were intentional. The emphasis on 'letting it slide' made my conscience ache even more.

According to Choi Jeho's rare follow-up explanation, there had been a lot of talk within spArk about my unstable emotional state and impulsive behavior. Apparently, there was a particular clash of opinions when my mom visited the company and when I stayed out all night at Mr. Yu-re's place without permission.

No wonder Jeong Seongbin, who takes such devoted care of the members, didn't ask me anything in particular.

Instead, they each overcame their anxiety and devised countermeasures in their own ways. The fact that Park Joowoo, who had only done the bare minimum of exercise needed to build his body, started frequenting the gym as if it were his second home was also part of this. I was honestly surprised.

One time we decided it wasn't good for us to provoke you too, and another time we concluded we should just let you be comfortable, so we haven't said anything until now, you see? But I don't think they'll let it slide the same way this time.

Even rock-paper-scissors is best of three, but these kids have no heart.

I couldn't forget the way Choi Jeho's brow furrowed as if asking if I was serious the moment he heard my words.

That guy claims I don't consider him a colleague, but seeing him make such a hostile face at me, I think we're both in the same boat.

Returning to spArk's 'Kim Iwol Distrust Incident'. Choi Jeho said this car accident was significantly different from the Kim Iwol-brand issues the members had seen so far.

First, the incident didn't happen to me. I personally intervened in an incident unrelated to spArk or myself.

Second, I seemed to be gradually stabilizing, but my self-destructive behavior remained unchanged. He added that Kang Kiyeon was concerned my psychological counseling might have hit a plateau. When the managers strongly urged me to take a break from activities, I thought I had managed to avoid being forced off the show by stubbornly insisting. However, it turned out there had been an agreement among the spArk guys behind the scenes.

Until then, the prevailing mood was to let you do what you wanted. While providing some light diversions.

If that diversion includes the floral shirt, I'd argue it was a misguided consideration... but anyway, are you saying the policy has changed now?

You jumped in front of a car. If we just let that go, it's aiding and abetting, you crazy bastard.

A chill went down my spine. They had planned to hold a hearing about me once my injuries healed. I was about to make a confession and final explanation in front of an audience, not just have a heart-to-heart with a friend. It was a huge relief that the schedule got pushed back because Choi Jeho and I fought like cats and dogs.

Just know that Jeong Seongbin and Lee Cheonghyeon are sharpening their knives.

To top it off, I heard that the two guys who had never deeply prodded me, though they had made me jumpy, were now out for blood. I really wanted to cry.

This was what led me to write a statement dedicated to Jeong Seongbin. However, it wasn't easy. The secrets related to the SYSTEM or the future were now under the buff of a 'Non-Disclosure Agreement' since the resignation procedure had begun. If I carelessly crossed the line and the synchronization rate went up, it would be NG. If the forced resignation measure was triggered, it would all be over.

"When will I ever be able to escape this swamp of paperwork..."

Shedding internal tears, I just poked the tip of the pen against the paper. Choi Jeho, who was sitting on the sofa watching my pathetic state, casually commented.

"Isn't saying that going to cause another problem?"

"Why? Is Seongbin that angry?" I asked, trembling, before I understood what Choi Jeho meant.

He was asking if my nose wouldn't start bleeding again. From Choi Jeho's perspective, having witnessed that gruesome sight, he couldn't help but worry.

He said in an irritated tone, "I'll explain for you, so you just pretend you don't know."

"......"

"If you don't want to show them a nasty sight, get your story straight with me."

"That's making you lie."

"Does making me lie prick your conscience? I have no fucking clue what your standards are, really."

Choi Jeho snapped, his temper flaring, and snatched the paper and pen away from me.

Is he saying he's pissed off but will take my side anyway? For my sake and for the peace of the members.

"You don't have to..."

I was about to say he didn't have to, but I was too late.

I remembered Kang Kiyeon's words about how Choi Jeho takes good care of his younger brothers. He used to act like he was living life all alone, but now he seemed like a big brother with four younger siblings.

And whatever the reason, the conclusion is that he's taking my side, right? I can take this as a signal for a truce, right?

Honestly, until yesterday, it felt more like a mutually agreed-upon cooling-off period.

With a bit of hope, I took the chance and asked him cautiously.

Choi Jeho looked at me with an expression that screamed 'you utterly hopeless bastard' but still generously replied, telling me to think whatever I wanted.


Chapter 522: Resolve

The KTX ride to Seoul felt much more pleasant and comfortable. Choi Jeho did not pretend to be asleep, so I enthusiastically filmed 'the sight of the center returning home' on my phone. I no longer had to worry about witnesses reporting our supposed discord.

When I arrived at the dorm, I left for Woo Yoonjae's hometown before I even finished unpacking. I was following Choi Jeho's order to make myself scarce for a while.

I'll talk to them, so you go out somewhere.

Jeho, where am I supposed to go?

If you want to wait on the veranda, go ahead.

I did not want to shiver on the veranda, so I belatedly asked to join the trip I had previously declined. Woo Yoonjae gladly welcomed the latecomer. Mr. Gu Jahan, who had already gone ahead, even came to the bus terminal to pick me up.

"Your clothes are quite different from the 'Let's Eat First' crew's."

"This place is the real deal..."

Mr. Gu Jahan smiled, looking as if half his soul had left his body. Both the foreign car and its owner were covered in dirt. Yellow baskets were stacked in layers in the back seat. When I asked what they were, he gave me the terrifying answer that they were all songpyeeon.

"Was there a lot of work?"

"It's no joke. Woo Yoonjae was a land baron."

"I'm just saying this just in case, but you can't go on variety shows and mention personal private property like that."

"Are you worried I'll go on TV and say Woo Yoonjae is a land baron?"

Yes. Are you going to act wronged and claim I'm worrying for nothing?

Though I did not say it aloud, Mr. Gu Jahan seemed to read my mind. He grumbled noisily the entire way there.

Woo Yoonjae's family welcomed me warmly. They seated me in the warmest spot on the floor and served me songpyeon and apples before I could even unpack the loose work pants I wore on 'Let's Eat First'. When I said they could ask me to do anything, they tasked me with walking the dog around the ankle-deep fields.

After a lap around the vast fields, I saw Mr. Gu Jahan squatting on the stone ground in a gray jumper. He scraped a hoe against the cement to shake off the dirt. The image of Mr. Gu Jahan squatting and scraping a hoe was very fresh.

"Seeing you from a distance, I thought you were Woo Yoonjae."

"Do I look like I've got the posture of a worker?"

"Your outfit is a perfect ten."

For someone who complained so much about the hard work, Mr. Gu Jahan's complexion had improved considerably. I heard he ate three hearty meals a day, worked like a tractor from sunrise to sunset, and fell asleep under a quilted blanket as soon as night fell. His adaptability was so great that I worried he might quit acting and return to farming.

Mr. Gu Jahan stood up after brushing all the dirt off the hoe.

"Want me to tell you something awesome?" he asked, whispering a secret to me. "This house, they light a brazier every night and roast something to eat."

"......"

Mr. Gu Jahan whispered with a serious face, leaving me dumbfounded by the random story.

"Tonight's late-night snack is roasted chestnuts."

What have Woo Yoonjae and autumn farming done to Mr. Gu Jahan? My lack of creativity prevented me from even beginning to imagine.


Just as Mr. Gu Jahan had said, Woo Yoonjae's family brought a brazier into the yard and lit a fire once the sun set. They were not just grilling snacks, however. It was the first time in my life I had seen so many prawns.

"You have to eat grilled prawns in the fall..."

Woo Yoonjae looked like an enlightened master as he grilled the prawns on a bed of foil and salt in a pot. I admired his cool appearance and diligently carried over the spicy dipping sauce. His mother and father twisted off the prawn heads and placed them in front of me.

"The day before yesterday, it was gizzard shad," Mr. Gu Jahan said while skillfully peeling a shrimp.

There was a reason the man's complexion had gotten so fine.

After the hearty meal, the family members went inside. Only the trio of villains remained outside to clean up and shovel the chestnut shells.

Woo Yoonjae wrapped sweet potatoes from the storehouse in foil and tossed them into the fire. We moved the plastic chairs in front of the brazier, creating the perfect 'scrape and clunk' mood.

Woo Yoonjae poked the sweet potatoes in the fire pit with a pair of tongs. Sparks flew up every time the tongs moved. FWOOSH.

"Did your trip with the members go well?" he asked.

"Yes, we had a good rest."

"Don't you get tired of seeing them on your days off when you're always living together in the dorm?"

"Haha, what's there to get tired of!"

It was a long story that would only frustrate me, so I smiled brightly to keep from crying. Be strong, me.

"I try to meet up for a bit, but you have to actually be in Seoul. I definitely heard you were in a car accident, but then you were in Busan, and next in Daegu. I heard the tour was over, so I asked, and this time you were in Gwangju. Aren't they overworking you there?"

Mr. Gu Jahan clicked his tongue and poured himself a drink. Woo Yoonjae, sitting before the fire, also clinked glasses with his friend and emptied his cup.

I had received a fair number of calls from other people, but these two 'incessantly' hammered my phone with texts and calls. I wondered how close they felt to me to act like this, so I said nothing more.

"I rested plenty in between. More importantly, why don't I get a glass?"

"You're surprised enough to ask? Drink cider. Woo Yoonjae went all the way to Hanaro Mart to get it because he heard Mr. Iwol was coming."

With him saying it like that, I had no choice but to drink it. I poured myself a huge cup full of cider.

"You might be sick of hearing it, but... are you okay?"

Woo Yoonjae offered me three roasted chestnuts with shells burst open from the heat. As I peeled the chestnuts with work gloves on, white steam billowed out. Meanwhile, a roasted chestnut shot out and hit Mr. Gu Jahan in the shin, likely due to improper preparation.

"You probably won't believe me, but I'm perfectly fine."

"It really is hard to believe," Mr. Gu Jahan interjected, rubbing his shin. SCRAPE. SCRAPE.

Still, out of human decency, I checked to see if a hole had burned through his pants.

"Aren't there any other fun topics? What were you two talking about before I got here?"

I tried to change the subject but learned that the two old men had spent the last three days gloomily discussing their worries for their characters' futures. I had no choice but to talk a lot about exercise while peeling and eating chestnuts.

As the alcohol kicked in, the old men's eyes slowly began to glaze over.

"I asked Woo Yoonjae when his contract ends and if he had any thoughts about switching agencies, and he said he likes his current company. Then he told me to come over to his. Isn't he a total gangster?"

"He's been like this for two days just because I said our company is good."

"You're a habitual recruiter. You said something similar to me, you know. I suspect it might be an empty promise."

I drew on my years of company dinner experience to play along diligently. It did not feel like a junior employee forced to stay behind to suck up to the tired CEO and department head. It was closer to keeping watch at a gathering arranged for our team's hot-tempered manager to unwind after clashing with another team. Which is to say, the atmosphere was not bad.

By the time the menu shifted from chestnuts to sweet potatoes, the topic of Woo Yoonjae and Mr. Gu Jahan being offered the same role was heating up the conversation as much as the brazier.

"Honestly, isn't Woo Yoonjae being shameless here? If I go up against him, I'll obviously get crushed. Right?"

"Instead of a reaction, please let me drink a penalty shot. I earnestly request it."

"You, stop bothering Mr. Iwol."

Mr. Gu Jahan threatened that he would be watching to see what kind of viewership ratings it got. The fact that he said he would watch the broadcast live seemed to indicate he did not feel much of an inferiority complex about Woo Yoonjae being the market's choice.

While some people are fighting to the point of tearing their household apart, others are building a warm friendship in front of a campfire...

It was so absurd that I just sipped my innocent cider. I was about to zone out watching the blazing embers when my pocket vibrated. I checked and saw a message from Choi Jeho.

Center Emperor Choi Jeho [Talk's over]
[Told them I talked to you and it wasn't that serious]
[They agreed not to ask you anything more and to drop it]

The message reported the results of his successfully completed mission. Spokesman Choi Jeho's performance was brilliant. The texts meant those guys had been discussing this issue until 10 PM, the current time. It was a contribution worthy of buying him a #FF6600 shirt.

Center Emperor Choi Jeho [Lee Cheonghyeon was no joke]
[I don't think he was like that as a trainee]
[Seems his personality got a bit worse hanging out with you]
[If he starts lying on the floor and stuff later, it's 100% your fault]

The bastard had been doing so well, but he ruined the mood by blaming me. He just cannot give a simple compliment. I swear to the heavens, the only things I ever taught Lee Cheonghyeon were how to use Dotion, 101 ways of persuasive speech that make it seem like you are humoring someone, and debate-winning skills.

Me [I'm innocent.]

I sent a reply full of indignation and put my phone away. In that short moment, Mr. Gu Jahan's face had turned as red as a cooked prawn. I could not tell if his skin was flushed from the heat or the alcohol.

Seeing the men bickering among themselves and reading Choi Jeho's messages felt strange. The people who were drunk without me, the guys gathered at the dorm without me, all gave me the impression that I was detached from the group. The sound of the crackling firewood seemed unusually loud.

I had pulled my synchronization rate to its limit while explaining things to Choi Jeho, so now I really had to make a decision. The time had come to admit that I was no longer in a position to try anything, to accept reality.

I came all the way here because I wanted to postpone it. I can't help but feel bitter.

I quietly stared into the cup, which held about a finger's width of cider. Then I picked up a new soju bottle and poured it into the glass. GLUG GLUG GLUG. I slammed the bottom of the glass with my chopsticks, BANG, and downed it in one shot. Mr. Gu Jahan and Woo Yoonjae froze, unable to stop me.

"What are you doing?!"

"It's soju and cider. This is how young people sometimes enjoy soju."

"You think we don't know that? Hey, hey, Woo Yoonjae. Put the bottle away. No, what kind of soju-cider mix has such a ridiculously strong soju ratio?"

Woo Yoonjae and Mr. Gu Jahan scrambled to clear away the bottles. Neither drunk nor able to go to the dorm, I sat next to the dying flames and watched the full moon.


Chapter 523: Smokescreen (1)

The farm work was enjoyable for a few days. Physical labor kept stray thoughts away, which felt nice. Whenever I started to get sentimental, Mr. Gu Jahan would cause a fuss by shouting about a snake. He was a helpful senior in many ways.

If you wish to maintain your public image, I'd advise against filming a rural variety show.

Mr. Iwol, you're insulting me, aren't you?

We bickered like that three times a day. Woo Yoonjae never tried to stop us. He always took my side, which fueled Mr. Gu Jahan’s fire. Afterward, Woo Yoonjae would secretly share snacks with me as we enjoyed the harvest.

I hitched a ride in Woo Yoonjae’s car to avoid an all-out brawl with Mr. Gu Jahan on the trip home.

Woo Yoonjae kindly dropped me off at the dorm. I hadn't seen the members since the long vacation, so I needed to prepare myself. I took a deep breath after stepping out of the elevator.

Lee Cheonghyeon stood waiting for me in front of the shoe rack with his arms crossed, as if to prove Choi Jeho's warning was real. His expression was icy.

"I'm back."

I greeted him as I took off my shoes. Lee Cheonghyeon sighed deeply. He looked completely drained.

"What are all these shopping bags?"

"They're from Woo Yunjae-sunbaenim's family. I roasted the sweet potatoes myself."

"They look delicious. You must have had fun."

His tone wasn't sarcastic. It sounded more like resigned acceptance.

Lee Cheonghyeon sent me frequent messages while I was at Woo Yoonjae's family home. His texts were long, and his emotions constantly fluctuated within them.

┌ Cutie Pretty Visual Lee Cheonghyeon [I heard the story from Jeho-hyung]
[Honestly, I don't understand all of it, and there are a lot of parts that don't sit right with me]
[But your health is more important, and I'm not going to bother you because I believe you'll tell us someday]
[It doesn't have to be everything, but please tell us as much as you can] • • • ┘

Lee Cheonghyeon groaned as he took the bags from me and disappeared into the kitchen. I trotted after him and tried to act cute. Normally, Lee Cheonghyeon would cling to me like a cicada to a tree, but today I reversed our roles.

"Did you have a good time at Kiyeon's house? Tell me how it went. You said it's been a while."

"We didn't have time to enjoy ourselves. All we did was talk about our eldest hyungs."

"How boring. Why'd you only talk about that?"

"I know, right? I'm thinking about having a huge fight with Kang-geon around Seollal. That way, the hyungs will only worry about us."

Lee Cheonghyeon grumbled tirelessly. While muttering, he neatly organized the food I brought in the refrigerator. He even took a picture of the roasted sweet potatoes and posted it in the group chat.

"I heard you learned car stunts at action school?"

Lee Cheonghyeon didn't beat around the bush and went straight to the point.

Choi Jeho, you said you'd smooth things over!

I had felt relieved, but now I was in a tight spot. I could trust Choi Jeho with other things, but I shouldn't have trusted his silver tongue.

While I frantically searched for an excuse, he folded the shopping bags and added another comment.

"You're so lucky, hyung. Who would've thought you'd get to use something you learned just in passing?"

"......"

"Make sure to thank the instructor who planned the curriculum. Or maybe we should send a gift from all of us at spArk."

His statement was correct, but one detail was different from the truth. The car stunt was now something I 'learned at the instructor's recommendation'.

Choi Jeho had suspected me because I specifically asked to learn that action. He had cleverly changed that part into a coincidence.

That wasn't all. The trendy cafe I used as an excuse for Manager Daeyeon was now a place Choi Miho had recommended to Choi Jeho. The protective gear was explained as a habit I developed at action school.

"Uh-huh, yeah."

That admirable kid, Choi Jeho. He was capable of doing this much.

But couldn't he have given me a heads-up while he was at it? I was three seconds away from kneeling before Lee Cheonghyeon!

I feared a full interrogation the moment I returned. I secretly wiped away a cold sweat and hoped Lee Cheonghyeon wouldn't notice.

"Nothing much happened, right?" I asked, trying to change the subject.

"A lot happened," Lee Cheonghyeon responded earnestly. "What should I tell you about first?"

"Jeho-hyung almost lost his voice, so Joowoo-hyung has been giving him quince tea since yesterday. He said it's probably because he talked too much."

"He did talk a lot, which is unlike him."

"I'm sure explaining things to us took a toll, but did he have a rap battle in Gwangju or something?"

"It was just a battle. I was the one who got completely owned. It was a really unfair match."

He burst out laughing when I said I went to Woo Yunjae-sunbaenim's house to soothe the pain of my defeat. Then he opened the refrigerator and showed me six jars of quince syrup.

"Look at this. We made it this time."

"Syrup? By yourselves?"

"Joowoo-hyung insisted he wanted the members to have homemade syrup. It was a really long and difficult time!"

Lee Cheonghyeon lamented how hard it was to wash and slice the quinces. He explained the entire production saga, from aging the syrup on the veranda to storing it in the fridge.

"We put a label on each jar, see? This one is yours, hyung."

A jar labeled 'Kim Iwol' sat at the very front of the compartment. The other jars were lined up next to it in order of age.

"You have to help next time, hyung. It was too hard for just five people."

"Will one extra pair of hands really make that much of a difference?"

"Of course it will!"

Lee Cheonghyeon said with a serious expression, "Don't you know the foundation of an idol group is being a complete unit?"

He launched into a tirade as if holding a denunciation rally. Fueled by pent-up frustration over their increasing solo activities, Lee Cheonghyeon unleashed a rapid-fire rant that showed off his rap skills.

"I always introduce myself as 'Lee Cheonghyeon of spArk!' wherever I go, but they only ask about the differences between solo and group activities. I get why Joowoo-hyung was so upset before."

"He was?"

"On top of that, my mom's been getting on my nerves. She keeps asking if I plan to build my career, switch to composing, or start a business like other idols. I even sent her that holiday nagging price list and told her to send me 600,000 won if she wanted to nag. I don't know why Chuseok blessings always have to be like that."

Lee Cheonghyeon huffed and continued his rant like a live broadcast going off-script. When I asked if he was okay, he replied strongly that he wasn't weak enough to be discouraged by something like this.

"Normally, she would've gone on for three or four verses, but she didn't. If I just keep doing my own thing, maybe she'll eventually realize that not everything can go her way."

His voice did not waver.

"So we just have to keep doing what we've been doing! All together, and with all our effort!"

Lee Cheonghyeon chattered cheerfully. I smiled silently and wiped the clean dining table several times with a cloth.


Jeong Seongbin led all the spArk members into the living room. The superficial reason was to report on how we spent the holiday. The real purpose was a solo interview with Kim Iwol. The spArk members questioned me about my health point by point, like doctors conducting a medical check-up.

"Allow me to summarize. My forehead is fine. I have no muscle pain. My mental state is also very good."

It felt funny to repeat a diagnosis I already received from a real doctor, but since I was at fault, I recounted everything dutifully. If a few words could put these guys at ease, it was nothing. I would have even given a formal, hour-long presentation.

"If I wasn't okay, the company wouldn't have let me join the tour. Can't you guys trust me a little?"

"We want to trust you, we really do..."

Park Joowoo smiled, but it sent a chill down my spine. These guys' features grew sharper as they aged.

"You don't want to rest more, do you, hyung?" Kang Kiyeon asked.

He was being cautious for a reason. Normally he would be glaring and telling me to rest. His words implied the time I used to get anxious if the members were out of my sight.

He was probably worried similar symptoms might appear if they left me alone at the dorm. He must have also thought I wouldn't want another hiatus, especially after my three-month break last year.

He understands me perfectly.

"The promotion period is over, so even if you're the only one resting, hyung, one or two of us will always be at the dorm," Jeong Seongbin added gently. It was a roundabout suggestion.

Normally, I would have refused. My creed was to work hard and pull my own weight, but after arguing with Choi Jeho, I realized stubbornly pushing my way wasn't the best solution. I shouldn't have taken the impact on the guys so lightly. They were the ones who had to deal with unexpected situations because of me.

I was the type to think an injury was fine as long as it healed. I had overlooked the aftermath and side effects. I never considered that it might be different for those watching me.

Even though I was getting better, not much had really changed. It was just like our debut days, when I secretly took medicine and deceived the members into thinking nothing was wrong.

While we were together, I watched from right beside them as spArk endured more hardships than were publicly known. I came to understand just how important honesty was to Choi Jeho, confidence to Jeong Seongbin, and trust to Lee Cheonghyeon. At the same time, I could no longer ignore what it meant for Park Joowoo to consider the members family, or the significance of stability for Kang Kiyeon.

I couldn't be honest. I had become an unstable presence who couldn't accompany them to their goals. My options were limited.

I could not add any more lies.

I had to believe they would continue to do well.

I had to expand their creative freedom.

I had to prevent them from experiencing the death of a family member again.

I had to reduce crises to a manageable level.

So this was how it was meant to be.

A hollow laugh escaped me. The situation had come full circle, following the will of the SYSTEM.

In the process of going through so much with these guys, I came to know too much about spArk.

That was my fatal mistake and...

It became the reason I decided I had to leave the team.


Chapter 524: Smokescreen (2)

During their trainee days, Choi Jeho once asked Kang Kiyeon during an argument, "Do I have to hear it in words to know someone dislikes me?"

At the time, I just thought it was a rare moment where the solitary Choi Jeho was conscious of another's feelings. I hadn't noticed that he wasn't indifferent to his surroundings, even if others' emotions didn't influence him.

I also didn't know that Jeong Seongbin, who had outstanding skills even before his debut, had decided to enlist due to a lack of self-esteem.

I had thought he wouldn't need my advice after a certain point since he had all the qualities of a leader, yet I only recently realized that this guy, however rarely, always needs someone to ask for an opinion.

And I never knew just how much meaning Park Joowoo's "all together" held. The separation from his family had a greater impact on Park Joowoo's life than I could ever imagine.

Park Joowoo had strived for a very long time to overcome his past. He would surely get back up even if he faced similar difficulties, but I didn't want to inflict that pain on him again.

I couldn't say I didn't feel sorry for Lee Cheonghyeon. A member's withdrawal was the worst thing for an idol group, second only to a crime. There was no way to sugarcoat raining on their parade while they were hitting a career-high with every comeback and enjoying a great fandom atmosphere.

Not a single member in spArk slacked off, but Lee Cheonghyeon's affection for the group was by far the most special. I had gotten older, grown accustomed to overtime, and my patience had increased, but for Lee Cheonghyeon, everything from composing and producing to solo schedules was a first.

Nevertheless, Lee Cheonghyeon poured his all into the team for the group's sake. All the hardworking guy wanted was to promote as a full group, and I was about to ruin that wish.

However, when I thought of Kang Kiyeon, I just couldn't bring myself to stay with this team.

Kang Kiyeon had grown up astonishingly well. He had grounded himself in a healthy way within the emotionally unstable entertainment industry.

It's never easy to hold onto a weakening heart, adapt to society, and endure. It was a difficult process even for me.

Kang Kiyeon, however, had done it. He had skillfully repaired the cracks in his psyche whenever they appeared amidst major incidents like injuries, personality controversies, press conferences, and car accidents. He had made it this far.

How can I show someone like that something even harsher?

I never knew I would become this attached to the group myself. I had racked my brain, trying to find a way out of the game as soon as I completed my KPI or got the chance.

Then I became so sincere that I bawled my eyes out after we received the grand prize. When they told me at Hanpyeong Industry to work like I owned the company, I didn't listen, but I had developed far too much loyalty for the group I joined after being a proxy fan.

So I tried my best, but no solution came to mind. There was nothing I could choose. In the end, everything flowed as the SYSTEM guided. It hurt my pride, but what could I do?

I had to be satisfied that I wasn't tied to Hanpyeong Industry, my sister was safe, and spArk had become much more tightly knit in a better environment. This alone made it worth the struggle after suddenly traveling back in time.

I was prepared to some extent. I had used all my synchronization rate to confess to Choi Jeho, and I had even asked Yuur to look after our leader. Leaving was possible at any time.

In this context, Jeong Seongbin's suggestion to take a breather was very welcome. I needed to be out of the public eye to prepare for my move, didn't I?

I replied readily.

"I'll think about it positively."

"Or maybe spArk could consider unit activities this time... huh?"

Jeong Seongbin looked stunned. He had probably offered the backup plan thinking I would refuse.

He was so naive to be surprised by something like this. I was only acting like I was stepping back to think it over because I worried you quick-witted guys would realize I wanted to welcome this with open arms. In my head, I was already trying to recall the name of the moving company I used before.

My heart was naturally uneasy since I was deceiving people. I didn't want to betray the kindness of Jeong Seongbin and the other members either.

Imagine if I wrote a handwritten apology and ran away after they told me to rest. They'd be furious.

Still, it's better to give them a small shock now than to show them a terrible sight later.

So I closed my eyes and endured sitting on a cushion of thorns. Considering the impact a member's withdrawal would have on the team, this was hardly a hardship.

Endure it, Kim Iwol. You didn't choose this, but it's the karma from what happened because of you.

I didn't pay much attention to the unit plan. I had already written the proposal for spArk's next album. There was no need to split the reduced number of members for a comeback, so I had planned it for a full five-member lineup.

Instead, I memorized his hopes. They might be usable for the album after the next one if I transferred them to Dotion. Jukyung, I believe in you.

The spArk members started to relax, as if the conversation had gone the way they wanted.

"I'm not trying to tell you to stop fighting, but when you guys fight, the atmosphere gets really intense."

"Kiyeon, are you serious when you say you're not trying to tell us?"

"Just remember how we couldn't leave our rooms."

"I thought you didn't really care."

Choi Jeho, sitting with his chin propped on his hand, retorted nonchalantly. The members did talk to him often and maintained a harmonious atmosphere. That was the sorrow of a working adult, maintaining a bright smile no matter how difficult things were.

"Park Joowoo, were you uncomfortable too?"

Choi Jeho asked his roommate. Park Joowoo answered with a meaningful look. Having received Park Joowoo's newsletter, I too was at a loss for words. We both offered our sincerest apologies to Park Joowoo, who graciously forgave his hyungs.

After that, the conversation returned to the usual trivial chatter.

Testimonies poured in about spending the entire vacation signing autographs, perhaps a rite of passage for all successful idols.

"Joowoo went home and signed 200 autographs. Isn't that crazy?"

"At that rate, it's like he held a solo fan signing event. Joowoo, you can't hold an event on your own without consulting the company."

"No...!"

Park Joowoo waved his hands in denial, startled even by the joke. It seemed his family was busy bragging about him to everyone around them.

There were many other family episodes. Jeong Seongbin announced that Jeong Seongjun now had a favorite member in spArk. The place of honor went to Choi Jeho.

"......"

"'Deserted Rest Island' is his all-time favorite show."

Jeong Seongbin laughed with a look of resignation. He also showed us a picture of a drawing that made one wonder if it could be called fan art. It was a magnificent ink wash painting depicting the deserted island and the virtual smokehouse, leaving us all speechless.

"Seongbin, did you show the other hyungs the twin selfie?"

"What twin selfie?"

"The selfie Seongbin took with Seongjun when he went home this time. He said it's round two of the 'Which one is Jeong Seongbin?' quiz, you know?"

"Seongbin, why did you only show something so fun to Kiyeon?"

"Because Kiyeon is the only one among us who can't get it right."

"Was that it...?"

Kang Kiyeon's dumbfounded expression was a sight to behold. Even Lee Cheonghyeon, who couldn't tell them apart from a distance at the leader's graduation, could now supposedly tell who was in spArk just by their gaze.

"This is Kiyeon's fault. It means you don't pay enough attention to Seongbin. Otherwise, there's no way only Kiyeon would fail the 'Find Seongbin' quiz that all the other members can pass."

"That's unfair! Even half of the Sparklers get the 'Which one is Jeong Seongbin?' quiz wrong!"

Kang Kiyeon protested, but Jeong Seongbin wasn't listening. He fanned the flames of Kang Kiyeon's anger by sending him a profound look and saying, "It's okay, Kiyeon, hyung understands everything."

"If Seongjun agrees, how about we switch places for real? Then we can time how long it takes for Kiyeon to notice."

"If it takes more than thirty minutes, I'll write an apology letter."

Park Joowoo struggled to hold back his laughter at Kang Kiyeon's thorny tone. Choi Jeho poured oil on the fire, asking what was so difficult about telling them apart.

"Just you wait. I'm going to secretly contact Seongjun and ask him to get a slit in his eyebrow."

"I'm sorry, Kiyeon. It was my fault, so please don't do that. He'd actually do it."

Kang Kiyeon's declaration instantly reversed the power dynamic. Lee Cheonghyeon rolled on the floor laughing as he watched the leader plead desperately.

The internal situation probably wasn't all that great. Choi Jeho had lied to the members for my sake, and Kang Kiyeon still needed more treatment.

As Kang Kiyeon's friend, Lee Cheonghyeon had suffered alongside him. As the youngest, he had to suppress his frustration and be mindful of his older brothers. Park Joowoo was busy mediating between me and Choi Jeho, and for Jeong Seongbin, the one in charge, nothing would have been harder than a team that was out of sync.

The specific reasons and circumstances were different, but each spArk member still harbored their own risks, just like in the past. If they couldn't resolve this lingering resentment, the rift of conflict might deepen as it had before.

"Seongbin is so lucky. Just taking a family photo creates content."

"Cheonghyeon, you too... when you're a bit older, even if you don't look exactly like Suhoon, couldn't you get a similar photo...?"

"Joowoo, how could you say something so insulting to me?"

However, today's spArk didn't seem to need such worries. It was clear they could resolve whatever conflicts came their way.

That thought made my heart feel a little lighter. I joined the boisterous atmosphere and laughed heartily.


Chapter 525: The One Who Leaves (1)

I needed the SYSTEM's power to stage a famous idol's disappearance from his agency. After I returned to Seoul, I stayed up all night studying the terms I had secured and built my retirement plan.

I focused most on the 'Reputation' section.

During the filming of IDC Season 1, the SYSTEM manipulated public opinion against me. It claimed I violated internal rules and adjusted a 'reputation score' to tarnish my public image.

The document specified 'Content' and 'Reason'. I speculated the SYSTEM could execute my plan if I filled those sections with a valid reason and method.

The SYSTEM immediately issued a threat as soon as I thought of this.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ Assistant Manager Kim, do you think the world revolves around you?

[SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ The company isn't a playground~. We have no obligation to do everything Assistant Manager Kim asks for. Got it?

+ Right, you don't have an obligation to follow my demands.

+ [SYSTEM] Additional effects according to the 'Resignation Process' are hereby notified.

· · · ▷ 'Party A' shall actively cooperate for the termination of the contractual relationship and smooth resignation of 'Party B'.

+ However, shouldn't you comply with the clauses the company itself specified? Do you think I followed the contract because I'm a pushover?

The SYSTEM should have realized long ago that Department Head Nam's tone no longer worked on me if it wanted a battle of wills. It had to guarantee the rights it promised.

When I responded defiantly, the SYSTEM made a string of excuses. It cited a clause stating its influence over me would weaken as my resignation date neared.

So I presented my prepared countermeasure.

"There's no need to exert influence on 'Party B'."

The SYSTEM could distort the public's perception of a person. The previous reputation manipulation incident had already verified this.

This abnormal phenomenon was possible as long as I provided a reasonable basis and clear requirements.

I requested the same form the SYSTEM had shown me before. Then I filled in the content myself, just like I entered schedules into the scheduler.

+ [SYSTEM] 'Matters pertaining to a smooth resignation' are submitted to 'Party A'.

▷ Content: Decrease in public recognition of 'Party B' ▷ Reason: Essential for a quiet resignation, free of any static from disputes

+ Isn't it enough if 'other people' just can't recognize me?

It was a simple play on words. The SYSTEM had to accept this loophole because it was obligated to cooperate with my resignation.

I doubted the SYSTEM left such a gap unknowingly. It probably planned to use the same function if I failed my KPI and had to join Hanpyeong Industry.

A former idol would struggle to live quietly as an office worker even after leaving the group. It would eventually become an issue. This contradicted the SYSTEM's plan to superimpose my past life—'having lost my sister and the will to live'—as the price for failing my KPI.

Finding the loophole was rewarding, since I suspected that bastard had prepared such a measure. I got goosebumps thinking that son of a bitch genuinely planned to turn me back into a perfect office worker. In any case, joining Hanpyeong Industry was now impossible, so I would put the loophole to good use.

This allowed me to obscure the 'face and name of an idol', the biggest obstacle to my disappearance. Once I solved that problem, I immediately started preparing my escape.

It wasn't very difficult. I had left home and become independent at twenty, so moving alone was easy. The only difference this time was that I had accumulated life experience and capital to help me, instead of my sister.

I had already picked a place based on my years of living alone, though it felt awkward to say I 'picked it out'. It was the same officetel where I lived when I worked at Hanpyeong Industry.

Its biggest advantage was the several vacant units, so I could move in anytime. The building also had regular disinfection and gas checks. Since I had no affection for my family home, it felt like a spiritual hometown. I decided to return like a salmon.

It was also cheaper than when I first signed the contract.

Real estate prices hadn't risen yet, so the monthly rent was cheap. The unit was also fully furnished. I might have aimed for a jeonse lease if I planned a long-term stay.

Even though everything proceeded smoothly, one part was still troublesome.

The culprit was 'bank errands', a constant obstacle from my office worker days until now. What good was the digital age if I still couldn't get a single check issued without visiting a counter?

Thankfully, no one stopped me from going to the bank. Everyone worried about my unpredictable behavior, but they backed down for the unavoidable excuse of 'the bank'. It could have been difficult, since even Manager Daeyeon was now suspicious of me.

I repeatedly snuck out-of-season clothes in my gym bag and dropped them in clothing collection bins. My closet quickly became quite empty.

I busily cleared my drawers first to avoid Jeong Seongbin catching me. The sneaking skills I learned from our Santa game helped a lot.

I also remembered to pack my precious suitcase. I feared being tracked by serial numbers on the 50,000 won bills from the ATM. So, I deliberately paid with cash, collected the 10,000 won bills I got as change, and hid the envelope deep inside.

I considered shredding the file folder I'd kept since Yoo Hansoo's time, but I decided it was more work to throw away something so small, so I took it with me.

Maybe because I didn't bring much with me, I don't have much to take either.

My luggage was just a few sets of clothes, my diary, and money. I had left the fan letters in a storage unit, so I could just visit the company and get them after the move. I really only needed to leave with my body.

If the 15 million won had been from my sister, I would have kept the bankbook for the record, but since it became a half-assed settlement, I tore it up right after the trial ended.

I set the moving date by comparing my scheduler and diary. The synchronization rate already made me anxious, and I feared bad luck would make things worse, so I meticulously checked for an auspicious day. I was incredibly relieved to be leaving after our activities had ended.

My preparations were thorough, but a single slip-up would ruin everything. I needed a higher level of acting to deceive the members, who had grown much sharper. I couldn't risk being careless and letting Choi Jeho catch me before the day came.

So I worked like a madman. Everyone understood my stern expression when I was busy. They wouldn't even peek at what I was doing, careful not to break my concentration.

I didn't need to invent things to do. Just organizing the handover files took a long time.

I would have been in big trouble if I hadn't sorted them annually under the pretext of year-end tax settlements. That excuse helped me maintain my character and keep things secure.

No one bothered me even now as I tapped at my laptop for two straight hours. Jeong Seongbin would start sending silent warnings after three hours, so I had to wrap up soon.

I feared someone might accidentally see my screen, so I stared blankly at a private folder icon on my personal drive. I had named it 'Deleted Files'.

Inside were my extra work results, including spArk photos I had taken and the new album proposal. Everything would end once I unlocked it and transferred ownership to Jeong Seongbin.

I felt both relieved and bittersweet. I wondered if this was how retirees felt when looking at their completed handover documents.

My heart churned as I turned off the laptop and closed the screen.

It's been a long time. Truly.


The day of the group variety show, scheduled before the holidays, finally arrived. I was not part of this 'group'.

The official reason was that they couldn't send a recently injured member to a physically demanding program. This was despite that same idol joining the tour and filming his own content just the other day.

"Watch the dorm, and don't stay on your laptop too long."

"Cheonghyeon, I'm twenty-four this year."

Lee Cheonghyeon snorted. I wanted to show him the massive check I had just withdrawn from the bank. I held back, knowing he would find out in a few hours anyway.

I started organizing my belongings the moment they all left. The shoot would last all day, but I had to work diligently to clear out everything I had accumulated over the years.

Just packing the gifts the members had exchanged required several large cardboard boxes. I would have been in trouble if I hadn't prepared the boxes in bundles beforehand.

I personally collected the pagers from the dorm where Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon had moved. No one was left to use them, and I figured they would just collect dust.

The room was completely empty after several trips to the recycling area to throw out the shoes and bedding I had left as camouflage. Memories of preparing for all my past moves flooded back.

Back then, I only thought about getting my security deposit back and moving to the next place. This was the first time I had ever felt what it was like to leave a home behind.

The dorm looked desolate as I glanced back one last time. Bright light streamed in from the well-placed window. The door, always open and rarely closed, led to a room that so clearly reflected its owner.

I forced down the word that came to mind. I turned away before I could burn anything else into my memory. I didn't look back as the front door closed, not until the elevator reached the first floor.

My last act was to change the shared document's owner to Jeong Seongbin. Then I turned off my phone. It was time to use the second phone I had secretly set up without my manager's knowledge.

A cool autumn breeze blew in when the main entrance opened, whipping my hair around. As I walked, I heard my suitcase wheels scraping against the asphalt.

I realized it the moment I left the apartment complex and reached the main street. No one recognized me.

That I was no longer the idol Kim Iwol.


Chapter 526: The One Who Leaves (2)

The journey to the new house was long and arduous. First, I visited a mobile carrier store to get rid of my old phone and cancel the contract.

Next, I went to the express bus terminal. I threw the remains of the broken phone into a trash can there. I was extremely cautious because even if people couldn't recognize me on sight or on CCTV, they might track me through their systems.

This was all because of the SYSTEM, which often played with words. I couldn't trust it. Even with the powerful protection of 'Facial Recognition Immunity', I worried like a real fugitive.

Just in case, I stopped several times to change my clothes. I also switched between taxis and buses. After a long, roundabout journey, I felt strange when I finally stood before the officetel entrance.

Moving was exhausting, both then and now. I swept and wiped as soon as I moved in. By the time I had only unpacked the packages from quick delivery, the day had grown dark. I had been scrubbing the floor hard on my hands and knees. When I straightened my back, it let out a loud CRACK.

"At least the place looks like a proper home now."

The simple furnishings reminded me of my days as an office worker. Having only one of everything, including a single set of utensils, was a prime example. It was very different from the dorm, where I had to set out six of every daily necessity.

The entire room came into view if I turned my head just a little. A single wardrobe, a desk, and a bed were all the furniture there was. It was identical to the place I lived in just before my regression, except for the missing desktop computer.

Was it overkill to move right back into the house where I died?

It occurred to me that others might find it bizarre, but it was too late to back out. What else could I do when I couldn't think of any other suitable place?

"......"

I might run into my sister if I keep living here.

The SYSTEM might have permanently eliminated the possibility of my sister ever coming to this neighborhood to completely nullify my death, but if it only prevented that one unlucky day, I hoped she might pass through by chance, just like before. I had plenty of time now. Starting tomorrow, I'll take ten walks around the neighborhood every day.

With that grand resolution, I flopped onto the bed. The mattress was so hard my back ached the moment I lay down. As I stared blankly at the ceiling, stained patterns began to catch my eye.

I remembered the first time I moved into this building. My sister had come over on her precious day off, insisting she would help. I had strongly refused, but she was stubborn. She peppered me with questions about the security deposit and rent, then rejoiced that it was much better than my previous place.

There was only one chair, so on moving day, my sister and I spread paper on the floor and ate jjajangmyeon. Before she left, my sister filled every kitchen cabinet shelf with ramen, canned food, cooking oil, and sauces she had bought.

I also thought about the day spArk moved dorms together. It felt like just yesterday that we chattered for ages about how to pick roommates. I still remembered the taste of the konjac jjajangmyeon, which tasted like nothing but had a faint jjajang scent. The sense of déjà vu was even stronger.

I took out my spare phone, which only had basic apps installed. Then, for the first time in a long while, I installed a food delivery app. I ordered jjajangmyeon from a nearby place and lay down, waiting quietly. Even after a text said it was left at the door, my body felt stiff and wouldn't move.

Sluggishly, I peeled the plastic wrap off the container and mixed the noodles. Maybe it was because I hadn't eaten greasy food in so long, but it tasted awful, even though they weren't konjac noodles and the restaurant had high ratings.


Had I dozed off? My vision was completely dark, but I heard a clamorous noise in the distance. Seeing only the pitch-black room, I thought I was in my new house. The bright blue glow of a computer screen told me I was dreaming.

My focus slowly adjusted to the video playing on the screen. Five dolls sat side by side.

『spArk has made a comeback as a full group after a very long time...』

It was a comeback interview I had reviewed while vicariously stanning. The atmosphere of the guys, who lacked any professional awareness, was disastrous.

Forced smiles, slumped shoulders, and tightly clasped hands were constantly in the frame. The expressions of the guys who had just made a comeback were all dark.

I knew there had been a lot of talk about their attitude back then. In fact, I knew better than most people.

Yet, seeing the past spArk with my own eyes again, they were far more gloomy than I remembered. Their complete lack of motivation was palpable even through the screen.

Just looking at their faces, which had lost all light in their eyes, was suffocating. It was even more so because I had watched them shine so brightly right by their side.

『How do you feel about making your first comeback after being discharged from the military, Seongbin?』

The microphone passed to Jeong Seongbin. Jeong Seongbin answered with an expression like a finely polished sculpture.

I could recite what Jeong Seongbin said then without missing a single syllable. He had been relentlessly criticized for years for that response in his first interview after 'escaping' to the military when the group should have been at its most active.

A few comments appeared below the video. No one was favorable toward them.

≫ I'm not confident, but I'll do my best lolololol

Is that what you say to fans who waited a year and 6 months

└ You should be saying you sharpened your knives and prepared, that you'll do well to match how long we waited, but you're not confident? You weren't confident, so you did a military run right before hitting a career high, screwing up the full group's activities, and that's what you have to say?

└ And this is supposed to be the leader. Save Cheonghyeon

≫ U.A. didn't even work them that hard, so why do they already have dead fish eyes

I could understand if they were neglected and got lazy because of the hiatus, but it's to the point where I wonder if the 'underground prison confinement' season was your request, not the company's

└ The fandom is a place where we have dogfights among ourselves, but when they make a comeback, we temporarily unite, saying we have to get them good results and win them awards.

└ A crazy collaboration of: idols who don't want to work + 'mouth-only' fans who say they're disillusioned but never leave the fandom and just bash them relentlessly + head-in-the-clouds akgaes who are busy blindly shielding the idols no matter what they do + other akgaes who've become venomous after their faves get dragged by other akgaes + free-riders who are sick of the fandom atmosphere and just consume content. What a mess.

≫ Isn't it more efficient for spk to just do year-end stages

Wouldn't it be more honorable for them to rest 11 months out of the year, then come out with their dead fish eyes, work hard, leave the fans with a few good clips, and go back into hiding?

└ fr there's no better way to boost Sparkler's morale

└ You're the first idols I've seen who are comfortable with a hiatus.....you guys are really something else…

Every letter of the comments weighed on my mind. Those words would now be directed at me.

The problematic member who irresponsibly left while the group was on the rise. The idol who didn't appreciate his easy money and spouted the ridiculous notion of returning to a normal life. A detrimental figure who was better off not appearing on broadcasts except during comebacks.

I needlessly fiddled with the desk, which held only a keyboard and mouse. The exclusive contract termination request form I had placed on my desk before leaving felt like a shackle on my wrist.

Did I put enough words of apology in the letter I left behind? Having chosen the worst possible method, one for which I could never be forgiven, had I truly done my best to ask for their understanding?

I couldn't remember it well, which meant the time I spent writing that letter must have been quite difficult, like those times when my memory was spotty like a broken film.

Now, spArk was a group of five again. Just like the spArk in the video, the one that had never included Kim Iwol from the start.

However, I hoped they wouldn't be weary like that spArk. I wanted to believe they would respond to each other, lift the mood, and help one another.

If the team remained harmonious, the fans wouldn't be too shaken. Then, my guilt would also lessen, just a little.

If I can't go back anyway, I hope my absence will be gradually forgotten. I can keep the image of the dark spArk locked away in my dreams forever. Once I, the one who has those dreams, disappear, spArk will be able to burn brightly forever within their light sticks.

As I closed my eyes, I heard the intro to spArk's comeback stage. It was the song spArk had brought with them to break their long hiatus after Jeong Seongbin's military discharge.

It was also the song Lee Cheonghyeon had held onto for over two years, overcoming controversies like the leader's desertion and disbandment rumors. The behind-the-scenes story that he had made it in anticipation of singing it on the day they reunited was impressive.

This was the masterpiece that made spArk synonymous with the expression 'a group more severe than the change of seasons'.

Among all of spArk's songs, it was the one I listened to the most.

『Turn back the stopped time, awaken the sleeping world』

"An endless Sprint....."

I sat leaning against the backrest, closed my eyes, and murmured the lyrics. I was in a small studio apartment, not a vocal practice room or a recording studio. There was no recording camera or headphones broadcasting a live feed. This was supposed to be my daily life now, yet it felt so unfamiliar that I had to laugh.


When I opened my eyes again, the dream was over and morning had arrived. The mattress was still hard. The room was dark due to poor lighting, even though it was long after sunrise.

For several days, I spent my time in that dark room without once turning on a light. When I was hungry, I ordered something or warmed up leftovers.

The rest of the time, I just lay there. When the sun set and my vision turned pitch black, I would fall asleep. I lived without knowing how time was flowing or what day it was.

Then, on the day I finally mustered the courage to pick up my phone.

"Why... is there no announcement."

I realized that no announcement of my departure had been posted on any of UtopiA's channels.


Chapter 527: Those Who Couldn't See Him Off

On the day of the variety show filming, the five members of spArk finished their recording and immediately got into their car.

"Guys, we're heading to the dorm, right?" Jeong Seongbin asked energetically.

"......"

Their schedule had ended too late for the practice room. It was already past midnight.

After fastening his seatbelt, Jeong Seongbin took out his phone. He hadn't managed to contact Kim Iwol, who had been alone at the dorm during their filming. It was a habit he had developed because one member would raise hell if he checked his phone for no reason during a recording.

Jeong Seongbin opened the group chat to send a message that they were on their way, but he noticed something strange.

Why does it show five members?

The member count, which had always been six, had changed to five. There was no notification that someone had left. When Jeong Seongbin checked the contact list, Kim Iwol's profile was gone.

"Did anyone hear from Iwol about him changing his number?"

"......"

"Because he's not in the group chat," Jeong Seongbin added.

Lee Cheonghyeon said he hadn't heard anything. Choi Jeho gave the same answer.

Kim Iwol hadn't just disappeared from the spArk group chat. He had vanished from every chatroom, including those with company staff and the one with the managers and all eight spArk members.

It was strange for Kim Iwol, who valued prompt notifications, to change his contact information without a word.

Tilting his head, Jeong Seongbin checked his personal email and found it flooded with notifications. Tons of informational emails mentioned a shared drive or Dotion in the subject line.

The subjects and contents were all identical, except for a few words.

[Kim Iwol has transferred ownership of the file...]

[Kim Iwol has transferred ownership of the document...]

[Kim Iwol has transferred ownership of the file...]

[Kim Iwol has invited an editor to the document...]

[Kim Iwol has transferred ownership of the folder...]

[Kim Iwol has invited an editor to the folder...]

The transferred folders contained a mix of shared documents Jeong Seongbin had editor access to and others he had never seen before. A sense of dread washed over him.

"Daeyeon, you don't know Iwol's new number either, do you?"

Sensing the strange atmosphere, Pyeong Daeyeon pulled the car over. While the managers talked on the phone, Jeong Seongbin anxiously checked each email.

"...You're arriving at the dorm soon? Yes, we're right behind you, so in about five minutes..."

Word came that the first car would check the situation upon arrival. Pyeong Daeyeon was likely flustered, so Jeong Seongbin calmed the members in the back seat.

"The trial is over, so maybe he changed it to stop getting calls from his family. Let's go and ask him."

This didn't explain the pile of folders and files dumped on them. However, it was the only thing Jeong Seongbin could say to his members right now.

Just as their car entered the parking garage, Jeong Seongbin's phone rang. It was Kang Kiyeon. The moment he answered, a trembling voice called his name.

— Hyung.

It was a bad omen. The hand holding the phone trembled. In the silent car, Kang Kiyeon's voice was clear even without speakerphone.

— Where did this hyung go?

Jeong Seongbin's mind went blank. Choi Jeho threw open the door of the parked car.

The trip from the parking garage to the dorm felt excruciatingly long. The numbers on the elevator display had never changed so slowly.

Jeong Seongbin pushed open the front door, which was already ajar, and stepped inside. Park Joowoo stood before the bedroom door closest to the shoe rack.

"Joowoo."

Park Joowoo turned his head. His complicated expression was hard to read.

He then took a step back. Jeong Seongbin finally saw the state of his own room.

Half of the room was empty. Not even a single pillow remained on the bed.

Jeong Seongbin frantically opened drawers and the closet. His roommate's neatly arranged clothes and belongings had vanished without a trace.

"What is all this?" Lee Cheonghyeon muttered as he followed Jeong Seongbin in, his tone full of disbelief.

"It's a hidden camera, right? How else could everything just disappear like this?"

A hollow laugh escaped him. Lee Cheonghyeon swept his hair back.

Just before Lee Cheonghyeon could say, 'Even so, this prank is going too far,' Jeong Seongbin ran to the desk.

He turned on the laptop and logged into his account. The full email subject lines, their contents, and new folders filled the screen.

Kim Iwol was skilled with documents and OS programs and often shared small tips. He had taught them one thing in their early days.

If you put special characters like parentheses or brackets in the filename, that file will appear first when you sort by name. It's good for folders you access often or documents that need real-time updates, right?

This feature was flawlessly applied to spArk's shared drive, which was now so packed with unfamiliar files it looked like it had an error.

[XX.11.02.) Handover_Manual_Author_Kim Iwol]

The document wouldn't open, even after he double-clicked it several times.

Just how large is this file?

Just as Jeong Seongbin thought that, the lagging internet window turned white and displayed the document.

Kim Iwol Handover Manual

Table of Contents

Click the link to go to each page

- [spArk] Things to do immediately upon reading the document

- [UtopiA] Regarding contract termination

• • •

Jeong Seongbin couldn't believe his eyes.

Kim Iwol always insisted, "A document should be simple and clear." A report summary should be short, with details in a separate, attached document. The members had heard him say it so many times they were sick of it.

That was why he couldn't understand this. There was no way Kim Iwol would have uploaded a document over one hundred pages long. That man valued visibility and clarity too much.

Ignoring the instruction to click the links, Jeong Seongbin unconsciously scrolled down.

The screen jumped to the page titled 'Things to do immediately upon reading the document,' designated for spArk.

Things to do immediately upon reading the document

1. Give the document envelope in the desk drawer to Manager Chanyoung. There's a check inside. It might get lost, so don't send it by quick delivery or registered mail. Deliver it in person.

2. Get enough rest. Don't try to do too much in one day. It'll be late when you get back from filming, so everyone should just sleep for now.

3. Familiarize yourselves with the proper course of action when a member leaves the company. File location: Shared Drive > (XX.11.02.) Handover_File_Collection_Author_Kim Iwol > Search for 'Proper Course of Action'. You all don't have schedules for two days, right? I've made a guideline, so check it when you have time.

4. Review the 3rd full album proposal. File location: Shared Drive > (XX.11.02.) Handover_File_Collection_Author_Kim Iwol > Search for '3rd Full Album'. This is the album proposal for next year's comeback that we discussed. I thought it might not get selected, so I didn't include the planning fee when I pre-calculated the penalty. You don't need to worry about this, but I'm writing it down in case you're curious.

5. Request the managers to dispose of the bed frame / mattress. I've already attached the disposal sticker. The sticker has an expiration date, so it has to be thrown out before then.

After reading the first sentence, Jeong Seongbin opened the desk drawer. He saw two familiar document envelopes. One was labeled 'Contract Termination Request Form (Kim Iwol)' in large letters. The other read 'Handwritten Letter (Original)'.

Though he knew it was sealed for a reason, Jeong Seongbin tore off the tape without hesitation. He urgently pulled out a bundle of stiff, white documents. As he set the envelope down, a small paper pouch fell out with a THUMP.

Jeong Seongbin stared at the title 'Contract Termination Request Form,' then picked up the pouch at his feet. He opened it with trembling hands and revealed a cashier's check.

People say your thoughts stop in a bewildering situation. That was exactly what was happening to Jeong Seongbin. His mind was blank as he placed the check on the desk, picked up the contract termination request again, and flipped through the documents.

Even after seeing the penalty fee calculation sheet at the end, Jeong Seongbin wondered if he was dreaming.

But the moment he confirmed the number on the sheet matched the amount on the check, reality crashed down on him.

"......"

Since when.

Lee Cheonghyeon pushed the frozen Jeong Seongbin aside and took his place at the desk. Biting his lip, Lee Cheonghyeon read every word before opening the handover folder. A search for '3rd Full Album' brought up a document titled '[Proposal] spArk_3rd_Full_Album'.

Lee Cheonghyeon stared at the screen for a long time before letting out a bitter laugh. His face flushed red, veins popping on his temples, as he exhaled a sound that was half laugh, half sigh.

"This man is insane," Lee Cheonghyeon said, the corner of his eye twitching.

"Where is this bastard now?"

As Lee Cheonghyeon tried to storm out of the dorm with bloodshot eyes, Park Joowoo grabbed him. Jeong Seongbin was scared. He didn't want to know what had made Lee Cheonghyeon so angry.

But it's human nature to look, even when you know you'll fall apart.

Jeong Seongbin approached the empty desk again...

[Proposal] spArk_3rd_Full_Album

spArk 3rd Full Repackage Album Proposal

...He saw Kim Iwol's suggestion to reconfigure all their title tracks into five-member versions.

Jeong Seongbin tried to figure out where this dream had begun.

He prayed to wake up from this terrible illusion as soon as possible.

Unfortunately, it was too early in the night to fall asleep.


Chapter 528: Putting Yourself in Their Shoes

The managers realized Kim Iwol had disappeared and immediately went to the police station to file a missing person report. They returned a few hours later with nothing.

The police explained it was difficult to consider an adult who voluntarily left a contract termination notice as a missing person. The managers didn't even get a clear answer on when a report could be filed.

Jeong Seongbin and Pyeong Daeyeon went to check the CCTV footage. They confirmed that Kim Iwol had diligently gone back and forth to the recycling area while they were out. The screen clearly captured his busy movements as he put out clothes and disposed of items.

He carried large trash bags or piles of belongings more than ten times, but no one looked at him strangely. After Kim Iwol left the apartment entrance pulling a suitcase, his whereabouts became unclear.

Jeong Seongbin delivered the bad news. The camera angle was off or the video was blurry, making it hard to distinguish people and objects.

The spArk dedicated team declared an emergency. A UtopiA artist had never absconded with only money and documents before. The shocking incident was a first. His phone blew up with calls from the staff and the CEO, who had been hit by this thunderbolt in the middle of the night.

Choi Jeho was dazed. The other members were confused and chaotic, but Choi Jeho remained frozen, unable to move.

He reread the letter Kim Iwol left, but he couldn't understand it. The letter was filled with acknowledgments of being a burden and apologies to the fans. The reason given was brief.

It said his personal skills were insufficient to continue his activities. The familiar words and unchanging low self-esteem proved Kim Iwol had written it.

However, had anyone in spArk, in UA, or among the fans ever said that Kim Iwol was not good enough to be a member of the team?

Despite never having been told he was inadequate to belong anywhere in his entire life, Choi Jeho had never once thought that Kim Iwol was unqualified. It wasn't because of a calculation like, 'Kim Iwol's strengths offset his shortcomings.'

Was Kim Iwol bad at singing?

He was better than Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon. He recorded any song decently. His perfectionist nature meant he always performed live so well that comments called him a machine.

His dancing was objectively poor, but that was a long time ago.

Going through the survival program, Kim Iwol's skills had improved drastically. While early dance-line videos were made with the purpose of comparing and belittling Kim Iwol against other members, later videos were produced with the intention of comparing the dance lines of each member.

Nevertheless, Kim Iwol felt no emotion at the changing public perception. The compliment, 'You've shown great improvement compared to your early debut days,' seemed to hold little meaning for Kim Iwol.

He firmly believed that while it would have been best to debut as a complete package from the start, if that wasn't possible, the praise would only be meaningful if it said he was at least on par with the other members.

Choi Jeho's opinion wasn't much different. What was so important about being better than before? What mattered was whether one was objectively good or bad.

However, a fundamental difference existed between Choi Jeho and Kim Iwol.

Choi Jeho's objectivity was only exercised in his main field, dancing. In contrast, Kim Iwol was strict with himself in all matters. Kim Iwol was ambitious, so he applied his own standards even to thoughts that others wouldn't know unless he voiced them.

My mentality isn't professional. Unlike you, I tried to debut with impure motives. I wasn't qualified when I wasn't ready. Objectively, I wouldn't have been rated so highly if it weren't for you guys... and so on.

Most people who leave themselves an escape route use excuses as a means of self-justification. However, Kim Iwol was at the forefront, beating himself up. He considered himself a pathetic human being who was mediocre in every way, with a rotten mind to boot. The one who was harshest to Kim Iwol was himself.

This meant the letter and handover documents were likely written with sincerity, not as an excuse to quit being an idol and return to a normal life. He had written the nonsense about not creating a positive synergy with the team as if it were a fact.

There's a limit to excuses. That son of a bitch.

His hands trembled until they went numb. He clenched and unclenched his fists repeatedly while rereading the letter. Anger surged inside him. His mind became a chaotic mess, mixing the memory of Kim Iwol promising loyalty with his own angry reaction to Kim Iwol's question.

"Hyung."

Lee Cheonghyeon called out to Choi Jeho, his voice chilling.

When Kim Iwol was away from the dorm, Lee Cheonghyeon had been the most vocal opponent when the situation was explained to the members.

I don't think it's a problem for people of the same age to talk. Friends chatting? Of course, they can, but is this just a simple chat? That hyung can't stop his self-harming behavior, and you just tell us later that you two talked it out and we should be relieved. Do you really think we can be at ease?

...

He jumped in front of a car. If he knew beforehand with his unusually good senses like always, then he needs to halt all activities immediately, and if he didn't know, that's a huge problem too. If it wasn't Kim Iwol-hyung, it might have been seen as a courageous act, but for that hyung, throwing his body on the line is becoming a habit.

At that time, Lee Cheonghyeon had felt betrayed by Choi Jeho. He thought the members shared his alarm about the problems, but that turned out to be a delusion.

It's like he has no fear of injury or death, Iwol-hyung.

That short sentence was enough for Choi Jeho to guess what Lee Cheonghyeon was trying to say.

Choi Jeho had heard from Lim Chanyoung that Kim Iwol had directly attempted to take his own life. This information helped Choi Jeho gauge Kim Iwol's condition.

This story had not been told to Lee Cheonghyeon. The younger members were unlikely to be informed in detail about something shared so vaguely even with the leader, Jeong Seongbin, due to the potential psychological impact.

However, Lee Cheonghyeon was the most perceptive member of the team. He had been too preoccupied with the near-disastrous lighting issue and the eldest hyung's disappearance to notice at first. As he calmed down and returned to his routine, he began to discover strange things one by one.

Like how Choi Jeho, who always reacted harshly when Kim Iwol was hurt or mentally cornered, had started to step back. The feeling that Kim Iwol was slowly redrawing the line Lee Cheonghyeon thought was being erased, and Pyeong Daeyeon's occasionally stern attitude only towards Kim Iwol were prime examples.

Lee Cheonghyeon quickly reviewed past events. He recalled Choi Jeho's lukewarm attitude when Kim Iwol had a serious head injury, his quiet disappearance after the stage accident, and his blank face as he stood by the wall instead of offering to take pictures of the members at a famous spot.

Sadly, Kang Kiyeon's relapsed anxiety disorder confirmed Lee Cheonghyeon's suspicion. His friend instinctively noticed when a colleague was unwell. Lee Cheonghyeon, who had watched others so closely he could see a member's reflection in his friend's depression, could easily reach a conclusion.

Kim Iwol had a very serious mental problem, more serious than anyone expected. The weaknesses he had shown or revealed himself were likely very minor in comparison.

The famously meticulous Kim Iwol was starting to falter, a sign that his ability to hide the bomb was failing. A few people had started noticing the ominous changes. A person like Kim Iwol wouldn't just let himself go unless he was so cornered he could no longer hide his flaws or inner self. It seemed Kim Iwol had reached that state.

That's a really big problem. It's not something we can overcome by making him feel a bit better with a trip and some cheering. I've acted this way because I believed we could do something as colleagues, but if it's more serious than we assumed, we need to take different measures.

...

He's so on edge, like he could explode at any moment. It's worrying enough even if we all know the situation and prepare for it, so why are you trying to shoulder Iwol-hyung's problem all by yourself?

Lee Cheonghyeon's words were all correct. It was the kind of direct advice only the closest friend to an unstable person could give.

Choi Jeho didn't argue. He only defended Kim Iwol's position.

I don't think his pride will allow it.

I know it's not easy for you either, hyung, but this isn't the time to talk about pride...

Think about how Kim Iwol has acted as the older brother all this time.

Kim Iwol always stepped forward for his younger brothers. He would yield on everything else, but he never compromised when he needed to be the elder. It was arguably the only way Kim Iwol felt his own value within the group.

That's why you guys don't tell Kim Iwol you don't need the older hyungs' help. Am I wrong?

...

You think a guy like that would want to whine about his mental state breaking down?

Right in this living room, Kim Iwol had pulled a blanket over his head even after deciding to open up, feeling ashamed in front of his younger brothers.

Lee Cheonghyeon couldn't refute the question. Could they really trample on Kim Iwol's last shred of pride, all for the sake of safety?

I'll try to talk to him properly.

So Choi Jeho had asked the members for a favor. He requested they not push Kim Iwol for now and promised he would look into it. The members agreed with great difficulty and reluctance.

And now, back to the present.

Kim Iwol had vanished. Choi Jeho had failed to keep his promise.

That was what Lee Cheonghyeon was about to bring up.

"What happened?"

Lee Cheonghyeon's expression was mercilessly distorted as he faced Choi Jeho.


Chapter 529: Partners in Sync / Children of Rock

Choi Jeho wanted to explain everything. He wanted to curse and say Lee Cheonghyeon was right. Kim Iwol's mental state was in tatters, and his ominous remarks suggested he had made up his mind long ago.

But Choi Jeho couldn't speak. The image of Kim Iwol's blood-drenched face was seared into his mind like a photograph. He could still feel the t-shirt growing damp in his grip.

A single slip of the tongue could create an unknown disaster. The anxiety that Kim Iwol might end up in that state again, wherever he was, ensnared Choi Jeho. He felt the immense pressure of a situation he couldn't discuss.

Trapped by his inability to explain and the fear of the unknown, Choi Jeho recalled Kim Iwol's evasive inner thoughts one by one.

Living like this, of course a person would go crazy.

He had pestered Kim Iwol, who couldn't possibly have been sane, demanding to know why he didn't confide in him. He had snapped, asking if Kim Iwol didn't trust him, that there was a limit to how much you could look down on someone.

With Kim Iwol's personality, he wouldn't have felt it was unfair, only sorry. Now that Choi Jeho understood what it felt like to want to say something but be unable to, the frustration was unbearable.

"I'm sorry."

Lee Cheonghyeon struggled to suppress his anger. "I'm not trying to get mad at you. Don't say you're sorry, just explain it to me."

Choi Jeho couldn't offer any explanation.

"...I have nothing to say."

To be precise, there was 'nothing he could say'. Only after being in the same position did Choi Jeho finally understand how Kim Iwol must have felt all this time.


The argument entered a lull after Jeong Seongbin rushed in, alerted by Lee Cheonghyeon's shouting. Park Joowoo led Choi Jeho back to his room, where Choi Jeho collapsed onto the bed.

Park Joowoo left to get some water, leaving Choi Jeho alone in the silent room. A jumble of unprocessed thoughts filled his mind.

What had been the problem.

Choi Jeho asked himself.

Was it wrong to just watch without intervening? He had his reasons, but his judgment might have been rash and complacent.

Prying more might have been the right answer. If he had ignored the blood from Kim Iwol's nose and eyes and just dug for information, the outcome might have been different, but when Kim Iwol told him to ask more, Choi Jeho had only rebuked him. He had kicked the opportunity away himself.

Many things didn't add up. Kim Iwol cleverly evaded questions about the future. He claimed talking about it would give him a nosebleed, yet he was fine when he casually said things would be okay.

He should have latched onto that. Just as Kim Iwol said, Choi Jeho got scared and backed off. This was the result.

Fuck, I was supposed to act nonchalant after seeing him like that? It was his fault for forgetting Kim Iwol was a master of deception.

He shouldn't have fought with him. He couldn't pinpoint the exact problem, but circumstantially, their fight was to blame. Kim Iwol had been steadily getting better before that incident, hadn't he?

He shouldn't have believed they had reconciled. He knew how complicated Kim Iwol was, yet he had let his guard down.

His head felt like it would explode. He threw himself onto the bed and let out a soundless, lamenting sigh.

He regretted not speaking more kindly. Kim Iwol had told him to fix his speech, and he had for the other members, but not for Kim Iwol himself. He knew for years they were both the type who couldn't get angry at others, yet he had been twice as rude to him. If they had both been thugs, at least his conscience wouldn't bother him.

He started to punch the mattress but stopped. He lacked the energy for such a meaningless act.

His heightened senses registered something. His heel brushed against a soft corner.

It was strange. Neither he, with his poor night vision, nor the considerate Park Joowoo ever left things on the floor.

Choi Jeho sat up and reached under the bed. His fingertips brushed an unfamiliar strap.

It was a shopping bag he had never seen before. It was spotless, too clean to have ended up there by accident.

His hands opened the bag on their own. Inside were two shallow, identically colored boxes.

He took out one box and opened it. A new blue t-shirt lay inside.

Choi Jeho stared blankly at the shirt. He set the box aside, his movements slowing as he reached for the second one.

The second box also held a t-shirt, this one a slightly less vibrant color. Choi Jeho couldn't look away from the plain, unprinted shirt.

I'll buy you a new shirt.

Kim Iwol's words echoed in his mind. He tightened his grip on the box.

Kim Iwol had once thrust a gift certificate at him for his own present. How was he supposed to take this? Kim Iwol had left two shirts, an exact repayment.

Looking at the note-less shopping bag, Choi Jeho laughed dryly. He recalled the absurdity of taking proof shots of a gift only to be told to store it with the bag, not to use it.

"......"

Park Joowoo returned and held out a glass of water. Choi Jeho was about to refuse, but Park Joowoo fidgeted with an indescribable expression.

Park Joowoo looked like he was about to cry.

"Happy birthday."

It was the first time Choi Jeho had a birthday that was both the best and the worst.


Park Joowoo left the troubled Choi Jeho alone in the room. It seemed Choi Jeho needed time to think.

In the living room, Jeong Seongbin was on the phone, nodding ceaselessly while jotting notes. Park Joowoo felt that even offering help would be a disturbance.

So, Park Joowoo went quietly to the veranda. He decided to wait until Choi Jeho calmed down and Jeong Seongbin finished his call.

He turned the faucet, and water poured into the can. The handle made a metallic sound each time he shut it off.

In the pitch-black night, Park Joowoo watered the plants. He used only the light from the opposite building and their living room.

Others might call Park Joowoo crazy if they saw him now. A member had disappeared, nearly causing a fight in the dorm. His whereabouts were unknown. Worse, as idols, they had to worry about how to report the news.

But Park Joowoo understood the situation clearly. He retreated to a comfortable space to regain his composure as quickly as possible.

As the older member, Park Joowoo had to pull himself together. He wanted to stay sharp to support Choi Jeho, who was conflicted about his friend. While Jeong Seongbin handled the legwork, Park Joowoo had to do his part.

Acting normal wasn't easy. It was hard to believe Kim Iwol, who had always trusted them infinitely, had disappeared. He left behind only a single promise to not get hurt anymore.

If Kim Iwol had said he wanted to leave, they wouldn't have just said goodbye. They would have tried to persuade him. They would have held onto him and asked him to reconsider.

Did he leave so quietly to avoid that process? Kim Iwol was smart. He must have anticipated what even Park Joowoo could predict.

Still, even if it was tedious, I wish he had just told us. He wouldn't have felt this hurt if Kim Iwol had let them worry together. Then again, was I the problem? Did I pay less attention while he carried such a burden? He crouched before the plant, blaming himself.

He was upset. He wanted to throw a tantrum and ask how Kim Iwol could run away after making a promise. He wished Kim Iwol had relied on him, had been a burden, instead of Park Joowoo just being the one who listened well.

But Park Joowoo couldn't resent Kim Iwol. Though Kim Iwol vanished without a word, Park Joowoo didn't feel he was irresponsible or had betrayed them.

Kim Iwol had organized Kang Kiyeon's recent medicine into a container on the table. He had secured an arranger for the repackaged album to avoid burdening Lee Cheonghyeon. For Jeong Seongbin, he had prepared social media posts and a company communication plan, and he hadn't forgotten Choi Jeho's birthday present.

And he hadn't left behind the quince syrup the members had made for him.

Park Joowoo discovered the missing syrup when he got water for Choi Jeho. Only the bottle with Kim Iwol's name on it was gone.

His heart pounded. He checked the sink drain, worried Kim Iwol might have thrown it away.

The drain was clean, without a trace of quince peel. The pager from the living room wall was also gone. So was the jellyfish suncatcher, which Kim Iwol had insisted on moving to the living room to catch the starlight.

The thought that it was too cruel scattered before it could form. If Kim Iwol didn't leave because he hated them, then why go this far? That worry overwhelmed Park Joowoo. It was immense pain to have a precious person leave for unknown reasons.

This was the same Kim Iwol who had nowhere else to go. He stayed at the dorm even during holidays since his trainee days. His relationship with his family was stained by legal battles, and there was no news of his older sister. His university admission was long canceled, and he didn't even know where his family home was.

Outside of spArk, Kim Iwol was truly alone. His situation was worse than a kite with a cut string. A kite is light enough to fly away, but the affectionate Kim Iwol had taken everything the members had given him.

Having been left alone at an early age, Park Joowoo understood that weight. He yearned for affection but had to accept he had no family to survive. He desperately held onto any connection he made, tying them down with the word 'promise'.

So he could imagine what Kim Iwol felt when he left. Who would welcome a member's choice to embark on an unhappy journey?

Tears fell as he watered the plant Kim Iwol had particularly liked. He hated crying like a child but couldn't control it. He bit his lip to stay silent, his body trembling.

His worries wouldn't subside. If he could, he would stand before the police station until a report was filed.

Wherever you are, I just hope you're sleeping well.

He remembered a year Kim Iwol had trouble sleeping. Though Kim Iwol rarely broke down, those moments were stuck in his memory.

Park Joowoo prayed that wherever Kim Iwol was, he wouldn't break out in a cold sweat. He prayed Kim Iwol wouldn't wake up multiple times at dawn, gasping for breath.

The watering can fell and rolled, spilling the water he had just filled. The veranda floor was soaked.


Chapter 530: Partners in Soul

Lee Cheonghyeon turned from Choi Jeho, whom Park Joowoo was leading to his room. He headed for Kim Iwol's room. It was half-empty, as if the move had been abandoned midway. A handover document glowed on the screen, confirming it wasn't a mistake.

Don't try to do too much in one day. It'll be night when you get back from the shoot, so everyone should just sleep for now.

No one has any schedules for the next two days, right? I've made some guidelines, so check them when you have free time.

The document itself was absurd, but the comments were even worse.

Why is he so human when dealing with others, yet when it comes to himself, he tries to solve everything so clinically, as if cutting with a knife?

His head grew hot. Anger surged inside him.

He knew Kim Iwol drew lines. That was why he couldn't describe the relief he felt when that stiff, upright man had said, "I've never thought of the members as a burden." He had even told Kim Iwol this himself.

There's no reason to be anxious anymore. I can see how much the members care for the team.

My dream is for all of us to be active together for a long, long time.

We just have to keep doing what we've been doing! All together, working hard!

Lee Cheonghyeon had revealed his feelings and resolutions to Kim Iwol so many times.

Revealing his every thought was Lee Cheonghyeon's way of showing trust, of opening the door to their relationship. It was his way of saying he would treat the team with all his heart.

Don't you know that the foundation of an idol group is the full lineup?

However, Kim Iwol never answered. He didn't open the door in return. He locked the window, drew the curtains, and vanished into the darkness, making it impossible to know if he was even there.

Lee Cheonghyeon grabbed the mouse. He scrolled down the ridiculous repackage album proposal. Inside the document template Kim Iwol had created, the planning intent—which Kim Iwol himself must have written—was laid out.

Planning Intent: To reorganize the existing narrative in order to stably solidify the group's image as a 5-member group for the fandom and the public.

He typed this crap himself? He had to be out of his mind. There was no other explanation.

From 『Flowering』 to 『Scene』, throughout spArk's history, the group had always given each of the six members an indispensable role. These roles connected to the stories in other music videos and were left as easter eggs scattered everywhere.

Kim Iwol was telling them to scrap all of it. It was as if he wanted to do more than just bury the past. He wanted to erase it completely.

It was impossible by any stretch of the imagination. When a member left a successful group, conflict inevitably erupted between the fans who supported the original lineup and those who would only cheer for the remaining members.

Is he telling us to just wipe it all away and start from scratch? As if there were never six of us?

It was utter nonsense. Lee Cheonghyeon realized that even scoffing at it was a luxury he couldn't afford.

However, the moment he opened a folder he had never seen before, his wry smile vanished.

Inside the '(XX.11.02.) Handover_File_Collection_Author_Kim Iwol' folder, subfolders were packed tightly together.

The '3rd Full Album' folder was particularly large. He unzipped the 'Photo Materials (Past Promotions)' file inside, and a series of folders appeared, each named after a title track.

[Flowering]
[With List]
[The Third Letter ]
[MISSION]
[Winter Night ] ・ ・ ・

『Flowering』 was their precious debut album. They hadn't even touched it when making slogans to support Jeong Seongbin's appearance on 'Genre-Swap'. Even now, not knowing what was inside, he couldn't bring himself to touch 『Flowering』.

So, Lee Cheonghyeon opened the folder right below it, 『With List』. A stream of photos poured out. Pictures from a bright amusement park, in front of a brilliant Ferris wheel against the dark night, in the waiting room, and from their concept photoshoots.

Kim Iwol was nowhere in them. Not even in the group photos. The spArk in that folder looked so natural that one could easily believe they had always been a five-member group.

Kim Iwol surely hadn't intended to use these exact photos for the new album. He firmly believed that new content required new material for the fans.

This could only be data for fleeting archival footage. When past clips aired on broadcasts, members who caused controversy or left the group were often blurred out. This was his way of telling them to submit these photos for such occasions.

His mind went blank. He had no way of knowing when Kim Iwol had started preparing all of this, all these countless folders.

Annoyance flared. Then anger. He felt a sorrowful frustration. The memory of Kim Iwol stubbornly refusing to answer when told to look after the dorm was painfully vivid.

You said you were all better.

He'd said he didn't want to make them worry, and then he did this and vanished. His stomach churned with an indescribable mix of emotions.

You said it was thanks to us.

Lee Cheonghyeon lowered his head.

Then what was all that about, crying when you received the Grand Prize...?

He couldn't breathe. He felt like he was going to throw up.


This series of events struck Kang Kiyeon like a sudden disaster.

Kim Iwol, whom he had greeted perfectly fine that morning, had vanished without a trace in less than a day. There were limits to how they could request CCTV footage, and no way to secure cooperation. Social media was silent, without a single witness account.

Kim Iwol's disappearance wasn't the only problem.

Kim Iwol had expressed his desire to terminate his contract completely. He was also trying to settle all financial matters. If the company didn't respect his wishes, there was no telling how things would turn out.

The company might just accept Hyung's proposal.

In reality, the company was very likely to accept Kim Iwol's proposal. That was the only way they could recoup any money. The anxiety that the team could be reorganized without warning paralyzed Kang Kiyeon's mind.

Kim Iwol never spoke or acted carelessly. He wouldn't voice an opinion rashly unless he had sufficient grounds to ensure he wouldn't easily reverse his decisions. He was cautious in all matters, and once he made a decision, he acted as if there was no turning back.

That same Kim Iwol had deliberately mentioned leaving. The man who used to prepare all his photos in multiples of four, insisting that images on social media must be perfectly filled, was serious enough to leave behind more than five handwritten letters.

He had cleared out all his personal belongings, leaving nothing behind. He had also settled his contract cleanly.

Having gone to such lengths, it was clear that he, at least, had no intention of ever coming back.

This was why everyone was mentally shattered. Everything had happened in an instant, and there was no way to fix it.

What was the point of just sitting and waiting? Then again, was there any other viable option?

Kang Kiyeon was in turmoil. The inner strength he thought he had been building through various crises was now shaking, fragile and weak. He felt miserable.

Unable to simply wait around any longer, Kang Kiyeon shot up from his seat. He felt he had to do something, or he would go crazy.

As Kang Kiyeon came out into the living room, he saw Lee Cheonghyeon sitting in front of a laptop through the open doorway.

Kang Kiyeon placed a hand on his friend's shoulder. Lee Cheonghyeon slowly turned his head.

"...Kang-geon."

His once-sparkling eyes held not a single speck of light.

There was something Kang Kiyeon had wondered since they were young. How did Lee Cheonghyeon always manage to notice his difficult moments and pull him through?

Looking into Lee Cheonghyeon's eyes, Kang Kiyeon found the answer. Some emotions could convey just how much danger a person was in through atmosphere alone.

Even in a situation like this, cruelly, Kim Iwol was the first person who came to mind. A comment he had once made in passing followed.

Take him with you sometime.

Kim Iwol had definitely said that, standing before the dark night sea.

The two of you should go together. It's boring to go alone, isn't it?

He always took Lee Cheonghyeon all the way to Busan whenever he was struggling with his work. Why would he say such a thing? Back then, Kang Kiyeon had replied, "Maybe Lee Cheonghyeon needs some time to himself sometimes."

"Get up."

"...Huh?"

Faced with his broken friend, he couldn't bring himself to talk about needing time alone.

"Let's go out."

Kang Kiyeon's voice trembled.

Lee Cheonghyeon had walked with him through the neighborhood at dawn before every evaluation day.

Now, it was Kang Kiyeon's turn to drag Lee Cheonghyeon out.


Kang Kiyeon did just that, informing Jeong Seongbin that they were stepping out for a while.

Jeong Seongbin hesitated, given the chaotic situation.

However, seeing the look on Lee Cheonghyeon's face and hearing Kang Kiyeon's plea to trust them—that they wouldn't do anything to harm the team—he reluctantly gave his permission.

With that, Kang Kiyeon called a taxi and practically shoved Lee Cheonghyeon into the back seat. After a drive of a little under an hour, the scenery changed. The smell of the sea hit them the moment they stepped out of the car.

Lee Cheonghyeon asked why they were at the sea of all places. The coastal wind was harsher than the air inland. Their hair whipped around violently.

"...How much was the taxi fare?"

"Curious?"

Instead of answering, Kang Kiyeon led Lee Cheonghyeon toward a path with a wooden deck. The little-known promenade was deserted. Each time the wind blew, they could hear boats bumping against each other at the pier.

When Kang Kiyeon trembled with fear before an evaluation, Lee Cheonghyeon would chatter ceaselessly beside him. The chatter would squeeze its way in, leaving no room for stray thoughts to form in Kang Kiyeon's mind.

If that was what worked, Kang Kiyeon could have chattered on endlessly. He had plenty to talk about with Lee Cheonghyeon. They could easily laugh and joke for over an hour about a game that had only just announced its release date.

However, Kang Kiyeon said nothing. His friend was different from him. When he was truly down, he needed time to think.

The two of them walked very slowly. The sound of the waves washed over them intermittently.

"...Iwol-hyung."

Lee Cheonghyeon finally broke the silence.

"He wrote and left a proposal for a repackage album?"

"......"

"He's smart. He must have known it would get him a ton of hate. So why would he do it?"

"I guess he decided it was more important to emphasize spArk as five members, even if it meant taking all the hate," Lee Cheonghyeon answered his own question.

"Where could he have gone? We called everyone, even Gu Jahan Sunbae and Woo Yunjae Sunbae, but no one knows."

While the managers were at the police station and Jeong Seongbin was checking the CCTV footage, the rest of them had been calling everyone they could think of. None of them had heard anything about Kim Iwol's whereabouts.

"I don't know what the other members think, but I feel betrayed," Lee Cheonghyeon said, walking ahead.

"I told him so many times that I liked it when we were all together."

Lee Cheonghyeon's love for the group was exceptional. While Kim Iwol poured his body and soul into spArk, Lee Cheonghyeon treated the group as if it were his very self.

It was useless for their seniors to advise that idols needed a certain degree of business-like detachment to last long. Everyone knew how hard Lee Cheonghyeon tried to never miss a group schedule, no matter how packed his personal one was.

"But more than that."

Lee Cheonghyeon, who had been walking with his back turned, stopped. Beyond the observation deck, the vast night sea spread out before them.

"I really thought of him as a true brother."

Waves lapped gently on the surface of the water.

"I feel sorry that I couldn't be the kind of younger brother he could comfortably talk to."

Lee Cheonghyeon's voice faltered.

"It didn't look like something he prepared in just a day or two. He must have been agonizing over it for so long."

"......"

"He wouldn't have wanted to leave without saying a single word, would he...?"

Lee Cheonghyeon covered his face with both hands. His palms grew damp.


Chapter 531: Pseudo Father-Son

Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon sat together on an observatory bench. After crying for a long time, Lee Cheonghyeon roughly rubbed his eyes with his sleeve, glad Kim Iwol was not there to nag him. The sea lapped gently at the shore, indifferent to the two exhausted men.

"Do you remember that day during the overseas tour, when Iwol and I went to buy ice cream?"

"The day you came back with melted ice cream?"

"He told me back then to bring you to the sea off Incheon."

Kang Kiyeon stared at the sea with his hands in his coat pockets. "Looking back now, it feels like he'd been planning this for a while."

"That hyung isn't in his right mind," Lee Cheonghyeon sniffled. He huffed and idly kicked at the gravel.

"Why can't he be reported as missing? I don't get it. He's such a high-risk person. No one knows what he might do or where."

"I think so too."

Lee Cheonghyeon sighed deeply at Kang Kiyeon's reply.

"...Nothing bad will happen, right?" Lee Cheonghyeon muttered to himself, his voice full of worry. The feeling that he could do nothing was suffocating, a stark contrast to his desperate wish.

"I'm so anxious I could die... No, I shouldn't say such negative things."

"Are you okay?"

"The word 'confused' isn't enough. Nothing's making sense. I'm better than before, though."

Lee Cheonghyeon swept back his messy hair. He habitually avoided touching his face, just as Kim Iwol had advised. Kim Iwol had turned him into a born-to-be idol, only to ghost him and leave the group. There was a limit to a person's heartlessness.

"Kang-geon, what about you?"

"Me?"

"You relied on him a lot, didn't you?"

"I did."

Kang Kiyeon popped open a soda he had bought on the way. He took a big gulp of the cold drink, then fiddled with the can.

"My mind's a mess too. If this were just a brief deviation, I'd say everyone's overreacting and we should wait calmly, but I know Iwol isn't the type to do this just because things went a little wrong."

"So? What are you thinking?"

"I'm fucking pissed, but I'm in the 'let's cool our heads and think this through first' camp."

"Wow, it's been a while since I've heard you swear," Lee Cheonghyeon marveled quietly.

Kang Kiyeon chided him, asking if that was important right now. He hesitated before adding more.

"You know how I once said whatever came to mind to Iwol."

Though he gave no details, Lee Cheonghyeon knew exactly which time Kang Kiyeon meant. It was uncharacteristic for Kang Kiyeon, who always remembered he was younger, even when arguing with Choi Jeho.

"You still regret it, huh?"

Kang Kiyeon swirled the half-full can. A soft sloshing sound came from inside, layered with the metallic clink of aluminum against his bracelet.

"It's just that, no matter how bad my mental state was, I keep thinking, Is that really the only way I could have expressed myself?"

"You apologized, and it never happened again."

"I'm saying that incident was a turning point for me. It changed my mindset."

Kang Kiyeon looked out at the sea.

"I don't want to get swept up in my emotions, miss what's important, and just end up hurting others. If I've grown up, I should have something to show for it."

Lee Cheonghyeon fiddled with his fingers at his friend's words. He immediately thought of someone. He recalled raising his voice at Choi Jeho, even though he had tried not to be so hostile.

"Me too."

"......"

"I shouldn't have said all that to Jeho..."

Lee Cheonghyeon lowered his head. The memory of his outburst weighed on his conscience.

Lee Cheonghyeon tried to imagine their perspective. He pictured his only friend of the same age suddenly disappearing.

If Kang Kiyeon left without a word, saying he did not want to promote with them anymore, he would lose all rationality. The shock from Kim Iwol's departure was immense, but that would be worse.

Jeho must have felt exactly like that.

Among idols, a relationship as dry-looking as Kim Iwol's and Choi Jeho's was rare. However, between themselves, they got along great. To Choi Jeho, Kim Iwol was the person in the team he could speak to most comfortably, and to Kim Iwol, Choi Jeho was the member he could treat without the burden of an elder's responsibility.

Each member had their own memories with him, but being the same age was something a little more special. He felt like he had done something terrible to Choi Jeho.

"It was the first time I'd ever seen him make that kind of face."

"It's a rare sight. The shock would've been similar no matter how he found out."

Kang Kiyeon leaned back against the bench, slumping into a reclining position. He calmly hypothesized.

"Let's say Iwol explained his situation and said he wanted to leave, asking for our understanding."

"......"

"Do you think you could have accepted it then?"

Lee Cheonghyeon had not considered that. He still thought Kim Iwol's method was too harsh, but he knew he would have needed time to cheer for Kim Iwol's future without hard feelings.

"At least, I couldn't have. I would've opposed it no matter what, unless it was for a very good reason."

Lee Cheonghyeon felt the same. Kang Kiyeon shrugged.

"That's probably why he went ghost. Look at Jeho. Do you think he could be persuaded?"

"If it were me, I'd rather just stay in the group than try to persuade Jeho."

The younger members harshly criticized Choi Jeho. They shared a brief, hollow laugh before the atmosphere subsided again.

Kang Kiyeon downed the rest of his drink. His expression turned grim, as if he had made a resolution.

"Let's talk to the hyungs."

"About what?"

"If the withdrawal notice goes up like this, our activities as a six-member group will really be over."

He thought they could endure it for a short while. Everyone has hard times. Just as Kang Kiyeon had taken a break for his anxiety, Kim Iwol could also take a break and return. For that to happen, Kim Iwol's spot had to remain.

"I'm saying we should try to negotiate with the company for a suspension of activities. At least..."

Kang Kiyeon's lips trembled.

"Until we can talk to him in person just once..."

He fought back tears and took a deep breath.

The two took the first train back to the dorm. The living room was brightly lit, even though it was dawn.

Jeong Seongbin sat at the kitchen table.

"Hyung!"

"You haven't slept yet?"

Jeong Seongbin smiled bitterly at the younger members. Their faces were frozen from being outside all night.

"Did you have a good trip?"

Jeong Seongbin's eyes were sunken, and he held a bundle of papers. He was not the only one who had stayed up all night. Choi Jeho and Park Joowoo sat across the table, hidden from the entrance.

"Everyone was awake?"

"We were waiting for you..." Park Joowoo laughed awkwardly.

They had worried their hyungs, even though they needed time to sort out their thoughts. Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon hesitantly approached the table.

Just as they were about to apologize and share their idea, Jeong Seongbin pulled out chairs for them. "Sit down."

"You must be tired, but there's something I want to ask you two as well," Jeong Seongbin said first.

"It's fine if it's just for a little while, but I'm thinking of suggesting to the company that we take some time until we can get in touch with Iwol. What do you think about that?"

Kang Kiyeon's gaze fell on the papers Jeong Seongbin held. They were densely packed with text, including phrases like 'Cases of Mid-Contract Termination'.


While the younger members were at the sea, Jeong Seongbin had gathered Choi Jeho and Park Joowoo for a serious discussion.

It's not good to lie too much. Considering the situation, how about we say he's on hiatus to recover his condition?

I looked up similar cases. It's a long shot, but some artists have returned after a hiatus of over a year. Since he won't be active on the fan cafe at all, we should probably aim for a short group hiatus.

The handover folder had a project proposal to use Cheonghyeon's practice compositions if he hit a slump. If Cheonghyeon agrees, we can develop that instead of a repackaged album. Or we can get a song from an outside source, according to Iwol's plan. We can release plenty of albums that aren't repackaged.

The entire conversation centered on one core principle: 'We will wait for Kim Iwol'. Jeong Seongbin had established that condition from the very beginning.

"Did you go through all the files?" Lee Cheonghyeon asked after hearing about their conversation.

The folders filled an entire monitor screen even as small icons. They were too numerous to count. He could not believe they had checked everything and devised an alternative plan.

"We had a lot of time," Jeong Seongbin laughed awkwardly.

Lee Cheonghyeon was speechless, seeing his leader maintain a smile through it all.

"Jeho and Joowoo have already told me their decisions. I want to hear your opinions too."

"What did they say?"

"That's a secret. I want your honest opinions."

"A change in the team's lineup is a big deal," Jeong Seongbin added.

"We..." Lee Cheonghyeon began cautiously after exchanging a look with Kang Kiyeon.

"We were planning to persuade you even before we got back."

He then relayed his conversation with Kang Kiyeon. Kim Iwol must have a reason, and it was unlikely to be insignificant. As people who had been through so much together, they had to at least hear why he wanted to quit.

"If the reason is debt, I'm willing to help pay it off! I'm serious."

"If that's the reason, don't worry. We'll make sure it doesn't get to your turn..."

"Park Joowoo, so you're saying you'll pay."

"Jeho, are you not going to?"

The shock and confusion over Kim Iwol's situation faded for a moment.

A single joke lightened the mood. Nothing had changed, but the situation felt a little less desperate.

"However, Seongbin, the most important thing in this issue is..." Kang Kiyeon's voice trailed off.

"That's right. Whether we can negotiate with the company," Jeong Seongbin said, his expression resolute.

"Leave that part to me."


Chapter 532: The Best Boss

The members of spArk unanimously decided to wait for Kim Iwol. They worked until dawn, preparing their case to persuade the company.

Jeong Seongbin led the effort. They divided roles and created the necessary materials for the meeting. They put their heads together to find areas for improvement and constantly reviewed their work. Dawn was breaking outside the window by the time they had a final draft.

As soon as morning came, Jeong Seongbin headed to the company. He heard a message from the CEO to stop by immediately, but he made an excuse about an urgent matter and postponed it.

The first person Jeong Seongbin needed to meet was this man.

"You're here early. Have you been waiting long?"

"Sunbae...!"

It was Yuur of Hellas. He was the one person who could give Jeong Seongbin the advice he needed most right now.

The previous night, the managers had also contacted Yuur, knowing he was acquainted with Kim Iwol. Yuur was known for his especially close relationship with Kim Iwol, and Hellas had some grasp of the situation. Yuur had readily made time for Jeong Seongbin's request.

"How is spArk doing?"

Despite being called out at the crack of dawn, Yuur first asked about his juniors' well-being.

It wasn't always reported in the news, but a member suddenly running away was a fairly common occurrence in the industry. The idol world was a place where all sorts of incidents frequently broke out, a fact spArk, who were isolated, might not know.

Similar things happened around Yuur every season. If you included the cases unknown to the public or the fandom, there were even more instances.

Feeling sick of the suffocating idol life, being unable to stand being a celebrity any longer... The reasons were as varied as the number of idols who had disappeared.

Those who left the entertainment industry often sent news of their changed lives a few years later. Many started businesses, got married, or found second careers.

However, it's a different story when it comes to Mr. Iwol.

As for dreaming of a relationship, the spArk he had seen since they joined UtopiA only spent time huddled together in the basement practice room. Within the agency, they held powerful sway and actively asserted their own opinions.

It was also unlikely that Kim Iwol was sick of the idol life. From what Yuur had seen while preparing for Hellas's first comeback, the words 'lacking motivation' didn't match Kim Iwol at all.

An impressive figure of that caliber had vanished without a trace. It was no wonder the people around him were bewildered.

No, were there really no warning signs?

If asked that question, Yuur was by no means innocent. At least, that's how he saw it.

Yuur had watched Kim Iwol from up close when he had tried to take extreme measures. He had seen him crushed by pressure. Kim Iwol had been so mentally cornered that if the agency had been passive in their search just to protect its image, Yuur himself would have actively intervened.

While working on the album together, he had heard Kim Iwol ask him to take good care of Jeong Seongbin several times. Both in person and through text, Kim Iwol had said, 'I think it would be a great source of support for Seongbin if you were there for him, Sunbae'.

At the time, Yuur had just thought it was an older brother worrying about his leader. Looking back now, it seemed even that had been part of the groundwork.

It wasn't a good method for the fans or the team. There was no way Kim Iwol didn't know this.

Rather, he must have prepared so thoroughly precisely because he knew. Yuur was inwardly astonished when Jeong Seongbin explained that Kim Iwol had prepared contract termination papers, a penalty fee, and even a plan for the next album.

"...So, I've organized a summary of the expected positive effects of Hyung's return, versus the damages from him failing to fulfill his duties during his disappearance. I contacted you because I wanted to get your advice, Sunbae, on whether this sounds completely absurd."

Jeong Seongbin pushed forward a bundle of papers. The script used examples like members returning after a hiatus and a comparison of buzz between the full group and its units. It explained 'why preserving Kim Iwol's spot is advantageous in the long run'.

"The company probably knows it's better to maintain the full group. This kind of thing hasn't happened at UtopiA before, but it happens often in the entertainment industry. However, since he disappeared without notice, they might see it as a breach of trust. The key will be how persuasively you can explain the expected positive effects."

"Ah, I've prepared that part separately!"

Jeong Seongbin pulled a thick file from the backpack on the chair next to him. At a glance, it looked like a full ream of A4 paper.

"When did you prepare all this?"

"This morning... We all gathered and prepared it together, so it didn't take long!"

As a leader for much longer than Jeong Seongbin, Yuur could read the hardship in his junior's humble answer.

If an opinion needed to be conveyed to the company, the tasks of gathering, summarizing, and delivering it all fell to the leader. To have done this much paperwork meant Jeong Seongbin's workload must have been enormous.

"You must not have gotten any sleep."

"It's okay. I don't have any schedules today!"

"You have a lot on your mind, don't you?"

Yuur couldn't tell him not to feel burdened. In a situation like this, it would just be empty words. How would they explain a missing member to the fans? This incident could also shatter the power balance spArk had managed to maintain with the agency.

"...Yes."

Jeong Seongbin smiled weakly. Pretending to be okay was a virtue for an idol, but the junior in front of him looked truly precarious.

"I know the guys in spArk are all polite, so you probably came out just to ask for advice without saying how hard it is. Still, this is a problem that can be resolved smoothly if the negotiations go well. A lot of people will help, so don't worry too much."

He couldn't blindly say everything would be fine. However, he could offer realistic encouragement. Everyone at the company knew it was next to impossible for UtopiA to find another talent like Kim Iwol.

"I'll look into various ways to help, too. You've prepared so excellently, Seongbin, that it seems all I'll have to do is put in a good word... but still."

"I'm sorry. Because of us..."

"There's no need to be sorry. I'm not doing it for free."

A look of confusion crossed Jeong Seongbin's face. Yuur laughed heartily.

"Mr. Iwol made me promise. I think it was from the time he joined the planning for the Hellas album... He asked me to take good care of Seongbin."

He didn't mention that Kim Iwol had even offered to handle the streaming. Jeong Seongbin's expression was already pitiful enough.

Kim Iwol was always like that. Even in normal times, when it came to work, he would tell the members to just trust him. He tried to create a place for them to depend on, all while never leaning on anyone himself.

What should he have done to make Kim Iwol lean on the members instead?

The question that had tormented Jeong Seongbin all night weighed heavily on his heart.


Jeong Seongbin's self-blame began long ago. It started around the time he heard about Kim Iwol's situation from Choi Jeho, who had returned from Gwangju, even before he gathered the members for a conversation.

Lee Cheonghyeon had strongly objected. Park Joowoo and Kang Kiyeon were on the side of 'If Hyung says so, we'll wait'.

Jeong Seongbin had wavered between the two opinions. He felt anxious and frustrated that this wasn't right, yet he was bothered by the idea that he might be distrusting his members.

It's not that I don't have my doubts. I think the situation is serious, too. We can't just bury it forever.

...

However, I believe the hyungs must have discussed it well, so I won't press the matter further this time.

It wasn't that he hadn't said what needed to be said. Jeong Seongbin had clearly stated his opinion.

However, his true feelings were a little different. In his heart, Jeong Seongbin was closer to Lee Cheonghyeon's side. His position of having to mediate between the members had led him to make a more 'moderate' decision.

Jeong Seongbin had always shown absolute trust in Kim Iwol. Whenever he had a concern, he would honestly confide in him and ask for advice. He believed that if he kept doing so, Kim Iwol would one day open his heart to him as well.

When Kim Iwol started to talk about himself little by little, he believed the hyung who had been like an iron fortress was gradually opening his gates. He thought that even if everything was slow, it was slowly getting better.

Then, everything literally shattered. Kim Iwol left the team without a hint. Until Choi Jeho pointed it out, he hadn't realized that Kim Iwol couldn't have leaned on his younger members. It was a mistake born from misjudging a colleague's disposition.

He was overflowing with regret that he should have pushed his opinion more forcefully. If he had, maybe the outcome would have been different. The flimsy assumption shook Jeong Seongbin to his core.

It wasn't as if Jeong Seongbin had just waited all this time because he was a nice guy. When Kim Iwol praised him, calling him the captain or his boss, he too had looked up to his elder hyung as a role model, thinking he was someone with much to learn from.

The fact that this trust, far from being reciprocated, had not even been conveyed to the person in question made something inside him crumble.

Kim Iwol had always told him he was an excellent boss. He always respected the position of his younger brother, who was young and often wavered. Even while sharing the burden, he worried if the responsibility the leader carried was too heavy.

How much had he repaid such a Kim Iwol? What more should he have done to be a good leader?

Not even knowing what he had been missing made Jeong Seongbin's pain even greater.

"If I had considered these things a little earlier, the result would have been different, wouldn't it?"

Jeong Seongbin confessed his now-useless worries and smiled bitterly.


Chapter 533: The Best Colleague

The virtues of a representative were incredibly diverse. A group's nature and years of experience also demanded a wide variety of supplementary qualities.

People always told Yuur he was a natural-born leader. Still, it took a long time for him to become the most suitable person to lead the group, surpassing the level of a merely decent leader.

Some knowledge came from theory, but other knowledge could only be learned through direct experience. The importance of person-to-person conversation, especially in interpersonal relationships, could not be overstated.

To gain this experience, one needed opportunities to meet various people. One also needed time to organize the insights gained from these new encounters.

It took Yuur about ten years to clearly understand how he should act as a leader. This was separate from how others judged his potential. It took that much contemplation for him to gain confidence in his role and the attitude he had to take.

From Yuur's perspective, Jeong Seongbin's thinking had depth. He did not make incredibly high-level insights, but his perspective was broad. It was overwhelming compared to his peers and even surpassed a respectable level when compared to the people around Yuur.

What kind of advice should I give this sharp junior? Yuur pondered for a moment.

"You're wondering how you could've been a good leader to your colleagues, including Iwol, right?"

"Let's set aside the past, since there's nothing we can do to change it by worrying now. Instead, shall we first define what an ideal leader is? That way, you can check if you're heading toward that goal properly."

Jeong Seongbin hesitated. While the young man in front of him organized his thoughts, Yuur continued speaking.

"In my case, I wanted to be a 'trustworthy leader' for the Hellas members."

Having many trainees did not just mean fierce competition for debut. Sometimes a colleague on the verge of debuting would disappear due to the planning team's whims or a single word from the higher-ups. Trainees also had power struggles or formed unseen cliques to ostracize someone.

Those who spent their adolescence on the edge of a cliff had an emotionally unstable side even after debuting.

And what about after entering the entertainment industry? If you were out of it for a day and missed your usual greetings, rumors would immediately spread that the image you showed was a facade and that you did not even greet people in real life.

So Yuur decided to become someone the members could always rely on. Yuur's goal was to make them think, It's okay to trust Hyung.

However, spArk did not seem to have a problem in this area. Even without relying on their agency, they resolved business issues through mutual cooperation without much hostility. The camaraderie among the team members was good. They were a model of a group based on trust.

His ideal is probably higher than that.

Perhaps he wanted to be a leader they could lean on even outside of official matters, or a real friend with whom they could share their most personal worries.

"What about you, Seongbin?" Yuur asked.

Jeong Seongbin thought for a long time. Then he sighed softly and opened his mouth.

"At first, I wanted to be a leader who lived up to expectations."

"Were those the 'members' expectations'?"

"Yes. Our team has two members who are the eldest, but they entrusted the role to me."

"The custom of the eldest being the leader has pretty much disappeared these days, hasn't it? But it still bothered you?"

"It might've been different if the older members had stronger followership tendencies than leadership, but their drive is by no means small. They take good care of the younger members, too."

He meant that since people with more than enough qualifications had entrusted him with the role, he wanted to live up to their faith in him.

If he had relied solely on the motivation from their debut, his will might not have lasted long. However, Jeong Seongbin had someone who constantly gave him a driving force.

"Iwol helped me be the ideal version of a leader..."

No matter how hard one tries alone, it is difficult to become a decent person if those around you do not cooperate. In that sense, spArk was the perfect environment for a fine gem like Jeong Seongbin to shine.

Kim Iwol, for one, respected the leader's decisions almost excessively. If the Hellas members suggested grabbing a meal after a meeting, Kim Iwol would always contact Jeong Seongbin first. He would only join them after receiving a reply, no matter how late. He also generously praised Jeong Seongbin's contributions on variety shows and radio programs.

"I wanted to at least repay his sincerity."

He wanted to be a better person not to exert influence or solidify his position, but to repay a kindness.

It was both poignant and admirable. In their country, it was still considered natural to follow the leader's words, even though nothing in this world is a given.

It was also noteworthy that Jeong Seongbin did not adopt a stance of reigning over others. Even though his colleagues supported him absolutely, he chose to walk alongside them.

When working, situations where opinions could not be easily unified were bound to arise. Even if he usually tried to listen to various opinions and persuade them to a consensus, it was hard to talk rationally when everyone was busy, exhausted, and on edge. The situation for spArk, as active idols, would not be much different. Maintaining their debut-era mindset was impossible without extraordinary effort.

Jeong Seongbin felt that there had been flaws in his actions. Conversely, Yuur thought that such efforts were not necessarily required. He believed Kim Iwol had not pointed anything out, not because he was covering for his lacking younger brother.

"Look at Iwol's personality. He's not the type to just disappear like this if he didn't trust you, Seongbin. He's the type who has to have something to rely on, and if he doesn't, he'll create it himself before acting."

"......"

"But Iwol asked me to check in on you from time to time. He didn't ask me to give you advice or help you, and seeing as no one knows Iwol's whereabouts, it doesn't seem like he took out an insurance policy with anyone else either."

When asked why he thought that was, Jeong Seongbin lowered his head. He could not be unaware of how much Kim Iwol trusted his judgment. This incident had just shaken his heart.

"He praised you, you know? He said that just because a child is young doesn't mean they're immature. My impression is similar."

To Kim Iwol, Jeong Seongbin may have been young, but he was a leader worthy of entrusting his own well-being to. His way of showing trust might have been clumsy, but this was an undeniable fact.

"If you want to live up to Iwol's expectations, Seongbin, let's pull yourself together so the image your hyung has of you doesn't crumble."

"......"

"After this problem is all resolved."

Yuur took both of Jeong Seongbin's hands in his.

"Then, setting aside your positions as leader and member, just talk it all out, person to person, whether it's resentment or anything else. You must have been bottling it all up until now, right?"

Jeong Seongbin felt a surge of emotion looking at his senior's smiling face. He wanted to properly explain that he had not often consulted Kim Iwol with his worries because he did not want to burden his hyung, not because he no longer needed him.

"Tell him clearly how upset you are so he can't do this again. Iwol hangs on his leader's every word, after all. Got it?"

Jeong Seongbin roughly rubbed his eyes at the energetic encouragement.

Yuur smiled kindly, pulled out a tissue, and placed it in Jeong Seongbin's hand.


After their conversation, Jeong Seongbin headed straight for the CEO's office. He took a deep breath to stop his trembling and knocked. A voice told him to come in. A few employees, including Min Jukyung, were already there.

"Did you get any sleep?"

Jeong Seongbin replied that he had. However, the dark circles under his hollow eyes told everyone in the room just how troubled he must have been last night.

The matter was too urgent for pleasantries. Min Jukyung summarized the information they had gathered so far.

"They said it's difficult to track him beyond the apartment complex with the CCTV available to individuals. The managers, staff, and members split up to contact the acquaintances the company is aware of, but there were no results.... I looked into that matter, and they said there haven't been any reports filed yet."

"What about the report we filed? Didn't they say anything, like to file again if he doesn't show up by a certain time?"

"It was classified as a simple runaway case, so they won't track his location right away. I did tell them that he's... psychologically a high-risk individual and needs to be found as soon as possible. However, they said that even if a report is filed and they find him, they can't tell us where he is unless he consents."

It meant that after disappearing without a single witness account, no one had seen Kim Iwol. It was utterly bizarre that in the 21st century, a person, especially a famous idol, could vanish so completely.

After his unclear whereabouts, the contract issue became the topic of discussion. The company was in considerable shock that Kim Iwol had settled all his individual advertisements, left a written intention to terminate his contract, and even tried to handle the financial aspects.

"For his individual ads, the contracts expired without needing early termination. For the one automatically renewed group ad, he included the penalty fee... in the settlement."

"That's not a small amount of money. How could he afford that? Was he not spending any of his earnings at all?"

"Considering when his stance changed from taking every ad that came his way, it seems like he's been planning this for a while."

"What schedules need to be adjusted? Wasn't Jeho supposed to do a birthday live tonight? I remember seeing an alert from Dotion."

"Yes, but I'm not sure if the kids are in any state to do it. We need to decide how the company will respond before we can post any notice for the fans, so we've put it on hold for now."

spArk had cleared their winter schedule to prepare for a comeback timed with their upcoming fourth anniversary. The only things they had to handle before the end of the year were year-end stages, a few pre-decided variety show appearances, and album preparations.

If they had been in the middle of promotions or on the verge of a comeback, it would have been several times more chaotic. That was likely why Kim Iwol had chosen this moment. He had specifically picked a time when the members had two consecutive days off, a rare occurrence.

"So the company has to decide on its stance before this evening's schedule..."

The CEO stroked his chin. If they waited for Kim Iwol, they would have to hastily invent a reason for his absence from the birthday live. If they were to accept the contract termination, they needed to post a notice as soon as possible.

"Alright. Let's pause the business talk here for a moment."

The CEO looked at Jeong Seongbin.

Jeong Seongbin's clenched fists trembled with tension.

He swallowed dryly. What he had been expecting had finally come.


Chapter 534: Consultation

"I'm not sure which part you're referring to..."

Jeong Seongbin bought time and steadied his breath. He needed to know how CEO Yoon Hyunjoo saw the situation to steer the conversation his way.

Then, a completely unexpected answer came back.

"You must have been shocked. Is everyone okay?"

Yoon Hyunjoo didn't demand their stance on the situation. He didn't interrogate them or ask if they had truly noticed nothing while living in the same dorm.

"I heard Chanyoung and Mr. Daeyeon couldn't be with you much because they were going back and forth to the police station."

"The kids were the most shocked. They said they couldn't sleep a wink."

"That's understandable. Coming back from a schedule to find that... they must have had so much on their minds."

Everyone only worried about spArk. No one calculated losses or asked for a solution. This bewildered Jeong Seongbin, who had prepared for a tense atmosphere.

"That brat Iwol, I'm going to give him a piece of my mind when he gets back. Making the kids worry like this."

"Mr. Daeyeon, you should have a talk with him. He listens to you, doesn't he?"

"He doesn't listen to me anymore either. Besides, you all know. You can't win an argument against Mr. Iwol."

"Where did he even learn to talk like that?"

Underlying their words was the assumption that Kim Iwol would return. Though they chided Kim Iwol, their feelings clearly stemmed from worry, not anger.

Jeong Seongbin thought of the papers in his bag. It was a report he had reread and revised countless times to persuade the company staff.

However, before Jeong Seongbin could take out the papers, the CEO spoke first.

"Seongbin."

"......"

"Should we wait for Iwol a little longer?"

Jeong Seongbin couldn't believe his ears, but there was no correction, no hint of a mistake. He even speculated they might use Kim Iwol as an excuse to neglect spArk.

The CEO stopped Jeong Seongbin's racing thoughts.

"This is absolutely not because we've judged that you'll be less competitive without Iwol, or because we're trying to divert resources to other artists. In a situation where you guys can't accept a five-member system, the company doesn't want to push the team into a corner. We can't give you a lot of time, but we're thinking of leaving some room for things to play out."

If a member change issue was going to erupt, it was better for it to happen sooner rather than later. It was best to act before the narrative between the members deepened and before fans cemented their memory of the complete group. This consideration was for the remaining members, not because of image or fan backlash.

Nevertheless, the CEO said it was okay to wait, even if it meant enduring the losses from Kim Iwol's absence.

"The company is well aware that a wrong decision could make you waste a very important period of time. So, in the end, we will respect your opinion the most."

"......"

"We'll do our best to prevent schedules from being pushed back, and I promise we'll operate things pretty much as usual."

Jeong Seongbin had been by Kim Iwol's side and knew he was sick of company and contract issues. Kim Iwol condemned daily how calculating corporations were with money and how they nitpicked every contract clause, yet, he always added one thing.

In that respect, UA is clean, without any toxic clauses.

At first, Jeong Seongbin thought Kim Iwol was just sugarcoating it so the members wouldn't harbor ill feelings toward the company. He sometimes thought Kim Iwol was too soft.

Why would he consider the company's side when it has so many problems? It must be because he's just too good of a person...

This was especially true when Kim Iwol said he wouldn't sue the company.

As the years passed, extreme cases started popping up around them. Just look at MYTH. It wasn't that Parthe had done nothing wrong, but for the company, which shared the responsibility, to not give him any chance to explain or repent and instead keep the idol overseas for years was harsh on the team and the fans who were being used as a source of income. If only for the sake of the members who were forced into it, like Han Gaun, the company should have found a healthier way.

Agencies sent idols to schedules even when they were injured. Advertisers forced dangerous shoots. Negligent staff leaked personal information without any sense of security. Things that were just rumors before their debut became reality after.

Even so, Jeong Seongbin had no intention of easily going soft on UA. He was in a position to act as a bridge between his colleagues and the company.

I have to be the one to say the harsh things the members can't. If the company treats us unfairly, I have to be at the forefront to stop it.

He had always lived with these thoughts.

He had even asked Kim Iwol directly. He said Kim Iwol was meticulous about everything but sometimes seemed to have a soft side. He regretted it after saying it, wondering if he had been too arrogant, but he couldn't tell if Kim Iwol's way was right.

Kim Iwol didn't get offended or scold him for asking. Instead, he gave several reasons. His standards were low. The general environment in the industry was so poor that he judged things relatively. There were so many reasons it was almost hard to memorize them all.

The one that stuck with him the most was this.

I'm also of the opinion that the company should have had a certain foundation from the start, and I think the changes are too slow, way too slow. That's the most disappointing part, but...

...

It does change in the end.

Little by little, it was continuously changing for the better.

Kim Iwol said he liked that about it. Jeong Seongbin felt Kim Iwol was being overly modest. What good was change if it couldn't keep up with incidents and accidents? Just because they were favorable to the company didn't guarantee the company felt the same way.

That was why Jeong Seongbin was always desperate when he had to communicate with the agency. He did his best to ensure the company wouldn't intervene first, no matter what decisions the members made. He always asserted the team's opinion as the top priority.

And now, he realized that the slowly changing company had reached a point where they could stand side-by-side, looking in the same direction. It was the result of Kim Iwol constantly giving feedback, enduring the journey until improvements were made, and waiting patiently.

This was a decision that made it hard to see UtopiA as a 'company with a solid system'. An act of betrayal between the contracting parties had occurred, and someone could exploit this case in the future. A company should have considered these side effects first. Jeong Seongbin, too, had prepared for that part.

"It wasn't an easy decision."

If UtopiA remained just a 'nice' company, it might be convenient for now, but there was no telling when it might cause the same problems as before.

"Still... we know Iwol suffered a lot because of company issues and put up with it many times, so we want to accommodate him as much as he has conceded. You must know that this doesn't mean we'll turn a blind eye every time."

However, if the reason UtopiA made such an irrational decision stemmed from its soft, human side, it meant the company was capable of making even high-risk choices, all for the sake of frustratingly protecting its own people.

Looking for a better company might seem more effective for now. It's faster, and you can predict what the future holds, but aside from the wasted time and energy, if we reach a point where there are no more companies that meet our expectations, we can't look forward to the future anymore, can we? If we're not just going to be idols for a day or two, I want to see this through, making the most of UA's strengths.

Do you think UA can change as much as we expect in the long run?

The frustrating and anxious years were endless. There were countless words he had swallowed, unable to say them. That's why he tried to be sharper than anyone.

As long as I see the potential, I have to make it happen. I'm pretty persistent, you know.

Nevertheless, when it came down to it, Jeong Seongbin always ended up accepting his kind and gentle hyung's argument. Always.

This one incident alone wouldn't completely change his negative perception. He also had no intention of waiting as long as Kim Iwol had sacrificed and endured. However, now that he knew what it felt like to be one team, he thought it would be difficult to harshly refute Kim Iwol in the future, even if he sided with the company just a little.


Having reached an agreement, UtopiA and spArk immediately began to coordinate their stories. They had to come up with an answer the fandom would find acceptable while avoiding lies as much as possible.

"How about we say he's sick? Iwol would hate it, but... I think that's the method that will cause the least trouble."

It wasn't entirely untrue, either. At Jeong Seongbin's added comment, a shadow fell over Choi Jeho's face. Park Joowoo comforted Choi Jeho.

If a friend had to halt activities because he was sick, no one would throw stones for skipping a birthday live stream when the circumstances were revealed later. Since Choi Jeho wasn't in good condition either, they decided to cancel the live stream for that day and hold a smaller, alternative one later.

They swiftly confirmed the wording for the announcement and discussed the paid services currently on sale. To avoid rushing an announcement only to change their story later and add to the confusion, they decided to take a few days to double-check everything.

When it was time to talk about the album, tension filled the meeting room once again. This was because there was a perception that Lee Cheonghyeon, Park Joowoo, or Kang Kiyeon would insist on not making a comeback unless the group was complete.

"Are we proceeding with the comeback as planned?"

So when Kang Kiyeon was the first to bring up the comeback, everyone was busy watching each other's reactions.

"Shouldn't we? We're not doing the birthday live, and we'll have to stand on the year-end stage as five. The amount of content will drop too much," Lee Cheonghyeon said calmly.

The staff members' eyes darted around busily.

An awkward silence fell. The people who had watched the producing process up close felt incredibly anxious. They had seen the two of them team up and pour their souls into making a single album, so even though there was a prior agreement to actively accept Lee Cheonghyeon's wishes, they were on edge.

"If our pace breaks, he'll think it's his fault. I don't want to ruin the sincerity of someone who tried to ensure our activities wouldn't be affected even while making a choice like this."

"Joowoo, what do you think?"

Park Joowoo's answer wasn't much different from Lee Cheonghyeon's.

"I am worried. I'm afraid that if we show we're doing well on our own, he'll think he's not needed and won't come back... Still, we have to do our best so we'll have something to say when we meet him."

"If we have no activities and our status drops, how would that hyung look at us?"

Even Kang Kiyeon cast his vote of agreement with Lee Cheonghyeon. The only one left was Choi Jeho.

"...What about Jeho?"

Choi Jeho mulled it over for a long time with a complicated expression. It was unlike him, who always made decisions quickly and rarely regretted them once they were made.

It took longer than usual, but Choi Jeho decided on an answer himself before anyone had to push him.

"Let's do it."

"Will you be okay?"

"Because I think doing nothing will be even less okay."

By the time everything was sorted out, the sun was high in the sky. Entering the dorm in the dead of night felt like a distant memory. So much had happened in just twelve hours.


Chapter 535: Official

A member's withdrawal profoundly impacts a group. Regardless of the reason, it is a huge shock to the fandom, and they take a long time to see the remaining members as a complete group.

This was especially true if the departure was not due to an expiring contract. The more unexpected the issue, the greater the fallout.

I had saved this method as a last resort, but with no other good options, I had to choose the lesser of two evils.

No matter what, I can't just fill up the synchronization rate in front of all the guys.

What if it happened in front of the fans? How could I take responsibility for that trauma? I decided it was a hundred times better for them to feel betrayed by a detestable guy than to suddenly lose someone they cherished.

After deciding my course, I focused all my resources on leaving the dorm as quickly as possible. If there was going to be noise, I had to get it over with early so the group could regain stability even a little sooner.

I did not just bolt recklessly. I prepared thoroughly to ensure a smooth internal settlement.

I settled the penalty fees, resolving the financial issues with the agency since the ads were taken down early. For the company, which would be terminating an idol's contract for the first time, I listed paid services like BubblePop that needed to be discontinued.

I even wrote the handwritten letter for spArk's public channels in advance, took a shadow-free photo of it, and uploaded it to a shared drive. I did everything I could for a swift withdrawal.

But, why on earth!

"Why won't you post the withdrawal notice!"

A week had almost passed since I ran away, yet there was still no word from spArk or UtopiA. I was so busy moving I thought I missed the alarm for Choi Jeho's birthday live stream, but that bastard skipped it anyway.

When even Kim Iwol, unofficially known as BubblePop's most devoted son, stayed offline for over two days, Sparklers started to talk. I wrote over a hundred pages of handover notes to prevent this, and they still made a mess?

I could understand them not posting an ominous notice around Choi Jeho's birthday. Debut anniversaries and members' birthdays were important days that should be prioritized above all else.

That was why I gave them a guideline to post it after his birthday. Though I could not pick a date, I even included a special clause so the company could make the announcement whenever they wanted. So why had there been no response yet?

Guilt gnawed at me. I felt like I was doing something terrible to the people paying a monthly fee to chat with me. I could barely eat, not even managing one proper meal a day.

Is there more to sort out than I expected?

I specialized in handling contract terminations and departures. Using my past work experience, I sorted out all financial aspects, advertising contracts, and other duties before I left.

Similar cases existed in the entertainment industry, so I carefully read through dispute cases. I gave up everything, ensuring the company faced almost no disadvantage, and paid nearly all the settlement money I had received as a penalty fee.

Putting material aspects aside, they might want to sue me for suddenly leaving home. I could understand if they were sharpening their knives, ready to teach me a bitter lesson about the real world for being so despicable.

Even so, the guys in spArk should be doing their duty. The company could prepare legal procedures, but they should be showing up on BubblePop, shouldn't they? They were not even turning on a live stream.

"Why do you think I went as far as to write a proposal for a repackaged album before I left?"

spArk had never released a repackaged album. This was partly because Lee Cheonghyeon produced songs at a good pace, but also because I did not allow it.

There was a reason we did not just gather tracks from previous albums for a renewal, unless they learned to compose for themselves in case they ran short on songs. If we were going to do remix work, it would be more efficient to do it when only the five active members remained.

For me, who was looking for any opportunity to leave, the repackaged album was a trump card. It had to be saved to announce the beginning of their five-member system.

If they held a concert, they would only need to redistribute the parts once during the repackaged album's production, making it cost-effective in many ways.

I had also diligently edited and gathered all the five-member version photos to make them easy to use for albums or merchandise.

Now, Lee Cheonghyeon just had to arrange the music. Even if he was too busy, I had laid the groundwork so they could entrust the mixing to the A&R Team and re-record. It was a mystery why they still had not posted the notice.

…This made me feel like a current Sparkler. Feeling uneasy, I stopped thinking and picked up the diary that had become tattered during the move.

As I turned a page, the memo paper at the back unfolded. It revealed a list of things I had decided to try if I ended up alone, things I had written down whenever my mind grew complicated. I did not write it with any great ambition. I just felt I would go crazy if I sat around waiting for the day I would run away, so I let my thoughts wander.

The most urgent thing was the CSAT. When I submitted the application, I wondered if the day to take the test would ever come, but now it was just around the corner. For the record, I had done absolutely zero studying.

'Driving License' and 'Gene Registration' were also on the list. I had considered the license to make a living if I had a lot of time after quitting, but it became unnecessary when I emptied my synchronization rate playing a truth game with Choi Jeho.

I planned to register my genes to prepare for connecting with my sister after death. Seeing the SYSTEM's shitty personality, it would not be strange if the connection with my sister appeared with a poof! the moment I died.

If the penalty fee had not been so large, I could have set aside a maximum share for my sister, but thanks to spArk's immense support, my value skyrocketed, and I had to cough up a considerable amount. Still, I was relieved I could secure much more than 1,500.

There were several minor tasks as well, like 'Taking on freelance work to not burn through my savings'. I contacted an acquaintance from my internship and registered as a sole proprietor. For a while, I had no choice but to sit still. Unlike my boring intern days, I was busy with things like changing my address.

Even amidst this busyness, I could not move for a long time whenever spArk came to mind. I would inevitably lie down in bed, and unless I passed out the moment my head hit the pillow, I would have time to get lost in my thoughts. At those times, spArk would run rampant in my head and leave me distraught.

I tried opening a workbook to cram, but I could not focus at all. After spending my days filming variety shows and singing in front of cameras, sitting at a desk made me antsy. I wondered how I ever studied in high school, but then I remembered how hard it was to endure evening self-study while filming 'We'll Visit School for You'. I had definitely grown distant from studying.

When my idle thoughts reached this point, I would just bang my head on my notebook and say something useless. Like, 'My daily life is boring'.

Life was always bustling when the six of us lived together. Beyond just being fun, there was never a quiet day. Liveliness breeds the unexpected. Even when we just sat around, absurd things happened, and we would laugh until our stomachs hurt.

And what about the commotions from living together? When a bunch of guys with such different personalities gathered, not a single day passed quietly. If you left Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon alone, they would fight over trivial things every time.

The reasons they fought were varied. Because Lee Cheonghyeon's new keyboard had blue switches, or because Lee Cheonghyeon screamed at night after making eye contact with the prince on Kang Kiyeon's comic book cover.

For such ridiculous reasons, the two of them would clamor and throw a fit in the living room. Jeong Seongbin, with an enlightened smile, would scoop ice from the freezer into cups to make cold water for his younger brothers. Choi Jeho would glance at them once before lazily continuing to watch Metube on the sofa.

One day, Park Joowoo stood with his back to the living room, endlessly watering the plants on the veranda. At times like that, Jeong Seongbin would pace the living room like a lost ant, unable to sit still.

What's wrong?

Joowoo and I were assigned to different groups for our practical assignment...

Choi Jeho said they were making a fuss over nothing, but he apologized after seeing Park Joowoo refuse to leave the veranda until his slippers were soaked.

There were truly all sorts of incidents. One time, they recycled Choi Jeho's broken drumstick as a support stake in Park Joowoo's flowerpot. Another time, Jeong Seongbin brought back a ton of desserts from his classmates and held a tasting session, cutting financiers and madeleines into six pieces.

I was not a quiet bystander either. If you had to pick the member who nagged the most, it would undoubtedly be me. I meticulously updated the rules on the whiteboard and nagged so much that Lee Cheonghyeon nicknamed me 'Femto Manager'.

"The term micro-manager isn't enough for you, Hyung. It should be at least Nano Manager or Pico Manager. Since we're going into the world of the ultra-small, let's go all out and combine femto and February to call you Femto."

Kang Kiyeon, who had seen the search-avoiding name 'Kim Pep' in my malicious comments file, did not know how to stop his friend and just kept raising and lowering his innocent hands. I found that funny. I thought if I was called a nickname like this within the team, the dishonorable nickname 'Kim Pep' would not affect me as much, so I told him to do as he pleased.

I still vividly remembered the day Choi Jeho looked at me with contempt after I responded to his remark that my nicknames were as long as my mouth. "In that case, I'll call you Demon of the Stage, Center Emperor Choi Jeho." I do not know why all my episodes have this kind of vibe, but anyway, it was not boring.

After living and clashing with guys whose average height was well over 180cm, chattering until my ears hurt, I thought I would regain a quiet life once I was alone. After all, I had always lived alone since I grew up.

However, I was mistaken. I had misjudged myself.

In the past, this studio apartment felt like a prison that continued even after work. It was always dark, and with the bed and desk less than a meter apart, I felt I could never escape an environment where I would lie down only to jump back up to work.

But now, the studio apartment was far too spacious for me. It felt excessive for just one person, to the point where I wanted to bring anyone over to sit here. If I had planned to go into hiding, I should have at least fully recovered from my anxiety symptoms first.

I kept turning my innocent phone off and on for no reason. Blaming the account for not posting a notice, I waited for spArk to post any news at all.

That night, as if they had heard my prayers, spArk posted a notice with 'Official' in the title.

However, there was one problem. Perhaps because of the physical distance, an error occurred in our telepathy.

≫ [OFFICIAL] Notice Regarding spArk Iwol's Activities

What UtopiA had brought was not a notice of withdrawal or suspension of activities. It was an announcement that a member would take a hiatus due to health issues.

≫.

· · Our company will do its best to support the artist so that he can take sufficient rest and return. We ask for the fans' generous understanding.

Thank you.

spArk brutally shattered my proposal. They chose to add '(Temporary)' before 'five-member system activities'.

I shot up, rubbed my eyes, and read it again. The notice remained unchanged until dawn.


Chapter 536: A Spectacle (1)

Who said anything about a comeback? Don't they have any idea how horrible it is to rejoin a company you've already quit?

And what did the spArk guys do to deserve this? Their trust must be shattered. How are they supposed to do a group project with a member who deserted them?

I huffed and turned off my phone. I sat at my desk to compose myself but still couldn't focus.

Did no one object to this proposal? Are they going to tell the fans an indefinite lie that could be exposed at any moment?

It was absurd. They couldn't possibly be unaware of how important it is to maintain momentum at the peak of a career. I'd lectured them about it until I was blue in the face, enough to fill a truck, yet they just stood by and watched this kind of notice get posted.

I could understand the others, but I was baffled that Jeong Seongbin agreed to this. A responsible guy who knows the industry wouldn't just let this happen without a reason. Shit, did the agency threaten them? That seemed like a reasonable suspicion.

Whether my contract was for five years or everyone's was, it's impossible for all six of us to renew at that point. If they knew that, they should have been preparing to solidify the five-member system. It made me wonder if I had left this part out of the handover documents.

≫ Iwol's activities...

It was unexpected news, so I've been unable to focus on anything since I saw the notice. I was relieved thinking he should get some rest, but he was always so good at enduring hardships, so I can't help but worry that something really serious happened

≫ spArk's Iwol is halting activities

Reason is health problems. Seems there's no mention of when he'll return

"......"

└ Aigoo... and they were icons of stamina

└ If he has to take a complete break, it must be pretty badㅠ

≫ U○pia you son of a btch

I told you to stop overworking the boys tlqkf I'm so mad I can't even type properly

The communities and social media were already in an uproar. News articles about my hiatus flooded the internet, all featuring my red carpet photo as the main image.

"It's chaos, absolute chaos..."

If they had announced my withdrawal, it would have been noisier, of course, but the issue would have died down much faster. The person who left wouldn't return, and the remaining members would continue their new activities. However, with a chance of return, the calls for the absent member will go on forever. Why didn't they know that giving vague hope is the worst thing to do?

"How are they supposed to promote in such a chaotic atmosphere."

It might have been different if I had just vanished, but I clearly warned them I would run away after my debut. About a million years ago.

I tried to forget about it, but sighs kept escaping me. Maybe my mind was elsewhere. I only read half the questions before solving them, which meant it took me a good three hours just to review my wrong answers.


It goes without saying, but I bombed the CSAT. I hadn't even done a preliminary scoring, but I had a gut feeling I'd messed up spectacularly. I would have been divinely punished for my greed if I had expected a good score after studying like that.

It wasn't a total loss, though. I was curious if the SYSTEM's recognition adjustment function would still apply after my identity as Kim Iwol was revealed, and what do you know, no one at the CSAT site recognized me, even after they checked my ID.

My guess is that even if people meet me face-to-face and recognize my name is 'Kim Iwol', they just perceive me as someone named Kim Iwol, and don't connect me to the idol Kim Iwol. It's a relief that I won't have to live like an invisible man. Getting a good score wasn't my goal anyway, so I had no lingering regrets.

The report card took a while to come out. I had nothing particular to do, and since I'd rather earn money than spend what I had, I made a portfolio in my spare time.

I had a lot of content I could use. The PPT templates I made at UA alone numbered in the double digits. The content was confidential, so I had to scrap that, but I could still show the tools and structure. It wasn't bad as supplementary material.

I hated doing it when I was job hunting, but it was actually kind of fun after so long. My PPT-making skills had even improved a little. I guess the more you work, the better you get. I should have realized this sooner and prepared to go freelance! I was too complacent.

In between, I also kept up with spArk's activities. On the day of the CSAT, for instance, they held a live stream that evening. It was their first group live stream since Choi Jeho's suddenly canceled birthday broadcast.

The moment the live stream started, those bastards mentioned the hiatus. They had to apologize for not broadcasting on his birthday, so I admit the explanation was 'logically' necessary.

At the same time, I thought it was a fearless move. How could they blame 'health problems' with their own mouths? They didn't know what kind of stories I might spread out here. They couldn't be so naive as to not realize this could make them liable too.

My nagging thoughts piled up every ten minutes. I wanted to leave a comment but held back, worried I'd get caught by fans as sharp as cyber investigators. I checked just in case and found that my nickname was automatically set to 'Iwol' because I had recently created a new email account. I almost advertised for them to come and get me.

Still, spArk was professional. They didn't look confused or flustered at all.

Since they suddenly went from an even-numbered formation to an odd one, one member was occasionally almost left out. This was an aftereffect of their relationship-focused fan service, like when two members had to make a heart or take a commemorative selfie.

Whenever this happened, Choi Jeho would volunteer to step back for his same-aged friends. Then, Park Joowoo would appear out of nowhere and drag his hyung back into the formation. It was worth the three hours I spent painstakingly writing 'The Proper Stance to Take When a Member Quits'.

It would be great if they would just post a notice of my voluntary departure now.

In the end, UtopiA betrayed my expectations. It seems that company really needs to seriously consider hiring a professional manager soon.


After the CSAT, my daily life became extremely monotonous. I worked in the morning and lazed around like a bum in the afternoon, browsing new spArk content.

Except for walking around the neighborhood once in the morning, afternoon, and evening, I spent about twenty-two and a half hours a day cooped up in my small room. I only recently added that routine because I was afraid mold would start growing on me.

In contrast to my daily life, time outside flowed quickly. The cast lineup for Woo Yoonjae's project was confirmed and press releases came out. Berion made a comeback with a seasonal song aimed for the winter.

The arrival of winter also meant that the five of them had to start preparing for year-end stages in earnest.

Other than when IDC or Kang Kiyeon were on hiatus, spArk had never performed on stage with fewer than six members. Even for a single unit stage at a concert, they were meticulous about ensuring that, in the end, the number of stages for each member was exactly the same.

These stages were one-offs, so it wasn't a big problem as long as they didn't look visually empty. However, the story changes when the premise is that they will be promoting as five from now on. This means the evaluation of their upcoming performances is crucial.

I figured they would do well on their own. With their baseline skills, it would be strange if they suddenly faltered. So I didn't specifically look them up.

『Let your body ride the heat and be blown away』

But as for why I was now playing the 'spArk 『Memento+Scene』 Grand Music Festival Live Clip' despite saying I wouldn't, I have my own excuses.

Those spArk guys are so famous that they kept popping up in my algorithm. My Metube recommended feed was dominated by spArk. How could this happen just because I searched for a few of their variety shows?

Even with just five members, spArk showcased a legendary level of stage presence. They were guys who had reached stardom on their own, so this was to be expected.

This evening, they were also scheduled to appear at a year-end music festival in Singapore. I'd never been to Singapore, so I was a little envious.

However, no matter how much their goal is to expand into the global market, shouldn't a K-Pop idol group do a once-a-year festival in Korea? Besides, all agencies actively send their groups on overseas tours if the conditions are right. Everyone is just too much.

I had finished my freelance work and had already been on my evening walk, so there was nothing left to do. I had even watched the recommended fifteen-minute video of two hamsters running on a wheel from opposite sides.

Maybe I should just sleep.

I turned off the light and lay down in bed. Shouting echoed from beyond the wall. A few men, who must have had a lot to drink, were singing so horribly it was painful to listen to, as if they intended to wake up everyone in the officetel.

...Wouldn't it be better for my mental health to watch the music festival live than to keep listening to that? The incessant shouting made me seriously contemplate my options.

To escape the noise, I had to either use earplugs or play some other audio. Since my bleak studio apartment didn't have accessories like earplugs, I had no choice but to turn on the live broadcast of the music festival that had just started.

Groups whose faces I recognized from the broadcasting station performed on stage. The concert hall was so spectacular that the fact I had been in a space like that last year felt like a dream.

I had to wait an hour and a half before I could finally see spArk. As someone who once worked in the same industry, I used to be furious at the practice of placing popular groups at the end for ratings and ad revenue. Even now that I've quit, my anger hasn't really subsided. Maybe I should organize a mass protest demanding they draw team names from a box.

Unlike my angry self, spArk's faces were full of smiles. They skillfully lifted the venue's atmosphere with a light dance arrangement of 『Memento』. Every shot of their faces on the big screen was a legendary cut.

The music swelled. As it reached the highlight, Choi Jeho stood at the center of the formation, his hair deliberately tousled. His ashen hair, with a charming hint of brown, and his thin, silver-rimmed glasses captured everyone's attention. Light reflected off the chain of his glasses, making his eyes flash.

The creases of his clothes folded with every movement. His seamless, distinct motions seemed to draw lines in the air, overwhelming everyone.

+ [spArk's Eternal Symbol] Choi Jeho. Career. 4th-year main dancer of spArk.

'Symbol' is a nice nickname. Is it because he's the face of the group?

The system showed me my proficiency even after I debuted, but it doesn't show anything for these guys. So it's like they say, experienced hires are evaluated by their job descriptions rather than by certifications or language test scores, is that it?

I laughed a little in disbelief. The stage was amazing.


Chapter 537: A Spectacle (2)

After watching the music festival, I felt rather sentimental. You could say I was getting misty-eyed, soaked in memories.

This wistful mood didn't last long. The damn broadcasting station decided to screw me over.

≫ Imjingak in the middle of winter...?

We'll freeze to death...

≫ It's freezing cold, why do they always insist on doing these damn outdoor concerts

Looks like only the fans are going to suffer. Waiting for over 5 hours and then watching the main show for 3 hours will turn you into a frozen pollack, I'm telling youㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ

≫ Seriously;;; Their bodies will get stiff in the cold and they could get injured

Who scheduled it for this time of year

≫ A flood of requests to edit out the visible breath in photos

└ Why ask to remove it?? That's the best part

└ Hahahaha

The online community erupted over the news that a broadcasting station was hosting a year-end idol charity concert outdoors. It was a surprise event, different from the award shows hosted by music streaming services or entertainment companies.

Donating the concert proceeds was a good intention. The problem was that the host, a broadcasting station, released the ticket and performance information ridiculously late. They figured they could run their business however they pleased. They could secure the lineup just by calling, and the fans would just complain on social media before buying tickets no matter when they were released.

The shoddy management nauseated me. I knew exactly how this hastily thrown-together concert would go without even seeing it. A similar event had happened around this time before.

The standing section, brazenly named the 'Shameless Zone', the seated area with plastic chairs crammed together, and the free-for-all general admission section all received their fair share of criticism.

≫ No extended stage, just a flimsy fence for the standing section, and they're cramming 2,000 people in there. Is this ticket price for real??

You can't call this a idol charity concert. I'm the one donating, not the idols. It should be called the K-Pop Fandom Grand Unification Charity Event (Invited Singers: idols).

≫ Look at the seating chart, there aren't even any aisles

How many unnies' bags will I have to climb over just to go to the bathroom once

└ Why would you go to the bathroom? Stop drinking water the day before

└ Fck Hahahahahaha

≫ First-come, first-served for general admission Hahahahahahahaha

Yeah, right, like the fans' self-imposed ban on lining up beforehand is going to work. How are they going to stop the procession of people bringing tents

└ I hope they grasp the situation and hire enough staff to manage the lines on the day of...

Hahaha, if you're going to ban lining up at dawn, then actually enforce it...

≫ If I could, I'd really want to boycott this

What is this management? But if my babies are performing, I have to go...ㅠㅠㅠㅠ

It wasn't just harsh on the fans. A severe cold wave turned the performers' lips purple as they waited in a line that should have been buzzing with excitement. Their visible breath made it obvious who was lip-syncing.

spArk was also one of those 'idols who don't have it easy'. I remembered how Kang Kiyeon, his ankle injured, had sat on a chair at the edge of the set to sing.

That won't happen anymore.

I felt relieved, but a part of me also found it relentless. No matter how I strengthened Kang Kiyeon or remodeled spArk's career, what was meant to happen still happened. It was truly... strange. In any case, it wasn't my problem. I put my phone away and went to sleep.


The New Year quietly approached while I lazed around. The changing year didn't feel real. I hadn't posted any photos in a hanbok or filmed any New Year's content.

Isn't it strange? I've probably spent more year-ends alone, yet after just a few years, the time I spend not surrounded by others feels awkward.

My time had stopped, but spArk and Sparkler busily ran forward. Everyone gathered their strength for the year's real_final_last.jpg ultimate performance.

≫ What do I do with this sweet leader

He's telling us to just watch the K-pop con from home...

He said the weather is too cold...

└ A true leader who reminds us of the reality of failing the pre-booking and having to aim for general admission

≫ [Repost] Outdoor Concert Essentials

1. Hot packs. People say modern hot packs are good and last 12 hours, but that's meaningless in a severe cold wave + an open field... Bring plenty. If you just stand still, your body will keep getting colder, and you might get sick while waiting. They also sell insole-type hot packs, so definitely bring them! When you're using them, you might doubt if they're effective, but as soon as they're gone or get cold, you'll feel the pain... If you stand or sit on the bare ground for a long time, your toes will hurt like craaaaaazy, so bring two sets and change them out halfway through. They cool down faster than the hand-warmer type, and when using hot packs, DO NOT put them in the outer pockets of your coat XXXXX. You have to put them in the inner pockets of your padded jacket or jumper so they stay warm longer and the heat transfers much better!!

2. Water. Some people don't bring it because it's heavy or they think they'll have to go to the bathroom, but you'll get dehydrated, for real. You have to bring at least a 200ml bottle!! They sell small bottles of water, so be sure to buy one. Don't say stupid things like 'My neck feels stuffy so I can't wear a scarf' or 'Hats are annoying'. Cover everything except your eyes. When it's really cold, frost can even form on your eyebrows... If you're not careful, your skin could get all chapped after you get back, so go fully armedㅠㅠㅠ Even if you wear a turtleneck, you have to wear a scarf. Layer up as much as possible, even if you end up taking it off there! If you're hot, you can at least take something off and put it in your bag, but if you're cold, you might go through all that trouble just to not be able to endure it and have to go home .

.

.

≫ spArk Insta Archive

Room 602z practice room selfie♥♥

└ Yeah. I'll wait for you at Imjingak until you become a naturally frozen pollack.

└ While Iwol is resting, it seems like Joowoo is taking his hyung around a lot, which is so admirable... and touching...

≫ To the firecracker who sent 'spArk will live in Imjingak, Sparkler will go to the south' to our super cute Kiyeon's BubblePop, please turn yourself in. Kiyeon doesn't know it's a Northern Grand Duke reference and is asking why they're being left behind. Please take responsibility for this situation.

└ How can a Kingdom Cafeteria ~Another~ otaku not know the Northern Grand Duke reference

└ Our Kiyeon is a deserted island member, he won't get it unless you say it directly

≫ Sparklers, let's not go on the kids' BubblePop after coming back from Imjingak and whine about how we think we caught a cold.

Sincerely, someone whose tear ducts broke the moment they saw Cheonghyeon write on the fan cafe that health is the top priority.

└ I guess they're more concerned about that stuff because Iwol was active while having health issues... Sparklers, let's not get sick either. You have to be healthy to be a fan!!

└ Looking at their schedule, even three bodies wouldn't be enough, but the fact that they're exercising even harder is so commendable. I'm cheering for them.

I could clearly picture their daily lives just from the news, without seeing them in person. That's how disgustingly close we lived.

I hated that the fans had to suffer, but I liked that the members were healthier than before my regression and could give a better performance.

Changing the management policy was still the best outcome, so I secretly wrote tons of posts on the broadcasting station's 'Voice of the Customer' board.

If I'd known this schedule was coming, I would've delayed my withdrawal. Wouldn't 'spArk's Iwol decides to voluntarily withdraw in a reckless manner' have helped the group a little more? I'm sorry that all I can do is pile up 'Voice of the Customer' complaints, Sparkler.

Aside from my protesting, the Imjingak concert gradually faded from my daily life.

It was only natural. I had gone from being part of the preparations to a complete outsider.

It would've been great to just enjoy my studio apartment life. I could've snuggled under a warm blanket much later and watched the concert broadcast when it became a 'trending video'.

"......"

When I came to my senses, I was on the first subway to Paju at the crack of dawn.


Why am I even going there.

I repeated the same thought every time the subway passed a station, after I got off, when I transferred to a bus, and as the bus passed each stop. The sun hadn't risen yet. I couldn't believe I had willingly left my house on such a ridiculously cold day to do this.

I noticed people whose routes had overlapped with mine since Seoul. They all had several dolls or keychains hanging from their bags. They were sold as 'general public cosplay' items, but any idol fan would recognize them.

Since I was going anyway, I decided to follow the official schedule on public transportation like the fans. It wasn't easy. The only offline event I had ever attended as a proxy fan was the fan signing for Nam Jooah.

Music shows and similar events are relatively accessible. The broadcasting stations and rental venues are mostly in Seoul, so it's easy to go again once you learn the route.

Pre-recordings, however, were on another level of difficulty. I couldn't fully express the harshness of those places in words. I vividly remembered accounts of people venturing into areas without a single 24-hour cafe, convenience store, or public restroom nearby.

I knew from reading that it wouldn't be easy, but experiencing it firsthand was completely different. My bag didn't even have a light stick or slogan, but repeatedly carrying it, setting it down, and heaving it back up was incredibly cumbersome.

The sky was still dark when I neared the concert venue. The fierce wind carried wails of misery from all around.

Audience admission started at 4 PM. It was now approaching 8 AM. That meant eight hours remained until entry, but the distant crowd looked like the show was starting in five minutes.

Eight hours like this...

I shoved my phone into my pocket, unable to believe my eyes. Then I stood at the very end of a line with no beginning in sight. My breath puffed out in a white cloud.


Chapter 538: A Spectacle (3)

The wait felt incredibly long, enough time to ponder the meaning of life twice.

I guess this is why so many people quit being fans after just one offline event.

The gap between hearing about something and experiencing it was as vast as the heavens and the earth.

Still, the wait wasn't entirely boring. I became friends with the people standing in the front row. To be precise, they seemed to classify me as a harmless human.

"Who are you here to see?" someone asked without any hidden meaning.

"spArk," I answered before I could think.

The people in the front row glanced at my small backpack. It clearly couldn't fit a telephoto lens, no matter how disassembled. They realized I wasn't a troll pretending to be a male fan just to get a boy group's attention.

If they misunderstand and think I bought the team bracelet to match, my identity might get exposed on social media. Passionate fans, the kind who pull endless cameras from their bags or carry four light sticks, often become anecdotes about 'unique fan encounters'.

I secretly took off the bracelet, shoved it in my pocket, and zipped it shut.

First, I sneak into someone else's room, and now I'm deftly hiding accessories. My skills are only getting weirder.

The front-row group's favorite was a team I knew. They weren't famous yet, but our promotional periods had overlapped once. Unable to stand the long wait, a street-side chat session formed, centered on everyone's biases.

"Does spArk have a lot of male fans? Our group barely has any."

"I don't go to offline events often, so I'm not sure."

"You'd probably get cut from music show audiences because of your height."

"Did you see Lee Cheonghyeon's new photoshoot? It's absolutely legendary."

"You're a Sayder fan, but you saw the spArk photoshoot too?"

"With all the RTs it got, who wouldn't see it?"

"Probably everyone except my dad has seen it."

"Should I tell you something really ridiculous?"

"What is it?"

"I heard there's a group with less than ten members that released an album in 15 different versions."

"What? Is their company insane? Which one is it?"

"Our agency."

"......"

The street buzzed with K-idol talk.

"Oh, right. Is Iwol doing really badly?"

I instinctively tensed at the kind question. The person showed genuine concern for a member of another team who had halted his activities.

His recognition has only decreased in face-to-face encounters. Kim Iwol's presence is still as strong as ever. If I'd known, I should have requested 'erasure' instead of just a decrease in recognition.

I chose the option with fewer side effects because I worried things would get complicated, but I was being needlessly cautious.

Anyway, Iwol is healthy. He's healthy enough to skip a performance and stand in line for two hours...

Meanwhile, I answered questions about the first-come, first-served line and checked the official concert account. A considerable rapport formed within our pavement party.

"Ah, fuck, does an outdoor evening concert in this weather even make sense?"

"They should've made the bastards who planned this hold their meetings outside."

A strong camaraderie pulsed through their rough language. It was rare for fans of different groups to talk this much. At pre-recordings, fan clubs lined up separately. Even when they gathered, many groups had bad blood from competing over rankings and other metrics.

But the poor conditions and the large gap in their favorite groups' careers meant they weren't competitors. This great unification was possible because it's always easier to band together against a common enemy.

"I'm worried the floor will be slippery. There's a member on our team with bad knees."

"Idols' choreography is already getting more and more intense, so it's so damn annoying that they make the stage out of slippery material. Seriously."

An outdoor performance in a severe cold snap was tough, even for idols. They had to travel long distances, and the weather was too cold for dancing and singing. Their waiting area was just a tent with a couple of heaters. As the fan said, it was an environment ripe for injury or serious illness.

But their hardship couldn't compare to the waiting fans'. These people stood in the street with no tent, let alone a heater. Most had taken public transport, transferring multiple times, because there was no convenient parking.

If you're going to tell people not to sit, at least have a plan to manage the queue. What kind of etiquette is it to announce first-come, first-served and then yell at people when you can't handle the aftermath?

As someone who worked in the industry, it was shameful that I couldn't improve a single thing, but what's wrong is wrong. Ha, damn it. I should have worked harder when I was promoting as spArk.

My heart ached for the Sparklers who must be somewhere in this line. I considered just going home. If I left, one more fan could get in.

Just as I was about to turn back, the bleached-hair member of our chat session spoke. "They just posted a notice. They're not accepting any more people for the first-come, first-served line."

"So people who arrive now can't get in line at all?"

"Yeah. Looks like they couldn't handle the crowd, so they just cut it off."

"It's better than making people wait and then turning them away at the last minute..."

"They should've just done advance ticketing from the start. Geez."

Rebukes erupted from all around. Now, even if I left, another fan couldn't take my place. I was trapped in the tightly packed line.


As the sun began to set, the queue slowly moved. I followed diligently, the faint sound of a rehearsal accompanying my steps. After a long, sluggish walk, I finally set foot in the park.

The standing zone and seats before the stage were already packed. I had already parted ways with my chat session group after we wished each other a good time.

I avoided the people running for a closer spot and headed to a corner. I had seen the posts telling tall people to have a conscience and move to the back.

I found a cozy spot at the very back and looked around. The venue was a magnificent sight. The colorful light sticks had a different charm than at a solo concert. The view from the stage was one thing, but being inside it was another. This side had its own sense of unity.

The audience was still flooding in when the large screen lit up.

Ah, this is familiar. The concert starts before everyone is inside because of poor management. Seriously, don't these planning companies run simulations?

I know unexpected things can happen, but why don't they schedule more leeway when these 'unexpected situations' happen every year? Does their experience level reset annually or something?

I stood with my arms crossed, grumbling inwardly like a professional complainer. Still, I clapped enthusiastically whenever the MCs and idols appeared. The figures on stage were as small as my finger, but the screen quality was good, so I wasn't disappointed. Being an audience member seemed to suit me.

I wonder when spArk will come on.

Out of conscience and industry ethics, I hadn't looked at the leaked performance order. Now I was just someone endlessly waiting for spArk.

It's one thing for me, an industry insider, but it's a terrible thing to do to the guests.

Don't musicals and concerts list the order of their numbers? Why is it only in this field that you have to wait for the MCs to announce the next act?

Even fans at home could miss their favorite idol if they step away for a moment. I condemn this. I condemn this.

I channeled my anger into waving the glow stick I bought at a local stationery store. I heard it looks pretty when the camera pans over the audience, so I even brought extra batteries, hoping to help decorate the edge of the frame.

The 'Spirit of the People' light stick, the symbol of Sparkler, dotted the crowd. The familiar orange light burned like torches from near me all the way to the front. Its luminosity was still exceptional.

Every time I saw the electric sparks, a mix of emotions washed over me. My heart felt heavy, yet I couldn't ignore euphoria of being here. The complex emotions created a strange sensation.

So many people came... even though it's so cold.

Even in the single line, the Sparklers were noticeable. The keychains on their bags, the light sticks, the dolls in transparent pockets—I recognized everything. The person two spots over clutched a first-generation light stick.

Spread out like this, the fans were even more visible. I could tell their biases by the custom parts inside their light stick domes.

Seriously, if it weren't for the SYSTEM, I would've taken a ton of amazing spArk photos for the shivering Sparklers and posted them publicly.

As I lamented my regrets, a few more performances passed. The sun set, and darkness fell. It grew even darker when the lights went down for a group's exit.

A wave of cold washed over us with the sound of a cutting wind. My ears felt like they would fall off, and cloudy breaths escaped from everyone's mouths. A quick glance showed everyone's cheeks were bright red. Careful not to look suspicious, I handed out my extra heat packs to the people around me.

Just as I accepted a jelly from the person in front of me, a heavy bass rumbled through the ground. The earth vibrated. A familiar drum beat started at my toes and thrummed up through my body.

A roar erupted from the crowd. Near the speakers, orange light sticks brightened and began to shake violently. The audience seats flashed and glittered, like spreading sparks.

CLANK, CLANK. The sound of metal pieces fitting together echoed.

『What color do you see?』

Led by Lee Cheonghyeon, the owner of that line, spArk appeared on the large screen.

"Fire!" Lee Cheonghyeon shouted, sweeping his bangs back and pointing the microphone at the audience. Fans who knew the fanchant roared their response.

+ [spArk's Eternal Soul] Lee Cheonghyeon Lee Cheonghyeon Career. spArk's 4th-year Main Rapper +

The SYSTEM lit up his back like a stage effect.

『The color of flames』

It was 『Connect』.

It wasn't 『Memento』 or 『Scene』. A minor B-side track, 『Connect』, filled the venue.


Chapter 539: A Spectacle (4)

I think people should do what they love.

Lee Cheonghyeon said that when he first started teaching me composition. It was not a surprising remark, considering his usual stance, but I was past the age of searching for a dream, so I questioned him.

Not what you're good at?

Something you're good at will eventually see the light of day, but something you love will be buried without anyone knowing unless you consistently bring it out.

Perhaps that was why the assignments Lee Cheonghyeon gave me always included 'finding elements you like'. I had to find chords that sounded good to my ears and pick a favorite bass playing style, among other things.

The assignments were not just limited to music. The genres were endless, from clothing styles and sports to my favorite senior artist. I was about to reference a Q&A broadcast I had done before for a profile check when he stopped me.

Forget the past Kim Iwol! Those tastes are already in the past!

Won't people say I lack consistency if I do that?

Do you think people live their whole lives the way they were born? Focus on the present!

As a bonus, he brought me bone-in pork rib hangover soup, saying he knew my taste in food had not changed. I did not know where he got that confidence. What if I had said I preferred jjolmyeon?

This process was very unfamiliar and difficult. In an era where you had to be good at everything to survive, to a person who had only ever heard that they could be replaced at any time if they weren't exceptionally good at something, being told to do as I pleased sounded as strange as a job posting looking for an experienced rookie.

Since my teacher told me to, I diligently did my homework. Songs with a structure that definitely explodes in the highlight sound a bit more addictive. There's a unique feeling that comes from metallic sounds and noise. The songs I listen to often all have the bass volume turned up in the intro.

Lee Cheonghyeon's assessment after checking my assignment was incredibly simple.

So this is what you like, Hyung.

The next assignment was to put all of those things into a song. My head was thinking, 'What is this', but I could not slack off with my teacher watching me with the eyes of a harpy eagle. Even when I asked, "Teacher, is this right?" the only reply I got was, "Yeah, it's unique and good!"

I trembled as I built an uncertain staircase for myself and climbed it. In the process of toddling through creating my own song, the one toddling was both the song and me. Along with a staggering me, 『Connect』 took its first unstable steps starting from the top line.

『Tell me, what you see?

If there's a future in the world you see』

Facing my shortcomings is really not easy.

It was quite agonizing to confront my own pathetic skills against my heightened standards. My days repeated in a cycle of having sharp-witted talks in the meeting room about the trendy songs of talented composers, including Lee Cheonghyeon, only to come to the practice room and accept reality while listening to the whip-like sound of the metronome. Having fallen into a slump after just a few steps, Kang Kiyeon offered me some unexpected words.

Isn't it because you're subconsciously being greedy, Hyung?

Me?

When you were first learning, you said things like 'leave me behind' and 'I did my best, but it's a shame'. You're disappointed because your standards are high and you want to do well. I think it's a good sign.

The people around me were kind. They did not spare any encouragement. No one said, 'It's because you're lacking'. They said it was natural for a beginner.

Everyone goes through a phase where their level seems crappy. I hope you don't get too hung up on it, Hyung.

Even when it feels hopeless, not knowing when my level will go up?

Because the day you improve will definitely come.

Kang Kiyeon was right. As I persevered, joyful moments slowly began to find me. When I found a place for a melody I had been holding onto, wanting to use it somehow, or when I found an effect that I absolutely loved, the catharsis was immense.

I still can't forget the feeling of the day I played the song from the beginning, a song that was full of places to polish and had only five tracks stacked, like a building with only its steel frame up.

Are you that proud?

You look like you're having so much fun, Hyung...!

Even the spArk guys added a word or two when they saw me. I said I liked the sense of accomplishment that came from learning something new, only for Kang Kiyeon to hit the nail on the head by saying, "Right, but you weren't like that when you first learned to dance."

Is there a big difference between dancing and music?

Kang Kiyeon, who had been scratching his head, started accompanying me to Lee Cheonghyeon's composition lessons whenever our schedules matched since that day. It wasn't that he intended to learn composition himself, it was purely out of curiosity.

If I know what you're interested in, couldn't we make the dance practice more effective?

Thanks to having an excellent instructor and a supervisor in front of and behind me, I was able to make some small growth, even if it wasn't a dramatic improvement. Every moment was bustling with people around me, to the point where the memory of studying and working alone grew faint.

『That is probably a Knock on』

Even if I could not guarantee the result, I was confident in starting. I had just forgotten for a while while under Department Head Nam, but I had always managed to survive as long as I had someone to rely on. There were several people nearby I could ask for help, and some of them would support me no matter what I did, so there was nothing I could not do.

So I did not give up halfway. I eventually saw it to the end.

Driving a finely chopped drum beat into the solid ground and pressing in the bass notes formed a foundation that would not collapse. Every time I assembled the instrument sounds, they fit together like gears, creating new movements. After carefully planting the vocals as well, 『Connect』 set sail.

I wrote the song like building a robot with blocks, gathering elements of my taste and using small moments of accomplishment as glue.

It was only after I finished saving and closed the program that I realized what I had wanted to create with the things I currently liked the most. It was thanks to certain photos that were so densely packed on the studio PC's desktop that the background wasn't even visible.

『It must be what I wished for』

Are you going to delete all the photos?

I have to. The work I needed them for is done.

Why don't you make a folder and save them? When are you ever going to collect this many photos like this again? I'm sure you'll use them again.

Kang Kiyeon, who had come to pick me up for dance practice, rested his chin on his hand and thought for a moment. Lost in thought, he grabbed the mouse and created a folder.

The name of the new folder was...

[Reference] Flame Images 'By the way, Hyung, you really like spArk. Do you have magma flowing in your blood or something?'

I was about to deny Kang Kiyeon's words again. I was going to make the excuse that the images that came to mind were just familiar because I saw them from the closest distance.

But the moment I titled the song 『Connect』, it was as good as admitting it.

What I thought about the most while making this song, and what kind of feelings I had for them.

『Strongly』

Reviews that mentioned 『Connect』 always included a phrase that was never missing, like a keyword. It was always followed by comments like, 'I want to hear this at a concert,' and 'This is a song for the stage.' I suppose it was only natural since I wrote it imagining a stage where the audience could shine the brightest.

Choi Jeho and Jeong Seongbin knelt on one knee in the center of the stage. Lee Cheonghyeon and Park Joowoo stood behind them, bending their arms to create a support. Kang Kiyeon, at the center, rested his right arm on the sturdy support. The guy made a pistol shape with his left hand and crossed his arms in an X.

Kang Kiyeon's face appeared in a close-up on the large screens on both sides of the stage. He wore goggles and smiled with an expression that made even the viewers feel overwhelmed with emotion.

The Kang Kiyeon who had been isolated in a corner due to injury and a slump was no longer there. Neither was the Kang Kiyeon who was afraid of cameras. Instead, by his side were Jeong Seongbin and the members who had stayed with him without leaving the team.

...It's to make activities more comfortable, not to force ourselves to continue. You don't need to worry.

At the same time, just as he had in the past, he stood on this stage without giving up, regardless of whatever hardships had come before.

+ [spArk's Eternal Will] Kang Kiyeon Kang Kiyeon Career — spArk's 4th Year Main Dancer +

CLICK, the sound of a trigger being pulled was loaded. Kang Kiyeon's arm recoiled as if shooting something up with his fingertips.

『Make you feel like it's an unavoidable destiny』

Why did I believe that this choice would make me feel relieved?

It was too hard to watch anymore, so I fled the concert hall as if running away.


More than two hours had passed since the concert began. All the performances would probably end soon. If it were a music festival, one might expect a special stage, but it was unlikely they would have planned that much for a charity concert.

As if the time she had been shivering from the cold had never happened, she stomped her feet in disappointment. Her whole body was burning up, to the point where she now felt hot.

Her companion, who had been with her since waiting in line this morning, was no different. The orange lightstick clenched tightly in her hand shook fiercely.

"Wasn't that seriously amazing?!"

"That was insane... insane..."

The two, thoroughly excited, rapidly slapped each other's arms. The soaring sense of elation made them feel like they were floating. They even felt proud, thinking they had studied so hard for their final exams for this very moment.

"I never thought they'd perform 『Connect』."

"I know, right! There's a reason Sparklers say you have to hear 『Connect』 in person..."

The fans' conversation kept circling the same spot after spArk's stage. They had been like this from the moment spArk appeared until after they left. Even though spArk was only on for about ten minutes, the excitement had not died down.

Even though they were at the venue, they shared preview photos that were being uploaded in real-time. They never got tired of talking about spArk's outfits, their detailed expressions, and the modified choreography they had never shown before.

Her companion, who had been chattering away with her, suddenly looked around. When she asked why, her companion pointed behind her.

"That tall guy who was over there. Did he leave?"

"He was gone at some point. I guess he left in the middle."

She recalled the tall man who had been standing next to her. He had gotten a spot so far back and did not take out his phone, so it did not seem like he was there to take pictures. He did not seem to have a companion either, just stood still and watched the stage like a statue.

"Didn't you give that man something? I saw you rummaging through your bag."

"Ah, I gave him a tissue."

She said, slightly unzipping her padded jacket, unable to bear the stuffiness.

"He was crying..."

"He was crying?"

"I'm not sure, but that was the feeling I got!"

At first, she thought he was a strange person and tried to keep her distance. Her dad had stressed it so much it hurt her ears while dropping her off, that she had to be extra careful when there were many strangers and it was crowded. So she paid attention and kept her distance, but after she gave him a single hot pack in the middle of the show and he remained silent, she enjoyed the performance without another thought.

Then, as spArk waved and disappeared behind the stage, the man's hands kept going to his face. The man she saw out of the corner of her eye was fiddling with the corners of his eyes with his fingers. She wondered if he had dust on his face, but soon he was roughly wiping his eyes and cheeks with his palm. Even with his blurry features, she could clearly see the tip of his reddened nose.

Though she'd get all sorts of hate if she said this anywhere else, people saying you can't easily run into someone with that kind of physique and appearance on the street, but somehow...

He was a man who had a vibe like Kim Iwol. That's what gave her, someone who was very shy, the courage to be 'a little nosy'.

"......"

"At the end of spArk's stage. I wonder why?"

"Maybe his ex-girlfriend liked spArk?"

"That's why I gave it to him. It's cold, and crying on top of that would be so sad. He must have come to enjoy the show!"

At her kind words, her older friend's advice came to mind. It was okay when she had a companion like now, but she should always be careful when she was alone, followed by the advice that you could never be too wary, especially with adults. Knowing the words came from a place of affection, she nodded her head.

"Ah, I think it's ending..."

A small sigh was heard from somewhere. The MCs came out from their hosting area and headed to the stage to wrap up the show. A few people who sensed the ending began to head for the exit. They had to move nimbly to get their cars out or catch public transportation even a little bit faster.

"Your dad's waiting outside, right? Shouldn't you leave early? The traffic will be insane if you're even a little late."

"Right...?"

When she turned on her phone, there was a message from her dad. It said he was waiting in front of the exit. Even though she told him to wait in the car, it seemed he was worried about his daughter coming from the park to the parking lot alone.

Her daily life had changed dramatically after she started liking spArk. She made several friends who liked the same idol, and she studied more happily because she wanted to get permission to buy albums. Vitality entered her life.

It might have been a coincidence, but her dad also started to change a little around the same time. For her dad, who never wanted to let his daughter out of the house, to send her to a concert like this was something unimaginable before. Others said it was because her dad loved her so much, but to her, it sometimes felt suffocating.

But from a certain day on, her dad changed. He asked if she preferred him to do everything for her, from one to ten, or if there was anything she wanted to try on her own. He would not confine her in his arms, even while saying he was worried.

She felt that her dad was slowly starting to trust her. After the trust that his nagging stemmed from worry and affection was established, she no longer felt upset. Because she was confident he would listen to her, she could speak honestly about anything.

Before, she had to struggle to hide her rebelliousness when her dad asked about her personal life. It was because it felt like he was trying to control her for the reason that they were 'friends she made on the internet'. It was frustrating even though she knew her dad had no ill intentions.

"My dad said he can give you a ride to the station, wanna come with?"

It was not like that anymore. She knew her dad was waiting not too far away, but that he would watch over his daughter's steps until she called for him.

As much as she gladly accepted love, as much as she moved forward with her own strength, her world would slowly widen.

And she will grow up to be a very kind person.


Chapter 540: Kim Wonju (1)

I returned from Imjingak and groaned in sickness. My fever spiked and fell randomly, and I was too drained to do anything. All my energy felt like it was leaking out through the soles of my feet.

At first, I thought I had the flu. I figured I was paying the harsh price for coming home bawling after standing outside all day. No matter how overwhelmed I was, it had been childish.

Then I saw the flashing SYSTEM and finally understood the cause of my body aches.

+   [SYSTEM] 'Synchronization Rate' is announced to 'Party B'.

▷   Current Synchronization Rate: 98%

It kindly informed me that my synchronization rate had risen to celebrate the New Year. It had said the rate could rise after a certain amount of time, and its calculations were now sharp as a knife since I had quit the company. If I had dallied in the dorm any longer to find a solution, I really would have been screwed.

Because of this, I spent most of my days lying down like a feeble, sick chicken. If you pointed out my daily routine was similar before the synchronization rate rose, I have a defense.

Back then, even when I lay down, my bedding was pleasant and dry. It wasn't soaked in sweat like it was now. I was relieved I was using a blanket instead of a comforter because of the fever. If I had been using my winter quilt, I probably would have collapsed on the street just going back and forth to the laundry room.

If the SYSTEM had a physical form, I desperately wanted to grab it by the collar and demand an explanation. It said 'Synchronization Rate' meant several things.

If I had known it meant I was getting closer to my state before I died from overwork, then it wouldn't make sense for my condition to have been this terrible. Not even when I was forcing myself to work at Hanpyeong Industry, thinking nothing was wrong, before I collapsed while making a masterpiece. The synchronization rate should have stopped at the same level as before. It felt inappropriate to use this word while making a person's condition even worse.

The SYSTEM hastily popped up, as if it sensed my intention to stage an uprising. It came with a half-hearted explanation.

+   [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶   I told you. Once you try working a 4-day week, even the 5-day week you used to do all the time feels tough.

This wasn't a new story. It just repeated that in the past, I lived like a slave and failed to recognize my state. It was saying that now that I was better off, I could recognize when I was tired.

It's amazing. How did I drag this body to and from work?

I let out a hollow, disbelieving laugh. It made sense now how a perfectly healthy man in his twenties, with no issues at his health checkups, could suddenly die from overwork.

As I lay there whimpering, the SYSTEM started talking to me.

+   [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶   But still, I've brought some new updates for our Assistant Manager Kim~.

Assistant Manager Kim is sick in bed right now, so he's not happy to hear new updates~.

Do you think Assistant Manager Kim looks like he'd be interested in hot issues? Assistant Manager Kim is too exhausted to have the energy to listen to announcements or anything else.

The SYSTEM paid no mind to my irritation. It didn't care if I was glaring or cursing at it internally. It just said what it had to say.

+   [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶   I was looking through Assistant Manager Kim's work history to conduct the comprehensive evaluation, and it turns out Assistant Manager Kim has been a faithful employee, barely breaking any internal regulations.

On the following page, a small image was attached as supporting evidence. It was the 'Clauses for Disciplinary Action' window I had seen in the early days of my regression.

+   [SYSTEM] 'Clauses for Disciplinary Action' are announced to 'Party B'.

▷   Violation of Internal Regulations

▷   Violation of Confidentiality Agreement

▷   [Locked]

.

.

.

The memory of receiving a warning after carelessly saying that Seongbin would become leader was vivid. After that, I played it safe because I didn't want to play a random game with my life on the line.

Because of this, the KPI ended before I even had a chance to open the locked items. It seemed the SYSTEM judged that I had achieved diligent service based on this point.

Come to think of it, I think it did say something about conducting a comprehensive evaluation to process my resignation...

The explanation for the comprehensive evaluation mentioned rewards or penalties depending on the result. The SYSTEM came out with an attitude as generous as its favorable intro.

+   [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶   So, I'm planning to give a suitable reward to an outstanding long-term employee.

Usually, the expression 'long-term service employee' would be used. However, since the purpose of the mission, including the KPI, was closer to a time attack, it seemed to have used 'outstanding long-term employee' to evaluate the content of the service rather than its continuity.

There was no way the SYSTEM would give me a reward just for impulsively using a feature it provided. Not unless it was something mentioned in the contract beforehand.

It wasn't the type to do something for me. It wouldn't go out of its way to praise me for recycling scrap paper.

When it was first planning this, did it predict that I would have to make full use of the things I gained from the SYSTEM or the regression process to achieve the final KPI?

It felt like the SYSTEM's calculations were thrown off. Like it prepaid for a bunch of meal tickets at a restaurant near the company, only for the employee to eat half of them.

In that case, it might feel like a waste of money. Since I finished the mission without using all the nifty privileges I got, the SYSTEM's words sounded like it was saying, 'The KPI is over so a refund is impossible. I'll exchange the meal tickets for drink coupons at the cafe next door instead.'

However, I was skeptical if any reward could be meaningful. I had already left the team. I could no longer meet my sister. My synchronization rate was only at 2%. I had helped everyone I wanted to help. No matter how many drink coupons it gave me, I had no use for them anymore.

I am curious about how attractive a product it will offer, though.

I had no expectations, but I played along because it was a hassle to argue. Even at my insincere response, the SYSTEM flashed dazzlingly.

+   [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶   Assistant Manager Kim will definitely be tempted. You've been curious for a while.

The thing was overflowing with confidence.

+   [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶   News about your predecessor.

An incomprehensible phrase appeared. All the text on the screen vanished, and a new notice appeared.

+   [SYSTEM] As a reward for completing the 'Comprehensive Evaluation', the 'Settlement Statement (Kim Wonju)' is announced to 'Party B'.

Before I could even fully grasp the document's identity, my consciousness faded. Even as my focus blurred, I could clearly see what the SYSTEM was saying.

+   [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶   Don't worry. Once you receive it, Assistant Manager Kim will also be convinced that it's a 'reward corresponding to the results'.

+   [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶   I need to tie up loose ends without any trouble so Assistant Manager Kim doesn't complain about the company later, so I'll wrap things up neatly for you.

Fuck. Were you paying me back a hundredfold because you were afraid I'd actually write a review on that job site?

Why don't you realize it was just nonsense I spouted because I never wanted to get involved with you again, SYSTEM? Why do you have to piss me off like this...


When my fading consciousness returned, I was on a familiar street. To be precise, I was floating 'above the street of the neighborhood I used to live in'.

I had floated like a ghost like this in a past dream. It was the night before I jumped in front of the car. I had looked down at the Hanpyeong Industry office, my commute route, and my studio apartment from this exact angle.

My mind was blank right after I regressed, but seeing it with my own eyes brought the memories back. I also noticed things I hadn't known in the past. For instance, the neighborhood I lived in was actually in an area with high housing prices.

Past events usually came with titles like 'Memory Data' or 'Past Data'. The word 'Settlement Statement' was a first.

Moreover, the subject was not me, but my sister. It seemed that just as I had glimpsed spArk fighting tooth and nail due to internal conflict before my regression, I was now being forced to witness my sister's past.

Seeing that the name is 'Kim Wonju', it must be referring to my sister from before, not the present her who was abandoned at birth.

The location where I was dropped was also about halfway between the middle school my sister attended and the apartment where we all lived together. The sun was setting, so it seemed my sister would soon pass this way on her way home from school.

After waiting a little, I saw my childhood sister in the distance, just as I expected. She sauntered over with a friend, each of them holding an ice cream. My sister, with her short bob, looked so welcoming and vivid that I almost called out to her in the empty air.

"You should've stayed for dinner," her friend said. "My mom said she was making something delicious."

"Nah, we finished our homework," my sister replied. "I have to get home, too."

It seems she stopped by her friend's house to do homework. Our house was indeed a difficult environment to do anything comfortably.

My sister and her friend chattered nonstop as they walked through the narrow alley. They hummed happily, and I wondered how they could have so much to talk about.

Before long, the two of them reached the playground in front of our apartment complex. My sister stopped walking and suddenly lifted her head.

"......"

She let out a small exclamation. For a moment, I thought our eyes met. However, her gaze was subtly fixed on a different place.

Turning around, I saw the light was on in our apartment window, far above where I was.

"I don't want to go home."

Her lips were smiling, but her eyes were empty. The ice cream melted and dripped.


Chapter 541: Kim Wonju (2)

My sister's friend took a tissue from her bag and asked.

"Do you wanna sleep over at my place? Or you can stay a bit longer."

"We've been hanging out long enough! It's fine, it's fine."

My sister smiled and wiped her hands. The tissue quickly soaked through. She tossed it in the trash.

"Kim Hyoil is at home, too. I have to go back quickly," my sister said.

I screamed for my sister to just go have fun. What good would come from returning to that dump so early? Go to a karaoke room! A coin karaoke only costs 500 won! You know I was always good at playing by myself, so why are you being like this!

Of course, my shouts fell flat long before they could reach her. Instead, a kindness right beside her enveloped my sister.

"Then how about we swing at the playground for just ten minutes? Really, just ten minutes!"

My sister's friend did not send her straight back to her gloom. She willingly gave up her evening to give my sister a moment to soothe her heart.

The two middle schoolers sat on the swings, which swayed with a metallic creak. They did not kick their feet hard to see who could go higher like little kids. They were only killing time.

The promised time passed in an instant. It was far too short to endure a day that required over ten hours in that house.

However, my sister did not linger.

"See you tomorrow! Thanks for walking me!"

She said her goodbyes without any lingering attachment. She watched her friend leave through the main apartment gate, then headed home briskly.

Leaning in the corner of the elevator, my sister looked strangely small. I used to think she was enormous.

Inside the elevator, my sister took deep breaths over and over. She gripped her bag strap tightly and hardened her gaze.

The sound of the door lock's buttons echoed in the apartment hallway. The moment the unlocking sound chimed, someone burst out from inside.

A large man collided with my sister, pushing her back a good distance. The person who had kicked the door open was our father.

"What were you doing out so late?"

It was not a question meant to be answered. Our father stormed right past her, fuming as he walked down the hallway in his loungewear.

My sister entered the apartment and screamed.

"Hyoil!"

I followed her inside and saw no one in the living room. My sister saw only the pool of blood on the floor and began to search for me. She threw open a bedroom door and went inside, calling my name over and over in a voice that sounded like it would tear.

I remained rooted to the spot in the living room, staring into the house. My sister, now covered in blood, rushed out of the room. She rummaged through a living room cabinet with one hand while dialing her phone with the other.

"Mom, it's me."

My sister begged through her tears.

"Please tell me where the cash is. There's emergency money in the house, right? We have to go to the hospital right now. I won't say Dad hit him. So please."

"If you don't give me the money, I'm going straight to the police station. You don't know how Hyoil is, do you? This time, even the police won't be able to let it slide. I'll make sure our whole family ends up in the news."

Pleading, then threatening, then pleading again, my sister was not in her right mind.

Unable to control her frantic agitation, my sister threw her phone down and ran to our mother's room. She came out with a handful of bills and headed back to the room she had first entered.

A younger me emerged, carried on my sister's back. My arms and legs dangled limply. Carrying the dark-red me and clutching a wad of cash, my sister ran outside.

My sister left the house, but I could not follow her. I could not take a single step, as if I were tied down.

It's no wonder she seemed so big, carrying me around on her back like that.

A bitter smile formed on my lips. I was trapped there until the red corner of the dining table and the floor turned black. I remained until the sun set and no one came, until everything around me grew dark.


The background suddenly changed, as if a film had been cut and spliced together. I was now inside the small, shabby room I had only seen the entrance to before. My sister and I used to share this room.

I lay face down on the floor with a pillow propped under my chin, idly kicking my legs.

Occasionally, I would put a hand on my back and gently scratch the wound over my clothes. The moment I put any pressure on my fingers, my sister would fiercely slap my hand away.

"I told you not to scratch. It'll get infected."

My sister was firm. She was always that strict about things that were not allowed.

"Getting stitches hurt, didn't it? So why do you keep scratching?"

My sister's scolding expression was not pleasant. It was understandable. She had fought so hard just to get the money for the treatment. If the wound had gotten infected, she would have felt hopeless.

I quietly hid under the thin quilt. Seeing the rounded mound of the blanket, my sister playfully shook my shoulder.

"Hey, are you sulking?"

"......"

"Do you hate me for scolding you?"

At the question, the part of the blanket where my head was shook violently. My sister suppressed a twitch at the corner of her lips and lifted the edge of the quilt.

"Then why are you protesting under there? What's wrong?"

My sister's playful face hardened as she peeked under the quilt. The view shifted, as if seen through a camera at a different angle. I could see myself crying under the blanket. I quickly buried my face in my arms, not wanting to be caught.

"I tried to endure it."

"......"

"It was just so itchy..."

My voice trailed off. I seemed frustrated with myself for unconsciously doing what my sister told me not to. I wanted to listen to her, but it must have been bewildering when my body would not obey.

Because the viewing angle changed, I could not see my sister's expression. She left without a word, then returned a while later and sat beside the quilt again.

My sister's touch pulled the entire quilt back. She unhesitatingly rolled up my t-shirt and placed an ice pack wrapped in a towel on my exposed back.

"Is this better?"

I nodded, my face still buried in my arms.

"I didn't think it would be itchy. I'm sorry."

My sister's tone was as gentle as ever.

"I'll teach you how to make an ice pack later. It's easy, so you can do it by yourself..."

She was resilient. I became independent early on because my sister had made a habit of having me do everything myself. She was a bold person, enough to raise her younger brother that way.

"No, on second thought."

But my sister was not a cold person.

"From now on, I'll do this for you."

Just like now, her heart would soften over such trivial things.

The video ended there, but I vaguely remembered what came after. A trembling voice, the rough movement of an arm wiping something away.

I think, back then, I probably decided that no matter how itchy my back was, I had to endure it so my sister would not cry.


Several more past events flashed by. Arguments about tuition fees and bickering in front of a scar removal clinic played one after another. The more I watched, the more uneasy I felt.

Why only these kinds of memories...

Anyone watching would think my sister and I lived in gloom every day. We had plenty of fun memories, too.

Showing only these things...

It only brings back the painful emotions.

I swallowed a sigh internally.

Moreover, there were quite a few events I did not remember. I must have lived quite carefreely. My heart grew even heavier.

The SYSTEM paid no mind and continued to lay out one dusty old episode after another. I seriously considered ignoring it, thinking it was doing this because I was just sitting here watching. I failed because it had been so long since I had seen my sister alive and moving.

The life story of the pitiful younger brother, Kim Iwol, was unspeakably long. From the time Department Head Nam's abuse of power began in earnest, her complexion was different.

"Are you getting any sleep?"

"......"

"How much?"

"Well..."

She pretended otherwise, but her answers were half-hearted. The only sound was her straw poking at the innocent ice. She wanted to avoid talking about work but had no other topics of conversation.

My sister hesitated before speaking.

"Um, lately... they say depression among office workers is a serious social issue."

"Are you depressed, Noona?"

"No, I'm fine."

My sister waved her hands dismissively and glanced at me. I was still tormenting the ice with an unfocused gaze.

"What about you? Is work bearable?"

Was my sister always such a cautious person? It felt new. The sister before me seemed like a different person from the one I knew.

I was just as bad for not noticing how unlike herself she was acting. It felt like the reaction would not have been much different if a tin can had been placed across from her instead of me.

"Isn't everyone's life pretty much the same?"

I answered with an expressionless face, muttering as if to myself.

"Who isn't struggling? It's all the same."

Observing from a third-person perspective, it was glaringly obvious that my mental state was broken. It seemed my sister took this day as an opportunity to look into psychiatry and get a business card.

I did not understand the intention behind showing me these events. I could not grasp the context in which my sister was called my predecessor.

If it was simply because she was born first, I could not accept why this was a reward. It said I would understand if I watched. However, I did not get what I was supposed to gain from reviewing my sister's life.

I strongly expressed my opinion to the SYSTEM that I could not accept this reward. Then, the SYSTEM asked.

+ [SYSTEM] A work order from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ In Assistant Manager Kim's eyes, did this truly seem to have no meaning?

It was not my imagination. I did not get a sense of mockery from the SYSTEM. It seemed to be asking out of genuine curiosity.

+ [SYSTEM] A work order from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ Assistant Manager Kim, why do you think 'only these kinds of memories' were left in the document?

My sister was the predecessor who created the vacancy that forced me to regress. She was the author of the document before I was swept up in the strange phenomenon of regression.

The trivial pasts, pieced together by my sister's hand, and the data that stopped appearing after she died.

The events seemed deliberately chosen, things I had forgotten but were painful to see again. They all mixed together in my head.

Finally, I realized what my sister had been settling.

+ [SYSTEM] A work order from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ They say that when a person dies with lingering regrets, they can't close their eyes even in death.

It was all of it, the unresolved sorrow knotted in my sister's heart.

And at the center of that sorrow was always me. There were no records of my sister alone. Not a single one.


Chapter 542: Kim Wonju (3)

+   [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ Assistant Manager Kim has it good! To be so cherished by your predecessor. Seniors like that are rare these days, you know?

The SYSTEM's words barely registered. I had no chance to question why seeing this was a fair reward. It all sounded like irrelevant noise from behind a thick wall.

I knew my sister had complex feelings for me. I had witnessed her goodwill from the closest vantage point, so it was impossible for me not to know.

But I never wanted to eat away at her this much. If anything, I hoped I wouldn't occupy such a large part of her life.

There were days I took comfort in knowing she was surrounded by good people. However...

She shouldn't have let her own life disappear to this extent.

If my sister had any resentment, it should have been for her own bleak childhood, so miserable she hated going home and just holed up in her room. Not for the guilt she felt over failing to prevent her younger brother's accident just because she came home a little late. Why did she blame herself for the time I gave up on college, or for the times her boss depressed her?

How can this be called Kim Wonju's data? A person shouldn't be this erased from their own life.

Don't you feel sorry for yourself? Why, every time...

I had never felt so empty. I was at a loss for words to describe it. Should I call it hollow? It was heavier and more despairing than that.

I needed a word that could encompass all this guilt and sorrow.


The SYSTEM offered to open the next package for me, saying a document came as a set with the settlement report.

I refused. Normally, I would have tried to resolve everything at once, but this time, I just didn't have it in me.

After that, I avoided social media and the internet. Having no strength didn't mean I lacked the energy to work or meet people. It meant I couldn't get up from my spot and couldn't stay awake.

I would get up for water, only to collapse and fall asleep again. I never looked at my phone, so I had no idea if minutes or hours had passed. Once, I came out to throw away rotten food from the fridge and saw the neighborhood lights were all off. My sense of time was completely gone.

Back when I worked at Hanpyeong Industry, there were times when just surviving day to day was a struggle. When I thought the option to revive my sister was gone, I felt that being alive was meaningless.

Now, I couldn't think at all. I felt like an empty can, only a shell remaining.

After a person dies, does everyone have to write a settlement report like my sister did?

I lay still and asked myself this question. Then, the SYSTEM answered.

+   [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ Of course. That's the only way to toss the work to a successor.

What a persistent concept.

The thought was so absurd I snorted. So what? Did my sister, the predecessor, sort out her entire life and pass on to the afterlife?

Of course not. Her fate was conditionally in my hands, so she couldn't have been resting in peace. What kind of toss is that? What more do you want from me? If I'm the successor, should I just list all the shitty things in my life and claim I've let go of all my attachments?

The more I thought, the more I could only laugh hollowly. It was a relief I lacked the energy to be angry. If I had, I might have slammed my head against the wall.

As I stewed in my frustration, sinking and flaring up again, the SYSTEM persistently spoke to me.

+   [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ Did you forget that I helped you with the handover in the beginning, Assistant Manager Kim? At that point, Assistant Manager Kim inherited the predecessor's mistake. That is...

The text in the SYSTEM window blinked like a cursor.

+   [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ A duty that humans are naturally expected to perform.

'Humans'?

My mind, which felt stiff and dusty, rewound my memory slightly. I remembered thinking, 'After a person dies, does everyone have to write a settlement report?'

+   [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ Do you think you can just survive in this harsh world without any effort? I went out of my way to lay out a roadmap for you, Assistant Manager Kim, and you don't even know how to be grateful. How insolent.

+   [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ The number of individuals was increasing on its own, so I thought this design was a success, but there are too many problems within the group, and irregulars like Assistant Manager Kim keep popping up... I don't like it. This is why the company doesn't release new products and just keeps remaking existing ones.

The SYSTEM grumbled endlessly. Meanwhile, a few words caught my eye.

I had always wondered, 'Why me of all people?' There must have been countless people before me, and with the world population surpassing eight billion, I was puzzled why this happened to me.

At one point, I suspected it was a malicious prank by the SYSTEM. Then, I decided there was no meaning in searching for a reason, so I quit.

Now, for the first time, the SYSTEM dropped the clue 'irregular' on me.

The group the SYSTEM thought it had successfully designed, the one whose numbers increased on their own, the one I belonged to... it had to be humanity.

According to the SYSTEM, humans are 'naturally' supposed to be managed by it. Because of me, a mutant, the structure the SYSTEM was building collapsed. In response, the SYSTEM stepped in to handle the trouble under the pretext of a KPI. Is that how I should understand it?

However, some things still left me with unresolved doubts. Ultimately, what was my sister's settlement report trying to say?

It couldn't be telling me to vent my frustrations like my sister. My life hadn't been as arduous as hers, and the SYSTEM, which criticized individuals who 'survive without any effort', was unlikely to induce such an act.

+   [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ I'm telling you this because you seem confused, Assistant Manager Kim. The task you were supposed to be entrusted with wasn't the 'settlement'.

+   [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ This is why they say you have to listen to the end of what a Korean says. Whining that you don't understand after seeing just one settlement report. Is this company a playground?

The SYSTEM acted as if it wasn't the one with a hidden agenda, deceiving people by pretending its goal was a KPI. After excitedly spewing nonsense, the SYSTEM opened a new window.

+   [SYSTEM] As a reward for completing the 'Comprehensive Evaluation', the 'Support Request Form (Kim Wonju)' is hereby issued to 'Employee'.

The document the SYSTEM said I needed to see as a set with the settlement report was shoved in my face again. Expecting it to ask if I wanted to view it was a luxury.

I was helplessly led by the SYSTEM's hand. As it happened, I prayed earnestly that this would be the last time, that I wouldn't have to dream anymore.


The next scene was my studio apartment.

Is there an error in the SYSTEM?

That was my mistake. The place I opened my eyes to was indeed my apartment, but the time was different. It was from before my regression, when I faced the first holiday alone without my sister. The dream from before my regression hadn't ended. It was continuing.

"Noona, this is the first time you've seen us prepare a memorial service table at our house, right?"

One of the few things I remembered clearly appeared before me. I also vividly remembered piling the memorial table with desserts and pouring myself a glass of cheongju.

Should this scene even appear in a memory that's supposed to be my sister's?

The last thing recorded in the settlement report was my sister and I talking at a cafe. It was strange for an event that happened after her death to be mentioned.

Does this mean what I've been seeing wasn't my sister's past? Then what was all that stuff before?

The only candidates were my subconscious or a delusion. Either way, it wasn't normal. As I was lost in confusion, a SYSTEM window came into view. For some reason, it floated diagonally from me, not right in front of my face.

And 'it' was...

+   How are you, friend?

It was talking to someone other than me.

+   Friend, is your heart still troubled?

I held my breath and turned my head. Across from the dialogue window, and right next to me, stood my sister.

Noona?

I called out to her without realizing it. My flustered voice cracked wretchedly.

However, my sister didn't look back. Her gaze was fixed solely on me, asleep in front of the memorial table.

Did my sister have a SYSTEM attached to her too? Since when? In the world after my regression, had my sister also been living a second life with a system? If so, then who is this sister standing next to me?

My mind was a mess. Questions led to more questions.

Just then, while my own SYSTEM was silent, something similar to a SYSTEM glowed in front of my sister and displayed a message.

+   Friend, you need a little more time?

With those words, it faded until it was barely visible.

The background changed again. Only then did I realize that the other entity was deciding when the scene would change.

The new scenery was as familiar as my apartment. It was the Hanpyeong Industry office, with me sitting at my desk, working. This was from a day about a year after my sister had died.

The field of vision and eye level overlapped perfectly with the dream I had last time. So that's what it was. It was me, seen from my sister's perspective.

My sister watched me type on the keyboard without a word. Her face was just as smileless as mine was in front of the monitor.

Since when did you have a SYSTEM too, Noona?

Even though I knew she couldn't hear me, I asked a meaningless question, not knowing if this sister was part of a dream or a real entity.

Did you go back to the past and live again too? Then, Noona...

I wanted to ask what she had to achieve. I wanted to confirm if she couldn't come to me until she obtained her goal.

And I wanted to know whether she had wanted to pretend not to know me and live a new life.

Just a moment ago, I had asked aloud knowing she couldn't hear me, yet now, I swallowed my words, knowing they couldn't possibly reach her.


Chapter 543: Kim Wonju (4)

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ It looks like Assistant Manager Kim looked closely at the settlement sheet, but it doesn't really mean much. It's like a restaurant menu. It's on the wall, but it doesn't affect how the restaurant runs until a customer orders something, right?

Normally, I would have chided the SYSTEM for its poor analogy. Right now, however, such trivial details didn't matter at all.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ The settlement is just the preparation stage. The actual order is what's important. You have to say, 'I'll have this, please~,' for the waiter to move and bring the food. That's how it works.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ We make the menu for you and even post the ordering instructions. No matter how you look at it, our company's onboarding process is really well-done.

This meant reviewing my life was just a checkpoint. The core of it all was what came next, the part I had refused to see.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ What's the point if the company paves a smooth road and spoon-feeds you everything? Assistant Manager Kim is just full of complaints. What's the difference between Assistant Manager Kim and a problem customer who throws a tantrum because their food hasn't arrived when they haven't even ordered?

So that's why you insisted I look at the next document.

The SYSTEM kept shoving the document in my face, so I finally checked. That was how I discovered my sister also had this X-like imitation SYSTEM attached to her.

Then, the SYSTEM stepped up to clear the suspicion that it was a counterfeit.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ To do business, you have to be flexible. Some people need an open mind and kind words, while others only listen after you establish discipline from the start.

So that's why you used a Department Head Nam skin for me, since I hang on his every word, but approached my sister with a friend version?

That's a rational decision. After all, I was suffocating under the subtle influence of Department Head Nam and obediently crawled as the SYSTEM commanded.

My sister always got along with her friends, so she might have accepted it as a chat buddy rather than a strange phenomenon called a SYSTEM.

Should I be relieved my sister's SYSTEM wasn't as harsh as Department Head Nam?

A bitter laugh escaped me at the trivial thought. I had suffered so much over that small detail.

Even with a gentle virtual friend, my sister stood motionless except for an occasional blink. She was like a statue, watching her younger brother trudge wearily between the company and his studio apartment below. Each time a message arrived, the room brightened and darkened, and a blue light flashed across my sister's face before vanishing.

The sun rose outside the window. My past self hesitantly dressed and headed to the company.

I remembered watching this in my dream. I had thought my past self looked unhappy because his eyes were lifeless.

Did my sister see it the same way?

No matter how hard I stared, I couldn't tell what she was thinking.

The sound of a keyboard filled the air. The ceaseless typing became a noise that consumed the space. The clacking grew louder, as if to swallow a person whole.

"It's done now."

My sister muttered. The SYSTEM, which had been hidden, reappeared.

+ You've decided on your wish, friend? Good thinking. Before we confirm the wish, I'll read you the lucky letter one more time!

The brightly glowing SYSTEM window was the final scene. I was once again left alone on my sister's timeline.

What's this about a wish?

I demanded the SYSTEM explain what I had just seen. Perhaps judging my attitude as more proactive, the SYSTEM kindly opened a chat window.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ The time has come for me to explain our company's history to Assistant Manager Kim~. You can't just hear a vivid account of the founding process from a current employee anywhere, you know. Assistant Manager Kim is very lucky.

With that, the SYSTEM unfolded a crude pamphlet. It was designed like a corporate brochure, but the text was a disorganized, dense block. The words looked randomly scraped from somewhere, with broken fonts and layouts. The tiny letters, smaller than 9pt font, were almost unreadable against a bright blue background.

Our company is a research enterprise that constructs and manages all organisms on this planet. We secure and operate the entire process pipeline, from the planning stage of a lifeform to its creation, interim inspection, and supplementation.

Contributing to the creation of a harmonious ecosystem. Our company's business area is limitless, ranging from fungi and bacteria to flora and fauna.

Our executives and employees work as one to create a world where diverse organisms can live together.

Managing with a sense of responsibility. Our pride as the planet's number one manager comes from our responsible A/S.

From birth to death, we support the organisms born through our verification process to join an error-free cycle of circulation with 1:1 direct care.

Considering sustainability for the future. To prevent the premature extinction of organisms, we have equipped all organisms developed by our company with a 'species preservation function'.

Our challenge to produce lifeforms that do not go extinct continues to this day.

The text was full of sentences that sounded like a cyber-flyer or a pseudoscience leaflet.

Is this stereotypically old-fashioned style also part of the SYSTEM using Department Head Nam's manner of speaking?

I was curious, but I didn't particularly want to hear the answer.

The brochure looked like it would be torn to shreds by science students, but it contained a lot of information despite its awkward appearance.

Manager of the planet, an enterprise...

Reading webnovels about absolute gods, beings from higher dimensions, had paid off. Otherwise, I wouldn't have understood things this quickly.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ Assistant Manager Kim probably doesn't know a fraction of the changes and trials we've been through. Besides, balancing all this is such a headache, you know? Water at least circulates on its own, but for animals, you have to create predators, prey, scavengers, and even decomposers for the leftovers.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ Assistant Manager Kim can't even imagine how annoying it is to check on every single thing. If a species suddenly multiplies, who likes a report that just says, 'I checked today and this is how it is~'? But if you just leave it, diseases break out all the time. When a disease breaks out, they die in droves, and recovering from that causes astronomical losses... If this is how it's going to be, I should've just stopped at being a, what was it? A plant parent? I should've just stuck with that.

To prevent mishaps, this entity attaches itself 1:1 to every living being, like my 'SYSTEM' or my sister's 'friend', and intervenes directly.

However, no one had ever reported observing such a strange phenomenon. Even if the entity intervened with living beings, the default seemed to be that an individual would never directly experience or witness its influence.

I surmised that a problem must have occurred, one grave enough for the SYSTEM to reveal its existence.

The SYSTEM had said the important part wasn't the process on the settlement sheet, but the 'act of ordering'. In that context, the 'responsible A/S' from the brochure would be part of the process.

In that case, what exactly does 'order' refer to?

To find the answer, I continued reading the next page.

Research & Design We plan organisms to settle on this planet by utilizing our company's unique research data.

To preserve diversity within populations, we periodically form new TFs to promote new projects.

Develop Organisms born from our company are equipped with a certain level of self-evolutionary function. If a species' numbers decrease from a failure to adapt, our company analyzes the problem and improves the existing organism or creates a new lifeform.

Most of it was similar to the company introduction page. As I slowly read on, a particular paragraph caught my eye.

New Business Beyond the realm of expanding survival probability through strengthening physical conditions, our company is promoting a 'support-based evolution' business utilizing intelligent beings capable of fostering the next generation. They are showing a different aspect of survivability compared to other organisms. Accordingly, our company supports and records the limitless development of humanity through continuous R&D in order to build a new type of ecosystem separate from the food chain system.

This is it.

I traced the words 'species preservation function' with my finger.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ It's a bit much for me to say this myself, but I'd say the reason the company has been maintained throughout its long history without ever going bankrupt is all thanks to my efforts to preserve the lineage.

When I asked if this was a different concept from reproduction, the SYSTEM went ballistic. It excitedly berated me in Department Head Nam's tone, saying my perspective was flat and that I had no associative abilities.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

► That jellyfish mobile Assistant Manager Kim has hanging in his room is also a product of my research, you know? For Assistant Manager Kim, deciding between mul-naengmyeon or bibim-naengmyeon for lunch might be the biggest balancing act of his life, but I'm over here making intense considerations every day to keep the ecosystem from collapsing.

Is it talking about the sun catcher Lee Cheonghyeon gave me as a gift?

The name was very long. Was it Turritopsis nutricula?

Thanks to Lee Cheonghyeon, who explained why he gave me the gift, I knew the jellyfish's biological characteristics well, even though it was an unfamiliar species.

A jellyfish that can live forever as long as it isn't eaten or in an accident.

A creature that lives eternally if the conditions are met. A function granted to every lifeform to preserve its species. An intelligent being capable of fostering the next generation...

The words floating aimlessly in my head began to organize themselves.

1. Organisms possess a 'special characteristic' granted by the SYSTEM for species preservation.

2. Humanity has been given something different from all other lifeforms. Its purpose is to 'support' the next generation.

3. All living beings follow the rules set by the SYSTEM. Exceptions are not permitted, as they can cause problems.

Is my understanding correct so far?

The SYSTEM flashed.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

► Correct.


Chapter 544: Older Sister (1)

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor ' has arrived.

▶ Now we're getting somewhere with Assistant Manager Kim. Isn't it strange how people only start to listen after they've had a taste of bitterness?

The SYSTEM added this message. I could sympathize, but agreeing on terminology was crucial in business. It was more important to know that different words referred to the same concept.

The new business division's brochure used the term 'nurturing' for the next generation. My sister's SYSTEM, however, had asked if she decided on a 'wish'. The context suggested they meant the same thing, but the words were completely different.

Most people would assume the concepts were different or just infer from context without unifying the terms. I, however, believed they meant the same thing.

Because the SYSTEM changes its language depending on the target.

It used business terms if Department Head Nam's speech was effective. It adopted everyday language if a friendly approach worked better.

The SYSTEM used different wrappers, but its goal was always the same. 'To have a deceased entity properly utilize its functions and join the cycle of circulation so that the species can be maintained.'

An artificial clapping sound came from the SYSTEM. It sounded like a mood-lifting effect from a karaoke remote.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor ' has arrived.

▶ I call it an 'opportunity'. That's a bit more in line with the purpose of 'passing down benefits to future generations through a supernatural phenomenon'. It'll probably resonate better with Assistant Manager Kim, too.

+ The SYSTEM's explanation continued.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor ' has arrived.

▶ All living things are designed to prioritize survival. Because of that, they focus on the present. They don't think about the distant future. The scope of their consideration is limited to themselves and the very next generation.

[SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor ' has arrived.

▶ It's obvious, but this means there's no room for dramatic change. Other than slight changes in population, slightly larger wings, or somewhat shorter legs, their patterned ways of life don't change, and there's nothing more boring than watching that.

[SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor ' has arrived.

▶ So, I formed a hypothesis. What if they could pass down something other than genetic information or instinctual habits? Could the prey become the predator against the predator? Can they not transmit information other than about eating or dwelling to the next generation? What would happen if we built a system that expands upon what is inherited, instead of one that just passively receives it? What method would be appropriate for this to apply not just to a specific individual, but to the entire species?

+ The questions continued endlessly. After a long Q&A, the SYSTEM created a test subject to satisfy its curiosity.

That subject was 'Humanity'. The species was both predator and prey. Its average lifespan made observing generational changes easy. It had enough intelligence to consider future generations and could survive in all regions, allowing for samples from across the planet.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor ' has arrived.

▶ The conditions are almost the same as for other creatures. I don't intervene while they're living. I didn't give them any bonuses midway, and I left the same room for natural evolution. There's just one single difference.

[SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor ' has arrived.

▶ That they can provide a one-time 'support' for the sake of an heir... be it knowledge, information, or a warning to the next generation. That's the 'species preservation function' assigned to humanity. Haven't you heard stories about an ancestor telling someone lottery numbers in a dream, or a problem that wouldn't resolve suddenly working itself out one day? You yourself, Assistant Manager Kim, used that ancestor spirit excuse quite well in every crisis.

+ These were common stories. Someone luckily avoided a fire because their shop ran out of ingredients and they stepped out. People told tales of averting disaster by postponing a decision after a bad dream.

The ancestor spirit... I had used it as an improvisation to escape a crisis. People dismissed such unrealistic phenomena, saying, 'That can happen if you have good intuition.' They also treated it as a harmless joke.

But a sentiment existed that allowed such excuses to pass. The SYSTEM explained that 'instinct' was why these uncertain keywords, shared among a group, gained real power.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor ' has arrived.

▶ As a form of welfare, I let all employees use this 'opportunity' upon death. It's limited to an equal relationship, like a sister or brother, or to a lower generation. It's meant to achieve generational development.

[SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor ' has arrived.

▶ When a person dies, they review their life to find what was helpful. Next, they designate an heir for the 'opportunity'. They assess the heir's state, record the opportunity they want to give, and submit a support request form. Then their role is over. I'm in charge of A/S, so I give the signal at the most opportune time in the most ideal way. This matter 'inevitably' affects the heir's life. Without fail.

+ My sister's earlier settlement with her 'friend' must have been to decide the 'item to be delivered'. Since my sister wasn't married and had no children, I was the only possible heir.

In the end, my sister decided on her wish. She left a message for me. Just as the SYSTEM said, it should have been delivered in a way I couldn't possibly miss.

But after my sister died and submitted the support request form, no such coincidental luck ever happened in my life. This contradicted the SYSTEM's claim that it would have an effect 'without fail'.

While my thoughts stalled, the SYSTEM chattered excitedly.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor ' has arrived.

▶ Is that why? Humans really love to pass things down. They rarely change leaders, and their organizational structures are very rigid. In the early days, it was the group head. That developed into a class system. After the class system was abolished, they passed down wealth or political power through family lines.

[SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor ' has arrived.

▶ It's similar to how they accumulate records for future generations or bequeath items from their youth. I'm telling you, humanity doesn't build libraries or museums for no reason. I hear they even have eco-friendly campaigns for their descendants now. Isn't it fascinating? The need to pass something on is engraved in their instincts.

[SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor ' has arrived.

▶ Ah, I've gotten sidetracked. Please understand, Assistant Manager Kim. I haven't had a chance to say all this until now. This is a security measure. If people knew these supernatural phenomena were regulated, it would be hard to get proper data. Just think of this as a special briefing for your diligent work, Assistant Manager Kim.

+ After rambling, the SYSTEM refocused the conversation.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor ' has arrived.

▶ As you saw, Assistant Manager Kim, Ms. Kim Wonju completed her settlement and submitted the support request form normally. There were no problems up to this point.

+ The SYSTEM blinked slowly.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor ' has arrived.

▶ If only you hadn't died right after, Assistant Manager Kim.

+ The SYSTEM had just explained that it delivers the deceased's message to the heir at the right time. This meant that after receiving the support request form from my sister, the SYSTEM needed to wait for me to fall asleep at least once.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor ' has arrived.

▶ The fact that Ms. Kim Wonju took so long to settle her affairs was a problem. Still, I judged there would be plenty of time since the heir, Assistant Manager Kim, was young. I left it alone, but what happened? On the very day Ms. Kim Wonju submitted the form, Assistant Manager Kim suddenly died. The documents and message were in the system, but processing became impossible. My goodness, I've never seen a case like this.

[SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor ' has arrived.

▶ In banking terms, it's like I received transfer money, but both the sender and receiver vanished. We don't have a country to report to or a national treasury, do we? Things got seriously tangled. To make matters worse, you could have survived that day, Assistant Manager Kim. You can't even argue it was unavoidable.

[SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor ' has arrived.

▶ It would've been fine if there was no heir. If there's no successor, the civil complaint closes automatically. The project also would've ended immediately if the deceased had refused to provide an opportunity.

+ However, my sister followed all the SYSTEM's procedures. She left a message for me, her younger brother, just as the SYSTEM had 'first' requested, but because of my unscheduled death, the SYSTEM couldn't carry out its mission.

The SYSTEM must have established examples of ineligible cases for the countless unexpected situations that could arise.

Take me, for instance. I have no family or direct descendants, so my life would have ended without me qualifying as a benefactor. Or if someone disliked all their juniors and refused to pass anything down, it would be a 'benefactor's refusal to provide an opportunity'.

I did not fall into that framework. Only then did I fully understand what the SYSTEM meant by 'irregular '.

I was a problematic existence. I couldn't be handled as an exception, yet I absolutely had to be processed. I was a defect from a loophole in the SYSTEM.

No wonder it was trying so desperately to fix me.

The questions that had been hazy like fog slowly began to clear.


Chapter 545: Older Sister (2)

[SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ I knew that among humans, especially in certain countries, many individuals don't want to survive. Who would have thought it would lead to such a negative outcome? I had to leave it alone because I couldn't intervene, and now I'm stuck cleaning up the mess... Aigoo, this is my fate.

The SYSTEM grumbled before it continued its explanation.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ You know it too, don't you, Kim Iwol? That you had a lot of problems. I looked into a few things. Kim Wonju's request was very clear, so setting a baseline was easy, but...

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ Kim Iwol, you had parents who abused you just out of sight. Even if I wanted to help, a person has to be in a state to receive it. So, after considering various circumstances, I performed a major operation.

I thought I understood what the SYSTEM meant by a 'major operation'.

When I opened my eyes, I was in spArk's dorm. I remembered my already estranged family, and my nuna, who was never even part of that family.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ I treated everything after Kim Wonju was born as if it never happened and started over from the very beginning.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ You can think of it as me tweaking the settings for a smoother table setup. It wasn't any grand measure, just something like changing a choice that had a possibility of happening. It was a real hassle.

In the past, my parents debated abandoning my nuna but ultimately brought her home. This time, they acted on that debate. Everything changed from that point on.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ Next was the point in time when Assistant Manager Kim opened his eyes. Do young people these days call this 'regression'? I just moved time to that point. When you're watching Metube and click on a point on the playback bar, the video starts from the middle, right? It's a similar principle. The story before isn't cut out and gone. It's just 'starting from there'.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ Fortunately, Assistant Manager Kim hadn't been dead for long, so it was before he even heard any explanations related to 'settlement' or 'opportunity'. I just had to pull his consciousness and insert it into the body in the video! It was good luck.

The SYSTEM casually revealed a horrifying fact. It had resurrected someone who was moments away from death.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ The point is, this whole situation arose from my consideration in trying to grant Kim Wonju's request as actively as possible. So, I'd appreciate an apology for all the times you've cursed me out, calling me 'SYSTEM bastard' or whatever, okay?

You say you tried to grant it 'actively', but you haven't actually accomplished anything, have you?

I didn't know what wish my nuna had made, but I understood that the SYSTEM had done all this just to lay the groundwork.

I also understood why it tested me, to see if I would jump from the bridge again, and why it kept trying to change my way of thinking. The SYSTEM must have judged that my previous self was in a state where I couldn't grant my nuna's wish.

That's why the bastard used the pretext of 'KPI' to guide me to keep living. If I died in the middle of it, it wouldn't be able to fix the error.

For the SYSTEM, which only moves towards a firm objective, there was no reason to take a human approach. This explained its aggressive methods, despite trying to lead a person in a positive direction.

I understood everything up to this point. However, the most important detail was still a mystery. Had the SYSTEM properly conveyed my nuna's last words, which it had obtained this way?

What was the point of making me choose between my nuna and the members? Was this also part of getting me into a state where I could listen to my nuna's request? How could these absurd events possibly connect into a 'reasonable measure'?

I was so annoyed I couldn't stand it. My body felt tired and my mental energy was depleted. If I could, I would kill the SYSTEM for using my nuna as an excuse. Everything was overwhelming.

I should have just stayed lying down. I should have screamed at it to quit, that I didn't care about its entrepreneurial spirit or anything else.

But I knew I couldn't have done that. For my nuna's sake, I wouldn't have been able to. The SYSTEM spoke to me, knowing I had entered this place with that mindset from the start.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ You're aware that the viewing of the support request form submitted by Kim Wonju hasn't finished yet, right?

At those words, I quickly raised my head. I had forgotten while talking with the SYSTEM after my nuna disappeared. Once the data viewing was over, I was supposed to wake from the dream, as always.

But I was still in the illusion. My nuna's record was still continuing.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ This case was very special, so I read Kim Wonju's documents especially carefully. It's different from previous cases where just achieving the goal was enough.

The SYSTEM opened an additional small window densely packed with text. As I tried to read the contents, the SYSTEM added a few more words.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ Kim Wonju was really modest. At the same time, she wished for something very big.

Skimming the SYSTEM's words, I approached the new window. The document was titled 'Transcript'. A note specified it was an attached file to the support request form.

The document was peculiar. It transcribed thoughts (思考), not spoken words. The author was listed as 'Friend'.

How come he never laughs?

It was exactly my nuna's way of speaking. Her thoughts had been transcribed just as they were.

My nuna had many questions. Her nagging and worries were proportionally numerous.

Has it not been long since I died?

Is that why he's so down?

It's frustrating not knowing how much time has passed.

(Friend: About a year has passed while you were thinking and resting, Wonju.) A whole year?

What did I do for a whole year to pass?

Time must pass quickly in this neighborhood.

So Kim Iwol has been like that this whole time?

When is he going to snap out of it?

And here he was, saying the household would collapse because its sole breadwinner couldn't come home from working overtime.

He needs to get back to his daily life quickly.

My nuna was the type who didn't let her emotions fester. She never tried to hold onto things for long.

She used to say that's how a person can live healthily. If she got angry, she'd go to an arcade that evening and hit some batting cages to let off steam. Her mental strength was incomparable to mine. I would just erase burdensome memories, reasoning they were too hard to handle.

Is it because there was no one by her side?

It took that nuna a whole year to sort out her lingering emotions. The fact that all of it was guilt towards me felt complicated and bitter. It was hard to describe in words.

That's why I told him to at least meet his friends often.

Go to work, come home from work. Go to work on weekends too.

Then again, fuck, with that much work, when is he supposed to meet friends or use his vacation days?

That department head, that son of a bitch.

That readiness to let her great spirit burst out at any moment was undoubtedly my nuna. Seeing the traces of my unchanging nuna, a laugh escaped me.

My nuna's inner thoughts grew more and more colorful. Her emotions fluctuated, as if she got angry along with me while watching.

What kind of nonsensical shit is he ordering him to do, that asshole.

Shouldn't you, in all good conscience, be staking your own cherry tomatoes?

And there Kim Iwol goes, doing it just because he was told to, aigoo.

Right, what power does a mere employee have to refuse an order from a superior?

Still, that department head bastard, why is he ordering something like this?

Is the HR Team just for decoration?

Oh right, this is the HR Team.

Look at this dogshit company, it only looks good on the outside, nothing is right with it.

I'm the sinner for not telling him to look into it more carefully when he said he was applying...

I should add buying him sportswear advertised by that group for his birthday to my list of regrets.

Is it too late because that settlement thing or whatever is already over?

Reading her unfiltered words, I felt a sense of relief. Just having someone understand my situation was a comfort.

So, if only I had my nuna, I could have lived so much better.

But that wasn't the case for my nuna, was it? Thinking that made me sad.

My nuna's record was filled with nothing but stories about me. It seemed she hadn't gone to see our other family. Though she must have wanted to see her friends, her gaze was fixed solely on me.

My nuna watched everything, even me being a proxy fan for spArk. She was indignant that I was tied up with work unrelated to my company duties and couldn't go home. Then she checked the screen, wondering what on earth I was making so diligently. I genuinely burst out laughing at the part where she was shocked by the pink subway ad.

How many subway stations are there...?

I always heard there were idol ads up, so it turns out the fans make and put them up themselves.

I thought the company did it.

Idols have it good.

Fans open cafes to celebrate their birthdays, put up ads for them.

I wonder if Kim Iwol got any birthday wishes this year?

Isn't he skipping his own birthday just to celebrate someone else's?

Maybe I should have finished organizing my thoughts a little earlier.

I could have at least given him a Bluetooth celebration.

Weren't you trying to congratulate me because you were worried I'd be lonely on my birthday? Then isn't a Bluetooth celebration where the birthday person can't see it unfit for the original purpose?

A grumbling sound escaped me. I was only reading past memories, but it felt like I was talking with my nuna for the first time in a long while.

It would have been nice if my nuna had felt this way watching me, I thought with some regret. I should have shown her I was living well, made her think, 'Kim Iwol acted like he was the only one suffering in the world, but he's looking pretty good'.

Still, at least my nuna didn't seem depressed. That was a comfort.

My nuna was greatly surprised by the TMI that an idol's casual shirt cost 1.08 million won. The live broadcast with a custom-made cake, the bouquets and gifts from advertising companies, the surprise events held by fans at concerts—all of it was unfamiliar to my nuna.

What does it feel like to be loved while you work?

Does that kind of job have higher satisfaction?

Or does it come with just as much stress, so it ends up being similar in the end?

Oh, it's spArk.

Looks like they did another group photoshoot.

But aren't photoshoots originally released after being edited?

Why is Kim Iwol editing this again?

I can't figure it out...

They said the eldest hyung over there is the same age as Kim Iwol.

The other kids are probably around the same age, right?

If they're a team of peers, they must all be like friends.

Working with friends is nice.

You can band together, rely on each other. It's easy to confide in them if you have worries.

The difference between having a compatible colleague at work and not is so huge.

Wouldn't being all together give you much more strength than being alone?

And idols have fans, too.

As an ordinary person, how much would I know about how a celebrity feels about their fans, but if you receive this much support, I feel like you can't help but gain strength.

The sight of spArk gathering for a photo, and me retouching their pictures, must have seemed quite bizarre to my nuna. It was an even greater contrast to me, who had barely smiled since she died.

My nuna gradually became less talkative. When the record reached the part describing me lying down and staring at the ceiling after work, the sentences were filled with ellipses.

I was actually curious about what my nuna was thinking at that time.

As I swallowed my lingering regret, a short sentence caught my eye.

Has this kid ever been happy in his life?

The ellipses continued endlessly. The next page, and the page after that, were also silent.



Chapter 546: Older Sister (3)

A long silence passed. I flipped through several pages of my sister's records before I could read again.

Has he ever done something he wanted to do?

Does he have any friends?

If someone asked him what's fun in the world, how many things could he name?

Are there any places he wants to go?

Does he even know what he likes?

Then again, he's the type to stare intently at a bass guitar without it ever connecting to the thought of wanting to play it. Fat chance.

I could almost hear my sister clicking her tongue. She pitied my situation more than her own, even though she was the one who died so young and suddenly.

I don't know why the kid grew up so dense.

Am I asking for too much?

He's a kid who can't even take a compliment at face value. Should I be more worried about whether he can even properly receive affection or trust from others?

Such a difficult child.

His actions are so bland, yet he's sensitive about the most useless things.

He's always saying he doesn't remember, and he lies that nothing's wrong while getting so stressed out.

My sister's complaints rattled on haphazardly.

No, it's better to forget.

They're not good memories to hold onto anyway.

It's much better to live as if nothing happened than to keep getting emotionally drained.

Then she would ponder how I could live a better life. I could vaguely picture my sister joking, calling my inability to forget the past a 'loss'. Her words were nothing but criticism from start to finish, yet I felt like crying.

We've been sorry to each other for too long, so let's stop with that.

The short sentence dug into my heart. I knew all too well what emotions she must have felt to write those words.

My sister pitied me over the smallest things, and I wondered dozens of times if my very existence was a burden to her. I often thought she would have been better off without a brother like me.

That's why I left spArk so abruptly. I decided there was nothing to gain by staying connected, so I believed my decision was for the best.

It was a cruel decision, harsh on the one left behind. I only realized that by experiencing it in reverse. I was arrogant.

How much must the person left behind have thought? How much must they have agonized before making this decision? I wonder if this is how spArk felt.

You shouldn't collapse just because someone who was by your side is gone. You have to practice standing up again by remembering the happy times.

You have a longer life ahead of you, after all.

Watching me, unable to get back on my feet after losing my family, my sister must have thought and agonized so much before making her decision.

Her final conclusion was to permanently distance herself from anyone who could cause the pain of parting. Just how much does that sadden the person who remains?

I remembered confronting the SYSTEM. I demanded to know if it ever intended to return my sister. I protested, unable to understand why helping Choi Jeho went against destiny, especially after the SYSTEM told me to change spArk.

Now, I understood. The 'destiny' the SYSTEM spoke of, the fated event, was not an incident or an accident.

From the moment I began my life again, I was destined to settle my ties with my sister, a past relationship, and move forward with my colleagues, my present connections.

The letters grew blurry. I wiped my eyes repeatedly, but the tears would not stop.

If you have several precious people around you, won't you have the strength to endure it a little, even when hard times come?

It'll be less lonely than being left all alone like now.

Since you have such a good head on your shoulders, it's better to fill it with happy things rather than deleting all the bad memories and leaving a ton of empty space.

And you should try experiencing that much love, too.

There was no need to ask why the SYSTEM made it impossible for me to hate spArk more, or why it made me feel a kinship with those guys.

Because that was what my sister wanted.

My sister was so honest because she never knew I would read her inner thoughts. If she had known I would cry until I was breathless, she never would have said such things.

Still, you should have at least given me a chance to explain that I don't agree. You left forever, so now I can't even tell you you're wrong.

You shouldn't have left like this. It would have been better to scold me, to tell me to get my act together and live properly. Not to tell me to make a new start without dwelling on the past.

I hope you'll live happily, from now on.

The last sentence ended with the note, '(Request Received)'. It seemed my sister's footprints ended here.

For once, I agreed with the SYSTEM. She left so abruptly, yet she expected far too much from me.

This is why I became an idol, something I had no connection to in my previous life.

My sister really worries too much. You ask if I've ever done what I wanted? I've done everything my way. All of our team's albums came out exactly as I proposed.

I have friends, too, and younger guys I'm as close with as friends. I wondered why the SYSTEM was weighing my sister against them, and I guess it's because you told me to make precious people. I didn't even know that and almost did the one thing you would have hated most.

I don't know how many things most people can list when asked what's fun, but I can answer, too. Have you ever run a marathon with your sister, then eaten bossam with a group and had only popcorn? Have you ever gone as a group to see the night view and had only popcorn? Going as a group to see the night view, it's not a big deal, but it's really nice, you know?

I thought I had no desire to travel, but I found myself wanting to go to Singapore. It's a thought I had just recently, what a coincidence.

And me, I know what I like. I was so depressed because I left it behind.

That's right. The thing that made me do something I was never fated to do, all because the SYSTEM took your possessed-like wish literally.

I really didn't want to admit it, but since I've never once won against you, I guess it was bound to turn out this way.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive has arrived from 'supervisor '.

▶ That was a really difficult problem.

+ I sobbed uncontrollably in front of the SYSTEM. I cried more than when I had just sent my sister off. I wondered if I had ever cried so much like a child in my entire life.


After seeing the support request form, I had a long conversation with the SYSTEM.

Was my university admission canceled because I didn't go to the business department of my own will?

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive has arrived from 'supervisor '.

▶ That's right. Assistant Manager Kim, you weren't interested in business administration. You know, people get results when they do what they like and are good at.

+ Can you really say I'm good at it? The only reason I had to become an idol was because spArk caught my sister's eye at the right time, wasn't it?

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive has arrived from 'supervisor '.

▶ Well, Assistant Manager Kim, you've certainly pulled your own weight. You've been steadily developing your job skills, too.

+ You can't include proficiency in that. You weren't soft enough to count a cheat key as my own ability, were you?

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive has arrived from 'supervisor '.

▶ Did I not tell you?

[SYSTEM] A work directive has arrived from 'supervisor '.

▶ That proficiency thing, I wasn't the one who raised it. Think about it logically. If you practice and grind for over 10 hours a day, wouldn't your skills improve? Assistant Manager Kim didn't even use any vacation days, so it's no wonder it was effective.

Seeing your growth rate, it seems like you're a natural.

+ The guilt of improving my skills through unjust means while others worked diligently had long held me back. Because I believed I had used a shortcut, I could not accept compliments as they were.

However, the SYSTEM said the rapidly accumulated proficiency was the result of my effort. It added that this was possible because the work suited my aptitude. Those words eased the guilt that had weighed me down for so long.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive has arrived from 'supervisor '.

▶ I'm explaining all this because you, Assistant Manager Kim, made the effort to improve on your own. Got it?

+ It still did not forget to add a rebuke. However, now that I understood the context of these words, I no longer felt blindly displeased.

My sister wanted me to be happy. For the past me, who could not escape depression and teetered on the brink of death with extreme actions, it was an undeserved expectation.

The SYSTEM took the long way around to change me. It used forceful means, but it knew everything ultimately depended on me, so it watched for a change in my heart.

By spArk's side, I escaped the lowest level of trial. I no longer saw death as an escape. I realized things could get better. I found a place where I wanted to stay and even became a little greedy.

Because I tried to change, the SYSTEM acknowledged my progress. The decision to live even a little better, though ultimately for my own sake, led to an opportunity to understand my sister's true feelings.

If I had stayed the same, I would have never known. I'm glad I changed. I really am.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive has arrived from 'supervisor '.

▶ It's been a really long journey. Assistant Manager Kim, how on earth did you live for your life to get so twisted? There wasn't a single opening. That's why I had to go all the way to Ms. Kim Wonju.

+ Looking back, my life since the regression had been a constant series of failures and frustrations. Whether the SYSTEM gave rewards or spArk succeeded, I was always falling apart and planning to run away. It must have been quite a challenge to fix my mind from a non-human perspective.

Sorry about that.

For the first time, I let out a genuine laugh at the SYSTEM's grumbling. It nagged Assistant Manager Kim relentlessly, saying it was far too late.

I argued, "It's been a while since I was an employee of Hanpyeong Industry. You're not my boss, and the whole company and 'superior-subordinate' thing was just a shell. So why do I still have to be called Assistant Manager Kim?" The guy made a huge fuss. The SYSTEM then insisted that no matter what, I was still an assistant manager until I officially resigned.

Before I knew it, the conversation was nearing its end. The SYSTEM did what it always did.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive has arrived from 'supervisor '.

▶ Now, think about it seriously.

+ It followed procedure and presented me with the next action I had to take.

Since my status as the 'subordinate' had not been lifted, I also held my ground. I confirmed what the SYSTEM said and accepted the task it gave me.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive has arrived from 'supervisor '.

▶ What Assistant Manager Kim must do to complete the task given by the senior.

[SYSTEM] 'Synchronization Rate' will be announced to the 'subordinate'.

▷ Current Synchronization Rate: 99%

+ The end was slowly coming into view.


Chapter 547: A Trace

The fact that my sister's wish started my ill-fated relationship with the SYSTEM sparked many thoughts.

My sister wanted me to cut out the unpleasant parts of my past and live a new life. She put spArk by my side and led me into a world full of support.

To fulfill her request, the SYSTEM changed me over a long time. It pulled a man who was barely living to the surface, awakened his fear of death, and made him want to live more. It made me aware of my sickness and taught me that I shouldn't live like that.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor ' has arrived.

The SYSTEM simply delivered its predecessor's instructions. If a user violated the terms of service, the SYSTEM was supposed to intervene automatically, but this case was an exception. The SYSTEM only followed the 'supervisor's' orders. The SYSTEM itself had no intentions. Perhaps it refused to be misunderstood for acting too human.

This meant that seizing the opportunity and fulfilling my sister's wish was entirely up to me. For someone like me, with only a studio apartment and a 1% synchronization rate left, it was a complicated feeling.

Is this what they call karma?

Right after I regressed, I thought I could be quickly forgotten within spArk. I believed that if I was just cut out of the pictures and left early in our debut, they would succeed on their own.

That was why I had no lingering attachments when I decided to leave. I drew a line and told myself not to be sad, since it was for their sake.

Then I discovered my sister had tried to leave me first. She did it because seeing me made her feel sorry about the past. She did it because I had fallen apart, not knowing what to do after losing her.

Of course, I wasn't happy about it. Despite that time, I would have done anything to save my sister. I even tried to. Just as I believed my decision was for the other person's sake, it's possible spArk feels the same way. Just like I did with my sister.

I staggered out of bed and tore open a delivery box I had left untouched. It was full of fan letters I had packed and mailed from the dorm.

I leaned my back against the bed, sat on the floor, and took out the letters I had read before. It was my personal routine to read all the fan letters from a promotion period at once. Perhaps that was why I could remember the sentences in letters from our early debut just by looking at the stationery.

Just as my sister had wished, I received plenty of love and support. The letters filling the large box were proof.

This encouragement brought both gratitude and guilt. I was thankful to the people who cherished an insignificant person like Kim Iwol so much, yet my conscience ached because my real self wasn't that great. I even thought they might just be praising me more to cheer on the person they liked.

However, if you asked me if Nam Jooah's devotion, my sister's feelings, and the passion at the venues could be anything but sincere...

Who could say any of that was fake?

Every unfolded paper rustled. As with all the letters, words filled only with affection greeted me.

No matter how many I read, the pile of fan letters never seemed to shrink. It was amazing how so many people could express their fandom in so many different ways.

It took a very long time to read all the letters. It took even longer because I couldn't just skim the words.

Suddenly, the sight of me buried in paper resembled how I was when the Q&A live stream ended.

『If you were born again, would you be in spArk with the current members?』

That cruel final question came to mind.

If my sister lives well, if the members accept me, if people like me promoting...

If the 'opportunity' comes.

The only answer that can follow the word 'if' is YES. My true feelings didn't come out as words back then, but it seems what I wanted was already decided.

I picked up the last few letters. As soon as I opened an envelope, I saw writing on the inside flap.

【Happy birthday!】 It was a fan letter from around February of last year. The cold wind was starting to die down then, a time when it felt like spring would come if you just waited. For me, however, it was the coldest time of the year, just a few days before my birthday, when my fingertips would go numb.

In the end, my sister left me again during this same period. The timing matched perfectly, as if to hammer in that it was a final farewell.

My sister wanted me to get back on my feet in the near future. I couldn't bring myself to grant that request. Years passed, and even when I turned back time and started over, I was still running in place.

And now, I was back at the starting point. After sending my sister off, all that was left was to wait for my upcoming birthday.

I reached out and fumbled on the bed until my hand found my phone. Leaning against the mattress, I turned it on. The date shone brightly on the screen.

The day I came back from the funeral and collapsed in lethargy flashed through my mind. The time I spent sitting blankly, grieving and regretting.

At the same time, I remembered how that helplessness had subsided after my debut. My fans were the ones who gave me a breath of fresh air when nothing I did seemed to make things better.

I even thought that if I focused on the sincerity of people opening birthday cafes a week early and writing posts so more people could celebrate, I might get past the anniversary of her death without feeling depressed.

They were there. Just as my sister had wished.

[I hope you'll be happy.] My sister's last request was so vivid it was as if I could hear her voice.

I missed the people who helped me endure. I missed the things that made me feel okay.


For Sparklers, winter was the season for fangirling. The members' birthdays, clustered from September onwards, had Sparklers roaming Hongdae all winter long.

Won Chaehee's situation was no different. In November, she participated as a collaborator for Choi Jaeho's birthday cafe event, sending in the cup holder design file. In December, she joined a fan fundraiser, saving on delivery fees to donate in Kang Kiyeon's name. In January, she held a postcard book giveaway event to celebrate Lee Cheonhyeok's birthday and his selection as a model for a new brand, a double cause for celebration.

And then, February arrived.

For Sparklers, February was special. The debut anniversary was the most important day for any fandom.

It was even more special for fans whose favorite member was Kim Iwol. Normally, Won Chaehee's February was filled with Kim Iwol every single day.

However, her heart was heavy heading into this February. It had been almost three months since Kim Iwol halted his activities for health issues. During that time, Kim Iwol had cut off all news, as if he had vanished.

He didn't have to communicate even if he was sick, but in a society where eyewitness accounts spread if you just see a late-night movie, it felt strange that a celebrity with his recognition wasn't mentioned even by acquaintances.

A conversation between sasaengs searching for Kim Iwol's whereabouts even leaked, causing a stir. The content was that nobody knew if he had vanished into thin air or disappeared off the face of the earth. Speculation even circulated that the other members seemed to feel the same way.

While she agreed that sasaengs were criminals and shouldn't harass someone who was sick, Won Chaehee was anxious. She didn't distrust Kim Iwol. She was worried about what could have made a person like him hide himself away to this extent.

Before, if news about an idol died down, I would've suspected they were dating.

Having to always keep one step back while liking someone sometimes brought a sense of futility. The various idols Won Chaehee had followed in the past had betrayed her expectations in all sorts of ways, making her maintain an emotional distance from them.

Just as Won Chaehee began to doubt if she could ever passionately like someone again, the last group to enter her life was spArk.

spArk walked forward looking only ahead, like idols holding the answer sheet. They never got conceited or lost focus.

At the center of it all was Kim Iwol. Among the members who all conducted themselves well, he was the one who maintained the most exemplary attitude. He was the kind of idol who tried to show the fans whatever they wanted to see and said he hoped to only do things his fans could be proud of.

Kim Iwol was really, really good to his fans...

spArk was still perfect. The five of them handled their schedules while diligently communicating with fans. Their fan service was as good as ever. They were active everywhere, from variety shows and broadcasts to radio and commercials. Each member's influence was considerable, so new articles with 'spArk' in the headline appeared daily. There was no chance of their status or recognition faltering.

And yet, Kim Iwol's empty space felt huge. No one was as unique as him for saying strange things in a gentle voice. Kim Iwol was also the member who would send a message, as if by magic, whenever you were suffering on the hell-like subway.

People tend to only see idols in their shining moments. The relationship with the general public was one of distance, where they would be happy about a comeback and a little sad about a disbandment.

However, for a fan, their entire daily life was spent with their idol. While eating, while meeting and chatting with friends, they filled even the most trivial parts of their day with their idol. Even when buying a doll to hang on their bag, they'd choose one that resembled their favorite member, and when that member's birthday approached, they would seek out and eat the food he liked.

That was why the absence of the idol she loved made Won Chaehee's daily life feel empty. A part of her life had unexpectedly become hollow. This void couldn't be filled by anything other than Kim Iwol.

She wanted to see Kim Iwol dancing and singing 『Connect』, a song he composed, under the generous fireworks of an outdoor event. She wanted to hear Kim Iwol's song through speakers blasting sound loud enough to burst her eardrums. The feeling of being unable to capture the person she most wanted to see in her viewfinder, no matter how much she used her camera, was impossible to express in words.

Whenever she missed Kim Iwol, Won Chaehee would pick the best photo from her drive. She would type out the words she wanted to say to him, carefully choosing each one, and then reserve the best spot in a subway station. Then, hoping it would reach Kim Iwol, who read everything his fans said with fiery intensity, she put up the biggest birthday ad for him in that station.

On the day the ad went up, a photo of it on-site arrived from the person in charge. After confirming that Kim Iwol's face was showing properly on the screen, Won Chaehee left work early to take a proof shot and headed to the station. By the time Won Chaehee arrived, a few Post-it notes were already stuck to it.

An idol might visit the ad to take a proof shot and often took the Post-it notes with them, but she didn't think a member resting due to illness would come all the way out to the main street.

Won Chaehee walked up to the display, intending to collect the Post-it notes and deliver them to the agency, when a simple-looking memo caught her eye.

I saw it well.

Thank you.

A grayish-blue Post-it note that didn't stand out, matching the sky-blue tone of the ad's image.

The neat handwriting on it was impossible not to recognize, no matter how hard she tried.


Chapter 548: Resignation (1)

The 'Find Kim Iwol's Birthday Ads' project was difficult. My body was trash, making it doubly exhausting. Still, I searched social media announcements and went looking for the ads again this year.

When else could I visit them all, if not now when my popularity has declined?

Every ad I found overflowed with affection. I had suddenly cut off all contact and stopped my activities, but the fans' love remained unchanged. My recommended timeline was a festival of birthday tribute videos and fan vlogs documenting their cafe tours.

A single video required considerable effort. The company had to hire an outside agency for a ten-minute vlog, yet fans willingly crafted twenty or thirty-minute videos for their idol. This didn't even account for the time they spent on minor details.

They chose every subtitle color to match the video's mood and added related mentions or anecdotes like footnotes. The videos were incomparable to highlight clips from broadcasting stations. These high-quality videos, which rivaled professional work, were all made with their time and devotion.

『A Sparkler whose bias is the man of Gangnam Station is feeling energized~』

『The Iwol bias squad that reacts every time they see a cat in a taxi (it's a spinal reflex at this point)』

『The quality of this birthday cafe is just what you'd expect from the ~Out Design master idol Iwol and his Photoplat master fandom~, the one and only in the idol scene』

『The moment I felt it was worth buying a train ticket as soon as Jjae-i's birthday ad mockup was released. The first and last chance to see Iwol with cute cat ears on both hands on a super big screen!!!』

『No birthday live stream? It's okay, we Sparkler can just do a celebration live stream among ourselves~』

『step 3. Order jjolmyeon at the snack shop Iwol recommended』

『The owner even put down a table mat for us so we could take pretty pictures ㅠㅠ The story of how I ended up taking 100 proof shots』

『Kim Iwol, get well soon... My life feels empty without you... (No, it's okay to come back slowly, so please rest well and then return)』

For some reason, the passing subtitles caught my eye more than usual today. People who liked me met, ate delicious food, and recorded their daily lives just to celebrate my birthday together. Everyone in the videos smiled as they talked about me.

At times like these, I realized how involved I was in other people's lives. I had never deeply looked into another's heart, so I knew how difficult it was. Still, I lamented that I couldn't precisely fathom it.

Now, I just felt happy. I would snap out of a daze and find myself rewatching a video I had already seen. I felt burdened, wondering how I could ever repay their kindness, but I couldn't look away from their unchanging affection.

spArk didn't miss out on the Kim Iwol birthday celebration either. Those guys busily posted selfies they took with me on BubblePop. They sent messages asking everyone to celebrate Kim Iwol's birthday.

They would select 『Connect』 at a concert or mention the member who went off the grid without hesitation.

I should make them all recite 'The Proper Attitude to Take When a Member Resigns' a hundred times... No. I've learned now that I shouldn't arbitrarily judge their feelings. If I've learned my lesson, I shouldn't do the same thing.

Thanks to them, this year's birthday was unsettling, but I received more than enough congratulations. It was more than an idol who ran away without warning, leaving only a single document behind, deserved.

I thought about how blessed I was, then paused. I remembered my past attitude, which was not pessimistic, but not exactly optimistic either. The me of now, however, thought of myself as a lucky guy. I wasn't anxious or worried about meeting expectations. It wasn't 'I should step aside because I'm sorry,' but rather...

I wish I could have shown them a more hardworking side of me.

I felt a sense of desire.

I found myself looking back on what my time as a spArk member meant to me. I wondered when the thought that I was just forcing myself through it began to fade. I imagined what choice I would have made if there had been no problems.

The answer to the first question changed every time. When we won the Grand Prize, I definitely felt a sense of belonging, so I thought maybe it was then, but then I would think of confessing everything under a blanket, the most uncharacteristic thing I had ever done, and wonder if that was the moment. I would be certain the turning point was the unity I felt at the concert where my feet wouldn't move, only to remember the surprise event from the fans at our first fan meeting.

I once thought the people looking for Kim Iwol were making me constantly look back. It felt like my feet were submerged in ankle-deep water, trapping me. Afraid of the unknown world, I tried to hide in an underwater cave. I firmly believed my role was to return to where I originally was.

But the answer to 'When did you first feel joy in spArk?' kept going further back in time. It seemed we were fated for this relationship from the moment we met, even if my sister hadn't chosen them.

And we have a suspicious amount in common. Right?

I asked playfully. The SYSTEM chimed in.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ Your predecessor just had a good eye for picking people during interviews.

+ Is this really a pure coincidence?

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ I'll admit many parts matched up uncannily well. However, humans tend to look for commonalities with someone once they start to like them. Assistant Manager Kim might have unconsciously sought points of contact to form a bond.

+ So you're saying you didn't intentionally and forcibly place similar guys together?

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ It's true Assistant Manager Kim was exceptionally unlucky, but these things are common if you look closely. Assistant Manager Kim just happened to be at the intersection. Some misfortunes are quite prevalent in society.

[SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ How many people live without hardship? Everyone lives in pain. As you grew closer, you saw your colleagues' circumstances. As information accumulated, you learned things you didn't know before. That alone is enough for humans to feel intimacy easily.

+ Think about the old Assistant Manager Kim.

The SYSTEM hit the nail on the head. My attitude was clearly different when spArk was just a target for vicarious fangirling versus when they became my teammates. When the members did something I couldn't understand, I tried to figure out the reason. I wanted to solve their problems.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ Whether you empathized was up to Assistant Manager Kim. If Assistant Manager Kim had pretended not to know, the team members and Assistant Manager Kim would have remained people with no common ground. Don't you think?

+ The PD said something similar during the 'Exclusive Report' filming. He said I was the type to understand others deeply and that loving humanity was my talent.

At the time, I vaguely thought it just made me less unhappy. I thought he was just reframing my shortcomings in a positive light.

But now, even the high and mighty SYSTEM admitted I had a stake in my changed relationship with spArk. It was astounding.

Making me have lingering feelings until the very end.

A dry laugh escaped me. It wasn't self-deprecating. It was a pleasant laugh, stemming from the fact that members and fans were naturally waiting for an idol who had gone off the grid.

Is it too immature of me, after making everyone worry so much?

The SYSTEM refuted it at once.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ Who could blame someone for having a self-centered thought for the first time in their life?

+ Now even the SYSTEM is taking my side. It feels like a lie that I ever felt lonely. Even now, all alone, my heart is at ease.

The SYSTEM flickered, as if a person sitting across from me had blinked. As the expressions Department Head Nam used gradually disappeared, the SYSTEM felt human for the first time.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ Remember I said our contract would be terminated once the resignation process is complete? I said I'd give final approval once Assistant Manager Kim understood the contractual relationship and the resignation procedure.

+ Of course. Is it time now?

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ You should now fully understand what kind of contract was established. Shall we move on to the final step?

+ The SYSTEM displayed a long notice.

+ [SYSTEM] The 'Retiree Checklist' for the final completion of the 'Resignation Procedure' is now being announced.

▷ When the 100% synchronization rate is imminent, 'Party B' shall diligently complete the 'Retiree Checklist'.

▷ 'Party A' shall check for any issues after 'Party B' completes the 'Retiree Checklist' and approve the resignation.

▷ Immediately upon approval of the resignation, 'Party A' shall reclaim the life reused by 'Party B'.

▷ Thereafter, the contractual relationship between 'Party A' and 'Party B' shall be completely terminated, and any mutual intervention is strictly prohibited.

+ After I read the last sentence, the screen changed. A document with a familiar layout greeted me.

| Retiree Checklist | Category | Signature |

| :--- | :--- | :--- |

| Have you fully understood the contents of this contract? | | |

| Have you understood the purpose of this contract? | | |

| Have you been notified of all matters necessary for resignation? | | |

I wrote my signature in each field to show my agreement. More items waited to be checked below.

Have you completed all assigned tasks?

Have you achieved the final KPI?

Have you overcome your trauma?

Have you recovered your emotional stability?

I signed without needing further explanation. The accumulating signatures meant I hadn't wasted a single moment since my regression.

Before I realized Department Head Nam's profound influence on my life, I didn't even know I had trauma. It took many twists and turns for me to recognize and accept it. I thought I would never escape the emotional abyss, but I finally pulled myself out of the swamp.

I can't say I'm completely emotionally well. I still miss my sister and the guys.

However, the fact that I sometimes felt warmth did not change. Experiencing moments of peace was enough. The final KPI. I was glad I succeeded.

Do you have any history of giving up midway?

Have you received any disciplinary action for problematic behavior?

Looking back, I realized I had blamed myself and despaired over many trivial things. In the end, I painstakingly got back up and finished the race.

Looking back, it was intense. It may not have been the best path, but I did my best. Even if you sent me back to the past again, it would be hard to get a better result. I hope you won't use a penalty as an excuse to make someone else retry this.

My repetitive movements stopped at the final item.

Do you agree to the contract expiration and resignation?

The final step for resignation.

Only the final signature remained.


Chapter 549: Resignation (2)

Is this where I sign to make the synchronization rate 100%?

My heart pounded in my head. THUMP, THUMP. With a clear mind, death looked like a deep, bottomless abyss. It felt so cold and dark that I could hardly believe I once considered it a final resting place.

My sister wanted me to live a strong life. I, however, had derailed from a track with no visible end.

The SYSTEM returned me to the starting point. I would have steered off the tracks forever, but it forced the train to run, building stations one by one along the way.

The SYSTEM forced me onward, sometimes taking on too many passengers or changing the route. The train grew old and dirty through trial and error. Still, it ran to the final station without leaving the tracks. It ran to the last stop where my sister, the passenger, would get off. The journey promised between the SYSTEM and my sister ended here, whether I wanted to return to the depot or run further.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ Are you scared?

The SYSTEM asked.

A little.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ It's a good thing you've regained your instincts.

The SYSTEM seemed pleased. It was proud that an unpredictable entity had started showing universal behaviors. It appeared moved by its own achievement, having fixed the most troublesome entity among its resources.

Still, it's a relief your role only goes as far as accepting wishes. If your goal was to repair me, it would've been a much bigger headache, wouldn't it?

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ If everyone had listened to the predecessor's advice, Earth would be very different from how it is now, you know?

On the bright side, human society might have developed further. On the downside, power differences like class or wealth might have become insurmountably solidified. I had to admit it tried its best to maintain balance.

Still, it's a shame.

Until now, I thought there was no reason to live without a purpose. My life was a series of regrets.

If I hadn't existed, my sister would have lived a much better life. If we hadn't met that day, maybe she wouldn't have died. The guys probably didn't want to debut with me, either. They must have felt uneasy getting entangled in all sorts of rumors just because they debuted with me.

Then, I finally realized my sister had never considered me a burden. I also admitted that I liked being in spArk. I couldn't help but accept that those guys had become an important part of me.

But for it to end here.

Lingering regrets remained. So many of them.

I looked at the SYSTEM window with a bitter heart. Then, it spoke.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ I'm not sure if Assistant Manager Kim is smart or foolish.

The SYSTEM suddenly insulted me. It then continued speaking nonchalantly.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ Sometimes you seem to deduce my intentions brilliantly, but then you stumble in the strangest places. For example, like understanding the principle of opportunity but missing the most important core point.

'What's that supposed to mean?'

When I demanded an answer, the SYSTEM replied.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ You thought to yourself, didn't you? 'Whether I seize the opportunity or grant my sister's wish is entirely up to me.'

[SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ But you still don't know what's strange about that?

There's something strange? Did I miss something?

I sat still and mulled over the phrase the SYSTEM displayed. Then I reviewed what I had learned in order.

My sister, the predecessor, tried to give me an opportunity, but my sudden death shattered the SYSTEM's design.

To prevent the irregular from dying again before receiving the opportunity, the SYSTEM turned back time to around my sister's birth. It aimed to eliminate the root of the problem, which it identified as the source of my depression, even though that wasn't the actual cause.

My sister wished for her successor to escape his torments and become happy. Since 'her death' was one of those torments, the SYSTEM removed 'my sister' from 'my' life. If my sister didn't exist, I would have no reason to be sad about her death.

Everything after that happened exactly as I experienced it after my regression. The KPIs from the SYSTEM were a process to make me blend into spArk and recover emotionally. In the end, just as the SYSTEM wanted, I no longer wished for death.

Now that I think about it, it is strange.

Survival is a necessary condition for the goal, not the SYSTEM's original objective.

What the SYSTEM wanted wasn't to preserve my life. The SYSTEM's role was to 'provide' me with the opportunity my sister left behind while I was alive.

On the other hand, I never received that good fortune. Not until I died from overwork.

And now, I was on the verge of a 100% synchronization rate.

The moment this passes, the same error will occur, and the problem will return to square one.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ I'm telling you this because it seems Assistant Manager Kim is mistaken, but I never said the target of synchronization was death~.

[SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ I told you to return the reused life, not to submit your entire life. There's no point in keeping something like a used piece of paper. You should know how to throw away what you've used up.

The SYSTEM opened up a new possibility for me as I agonized.

If synchronization doesn't mean 'death,' then what does it mean? What happens after I return the 'reused life' the SYSTEM mentioned right after I regressed?

It wasn't difficult to deduce the answer.

I will be placed back at the crossroads.

Whatever decision I make there, all my past days will end. My relationship with my sister, who disappeared after leaving a wish, and my ill-fated connection with Department Head Nam, whom I'll never see again. All that will remain are 'the days I have yet to live.' It was up to me whether to press the play button or remain paused.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ Is there any greater fortune than being given a second chance?

The SYSTEM blinked. It was asking how it would be for me, who hadn't answered Deputy General Manager Ahn's call, to get another chance to choose now after coming this far.

If I answer the incoming call and ask for help, I might not die. I just needed the will to accept the offered hand and not give up prematurely.

However, I had canceled my old phone number a long time ago. Even if the SYSTEM tried to change the caller from Deputy General Manager Ahn to an acquaintance from my second life, I had no way to receive the call.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ If Assistant Manager Kim just submits a proposal, I can certainly consider it. Isn't that why I laid the groundwork?

At the words 'laid the groundwork,' my gaze shifted to one of the still-unpacked boxes.

The belongings that weren't daily necessities remained unpacked. I knew very well what was inside the box without opening it.

Inside were personal items I packed from the dorm, like group t-shirts, a diary, and...

A pager.

...there was a decent piece of equipment I hadn't thrown away and had stubbornly packed. It was a trace of my lingering attachment.

[SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ What can I do if you insist it's essential for work? I can't do it immediately right now. You have to return the existing equipment. I'll replace it with something available for purchase from the company store, so just know that.

The SYSTEM could place items wherever it wanted, unrestricted by time and space, just like when it gave me 'Kim Han's school uniform' in my early debut days.

As long as the setting existed that I attended school as 'Kim Han,' there was no contradiction if a uniform with the name tag 'Kim Han' instead of 'Kim Hyoil' existed. If an object would naturally exist even if I, its supposed owner, was unaware, the SYSTEM could 'materialize' it.

Does the pager change like that too?

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ It'll probably become a bit more analog. I get that your colleagues, Assistant Manager Kim, bought equipment with their own money to make their work lives easier, but the company can't just keep providing the same thing. Let's act within the bounds of common sense.

That means...

I can live.

My heart pounded rapidly.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ I doubt an impatient person like Assistant Manager Kim would be able to use it right after getting it. Its performance is much worse than the off-brand one, so Assistant Manager Kim might just die of frustration before even adapting to the new equipment.

The SYSTEM warned me, but I steeled my resolve. I recalled the reward I had saved, preparing for the worst-case scenario. As long as I didn't give up and fall, the reward would be maintained as long as I was breathing.

The SYSTEM read my thoughts and asked.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ It seems Assistant Manager Kim has forgotten, but enduring is quite difficult, you know?

Past pain tends to fade. Just as the SYSTEM said, I might want to surrender the moment I actually experience it.

I wasn't unafraid. In the past, I endured because I knew it would end soon. If I had to bear an agony that continued indefinitely, I might just give up halfway.

Still, I have to endure. Especially since I know how I got this chance.

I wrote my name in the last box. The moment I finished signing, an excruciating pain shot through my chest, as if a car were running over me.

My hand clutched my clothes. I couldn't breathe, and a rough cough escaped me. GACK, GACK.

I rolled onto the floor and had to lift my head to see the SYSTEM. It shone loftily above me.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ Do you have any last requests for the company?

The SYSTEM asked. I forced the corners of my trembling lips up, looked at it with bloodshot eyes, and answered.

I need to use my unused benefits before I go.

I remembered asking myself what I should live for after saving my sister and achieving all the KPIs. At the end of my wandering, I had decided on the answer.

Even as my other hand clawed at the floor, I didn't bow my head. I didn't run away.

Time Stop. Use it on me.

Those busy spArk guys might see the SYSTEM's signal too late. They might not come if they hear the news and are angry at my actions. There was also a chance they would rush here only for me to fail to endure and die.

However, I decided to cling to even the slightest possibility. I would hold on tenaciously, no matter how agonizingly painful it was.

Because I didn't want to give up on the 'one in a million' miracle.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ Assistant Manager Kim sure has a lot of guts. Is it easy to continue your next career at a new job? You don't even have a senior to support you anymore, Assistant Manager Kim. I don't know if you're brave or just ignorant.

Was it the lack of oxygen? My vision grew increasingly blurry. The world before me seemed to slowly darken.

Nevertheless, the thought of closing my eyes never occurred to me. As long as I could see them coming, I wouldn't mind if this agony continued forever.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

"......"

The SYSTEM laughed, sparkling brightly. I laughed too, rolling on the floor. Anyone who saw me would have thought I'd lost my mind. It was excruciatingly painful, as if my chest were about to burst, yet it was also exhilarating.

My consciousness faded. I made a sound that was neither a groan nor a cough, gasping for breath in vain.

The SYSTEM offered its farewell.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ You've worked hard, Mr. Iwol.

[SYSTEM] 'Time Stop' will now commence.

My body began to stiffen, starting from my toes. I couldn't tell if it was from the lack of oxygen or the SYSTEM's influence.

However, I was no longer afraid.

+ [SYSTEM] A work directive from 'supervisor' has arrived.

▶ Congratulations on your resignation.

With those long-awaited words, my memory cut off completely.


Chapter 550: 100%

Strange things had been happening all day. The group schedule was postponed due to casting conflicts. Then, news came that the practice room heater was broken and unusable.

An unmaintained air conditioner is no different from trash.

Kim Iwol’s words flashed through Kang Kiyeon’s mind the moment he heard about the heater. It wasn't just equipment problems. Though Kim Iwol had been gone for nearly four months, his powerful presence made them think of him everywhere.

Kim Iwol had left without a word, leaving a deep imprint. They managed to file a missing person report, but the only response was a notification that the missing person did not want his location known. The harsh reality was that they had to find solace in the simple fact that he was alive.

After learning Kim Iwol refused to return, spArk took time to regroup. They needed reinforcements to prevent the group from disbanding and to save a place for Kim Iwol to come back to.

Changing roommates was part of that effort. Choi Jeho, who had talked with Kim Iwol the most before he disappeared, had taken a huge emotional blow. Jeong Seongbin suggested they share a room. Since Jeong Seongbin had also lost a hyung he relied on, the two tried to fill the void by discussing the future and sharing their hardships.

Park Joowoo was a great comfort to Lee Cheonghyeon. Park Joowoo best understood Lee Cheonghyeon's fear of losing people. When Lee Cheonghyeon blamed himself and retraced his every action, Park Joowoo firmly told him that it wasn't his fault.

Kang Kiyeon wanted some time alone. He regretted being too preoccupied with his own problems to look around him.

The capacity to look after others comes from being stable yourself. Watching Kim Iwol leave and Lee Cheonghyeon waver, Kang Kiyeon realized he needed to hold his ground and endure.

So, Kang Kiyeon began using the room that Kim Iwol and Jeong Seongbin had shared. As an only child, living in the bustling dorm had been a warm experience for him.

He wanted to become a mature colleague who could comfort the other members. That was why he decided to use a room alone and organize his thoughts.

They couldn't bring themselves to throw away Kim Iwol's bed, even after the disposal sticker expired. Lee Cheonghyeon, struggling with his work, used a hairdryer to peel off all the stickers. Park Joowoo washed the unused bedding every month.

One day, Choi Jeho came into the room, and on a day off, he returned with a shopping bag. He tossed it into the empty closet and left. Jeong Seongbin visited every night to ask if Kang Kiyeon was bored and would fidget with the empty desk during their conversation before leaving.

Everyone bravely did what they had to do. All the while, they missed Kim Iwol.

If he hadn't hated the idea so much, Seongbin would have really gone to a private investigator.

The day their calm and diligent [誠實] leader, Jeong Seongbin, was caught with a search history for private investigators, laughter filled the dorm for the first time in a while. It was the first time since Kim Iwol had disappeared.

Even though they couldn't laugh with complete ease, they all confirmed they were waiting for Kim Iwol with the same heart. That fact resonated deeply with everyone.

Knowing they were on the same page helped them avoid fighting. They didn't raise their voices in impatience or create more discord.

That's how you don't forget the real reason you're fighting. If you get fixated on the wrong thing, you'll lose sight of everything.

Even now, Kim Iwol's voice echoed in Kang Kiyeon's head. What an incredible guy. It was amazing how he had said such piercing words, as if he had foreseen the future. Or maybe Kim Iwol had just been that dominant in spArk's daily life.

Remembering his talkative and strict hyung, Kang Kiyeon brought out a non-woven fabric mop. On his rare day off, he planned to clean under the bed of the hyung who was especially on his mind today.

Tidying Kim Iwol's space had been Kang Kiyeon's job ever since he moved into the room. A housekeeper visited periodically, but Kang Kiyeon swept and wiped his hyung's area whenever he had time. It was a signal that he was still waiting for Kim Iwol.

Thanks to his diligent care, the room was always clean. Not a speck of dust or trash had appeared since the day Kim Iwol moved all his things out.

"......"

It should have been.

Something caught on the end of the mop with a rustling sound. Kang Kiyeon bent down and saw the edge of a yellow Post-it note under the storage cabinet.

Did it get stuck under the drawer, so I didn't see it?

Kang Kiyeon reached out and carefully pulled out the paper. For something that must have been stuck long ago, the paper was stiff and not very dusty.

Just as he was about to flick the blank memo clean, a faint trace caught Kang Kiyeon's eye. The marks were blurry, but they formed the shape of letters.

After deciphering the first word, Kang Kiyeon ran to Lee Cheonghyeon's room. Lee Cheonghyeon, who had been lying face down on his bed, was startled by his friend's visit.

"What's this? Why the sudden surprise visit?"

"Do you have a pencil?"

"Who uses a pencil these days? But I do have one. It's the pencil I use to write sheet music!" Lee Cheonghyeon reached out and grabbed his pencil case.

"This, this... can I just rub over it? Should I put something underneath?"

"......"

"Lee Cheonghyeon. H-hey, look this up for me."

Kang Kiyeon stammered, his hands trembling.

"You know, that thing. When there's an impression of writing on paper, and you rub it with a pencil..."

The quick-witted Lee Cheonghyeon immediately understood. In place of his frozen friend, Lee Cheonghyeon placed the small Post-it on the floor, tilted the pencil, and slowly rubbed.

[...Officetel Room 910]

As soon as they confirmed the neat handwriting, the two went to find their hyungs.

Action came faster than discussion. Their bodies were already getting into the car before they could even discuss their next move. While Park Joowoo punched the address into the navigation system, Choi Jeho started the engine.

Kim Iwol, that son of a btch...

Choi Jeho muttered inwardly as he gripped the steering wheel. He'd gotten his driver's license for a moment just like this, thinking it would be a waste of time to contact their manager if a witness sighting ever came up. It was astounding that he was actually using it in the very situation he had feared.

However, he wasn't flustered. To Choi Jeho, Kim Iwol had long been the type of person who only did the unimaginable. To keep up with someone like Kim Iwol, you had to consider and prepare for every possible worst-case scenario.

Even if it felt like his head would explode, as long as it was useful, that was all that mattered. Choi Jeho was confident he wouldn't complain.

The car headed toward the heart of the city. The area was so busy it was hard to believe Kim Iwol would be hiding there. It was strange, but everyone was too desperate to turn back because of a little suspicion.

When they arrived at the building, Park Joowoo pressed the elevator button while Jeong Seongbin rushed to the mailboxes. He brazenly checked the mail for room 910. The recipient's name was Kim Iwol. As they got off on the 9th floor, all hesitation vanished from their steps.

They quickly found room 910 among the tightly packed front doors. Choi Jeho pushed back Kang Kiyeon, who was about to knock, and repeatedly pressed '0' on the door lock's keypad. There was another bastard here who used the same insecure password as a public laptop.

"Kim Iwol!"

Choi Jeho's neck and face flushed hot. He felt like he would explode if touched. The resentment and anger that had built up over time had been rising the entire way here and were now at their breaking point. If a dazed face met him when he threw open the sliding inner door, Choi Jeho couldn't guarantee what words would come out of his mouth.

Someone pressed down hard on Choi Jeho's shoulder. Calming his hyung, Jeong Seongbin opened the inner door with his other hand, veins bulging on his arm.

The room was completely dark. Jeong Seongbin tried to assess the situation inside but was pushed back by a strong force. Choi Jeho rushed into the room and dropped to his knees. Only then did Jeong Seongbin spot deathly pale fingers in the darkness.

Park Joowoo, who followed Jeong Seongbin, pulled Kang Kiyeon into an embrace and covered Lee Cheonghyeon's eyes. He couldn't inflict the trauma he had experienced on his younger brothers.

Lee Cheonghyeon gripped Park Joowoo's arm with a trembling hand but couldn't push him away, knowing what his hyung was worried about.

Choi Jeho tapped Kim Iwol's shoulder. He called Kim Iwol's name, but there was no response. His closed eyes didn't open. When Choi Jeho pressed his ear to his chest, it was still warm, but utterly silent.

Without hesitation, Choi Jeho took off his outer jacket. He spread his hands over Kim Iwol's body to gauge the position. While Choi Jeho adjusted his posture, Jeong Seongbin called 119. As Choi Jeho straightened his arms with his fingers interlocked, strength flowed to his very fingertips.

"Cover your ears."

Park Joowoo muttered in a whisper. However, no one covered their ears. They had to be ready to jump in at any moment if another pair of hands was needed.

Choi Jeho's hands pressed down hard on the spot where the heart should be.

"......"

It sounded as if something had broken. Still, Choi Jeho didn't stop.

"One, two, three..."

Tears fell as he counted. A mixture of water and sweat dripped down his jawline. His hands were soaked and he was out of breath, but he could still feel warmth under his palms, so Choi Jeho couldn't give up.



Chapter 551: The Choice

Sometimes, exhaustion keeps your eyes shut even after you wake up.

That was my exact situation. My mind was perfectly clear, but I couldn't open my eyes. I could only lie still and wonder if I had finally died or just narrowly escaped death, completely drained of energy.

As I listened, I began to make out sounds. I heard the whir of a humidifier, a familiar noise from sharing a room with Jeong Seongbin. The faint rustling of paper also filled the space.

Then, I heard a door open.

"Oh, you're here?" Lee Cheonghyeon's voice came from right beside me.

"What were you up to? Weren't you bored?"

The visitor was Jeong Seongbin. The two exchanged casual greetings.

Looks like I didn't die after all.

The feeling was strange. I had hoped for this, but it was odd to think that without these guys, the SYSTEM would have congratulated me on my retirement from life. My mind was clear, yet I felt like I was on the boundary between life and death. Being unable to move only added to this sensation.

"I'm in the final stages of my work, just checking things over."

"For the album? Or just practice?"

"For the album, of course. Now that we're a full group again, don't we need to prepare for promotions?"

"Hahaha!"

Jeong Seongbin laughed cheerfully at Lee Cheonghyeon's terrifying words. The two were so friendly, it was hard to believe their past of fighting viciously had ever happened.

"Iwol, you've been well, right? But... who did this to your hair?"

The kind Jeong Seongbin greeted me as well. I wanted to ask how he had been, but a sudden fear of what my hair looked like took over.

"His bangs? Joowoo tied them up before he left. Said it makes it easier to wipe my face."

"Then shouldn't he have untied it after he was done wiping your face?"

"Why? Maybe Iwol secretly wanted to try a cute apple hairstyle."

Not at all. I never wanted it, not even a little. I wish they'd untie it quickly.

Their conversation gave my newly awakened mind a lot of information. I learned that spArk had set up a rotation to visit my hospital room. Members with free time came in pairs, or one would stand guard alone, and apparently, I was currently sporting an apple hairstyle.

"This hyung must not be bored. He hasn't woken up once."

As soon as Lee Cheonghyeon finished, my nose started to hurt.

That bastard. He's pinching my nose just because I can't move.

I wanted to tattle to Jeong Seongbin, but I couldn't speak.

"...The deadline the doctor mentioned has already passed, right?"

"He said there would be individual differences!"

"Yeah, but I'm worried since he's not waking up after so long."

Jeong Seongbin gave his characteristic awkward laugh. My hair tickled as the kind leader seemed to be liberating me from the apple hairstyle.

Thanks, Seongbin, and by the way, Cheonghyeon pinched my nose. I'd be even more grateful if you scolded him for that too.

I prayed hard, but Lee Cheonghyeon never got scolded. Instead, the two shared updates about the other members. I was shocked to hear Park Joowoo became an MC for a Metube variety show. The news that Kang Kiyeon was seriously taking electric guitar lessons was just as surprising.

"Did Jeho say he can't come yet?"

The name that hadn't come up was finally mentioned. From the tone, it seemed Choi Jeho wasn't visiting the hospital room.

Did he not like the T-shirt?

In truth, I knew it wasn't about the T-shirt. There were plenty of reasons for suspicion. I had lied that nothing was wrong when he tried to talk, and I ran away right before my birthday, disrupting the team's morale. It was understandable that he wouldn't want to see me.

"He said he'll come on the days we all have schedules."

"He must have been really shocked. It's understandable."

Then, my cheek was pinched. Lee Cheonghyeon played with my face like it was slime. Fortunately, Jeong Seongbin saw it this time. As Jeong Seongbin chided Lee Cheonghyeon, I silently cheered him on, urging him to do more.

"What about the officetel? I heard you went with Daeyeon."

"We checked a few things, and there were no overdue utility or management fees. I'm thinking we'll just leave it and tell Iwol to deal with it when he wakes up."

Jeong Seongbin spoke in a soft, terrifying voice. For now, I was relieved my eyes wouldn't open.

"...When he wakes up. What if Iwol isn't happy to see us?" Lee Cheonghyeon asked, as if to himself.

If my voice had worked, I would have nagged him for worrying over nothing.


By eavesdropping for the past few days, I learned that each spArk member had a unique caregiving routine.

First, Jeong Seongbin was incredibly quiet. If the person already there didn't greet him, he would keep his post so silently you wouldn't even know he had arrived.

He also asked the medical staff the most questions. During every round, he asked when I might wake up and about the side effects of bedsores from a long hospital stay.

Park Joowoo was diligent. Every time he came, he enthusiastically tied up my bangs and scrubbed me down. His diligence made me wonder if he worked out just to care for others. After he washed me, I could tell 'Park Joowoo is here' just from the touch of a warm towel, without even hearing his voice.

Lee Cheonghyeon was talkative even when alone. He hummed his own entrance music from the moment he entered.

"Iwol, the weather outside is amazing! Did you see the leaves sprouting on the trees?"

"Aren't you hungry getting only IV fluids instead of food? Does getting an IV reduce your appetite too?"

"You're going to be busy when you wake up, Iwol. Right now, Sparklers are practically swarming, waiting for you to sing a cover song. The sensible Lee Cheonghyeon has made a list of their recommended songs. Want me to lend it to you?"

He had so many questions for someone who couldn't answer. Lee Cheonghyeon's mouth never rested. I even suspected that no one in spArk had been his conversation partner all this time.

Kang Kiyeon always showed up with his guitar. He would bring only the guitar, without an amp, and practice his fingering with small plucking sounds. I wondered what had gotten into him to make him practice so hard.

I thought he might have made a promise with Park Joowoo, but it turned out he was playing a song by my favorite band. Once I realized what it was, I stopped questioning him and quietly cheered on Kang Kiyeon's practice.

I heard news of Choi Jeho secondhand. That bastard was so busy he couldn't have come even if things weren't awkward between us. He and Lee Cheonghyeon took turns traveling abroad for fashion shows and brand events, and he was also in high demand in Korea.

Instead of visiting, they said Choi Jeho was diligently caring for his younger members.

'Choi Jeho' and 'diligently.' There couldn't be a more mismatched combination.

However, Choi Jeho was a million times better than me, lying here after being caught running away, so I kept my mouth shut.

The most surprising news was that a month had passed since my time stopped. I didn't even know spring was coming until Lee Cheonghyeon mentioned it.

Jeong Seongbin's worries weren't for nothing. They had performed CPR on a collapsed person and brought him to the hospital, only for him to remain unconscious for nearly four weeks. Still, I heard the broken cartilage healed well while I was lying here. I hadn't suffered any discomfort or pain from the fractures. The bones must have set well since I hadn't moved.

More importantly, I needed to get these guys to make a comeback instead of keeping them tied to the hospital. Seeing them prepare for a full group comeback here made me feel frustrated yet grateful. It was complicated. I felt I needed to reflect on how I had become so contradictory.

"Joowoo, did you tie Iwol's hair up again?"

"I'll untie it now..."

"I'll get it, but don't tie it so tightly. Iwol's bangs are all going to fall out."

Once again, Jeong Seongbin rescued my tightly bound bangs. My senses were sharper now, and I could feel the movement of his fingertips and Park Joowoo's warmth more clearly than when I first regained consciousness.

Jeong Seongbin's hand moved from my hair to the scar on my forehead. He carefully caressed the mark from the car accident.

"The test results are good, and they say there are no problems. I just wish he would wake up soon."

It must have been the second week of March. The spring sun was bright, but a cool breeze still blew. The weather resembled Jeong Seongbin, whose birthday was approaching.

Jeong Seongbin, bathed in the sunlight streaming through the window, would look like the male lead of a music video. I would have undoubtedly taken pictures nonstop, the shutter sound never ceasing. I would have gone everywhere selling the idea that 'Our Jeong Seongbin is a warm and handsome man!'

"Maybe he can't wake up because he's tired..."

Before, I thought these actions stemmed from my habit of vicarious fangirling, and that was probably true. I would have firmly believed that caring about every little thing these guys said wasn't my own choice.

But now I know that's not it. I know I want to experience those times again. Otherwise, why would it matter if the Jeong Seongbin by my bedside was in sunlight or rain? Why would I care if spArk made a comeback?

As if it were time to wake from a long sleep, my eyelids twitched. I slowly opened my eyes. The hospital room was moderately dim, contrary to my expectations. Thanks to the low light, my eyes didn't sting despite having been closed for a month.

"...Iwol?"

Jeong Seongbin's eyes met mine. He wasn't bathed in sunlight or even proper fluorescent light. He wore a tracksuit, hardly fitting for a music video lead, and his eyes were hollow. Though he had laughed with Lee Cheonghyeon and sat with Park Joowoo as if nothing was wrong, his face was a mess.

I had planned to say something lighthearted when I first saw them. Something like, 'I was actually listening to everything. How could you so brazenly say this hyung has a nasty personality right in front of him?' I wanted to show them I wasn't weak enough to be worried about.

But the words wouldn't come out. The moment I saw Jeong Seongbin's expression, I couldn't say anything.

Why have I been trying so hard to ignore that these guys are so good at pretending to be okay?

From the foot of the bed, the hospital room door was thrown open. It seemed Park Joowoo had run to call the medical staff.

"Seongbin."

I called his name softly, but my voice scattered pathetically. It was like a broken speaker, producing no volume before disappearing into the air. It sounded like someone had poured wet cement down my throat, drilled a hole, and then blown air through it.

Seeing my lips move, Jeong Seongbin leaned close to listen. His charming voice, the one responsible for spArk's high notes, trembled uncontrollably as he stammered, "Yes, Iwol. Please speak."

I wanted to tell him everything. That I couldn't see the future anymore, so I wouldn't be as helpful as before. That I knew I had probably lost their trust.

But I also wanted to say that after being gone for a few months, I kept thinking about spArk. That I wasn't giving in because someone pushed me, but because I had genuinely come to like being with them.

I wanted to promise that even without the death note, I could listen well. I wanted to apologize properly to Choi Jeho. I was confident I could perform well on stage and get along with everyone.

And I absolutely had to thank the Sparklers for making me a part of their lives, even when I was gone.

I didn't know if the words were coming out right. My throat was scratchy from sleeping for so long. I hoped he could hear my voice.

I was sorry the words kept breaking off. I hadn't wanted our first conversation in a while to be with this raspy voice, but I would never run away irresponsibly again.

"Could you... take me back just one more time...?"

My voice was too low to even be called a mumble. It was so broken that even I had trouble understanding it. It must have been even worse for Jeong Seongbin.

However, Jeong Seongbin didn't ask me to speak louder or to say it again.

He just pulled my head into an embrace and sobbed until the medical staff arrived.


Chapter 552: Reconciliation (1)

When the news broke, even the youngest members came, and the hospital room completely transformed into a sea of tears.

"Why did you leave without a word! Why!" Lee Cheonghyeon wailed loudly.

Kang Kiyeon repeatedly looked at my face, then turned away and sighed. He did this about thirty times.

"You promised you'd never do anything reckless again," Park Joowoo cried, his heart out.

They had all seemed fine when I was asleep, but now their faces were a complete mess. It was a huge relief that this was a private room.

Despite sleeping for so long, all my test results came back normal. The members couldn't believe it, but that was the medical staff's assessment. They even praised me, saying my recovery ability was worthy of research. The process of starting a new life had cut away all the problematic parts. Thanks to that, I received a special benefit I never would have dreamed of.

"I'm okay, right? Stop crying now."

"No. You went and got your own place without telling us, so why can't I even cry?"

"Aigoo, our household's diamond is getting all wet."

"This is so annoying, seriously!" Lee Cheonghyeon snapped irritably.

I was so surprised that I furrowed my brow. He grew even more startled and hurriedly asked if something was wrong.

"Just tell me what the problem was," he said, gently patting my face with a low-irritant tissue. He knew very well that the thought of the diamond getting wet genuinely saddened me.

"That way, sniff, something like this won't happen again."

"Blow your nose before you talk, Cheonghyeon. Or do you want to go down to the ENT clinic for a check-up?"

"You think this is because of sinusitis? It's because I'm crying!"

Park Joowoo soothed the agitated Lee Cheonghyeon.

"I knew you were reckless, Hyung, but this time was really..." Kang Kiyeon trailed off. He probably had a mountain of nagging planned, but seeing my condition, he couldn't bring himself to say it.

I was the sinner for dreaming of escaping from guys like these.

"Get rid of the officetel room," Park Joowoo demanded.

"But there are still eight months left on the contract."

"We can just find the next tenant and cover the realtor fees. I've already looked into it."

"Joowoo, why don't you and Cheonghyeon go out and get some ice cream? No, never mind."

"Why? Are you afraid I'll go out with this face and become the subject of an article like, 'spArk's Cheonghyeon, pre-deposit appearance... shocking'?"

Lee Cheonghyeon, who had been causing a commotion, was eventually chased into the room's attached bathroom. From the bed, I could hear Kang Kiyeon turn on the cold water and force him to wash his face. Jeong Seongbin sat in an empty chair and spoke.

"We'll have to talk it all out later, but for now, please focus on your recovery. We'll take care of everything else."

"Can you bring my BubblePop back to life too?"

"Focus on your recovery, Hyung," Jeong Seongbin said with a gentle smile.

I clamped my mouth shut. To find some peace, I reached for my wrist to fiddle with my bracelet instead of prayer beads.

"......"

"What's wrong?"

"My bracelet, I was definitely wearing it..."

My hand grasped nothing. The wrist with the IV needle and the other one were both bare.

Startled, I looked up and met Park Joowoo's eyes. His face radiated an icy chill. My heart, which had just started beating again, nearly stopped.

"...I took it off for your examination. They said you couldn't have any accessories on."

"Oh, I see."

His eyebrows drooped. The already dispirited guy shrank even more.

"You weren't even going to take the bracelet off, so why did you leave..." he started crying again, tears streaming down his face.

As soon as I calmed one down, another one started. It was driving me crazy.

"Don't you ever do this again," Lee Cheonghyeon said, rubbing his eyes until they were red.

"......"

"I won't let you off next time."

Until they were all exhausted, I zipped my lips, nodded, and told them they were right and that I was sorry.


After a full hour, my soft-hearted younger brothers finally cooled their eyes, which were as swollen as macarons. Seeing them sitting side-by-side next to the bed with their puffy faces made my heart ache. The jade-like faces they had sculpted like porcelain over the years had crumbled in an instant.

Sniffling, they still managed to coherently relay the events of the past few weeks. When I heard that a notice of activity suspension was posted instead of contract termination, I thought I was going to pass out again. Their drive and decisiveness far surpassed my imagination.

"You guys have no fear. What gave you the guts to..."

"Is it any worse than you, Hyung, who used to lie down on the meeting room floor all the time?" I couldn't argue with Kang Kiyeon's sharp retort.

They had all gotten stronger while I was gone. In my weakened state, I couldn't win against them.

The news that Choi Jeho had gotten his driver's license was also surprising. I knew the fandom didn't exactly welcome idols getting licenses, so I wasn't pleased, but considering he hadn't done anything reckless so far, I decided to just keep an eye on where he drove. Fortunately, he had only been doing road training with the manager.

Many people had also come to visit. I thought I had misheard when they said Gu Jahan and Woo Yoonjae had filled in for them when they had schedules.

"Why would they do that?"

"When they first came, we were talking about our rotation system. After hearing about it, they started coming whenever we had a group schedule."

"We didn't tell them because we didn't want to be a burden, but they just started coming often," Park Joowoo and Jeong Seongbin said with complicated expressions.

It must have been burdensome for them to have two industry seniors they barely knew show up together. This, too, was my fault.

"The Hellas members came too. Yuur and Polo also dropped by a few times separately."

"Eun and Seomyeong came together as well."

The more I heard the list of visitors, the more I thought the room must have been packed. Once again, I was grateful that spArk and UtopiA had put me in a private room.

"With all those celebrities coming and going, were there no news articles?"

"......"

Instead of answering, they just rolled their eyes, busy exchanging some kind of secret signals among themselves.

The fact that I had bought an officetel and that dating rumors were circulating had not been revealed to the public. It was thanks to the SYSTEM's cognition reduction function.

However, it was a different story for people who were already celebrities and not subject to cognition reduction. What's more, Hellas and spArk had apparently visited not just as individuals but as groups. It would have been strange if no stories came out.

Besides, I probably won't get the cognition reduction effect anymore either.

My contract with the SYSTEM was completely over. None of the functions it provided would remain. From now on, I had to assume that I, too, could be exposed to the public.

"Um... Hyung."

Lee Cheonghyeon stopped Jeong Seongbin with a hand gesture.

"Even if we lie, Iwol-hyung will find out everything. If we don't tell him, he'll get anxious and try to find out on his own."

"Cheonghyeon is right. I'll take it calmly, so please just describe the objective situation," I said.

At my words, Jeong Seongbin let out a small sigh. He clasped my hand and urged me to absolutely not get up.

"The articles started coming out from the time you were hospitalized, Hyung. It was such a big incident. Everything, including the fact that you were in a coma..."

If we hadn't made that promise, I would have tried to get up so suddenly that I might have blacked out. As promised, I tried my best to remain calm and asked, "So, do people still think I'm unconscious?"

"We haven't released a press statement yet, so probably," Kang Kiyeon added.

I had disappeared to avoid shocking the Sparklers, but it turned out I had only delivered the news that I'd been hovering between life and death for nearly a month.

"Bring me my phone."

"Hyung, you should leave things like that to the company..."

"Bring me my phone! They must have been worried all this time. On top of disappearing for four months, if I let them hear about my recovery from a news article first, I'll really have to retire! Are you trying to make me a failed idol?!"

"Who would call you a failed idol for something like this!"

I thrashed about like a carp just pulled from the water. While Lee Cheonghyeon held my shoulders down in alarm, Kang Kiyeon soothed me, saying he would type if I just lay down and spoke. I folded my hands neatly and carefully uttered each word.

"Hello, Sparkler. This is Kim Iwol..."

"What a spectacle, truly," Lee Cheonghyeon clicked his tongue.

Kang Kiyeon scolded him to be quiet because he couldn't hear.

"I want to post a proof shot, too. I haven't posted a picture in over 100 days. I'm disqualified as an idol."

"You're not disqualified because we've been posting two-shot selfies every week. How should we take it?"

"...Do I look like a wreck?"

"......"

Some silences were clearer than words. The kind Park Joowoo, after intense angle research and simulations, created the perfect composition.

We took a picture with my hand held up as if in greeting. It wore the group bracelet, which Jeong Seongbin had been keeping and put on for me. Only my eyes and the corners of my mouth were visible. This was the result of trying to show a little of my face while hiding the hospital gown and IV. After the photo was taken, the bracelet was returned to the leader.

The post was successfully uploaded. Even though Kang Kiyeon did his best to edit it, he couldn't completely hide my dark circles. Now, there was no SYSTEM to give me jade-like skin while saying I was going on IDC.

"I thought I'd never see dark circles this bad after our debut," Lee Cheonghyeon whined, reaching out to rub my under-eye area with his thumb.

I told him to look in a mirror and asked if this was the time to be putting dirt in someone else's eyes, only to get an earful of curses. They had all really gotten stronger while I was gone.

"Oh right, Jeho-hyung said he's coming at night. He has an evening flight," Kang Kiyeon said, putting his phone in his pocket after finishing the upload.

"He's coming?"

"Of course. He said he'd come straight here after arriving in the country," Lee Cheonghyeon answered with an expression that said, why would you even ask that?

Well, you see, I heard everything you guys talked about while my eyes were closed...

"He must be tired. You should have just told him to go to the dorm. You said it was an overseas schedule."

"I'm saying this because I'm genuinely worried, but Hyung, don't say that in front of Jeho-hyung," Lee Cheonghyeon advised with a face full of sincerity.

Since I had heard what I'd heard, it was hard to shamelessly pretend I didn't know, but I respected his earnestness and said I understood.

Choi Jeho really did visit the hospital room in the middle of the night. His hair was wet, so I thought he might have gotten caught in the rain, but Jeong Seongbin beat me to it.

"Did you shower before coming?"

"It felt a bit wrong to come straight from the airport."

Considering this was a place with other patients, it was a considerate act. I barely managed to swallow the words, Since you showered, why didn't you just rest at the dorm? It would have been more comfortable for me and for him. How great would that have been.

While I was complaining internally, Choi Jeho spoke to the members.

"You guys can go."

"......"

"You've been here all day. It's not good to have too many people around. I'll take the watch, so go and rest."

He wasn't wrong. Some of them had schedules the very next day.

"Right. You must be tired, you should go now."

Once I also encouraged them to leave, the spArk guys slowly gathered their things. They had expressions that said, Are we really leaving? so I even waved at them. After a long while, the members resigned themselves to their fate and left with a pointed, "See you tomorrow."

Don't fight! Lee Cheonghyeon mouthed the warning to me even as he closed the door and left.

With four large guys rushing out, the hospital room instantly became quiet. Choi Jeho pulled an empty chair over and sat down.


Chapter 553: Reconciliation (2)

Choi Jeho came all this way to see me, yet he just stood there silently, arms crossed, staring at the floor. I decided to greet him first, feeling I should accommodate him for his long journey.

"......"

"......"

"It's been a while."

Still, Choi Jeho didn't budge.

Is my voice too quiet? The spArk guys understood me just fine.

I cleared my throat and spoke to him again.

"Can you not hear me well?"

"I can hear you."

Then he fell silent again.

Why did you even come here if you were going to be like this? The guardian's bed is too small for you.

I had heard Choi Jeho's story from the members during the day. Apparently, I survived because this guy performed CPR. Choi Jeho had also driven the car, so it was safe to say this bastard had contributed the most to my survival.

I had done too many terrible things to a guy who got a driver's license and even learned CPR just to find someone. Although it was an unavoidable situation, I had lied to him and didn't even give him his birthday present directly. It was as if I had backstabbed the guy who acted as a spokesperson among the members to prevent me from getting into trouble, and then ran away.

"Sorry."

"Don't apologize. It pisses me off."

Despite his words, he wasn't angry. My resolve to accept his fiery wrath felt pointless. The guy was just quiet.

"Why aren't you angry?"

"You want me to be?"

"For your mental health, you need to express your emotions."

"And is your mental health all fine and dandy?"

That question hit hard. Still, I could answer confidently without any guilt.

"It's gotten a lot better."

"......"

"I'm not lying."

At my words, Choi Jeho finally met my eyes. He seemed to sense my sincerity and didn't press the matter.

"So if you have something to say, say it. I can listen to anything."

I set the stage and waited. Choi Jeho spoke sooner than I expected, with words I hadn't anticipated.

"It's fine."

"Not even one thing?"

"......"

"Why? After I put you through so much hell?"

"You're aware you put me through hell?"

Choi Jeho laughed dryly. It didn't sound sarcastic.

"I was angry at first."

"......"

"Felt like shit, too. Like, What the hell does this bastard take me for?"

That was the reaction I expected. I thought he would be furious and blame me.

"I was going to give you a piece of my mind, too. Like, does this even make any sense?"

For someone who felt that way, Choi Jeho was surprisingly calm. He just looked confused.

"But... I don't know."

"......"

"Seeing you awake, my mind went blank."

He wiped his face with both hands.

"You didn't die, so that's enough. What more could I ask for?"

He sounded relieved. I smiled awkwardly and patted his knee.


Kim Iwol's status update had a powerful effect. The next morning, Gu Jahan and Woo Yoonjae kicked open the hospital room door and stormed in.

"Seniors, what are you doing here so early?"

"Now that you're awake, you're not getting away with this."

"Don't get up!"

The seniors were full of energy. Their voices boomed, but they awkwardly greeted Choi Jeho like a scene from a comedy.

Our manager led Choi Jeho, who had stayed the night, back to the dorm. That left the Trio of Villains to have our meeting.

"Hey, you, seriously."

"How's your body? Are you okay?"

"How could you just disappear without a word!"

"Gu Jahan, be a little quieter."

At Woo Yoonjae's single remark, Gu Jahan backed down immediately. I got scared right along with him.

"I'm fine. They said I'm perfectly healthy. I can probably be discharged within the week if there are no other issues."

"Discharged already?"

"I heard I've been here for a month..."

Gu Jahan sighed heavily. Woo Yoonjae's face was so full of worry that I wondered just how pitiful he found me.

"If you're not feeling well, you should stay at the dorm or the hospital. Where do you think you're wandering off to?"

"How did you know I wasn't at the dorm?"

"UtopiA called four months ago asking if we'd heard anything from Kim Iwol."

"The company was talking about that?"

"Only to acquaintances, because they couldn't reach you."

I almost grabbed the back of my neck, but Woo Yoonjae stopped me. I nearly fainted, thinking the company had filed a missing person report.

"I told you to come to my place or Woo Yoonjae's if anything happened."

"C'mon, how could I do that?"

"It's better for you to hang out at our place than to make us old guys come over every time. Got it?"

"...Why does that make sense?"

Even Woo Yoonjae, who I trusted, took Gu Jahan's side. I felt truly ashamed and offered my sincere apologies. Only after confirming I was okay did the two of them finally sit down.

"That person who was here, is he a member? He was taller than Woo Yoonjae."

"Yes. He's our team's center."

"Why are kids these days so tall? I saw the other members on my way here, and they were all tall."

Gu Jahan marveled.

That's because I worked hard to ensure their growth since our trainee days...

"Your friends were here every day. You guys must be really close."

"You think it's because we're close? They're standing guard so I don't run away."

I heard the spArk guys had been diligent visitors. I had only overheard things in the latter half, but according to my villain seniors, the guys had been at the hospital constantly since I was admitted, and had even spent more time there back then.

"You're not going to start promotions right after you're discharged, are you?"

"Our comeback was postponed..."

"You're talking nonsense."

Gu Jahan left after unloading a whole bundle of nagging. Woo Yoonjae was no different, just calmer. It had been a while since I'd been scolded like that. It felt good, reminding me of my sister.


Discharge day arrived quickly. Only Jeong Seongbin came to help with the preparations and avoid congestion. While our manager handled the payment, Jeong Seongbin neatly packed the daily necessities from the hospital room.

"Am I really going back to the dorm?"

My destination had been decided early on, solely by the members. They didn't just ignore my opinion. They never even asked.

"You should. It'll be easier for us if we all live together in the officetel."

As he spoke, he briskly shook out and folded the guardian's blanket. I remembered putting a disposal sticker on my bed with my own hands.

"I don't have a bed right now. While I'm buying one..."

"The bed is there. We didn't throw it away."

"......"

"The bedding is all there too. Joowoo probably did the laundry."

Jeong Seongbin said this calmly. He acted as if he were explaining something trivial, no different from usual.

"Seongbin."

"Yes, Hyung. Do you need something?"

"Not really. Just sit down for a second."

Jeong Seongbin stopped his busy packing and perched on the guardian's bed.

"Isn't there something you need to say to me?"

"To you, Hyung?"

Jeong Seongbin looked genuinely clueless.

I had harmed the team with my irresponsible attitude. Even though the guys had kindly accepted me back, I needed to address my wrongdoing before shamelessly returning to the dorm.

"About that... I was planning to talk about it gradually after you were discharged, Hyung."

Fortunately, Jeong Seongbin hadn't forgotten his duties as a leader. Separating public and private matters is important. He thought for a moment before speaking.

"Whatever conversation we had, it wouldn't have been to reprimand you, Hyung."

"......"

"We would have said we were upset, but that's a private matter. You want to address the public aspect, right, Hyung?"

"Well, of course..."

"Publicly, we had no issues. We didn't have to pull out of any commercials. Even if things had gone badly, you prepared the penalty fee, so there wouldn't have been contractual problems."

"......"

"You didn't cause any damage to the team, Hyung."

That was only looking at the results. If Jeong Seongbin and the spArk guys hadn't managed the situation, or if the company hadn't been accommodating, there would have been talk of contract disputes, but Jeong Seongbin was firm.

"We are upset, though."

"......"

"We were very surprised, and we had to pretend nothing was wrong. The year-end stages were right around the corner. It wasn't easy."

"Then why say I didn't cause any damage? You guys went through a lot."

"We're a team."

Jeong Seongbin smiled.

"When someone's struggling, we have to solve it together."

"There's no need for everyone to take joint responsibility for one person's problem. That's the individual's fault. It's different from having a sense of group consciousness."

"If it had been an attitude problem, that would be true, but it wasn't, so my stance had to be different."

Jeong Seongbin placed both hands on the mattress, his approach to the conversation changing. The old image of him with clasped hands and hunched shoulders was gone. Only one thing remained the same. Jeong Seongbin would never give up on a single member.

"Even privately, I didn't think it was your fault, Hyung. I just thought, He must have been going through so much to do that, and, I guess I wasn't someone he could rely on."

"......"

"I might have blamed myself, but I never resented you. We all thought that if we were trustworthy, you would have told us sooner. If you had a situation you couldn't talk about, it's largely our fault for not noticing or helping... We all felt that way."

He didn't blame me at all for leaving with just a note. He only offered comfort and understanding. His words were impossible without true empathy.

"It's not your fault, Hyung, but as the leader, there is something I want to ask of you."

The corners of Jeong Seongbin's eyes were slightly red, but he kept smiling.

"When things get too hard like this time, you have to tell me. This isn't a request. It's a promise."

When Jeong Seongbin first became leader, I said he was the most suitable person and that I would follow his opinions completely.

He was asking me to keep that word. After everything, the only thing he demanded was for a member to tell him when things were tough. Where could you find a kinder boss?

"After all, I'm the leader to play that kind of role."

My judgment that Jeong Seongbin could become a leader like Yuur after he grew up was a miscalculation.

Jeong Seongbin was already the perfect leader. No other boss would ever care for me, for his colleagues, this much.


Chapter 554: My Room

"Welcome!"

Lee Cheonghyeon welcomed me warmly the moment I arrived at the dorm. Members popped out from everywhere, one after another. The bustling crowd felt unfamiliar after I had lived alone for a few months. They worked in perfect sync, taking my luggage and opening the door for me.

My bed was still in the room. A new spring blanket replaced the one I had taken to my officetel. It felt as fluffy as a cloud, as if it had just come out of the dryer. I was relieved to have a place to sleep, but...

"I don't have any clothes, guys. I'll go get my casual wear, so today..."

I was about to say I would sleep at my officetel and bring back the bare necessities, but then Kang Kiyeon opened the closet next to me. He took out a shopping bag from a corner of the empty space and handed it to me.

"There's no problem staying here right away if you have pajamas."

"That's true, but didn't you buy this for yourself?"

"Choi Jeho left it for you on your birthday."

The bag contained a new pajama set. I found it ironic, since Choi Jeho himself used to wear stretched-out T-shirts as pajamas. He only bought new ones after I told him to throw the old ones out. Seeing exactly two sets of clothes inside filled me with a strange anger, so I accepted them without a word.

"By the way, I'm not sure if Jeong Seongbin told you on the way here," Kang Kiyeon said as he closed the closet door.

"I'm your roommate now."

"......"

"Things have changed, so just be aware of that."

His voice held no acknowledgment.

I can already see a future where this atrocious machine of principles and rules keeps a grim watch over me.

I started to miss the days I shared a room with Lee Cheonghyeon and Choi Jeho. No, at this point, even Jeong Seongbin would have been better. I swallowed my tears, quickly changed my clothes, and lay down on the bed.


Living with Kang Kiyeon watching my every move was like a suspense film. It meant there were many things I had to be careful about.

Kang Kiyeon wasn't scrutinizing me. In fact, he actively helped make my daily life more comfortable.

"Should I step out if I'm bothering you?"

He, the room's owner, even felt the need to ask me that. However, Kang Kiyeon had uncovered my splendid past, like my overuse of headache medicine and the file of malicious comments. It made me feel needlessly guilty.

On top of that, I heard Kang Kiyeon was the first to find out I had disappeared. I felt guilty that the youngest member always had to witness the bad things.

Still, Kang Kiyeon was solid. While the other members started a new semester at university, he stayed by my side. He steadily supported my preparations for my return. He found and input all contacts from members to company staff into my phone. He even borrowed a power drill from UtopiA to install a new pager next to the storage cabinet. My repeated claims that I was perfectly fine didn't get through to him.

"But why haven't you added me to Dotion? I gave you my new account."

"We can do the non-urgent things slowly. I've already applied to reopen the BubblePop service, so I'll let you know when we get a date."

"What could be more urgent to check than Dotion?"

"Jeong Seongbin!"

"My bad."

And that's how I ended up unable to say a peep.

Heh, I'll get my revenge on Jeong Seongbin when he's not around...

Speaking of Jeong Seongbin, I also sent my thanks to Yuur. Apparently, he had helped Jeong Seongbin a great deal. As soon as I got his contact information again, I expressed my deep gratitude with a carefully chosen emoticon and a long message.

Hellas Yuur [It's not like I really had to do anything]
[It seems like you all won't be shaken by just anything, haha]

And I received high praise. The spArk members were the sharp ones, so the compliment wasn't really for me, but I accepted it on their behalf. I made sure to pass it along to them.

Now, only one task remained.

"Kang Kiyeon."

"......"

"When are you going to the gym today?"

To rebuild all my lost muscle and make a swift comeback!

Wait for me, my beloved Smith machine. I'm coming to see you soon.


Until Kim Iwol returned, the atmosphere in the fandom was like walking on thin ice.

It was in Sparkler's nature to flare up whenever something happened. The fandom was famous among other idols and fan clubs for a disposition that matched its name. Sparkler had a reputation for seeing things through to the end once a spark was lit.

For such a fandom, the news about Kim Iwol was beyond shocking. They had been worried because he was sick and there was no news, but no one had expected an incident this major. Lee Cheonghyeon vividly remembered the atmosphere back then, when everyone was frozen.

The entertainment sections were plastered with articles. News that made you wonder whether they genuinely wished for his safe recovery or just wanted to cash in on clicks made the rounds day after day.

The funny thing was, while the outside world was so noisy, spArk itself was in a better state than before. The public wasn't aware of the details, but compared to the months of not knowing Kim Iwol's condition, the time spent waiting for him to wake up was actually better.

Kim Iwol woke up with a refreshed face, as if he had caught up on all his missed sleep. He ate all the food and supplements he was given and even went to work out. Kim Iwol worked harder than anyone for a speedy comeback.

His stomach-turning way of talking and his nonchalant attitude were still the same. However, he no longer said things like asking to terminate the contract or telling us to promote on our own.

He used to run out of the dorm alone in the middle of the night. After waking up, he accepted the dorm as his place, even while grumbling that all his stuff was at his officetel.

There was no need to watch him with worry.

Me [Is Kim Iwol sleeping?]

My Best Friend [He's dead to the world.]

[He won't wake up even if you wave a hand in front of his face.]

Me [He succeeded in sleeping through the night for the first time in 290 months]

[Shouldn't we throw a party to celebrate?]

My Best Friend [Let's not poke the bear.]

[It'll be a pain if he asks for the laptop to decide on a dress code.]

Me [Kang Kiyeon, you're a genius]

[What did you change the shared laptop password to?]

[You said you'd change it in advance]

My Best Friend [666666]

[I should send it to the other members via private message too.]

Me [Feels like we're gonna get cursed~~~-!!!!!!]

Kim Iwol had completely returned to his original place.

"When's the comeback?"

He was still looking for an opportunity to work. He knew everything, as if he had been keeping an eye on all of spArk's activities. He was even caught knowing the comments on someone else's cover video.

"When you can dance all the way through 『Alight』?"

"You're waiting for me? I'd better work hard then."

However, knowing that this desire to work also stemmed from his desire 'to be together'...

The moment he realized that spArk was finally included in Kim Iwol's future, Lee Cheonghyeon felt a sense of relief. The long period of anxiety was over.


For Baek Haewon, who had managed to get to school by 8 AM every day in high school, morning university lectures were nothing short of brutal. Every Monday, Baek Haewon cursed the school's vicious practice of scheduling a required major course for the first period.

Still, Baek Haewon's demonic mood had eased considerably lately. That was because Kim Iwol, who had been completely silent, was starting to share updates little by little.

When the hiatus announcement was posted without any warning, everyone was thrown into chaos. A sense of dread washed over them when they saw the notice for paid service refunds. The situation felt unusually serious. It was an uncharacteristic move for an entertainment company known for acting as if giving a refund would kill them.

A worried Baek Haewon soon found out why UtopiA had made such a decision. Kim Iwol did not appear anywhere. Leaving communication channels open would have only made people wait. Shutting everything down to prevent fans from losing out, even during a short break, was very Kim Iwol-like. Still, the worry of how sick must he be... never ceased.

The absence of her favorite member felt huge. Baek Haewon missed Kim Iwol whenever she saw his name missing from the top of her BubblePop chat list, and when spArk sang 『Connect』 at Imjingak.

≫ Looks like he went and saw all the subway station ads in Seoul

Post-it proof shots are still being posted...

≫ The idol who toured his birthday billboards even during his hiatus, which was on the popular posts board

spArk's Iwol has been on hiatus since last November due to health issues with no on or offline news, but he's become a hot topic for leaving proof shots at every billboard this time. There were no witness accounts, and the Post-its appeared shortly after the ads went up, so people are saying he must have visited secretly at dawn.

She felt relieved checking on Kim Iwol's well-being through fan reviews. She was even more reassured that the kind attitude towards fans she had loved was still the same.

Her brief peace shattered when she saw the news. Sensational titles poured out like mushrooms. Until Kim Iwol safely woke up, Baek Haewon suffered from insincere articles that were copied and pasted with the same typos and clickbait gossip.

Baek Haewon was indignant that people's worries and sorrows were being exploited, but she didn't leave the internet. All she could do was pray.

And, her idol bravely got back on his feet.

[Hello, Sparkler. This is Kim Iwol.

I'm leaving a post because I wanted to be the first to share the news.

.

.

]

Sparkler cried and laughed at his determination to greet them himself before any articles came out, even having his younger brother type for him. She didn't know how many times she stared at the photo of Kim Iwol waving a hand with bony knuckles from weight loss, his sunken eyes crinkling into a smile.

Jyu [Kang Kiyeon finally has a roommate :D]

[We ordered a regular-sized pizza to celebrate]

[Because they said it comes with 6 slices that way~]

[A pizza pact:P]

After Kim Iwol woke up, the members shared news about him more often. Sparkler simply told Kim Iwol to rest well and could only guess at their baby's daily life through the tidbits spArk fed them.

One day, Baek Haewon was content with text updates, simply hoping Kim Iwol would rest well.

『Can I come in?』

During Choi Jeho and Park Joowoo's personal live stream, Kim Iwol's voice came from beyond the camera.


Chapter 555: Ignition (1)

It all started with a soft knock. Kim Iwol arrived at Room 602, where a live stream was in full swing.

『We're live, is that okay...?』

『...』

The other side of the door fell silent at Park Joowoo's response. Even after being told it was fine to enter, there was no reply.

The chat exploded. It was Kim Iwol’s voice, heard for the first time in nearly five months. The commotion was justified. Baek Haewon frantically turned her phone's volume all the way up.

『As Sparkler probably knows, Iwol doesn't usually make mistakes like this...』

『It's because he changed his phone. He hasn't synced the shared calendar yet.』

『So the live stream notification probably didn't pop up for him...』

The members of spArk never entered another's room or interrupted a broadcast unless they intended to appear on camera. They always shared their schedules on a large whiteboard in their dorm. Even for impromptu live streams, everyone showed their friendship by leaving supportive comments as soon as the notification appeared.

Kim Iwol, in particular, always ensured the members had time to communicate with their fans. A famous story among Sparkler told of how Kim Iwol returned from a personal schedule while Choi Jeho and Lee Cheonghyeon were in a fierce 45-round match. He monitored their stream from the living room sofa without even putting his bag down.

A mistake from someone like Kim Iwol was precious. Besides, to exaggerate slightly, it was the first time they had heard his voice in half a year. The chat was already overheating, but then Kim Iwol added fuel to the fire.

『I'm sorry for interrupting...!』

It's not an interruption, so come out! Baek Haewon typed in the comments, shedding tears of blood. She wasn't forcing him to show his face, of course. Kim Iwol's rest was the most important thing.

≫ Iwol ah

She just called out his name. If her SNS friends saw it, they would undoubtedly comment, 'I can feel the anguish... My score for your desperation is 100 points.'

≫ Iwol ahㅠㅠㅠㅠ

≫ Iwolㅠㅠ i miss you

≫ That's Iwol, right???

≫ Iwol. I want to see your face.

≫ Kim Iwol !!!!

With the chat flooding, Park Joowoo hurriedly tried to manage the situation. He explained that his hyung needed to rest now but promised they would appear as a full group next time. It was a necessary measure for someone who had just woken from a coma.

『Just ask him why he came.』

Choi Jeho subtly suggested to Park Joowoo. What a praiseworthy center, knowing how to care for a member's rest and the fans' needs simultaneously.

At his hyung's instruction, Park Joowoo shot up from his seat. Soon, the sound of a door opening was heard. Baek Haewon held her breath as Park Joowoo asked if Kim Iwol had come for a reason.

『It sounded like you guys were talking, so I was curious what you were up to.』

Damn it, my boy is such a people person... Baek Haewon couldn't take it. The first bit of content from her favorite idol in half a year made her want to kick something. At this point, Baek Haewon's mind had already rounded his hiatus up to six months.

『If you're bored, you can join us.』

At Choi Jeho's golden assist, Baek Haewon clapped a hand over her mouth. Is this really okay? It would be great to see his face, but shouldn't he be resting?

Just as Baek Haewon's ego was about to split into 2.14 million pieces, Kim Iwol's soft voice was heard again.

『Is that really okay?』

Park Joowoo, who had disappeared, came back into the frame. From his posture, it looked like he was opening the door for Kim Iwol.

『Just a second, I'll go change my clothes.』

『Why change?』

『These are my pajamas.』

And with that, Kim Iwol went off to change without showing his face. It was a move befitting a pro idol, whose only disheveled appearance had been a single time in a shower gown during an overseas tour. Still, she slammed her desk and lamented missing a natural, unstyled Kim Iwol yet again. In her despair, she posted a public service announcement on SNS to show her loyalty.

≫ Kim Iwol appearing on the Muindoz live stream without the maknae in 3 seconds

Likes flooded in. There was no time to read her friends' messages. Baek Haewon quickly returned to the live stream screen. Choi Jeho and Park Joowoo were shifting to the side to make space.

『...Excuse me.』

Finally, the face she had missed so much appeared. He wore a pair of fashion glasses she remembered from some of their original content.

『It's been too long, Sparkler. I missed you all so much I forced my way in. I'm sorry for interrupting your cozy time.』

His unstyled, calm hair and noticeably thinner frame looked unfamiliar. Thanks to his fundamental bone structure, his shoulders looked similar, but the fit of his clothes and the way his forearms filled his sleeves were vastly different, even at a glance.

His skin doesn't seem as pale as before, but is that just my imagination? Or a color issue with the monitor? Baek Haewon fixed her gaze on Kim Iwol with an anxious heart.

『As for the glasses... it's been a while, so I wanted to look good.』

Kim Iwol smiled slyly, but Baek Haewon couldn't smile back. Kim Iwol was the type who would never allow anything to cover his face unless they were prescription Choi Jeho glasses.

He must be trying to hide his dark circles...

Her idol would never show a bad complexion to his fans. Otherwise, this strict man would never wear glasses that covered half his face.

≫ Why is he half his size

≫ Are you eating properly

≫ Kim Iwol hurry up and order 50,000 won worth of delivery

≫ Where did my door go...

『Oh my... I've been eating really well these days. I guess it just doesn't show much yet. Right?』

While pretending to be fine, Kim Iwol was good at finding his flaws. He, who once had forearms comparable to Choi Jeho's and Park Joowoo's, was now trying to somehow cover his suddenly gaunt arms.

『Jeho, think again. Is this pizza blanket really the best you've got?』

『This is all I have.』

『You don't even have a cardigan... I guess not. You guys get hot easily, yeah.』

Kim Iwol obediently accepted the pizza blanket. His disdain for the pizza blanket was legendary. Despite having picked it out as a gift himself, Kim Iwol would foam at the mouth whenever he saw it, earning him the nickname 'the man who must have had a feud with pizza in a past life'.

Seeing that same Kim Iwol now wrapped in the pizza blanket for Sparkler's peace of mind was both hilarious and touching. Baek Haewon repeatedly pressed the capture button.

Iwol, if this is your will, then I'll use every account I have to make 'Iwol Pizza' trend in real-time instead of 'half his size'. I'll help make sure your efforts to make Sparkler laugh aren't in vain...

To get straight to the point, she couldn't stop 'half his size' from hitting the popular search rankings. Even if the fans encouraged each other to focus on positive things, it was impossible to completely prevent a sensational topic from spreading among the general public.

However, as they say, the power of laughter and memes is strong. Various memes, including the similar 'pizza waiting for delivery', spread far and wide.

Park Joowoo, who had been on the live stream with him, even made a meme by photoshopping Kim Iwol with a pizza place. He captioned it 'Sir, should I go to Building 2, Room 1004?' and set it as his limited-time daily BubblePop profile picture.

A short while later, when Kim Iwol's long-awaited BubblePop account finally opened, Baek Haewon saw his contact name was set to 'Iwol Pizza'. She laughed so hard that tears welled up in her eyes.


After I showed my face on the live stream, everything moved at lightning speed. It was a huge relief to have solved the most urgent issue, communication. I got the password for the official SNS account, rejoined the fan cafe I had left, and could send BubblePop messages again.

A lot happened in the meantime. For instance, every post related to me was plastered with pizza memes.

Honestly, during the live stream, I was mostly worried that I had shown myself too soon. The comments focused on my health more than I had expected.

Of all the members to be sitting next to, it had to be that combination!

Sitting next to Choi Jeho, who boasted the number one spot in physical strength, and Park Joowoo, the authority on arm wrestling, made me look overwhelmingly shabby. I hadn't realized it because there was no reason to make such a direct comparison in daily life.

I didn't want to cause unnecessary worry, and I wanted to show a good side of myself if possible. The last resort I came up with was to 'cover my upper body', but those two guys' room was very poorly equipped, and this was the end result.

Still, it's good that it lightened the mood.

It's much better to laugh and chat cheerfully than to have a somber atmosphere. My live stream meme has evolved into 'the one slice of pizza I saved for tomorrow', but if it can alleviate the mood even a little, as Park Joowoo said, then they can edit it to their hearts' content.

"Hyung, are you looking at the pizza memes again?"

Lee Cheonghyeon asked as I cleared my mind and prepared to put away my laptop. I corrected him so he wouldn't misunderstand and think I was some guy who enjoyed seeing himself spread far and wide.

"What do you mean, 'again'? I've only looked a few times."

"That's enough to be an obsession. Or maybe... you like the pizza memes? Should we all dress up as pizzas for April Fools' Day?"

"Go ahead, if you want to see me protesting in front of a pepperoni warehouse."

I was being tragic, but Lee Cheonghyeon just cackled. I found him so annoying that I glared at him for about ten seconds. In the midst of our fiery battle of wills, the other members started coming out of their rooms one by one. It was time for a meeting to discuss our comeback. This was the result of me pestering these guys for the past few days because I was getting antsy.

We won't do it right away, but I'll consider it if it's just some light brainstorming.

Getting Jeong Seongbin's permission was exhausting. I realized after coming back that these guys have definitely become more formal with me. This is the fate of a traitor. I resolved once again to never do anything foolish.

"Actually, the item is more or less decided, so I think we just need to determine the timing and volume," Jeong Seongbin said as he took a seat. I was the only one without a diary or a laptop, so I looked at Lee Cheonghyeon's tablet with him. The document was densely filled with ideas and promotion plans.

They couldn't have had much time... The progress is quite high, isn't it?

I had kept up with their year-end performances and individual schedules, so I could guess the intensity of their workload. I'd also occasionally overheard them talking about work while I was lying in bed with my eyes closed. Considering the information I had gathered, the speed of their progress was quite fast.

"You've already decided on the item? Are you planning to release a repackage?"

I asked, just in case, and Lee Cheonghyeon's eyes shot open fiercely.

"Hyung."

"......"

"If you mention a repackage, I won't just stand by."

The corners of his mouth trembled as he smiled. It was the face of a working adult trying hard to maintain a polite smile. He wasn't even scowling, but I was intimidated. So I quietly shut my mouth.

"Seongbin decided on the item... He and Cheonghyeon are working on it together," Park Joowoo hurriedly explained.

"The two of them?"

"......"

Jeong Seongbin scratched the back of his neck and smiled, looking embarrassed.

"I've only heard the sketch, but it's super intense. Hyung, you'll have to train hard."

"If we're going to promote as a full group, there's no point in deciding the comeback timing now. Your stamina has to improve first," Kang Kiyeon and Choi Jeho also added.

"Just how fast is the BPM?"

As I trembled in fear, Jeong Seongbin handed me a sheet of paper. He said it was the lyric sheet he had printed for me.

The title was...

『Sprint』.


Chapter 556: Ignition (2)

In the past, 『Sprint』 was a special song for Sparklers. Fans cherished all their artist's songs, but 『Sprint』 was different.

Throughout spArk's tumultuous career, Lee Cheonghyeon had practically carried the team on his back. He generated as much buzz as Choi Jeho but had greater mainstream appeal and global popularity. Lee Cheonghyeon was also cooperative on variety shows and in group content, and his performances as the sole rapper were exceptional.

While Choi Jeho, Jeong Seongbin, and Kang Kiyeon dealt with their injuries, Lee Cheonghyeon held his ground without a break. He began learning to compose during their first hiatus and carved out a new role for himself.

Lee Cheonghyeon's fans loved his passion for the team, but like in any group, some of his fans started to complain. "How long does Lee Cheonghyeon have to hard-carry the team?" they asked. The sentiment was similar to those who demanded solo activities for Park Joowoo.

The leader had been absent for over a year, and the team's atmosphere looked bleak. The fans were the first to sense the internal turmoil. Everyone knew spArk was festering from within, but they chose to look away and pretend not to notice.

≫ spArk is on the decline now, right

└ How many years were they even on the rise lolㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ You bastard

A dark age loomed, but Lee Cheonghyeon came forward with a new song called 『Sprint』. It was an unconventionally powerful dance track for spArk, who had been treading a line between ballads and dance music. The song helped them avoid a downturn and instead soar to new heights. 『Sprint』 was that captivating. Even I liked it.

The song's fame and the group's improved performance made the behind-the-scenes story of 『Sprint』 a hot topic.

≫ The touching narrative of Sprint

Sprint was a song Cheonghyeon was working on but couldn't let go of he kept holding onto it it was too good to throw away but he lacked the confidence to properly finish it so he just kept poking at it then when Seongbin went to the military he got serious and finished it he sent it to Seongbin during his last leave telling him to write the lyrics before he was discharged a month after his discharge Seongbin still hadn't sent the lyrics so he thought he gave up... he cried thinking Seongbin didn't like the song because he didn't hear back from him a month after his discharge Seongbin finished the lyrics and helped (Sprint only has Cheonghyeon's name credited for composition and arrangement) Cheonghyeon liked the lyrics and helped with the arrangement to fit the concept (Sprint only has Cheonghyeon's name credited for composition and arrangement) it was chosen as the title track for their first comeback album after their hiatus

└ Add the reason why it took Seongbin so long to write the lyrics...he said the song was so good he worried if he was worthy of touching it and he rewrote the lyrics a ton of times which is why it took so long he said he barely left his house even after being discharged

Lee Cheonghyeon handed his song to Jeong Seongbin, even though they had fought and wounded each other. The fandom divided over the reason. Some argued Lee Cheonghyeon had waited for Jeong Seongbin. Others claimed he just wanted to shorten the hiatus, and that Jeong Seongbin wrote the lyrics despite wanting to avoid Lee Cheonghyeon.

Given the friction between Jeong Seongbin and Lee Cheonghyeon, the two-year creation story, and its release timing, 『Sprint』 likely began when Lee Cheonghyeon felt insecure about the team. Asking Jeong Seongbin to write the lyrics must have been his awkward attempt at reconciliation.

Their on-screen relationship didn't improve dramatically afterward. No one knew how Jeong Seongbin interpreted Lee Cheonghyeon's signal, but they didn't fall apart either. That's why spArk's disbandment news shocked me. Despite the messy atmosphere, I believed these small details meant they didn't completely hate each other.

That very song was now right in front of my eyes. My heart stirred.

"Seongbin-hyung wrote the lyrics!"

"And Cheonghyeon wrote the music."

"The song... it seems like it came together quickly," I said.

"We were in the studio with Seongbin-hyung right up until the semester started," Lee Cheonghyeon explained. "I'm telling you, he was writing lyrics in real-time as I wrote the melody. We just put our heads together and developed it."

"He wrote a new one even though he was already working on a song for the album," Jeong Seongbin added. "Said he suddenly got inspired."

Jeong Seongbin was right. Lee Cheonghyeon had been working on a different song. When I was in the hospital, Lee Cheonghyeon was definitely working on a song for the album.

He created 『Sprint』 in less than two months? The same song that took nearly two years before? And he didn't even have the SYSTEM to speed things up?

My hand trembled as I picked up the lyric sheet. The black text was unusually clear.

[Turn back the stopped time, awaken the sleeping world]. The lyrics I once sang without thought struck me differently now. I could see Jeong Seongbin's regret for scarring Lee Cheonghyeon. I could also see Lee Cheonghyeon's desire for Jeong Seongbin to return to his rightful place and stand tall.

I didn't need to wonder why. Their relationship was different now.

『I made it while looking forward to the day all the members would gather again.』

I remembered the interview containing Lee Cheonghyeon's earnest wish.

This time, 'stopped time' and 'sleeping world' likely held different meanings. The direction they wanted to run in might have changed a little too.

However, I believed the message was the same.

My dream is for all of us to be active together for a long, long time.

That was what Lee Cheonghyeon had always told me.

It had to be this song, right after I steeled my heart to return to spArk. I had just asked to stay as the sixth member, and now a song hoping for the original five appeared. Nothing could be more ironic.

In the past, I would have backed down immediately. The guilt would have been too great, no matter how shameless I was. I would have thought that this wasn't my place.

But these guys accepted me. They created synergy from our strengthened relationship and brought back a precious memory with their own hands.

I couldn't back away from guys like these. Even if I could, I would choose to move forward.

"It's good."

Because being alone was lonely.

"I can feel the fighting spirit in the lyrics," I said. "I have a feeling it's going to be a really intense song."

"Your intuition is as sharp as ever," Choi Jeho replied. "Your feet won't be touching the ground much. Right, Kang-geon?"

Kang Kiyeon looked at me. "That's what he says, Jeho-hyung?"

"What?" I asked.

The buck passed with incredible speed. With so many people, ruining just one of me was no big deal. Jeong Seongbin, who had been smiling at the chaos, stepped in to organize things.

"If we want a comeback at a good time, as everyone wishes, we all need to cooperate," Jeong Seongbin said. "So, before we start, I want us to promise two things. First, share everything promptly. Second, listen to our colleagues' opinions."

"Isn't 'everything' a bit too broad?" I asked. "Some private matters might be hard to talk about."

"No. From now on, we share everything," Lee Cheonghyeon jumped in before I could finish. His eyes were fiercely determined. "There are no more secrets among us."

"Alright, but I think I've been listening well to what you guys say," I confessed, feeling unnecessarily guilty.

Jeong Seongbin maintained a bright smile. "I've decided not to fall for the sweet talk of 'Boss' anymore."

"You..."

"I'll work on building a new relationship of trust until you truly see me as your superior, hyung!"

His mouth smiled, but his eyes were half-crazed. I screamed that he was already my superior, my boss, my supervisor, my manager, but Jeong Seongbin didn't listen. I felt so wronged that I flopped onto the living room floor.


Starting with that meeting, spArk's daily life slowly returned to that of a typical idol group. While Lee Cheonghyeon, having finished the title track, focused on the B-side songs, Jeong Seongbin began coordinating the specific details with the company. Park Joowoo took on Jeong Seongbin's assignments as well, taking responsibility for both of their grades. Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon showed up at the practice room every day as if clocking in for work.

As for me, I just focused on working out. My initial workouts were like rehabilitation, but I've now recovered to almost my original volume. I said goodbye to my gaunt arms. I could now confidently do a live broadcast without the pizza blanket.

My dark circles also disappeared since I was sleeping a lot. The change was amazing.

"Taking a break really changes a person," Polo said.

"Is it that noticeable?" I asked.

"It is."

Polo laughed heartily. While the other spArk members were out, Manager Daeyeon had me sit in a company meeting room. Polo found me sitting around with nothing to do and willingly spared some time for me. It was a heartwarming story. I made a mental note to mention his good deed if I ever went on the radio.

I bowed to thank him for visiting me in the hospital. He freaked out, saying it looked like a thug disciplining a junior fresh out of the hospital, so I quickly stood up straight.

"I heard you're making a comeback around May?" Polo asked.

Polo was well-informed about his juniors' activity plans. I pitied the Parthe guys for losing a senior like him.

"Yes," I replied. "We decided on that after considering the timing and other things."

spArk had released 『With List』, 『On A High Note』, and 『End』 all in May, so 'May means spArk' circulated online like an idiom. The fact that they toured festivals and released countless performance videos in their off-years also had a big impact.

So, we set a leisurely comeback date to commemorate our fifth year and prepare a full-length album. The song has an early summer vibe, but that's fine. We'll promote for four weeks. We decided to release all the pent-up frustration from not releasing many albums last year because of the world tour.

"On my way here, I saw the office was in an uproar," Polo said with a smile. "Everyone's probably so busy."

"So, can I get my hopes up?"

I knew Polo was very interested in the idol market. Only someone with genuine interest and affection could be a long-running idol DJ, watch all the music shows, and gather news so quickly.

There's no greater compliment than when someone who loves their job shows interest in a colleague.

"You can definitely look forward to it!"

To become a junior worthy of a senior like him, I had to show that much enthusiasm. The time to get on stage was drawing near. My heart pounded.


Chapter 557: Ignition (3)

"It's hot..." Lee Cheonghyeon muttered, sprawled on the practice room floor.

"It's so hot...!"

"Want me to lower the temperature?"

"No!"

Lee Cheonghyeon complained about the heat but refused to turn up the air conditioning. He was being incredibly picky.

Look in the mirror, see what your faces look like right now.

Everyone was flushed red like overripe tomatoes. The most difficult choreography in our history made us sweat before the first verse even ended.

Even while panting, spArk didn't suggest turning up the AC. They had read an article somewhere that air conditioning was harmful for heart conditions.

A university hospital doctor had officially certified my heart as strong, but the guys' worries were endless.

No matter how much I explained, they wouldn't listen. The SYSTEM's protection may have let me bounce back like a game character, but spArk had watched me ride a roller coaster of health scares for years. It was no wonder they were anxious. That's why I started wearing the new smartwatch the members thoughtfully bought me as a late birthday present during practice.

I cracked my head and received an eight-week recovery diagnosis, but I recovered so quickly they discharged me. Then they found out I had chronic migraines. After I collapsed from drinking coffee, they said I had stabilized, only for my heart to stop.

I could understand why the guys were skeptical of medical opinions. I wanted to take this opportunity to offer my deepest apologies to the medical staff who were being misunderstood because of me.

The conclusion was that these guys wouldn't believe a word I said, which was becoming a problem. I'm hot too! My smartwatch told me I looked cool working hard today. Thankfully, since these guys were so easy to read, I could appease them without much difficulty.

"Can't we lower it just a little? I think I'm getting dizzy from the heat."

"It's intense enough that it'd be weird not to get dizzy..."

Park Joowoo stood up and agreed enthusiastically. As cool air blew, I could finally breathe. If humanity's greatest discovery was fire, I wanted to argue that its greatest invention was the air conditioner.

"Your stamina is completely back," Kang Kiyeon said, closing the cap on his empty water bottle.

"I worked hard because I was afraid you guys wouldn't let me join."

"Anyone hearing that would think we were planning a comeback without you, Hyung," Jeong Seongbin said with a dumbfounded expression. He couldn't deny my passion, however.

The past month had been indescribably tough. When I opened my eyes, I had to eat, exercise, and forcibly enjoy a hobby before they finally allowed me in the practice room.

I wondered what kind of hobby had the word 'forced' attached to it. It ended up this way because they said they wouldn't let me work if I didn't maintain a work-life balance.

Thanks to that, I did some farm decorating. The village chief scolded me for being away so long. All my crops had rotted, and I even failed a limited-time quest, but I had a good time carrying water to the fields and fishing the town's waters dry.

When no one was looking, I took the opportunity to get rid of all the diaries I had been writing. I had figured out what the SYSTEM's 'analog equipment' was.

"How did you know my address?"

I was shocked when I saw the Post-it Kang Kiyeon handed me after I asked how he found my location.

Leaving notes during a phone call was a common habit for office workers. While on the phone with a real estate agent, I had jotted down the unit number I wanted to ask about. I threw all those notes away when I was packing to move, to destroy the evidence.

It seemed that in the SYSTEM's eyes, this appeared to be 'a means to substitute for a pager without deviating too much from reality'. It had perfectly replicated the back page with the indentations of my writing.

Unaware that the SYSTEM bastard was plotting this, I went around sticking a Post-it on the electronic billboard that showed my birthday ad. The story goes that the guys, who were combing through eyewitness accounts, saw an overlap between the 'familiar handwriting' and the 'behavior of leaving a single note before disappearing'.

After that one nightmare, I'd freak out just hearing the 'P' in Post-it...

The yellow Post-it Kang Kiyeon handed me threw me into anguish. The comment I saw in my dream was still vivid. I inwardly swallowed my tears at the color, which reminded me of a fluorescent yellow vinyl vest, the one that left the stigma of 'the Post-it that fell on the keyboard'.

To prevent any further unfortunate incidents, I bid farewell to the diaries I had written until my fingers ached. The SYSTEM was gone, so what was the point of keeping something connected to it? It felt like it would only bring bad luck, so I got rid of it all. It was dirty meeting you, and let's never meet again.

I also vowed to never write handwritten notes for the rest of my life, except for personal messages to the Sparklers. I'm thinking of switching to NiceNote, which everyone else seems to use. The second act of my life has begun, so there should be at least this much change. Or is it? Is this act three?

This life, whether it was act two or three, was full of daily events. I enjoyed the thrilling experience of being on BubblePop all night, hiding from Kang Kiyeon, only to be caught and exposed in real-time by Jeong Seongbin, who had even paid to get into someone else's BubblePop. I also ate cup tteokbokki as a late-night snack with Kang Kiyeon in our room and got his mother's recipes from Choi Jeho.

With six people around, it was only natural. The fun and noisy days brought vitality. It was inevitable that I'd get better quickly. It wasn't surprising. It was a fact that had already been proven when we went on a group trip and saw the night view.

And so, equipped with the stamina of my active days, a sound state of mind, and motivation, I was able to proudly reclaim the number one spot of 'The Tireless Trainee'. If my sister saw this, she might click her tongue and say, 'I sent you there to make friends, and here you are working your little brothers to the bone...'

Still, it couldn't be helped. To survive in the fierce world of idols, I had to strive harder. My only goal was to split the 24 hours of the day and use them frugally. The grudge from being the only one left out in Singapore and Imjingak, I'll never forget it.

"If you've rested enough, get up! Let's run it from the top one more time!"

"Okay!"

Jeong Seongbin got up with a tearful face that contrasted with his energetic reply. Everyone looked dead on their feet, which was so funny that I gave them each a quick massage to cheer them up.


Ahead of the music video and concept photo shoot, spArk underwent a radical transformation. Not that they were ever not radical, but this time was particularly extreme.

"So it was possible to look even scarier than in 『Alight』..."

Lee Cheonghyeon clapped slowly as he looked at my hair. In the mirror, my hair was bright red, as if paint had been poured over it. It had a slight crimson tint under bright light, but under the fluorescent lights, it was the color of Haessaycho gochujang.

"If a poll went up asking who seems stronger, black-haired Kim Iwol or red-haired Kim Iwol, I'd vote for red-haired, no question."

"If a poll like that goes up, the first thing I'll do is check the creator's ID. To see if it's you, Cheonghyeon."

At my words, Lee Cheonghyeon made a fuss, saying I was scary. He, on the other hand, had gone with innocent-looking, pure-white angel hair. That's what this was about. He was such a noble being that the squabbles of lowly humans were mere entertainment to him. I was so annoyed my eyebrows trembled.

"Between black-haired Kiyeon and black-haired Iwol-hyung...?" Park Joowoo chimed in. He had been sitting next to me quietly sipping a yogurt smoothie.

Park Joowoo didn't seem to realize that with his bright green hair, he himself looked like an alien. While I was being betrayed by someone I trusted, the other two launched into a heated discussion to determine who was the authority on black hair within spArk.

"It's disrespectful to even put me and Iwol-hyung in the same category under the topic of 'scary black hair'."

"Kiyeon-ah, who exactly is the subject of that disrespect?"

"Me, of course."

After spouting such nonsense, Kang Kiyeon abruptly left. How dare he dye his hair the color of Redemption of Vanity and try to pass this dishonorable crown to me? This was a challenge to me.

Choi Jeho, sitting on the sofa with a cute little clip in his hair and pretending to have nothing to do with this fight, was also infuriating. I should have just dyed that guy's hair black instead. The first and last time black-haired Choi Jeho appeared during official promotions was for 『What I Want to Say』. If you just calculated the cooldown time, his turn was more urgent than Kang Kiyeon's, so it would have been appropriate in terms of order.

If only there had been a black-haired Choi Jeho, the unfortunate incident of me being compared to Kang Kiyeon would never have happened. The two members of the dance line would have had a fiery showdown over who looked closer to the axis of evil.

If only I hadn't received a revelation from the blue-gray god...!

It was my fault for thinking of the new color as if struck by lightning. Still, I'm glad the dye job turned out well. I was a bit worried about what would happen if the color came out similar to the ultramarine blue from 『Winter Night』, and we ended up showing the Sparklers a Choi Jeho who wasn't anything new.

It was worth it to bleach his hair thoroughly and then pace around while it was being dyed, praying, 'Please let it turn out to be a dark ash blue exclusively for cool tones, one that shines silver under the lights and has a pale, ashy blue tint in the dark!'

As for Jeong Seongbin, the piggy bank, the ash-covered blueberry, the alien, the reincarnation of Michael, and the captain of green matter, he was reborn as a high-saturation, high-brightness blue cellophane. I don't mean a delivery truck showed up, I mean he was sparklingly bright, in an Infinite Horizon sort of way.

The original 『Sprint』 wasn't like this. The items for spArk, who, after suffering hardships and adversity in the ruins, ultimately kick reality aside and jump into an uncertain future like moths to a flame, all had the feel of a damp youth film with a soggy corner somewhere. That was the spArk of that era.

The story of wounded boys banding together to overcome their struggles had changed significantly in the present. The boys became the epitome of rebels, dyeing their hair in brilliant colors and wearing dangling silver accessories. Decked out in retro racing jackets and patches, their discipline... no, their spirit was truly alive.

With new hair colors, they needed to show an attitude to match. So as not to disappoint the Sparklers, I prepared a Choi Jeho who would close his eyes under a thick stream of water and sweep his hair back with one hand, and a Park Joowoo who would take off a sports car helmet to reveal his damp hair.

As for Jeong Seongbin, I decided to let him wear the denim camp cap he so desperately wanted. I couldn't allow multiple cuts, so I left a long message for the planning team, suggesting we show it in just one shot.

In any case, I was satisfied with the entire color palette. It was exactly what I wanted. Feeling proud, I painstakingly wrote a notice to put on the bathroom door: 'Use your color-correcting shampoo diligently'.


Chapter 558: Sprint

Baek Haewon had only ever loved the man on her screen. To her, the dutiful Kim Iwol quickly regained his vitality and sprouted back to life. The memory of her aching heart at his gaunt figure faded with surprising speed. Now, Kim Iwol was once again worthy of his titles: 'The Eldest of the Northern Grand Duke Small Group', 'The Man Who Rocks a Body Chain Best in the 21st Century', and 'Madman of Society'.

His unique way of speaking hadn't changed. After his return, Kim Iwol flaunted his presence everywhere. A recently uploaded screenshot of spArk's group chat proved it.

Our Eldest Hyung [The best voice Joowoo ^^ I praise you^^]

Our Eldest Hyung [The best artist Cheonghyeon ^^ I praise you^^]

Our Eldest Hyung [The best body Choi Jeho ^^ I praise you^^]

Our Second Hyung [What the hell]

Our Eldest Hyung [You don't like it? Then I'll write it again]

Our Eldest Hyung [The best physique Choi Jeho ^^ I praise you^^]

Our Second Hyung [Did anything even change?]

Our Eldest Hyung [It became a little more beautiful]

Sparklers had forgotten that Kim Iwol was an extremely extroverted, sociable, and talkative person with a capital E.

Kim Iwol chattered endlessly, dominating BubblePop, the group chat, and the fan cafe. When there was no news, he walked the path of a star who did strange things offline. He was reported at least once a day by three groups: his members, Sparklers, and Muggles. It was the revival of the great content renaissance so familiar to Sparklers.

This was a very happy time. It wasn't simply because there was new content to enjoy. The most important thing was that Kim Iwol had returned, healthy and energetic once more.

But they're having a fucking comeback?

The day the comeback notice was posted, Baek Haewon grabbed her phone and screamed the moment she read the title.

Aren't they fucking scumbags?! Are they sane or not?

A post Baek Haewon made at the time showed the immensity of her anger.

≫ Does fucking UtopiA issue fainting coupons to their idols or something???? Do they get a stamp every time they collapse and get a reward vacation after collecting ten???? Can't Iwol rest until he collects all the overwork stamps????

≫ Oh~ I'm sure Iwol said he wanted to do it, and I know he's sincere~ After everything Iwol has shown us for five years, you think Sparklers wouldn't know that much?

≫ Buttheagencyshouldn'tdothat.Eveniftheartistsayshewantstoyourjobistoputyourhands togetherinprayerandsay'I'msorrybutyoucan't'that'syourrole.

≫ Iwol-ah, we know you're super fit. You're a model student with top-tier stamina who can run a half-marathon and climb the Stairway to Heaven, but humans are consumables. They're not infinite, so you have to cherish and take care of yourself. You said so yourself during the Labor Day live stream~~-!!!!!!

Baek Haewon clutched her chest and rolled on her bed. She thought stanning a hardworking idol would be nothing but happiness. She had never imagined this kind of pain would follow.

She believed the company could not evade responsibility, no matter what kind of reason Kim Iwol had used to appeal to them. If she had to send a protest truck using her part-time job savings, Baek Haewon would have swiped her card without hesitation.

But what fan in the world could win against their idol? This was true, assuming the idol hadn't committed a crime, had a premarital pregnancy, made unbelievably rude remarks, or deceived their fans.

Iwol Pizza [I'm really looking forward to it!]

Iwol Pizza [It's going to be my favorite song out of all of spArk's songs.]

Iwol Pizza [Except for 『The Third Letter』, since that's a song for the Sparklers!]

If her baby was happy, a fan had no choice but to cheer him on. From that moment, Baek Haewon ceased her attacks on UtopiA. She poured all her time and energy into praying for the success of spArk's comeback.

≫ He said it's going to be his favorite song? Alright, I'll make it number one on the music charts, no matter what.

It was an era where music charts had lost much of their influence due to accusations of 'sajaegi' and being a 'league of their own'. Still, even if the world threw stones at her, Baek Haewon vowed to put her favorite's favorite song in the hall of fame.

Her resolve did not last long. When the concept photos and teaser were subsequently released, Baek Haewon was, unbelievably, defeated.

≫ If you become this much of a delinquent, I'm not kidding, a teacher will come to your house for a consultation.

└ Looking at their ages, shouldn't it be a professor, not a teacher?

≫ The teaser smells like an abandoned factory.

└ Then air out your room.

Sometimes, people cried when they were overjoyed. Moved by this new realization, Baek Haewon hunted for high-quality pictures. Just as Baek Haewon's gallery was about to explode, the release date for spArk's new music video arrived.

The video was short. Excluding the scenes already in the teaser, it seemed it would be less than four minutes long.

The evil clutches of K-Pop's ever-shortening song lengths have finally reached spArk...!

It was frustrating, but her curiosity won. She took a deep breath, pressed the thumbnail, and heard the sound of wind. The black screen split open from the middle, revealing a gray city. The buildings were all similar in color, making spArk stand out dramatically on a rooftop.

『In a frozen world, I dream a dream from which I haven't woken』

Kim Iwol woke up in a concrete room. The screen was dark and dreary. His hair, a vivid red on the rooftop, was now a deep crimson.

The space was empty and desolate, furnished only with a steel-frame bed. Kim Iwol walked to the sink, washed his face, and wiped steam from the cold mirror with his hand. The reflection revealed Choi Jeho's face, which also looked dark and lifeless, as if covered by an opaque black-and-white film.

『In the gray city, everything freezes solid』

Choi Jeho walked down the street, passed behind a parked car, and transformed into Lee Cheonghyeon. A news report with blurred faces and subtitles appeared on an electronic billboard, and the person watching was now Kang Kiyeon. Jeong Seongbin took off his hat and shoved it into a cabinet. Park Joowoo was the final member to step onto the circuit.

『I'm waiting』

Park Joowoo picked up a helmet. The visor reflected the two eyes of Jeong Seongbin, the owner of this part. When he put the helmet on, Park Joowoo's ash-gray eyes showed beneath his pressed-down hair.

『For the signal that makes me run to sound』

A gloved hand lowered the visor. The scenery reflected on the coated shield. The racetrack shimmered as if covered by a holographic film.

Unlike when they were alone, everything was vivid when they crossed the city together. Wherever the members' hands brushed and feet stepped, the walls and sidewalk blocks stained with brilliant colors. The places they touched were dyed the color of their hair, and the paths they ran were covered in yellow. The paint marks followed one after another with a sense of speed. Elaborate and complex group dance scenes were quickly intercut.

『Outside the city, everything must be blue』

Kim Iwol's voice had a charm that melted into the visual imagery. His singing resembled its owner, digging in and taking root anywhere as if it belonged there. His narration-like tone blended with the wide-angle shot of the landscape.

Inside a cramped car, however, spArk couldn't shake off the shadows. The speed on the computer, the clearly drawn guidelines at every corner, and the unmoving flag after a full lap all suffocated him.

『It'll be red and yellow』

In his memory, Kang Kiyeon rode a bicycle, holding onto someone's waist. On the plain, there was only a narrow path, no sports cars, and no skyscrapers. The grass swayed like waves whenever the wind blew.

『This heart-pounding feeling that lets me breathe』

The scenes from those happy times were in full color, just like spArk running through the alleyways. The screen followed them across the endless meadow like a documentary capturing mother nature on a clear day.

『A sense of liberation, of euphoria』

Kang Kiyeon's hair whipped violently in the wind.

『The frigid wind brushing against my face』

The screen returned to the giant city. Lee Cheonghyeon, who had been at the rear of the group, stopped walking. He looked down at his shoes, which were covered in yellow paint, then lifted his head. The camera followed his gaze up toward the sky.

『The past steps connect into one』

The ground, filmed from above, had become one giant picture, like graffiti on an old wall. The yellow line created by the members' steps crossed the finish line in the picture and remained on the circuit, as if scrawled with a large brush. A breathless rap was laid over the driving drums.

『Becoming a road where light runs』

Following the trail left by the fastest being in the world, Choi Jeho picked up speed. As the beat escalated, more and more power went into his finely-divided steps.

『Turn back the frozen time, awaken the sleeping world, and go on a journey with no end in sight』

On the monitor, Park Joowoo's racing time gradually decreased. A group photo taped inside the cabinet was shown in a close-up.

On the electronic billboard, a car raced on the circuit. At a newsstand Lee Cheonghyeon had passed, a black-and-white newspaper depicting the plain with a narrow path was stuck in the rack.

A drop of water fell from the faucet. Sunlight poured through the window into the empty room.

『I can hear it, the voice calling me』

The smiling faces of the members, their bodies and clothes splotched with paint, passed by one by one in slow motion. In direct contrast to the scene transitions, the music grew more intense. The drums, bass, and guitar raced forward madly. The instruments clashed, pushing onward, and mixed together into the sound of a pungent exhaust.

『Take a step forward』

The view from inside the car changed from moment to moment. The road shifted from stadium rails to city streets, then to a highway in the wilderness, and the screen accelerated.

『An endless Sprint』

An unrefined, harsh metallic sound rode the session in a solo. It was as brilliant and clear as a fanfare erupting at the end of a fierce race.

The music video's final scene was a screen that turned white. No one could know if that place was still a dream, a reality awakened from a dream, or the end of the world's shortest journey.

Though she had only listened to the song, Baek Haewon was exhausted. She lacked the energy to immediately rewatch the music video as she usually did. She felt as if she had burned everything up, running until only ash remained.


Chapter 559: Behind the Scenes (1)

spArk held a comeback broadcast on the evening their song and music video were released. It was officially their first group live in six months.

"Hello, we're spArk!"

We performed our group greeting for the first time in a while. Someone had designated my seat before the broadcast even started, so I was stuck in the center. Sitting among these flashy guys, I felt like a birthday candle on a cake.

During the opening, we chatted about what we had been up to. My cover of Jeong Seongbin's new OST, sung to catch up on my backlog, became a hot topic. I did it because I wanted to add even a tiny bit of firepower to Jeong Seongbin's success.

Even though he was already succeeding more than enough without my help...

In an era where masterpiece ballads were fading, Jeong Seongbin found a song that fit him perfectly. The melody and lyrics evoked the emotions of his 'Footsteps' era, creating a massive sensation for drama OST enthusiasts who had longed for that sound.

Even without my help, Jeong Seongbin would have splendidly defended his throne. People even joked that spArk's biggest rival for this comeback was Jeong Seongbin's solo song, as it had conquered both the music charts and the karaoke popularity charts.

Still, I figured if I was going to sing a song, it might as well be a member's, so I pushed ahead. I even received special training from Park Joowoo so I wouldn't be a nuisance. It was tough, but I was satisfied with the result and gladly accepted the praise from the Sparklers.

Park Joowoo's experience filming a variety show on Metube with Polo was also mentioned.

"You came on the show even though you didn't have anything to promote."

"That's right, I was so nervous..."

Park Joowoo clasped his hands and squeezed his eyes shut, as if the memory had just returned.

I watched it too, binge-watching the videos on the channel whenever I had time. Polo kindly appeared despite having nothing to promote. Polo was deeply moved that the rookie Park Joowoo, who once guested on his radio show, had grown into an MC.

Only after the update talk could we get to the main topic. The program schedule panel, now a symbol of spArk's broadcasts, appeared. Jeong Seongbin peeled off the first cover at the very top.

"The first content we'll show you today is our music video reaction!"

"Finally!" Lee Cheonghyeon clapped.

Music video reactions had long since crossed over from fan vlogs and Metubers to the idols themselves. However, we rarely had the chance to do one.

spArk had a routine of checking every stage of a music video, from the first edit to the final version. In that state, it was hard to expect a genuine reaction.

We could have forced our energy up for the broadcast, but since everyone knew spArk was involved in the entire process, it would have been obvious. Instead of giving the Sparklers the scenes they hoped for, we would only be met with looks of, 'The kids are trying too hard...'

We knew there was a demand for it. To alleviate the disappointment, we filmed a viewing review for 'Deserted Rest Island', though it wasn't perfect.

Still, the fact that Sparklers wanted a music video reaction weighed on my mind. The desire to give them a perfectly crafted music video clashed with my frustration at not being able to film a single reaction video when everyone else did.

Amidst this, Jeong Seongbin and UtopiA approached me with a new deal before comeback preparations. The agency promised to perfectly execute my ideas and requests if I would trust the company and take my hands off some of the work. My workload had already decreased since the dedicated team formed, but it seemed that wasn't enough.

I guess it's because I lost their trust by going AWOL...

That's not what I meant!

Jukyung spent a long time persuading me. This part hit the hardest.

The energy you and the members can use is finite. If resources are limited, you have to choose where to focus. I believe that should be your main job, not administrative work.

The things I held onto were important, but I couldn't refute her point. It would be putting the cart before the horse if I was so distracted by administrative tasks that I lacked the energy for our stages and activities.

So, starting with this music video, I only checked the on-site footage and never saw the edited version. Thanks to that, we could finally film the reaction video the fans had hoped for. A heartwarming story.

"We've never not seen the music video before its release, have we?"

"That's right."

Kang Kiyeon's and Choi Jeho's heads were craned far forward. I glanced between them and pretended to stretch my neck, which made them straighten their postures. I barely stopped the centers from turning into sea turtles.

These rascals, they've gotten slack while I was away. I understood their curiosity about the final product, so I decided to let it slide just this once.

"It's starting, everyone quiet...!"

At Park Joowoo's words, everyone fell silent. A sharp wind sound played, followed by the intense intro of 『Sprint』.

spArk's first music video reaction was chaos. Fans probably expected huge gasps or comments like, "Wow, Kiyeon looks great~." But the anxiety of an unchecked final product being released, combined with anticipation for their hard work, resulted in some very raw reactions.

"Joowoo, didn't you say your solo cut would make you look like a drenched rat?"

"Remember the views on your 『Speaker』 fancam, Joowoo."

"A sweating Joowoo has always been a winning combination."

"Guys, stop! Joowoo's face is about to explode...!"

"Jeho, you look cool..."

"You think so?"

"I dare say it's the best since 『MISSION』..."

"If it's since 『MISSION』, that's a pretty long hiatus, isn't it?"

"Joowoo seems lenient with Jeho, but he's secretly strict."

"That's just how a fan's heart is."

"As expected, Kang-geon really knows the heart of a fanatic."

"Kim Iwol, you even colored your eyelashes?"

"Yeah, on set to match my hair color. Why? Does it look weird?"

"That's some serious venom."

"Is it as much as your faucet scene?"

"Kang-geon really needs to be careful not to get put on a wanted list now. Sparklers, did you know we got stopped by the police on a group trip? They got a report that we looked like we were plotting something."

"Is that my fault? It's a shared responsibility, isn't it? This is unfair, Sparklers. This happened when we were all together."

"Can you rewind the screen a little? About three seconds back... here! If you stand like that, people will misunderstand and think Kiyeon is with five Cheonghyeons, not five spArk members, you know?"

"Of course, they would. Your visuals are no joke either, Cheonghyeon..."

"Seongbin, what did you mean by that just now?"

Even though we paused the video every ten seconds, everyone was busy pouring out comments. They were adults now, but they couldn't stay calm. A true professional idol should be faithful to the broadcast, even if they're nervous.

≫ Iwol, calm down

≫ Someone make Kim Iwol sit down hahaha

≫ Our eldest is definitely fully recovered, his voice is just like it used to be

Oh, was I talking a lot too? How embarrassing. I should restrain myself...


The frenzied music video reaction concluded with great success. Honestly, I'm not sure if it was successful. I'll take the fact that the audio was never empty and the chat was full of 'ㅋ's as a positive sign.

The conversation naturally shifted to the second segment, 'Comeback Behind the Scenes'. It was nicely phrased as revealing secret stories, but it was really an unfiltered, mutual exposé. Lee Cheonghyeon's voice was especially loud as he condemned the choreography, which surpassed 『Alight』 as the most difficult in spArk's history.

"I'm not lying, I lose one kilogram every time I dance it! I have to interpret this as malicious intent toward the members!"

"And telling me to hit those high notes isn't malicious?"

The fiery battle between the youngest members was the same as ever. Neither of them ran out of stamina from dancing, nor did they go off-key on the high notes, yet they vented their frustrations with all their hearts. I tried to placate Lee Cheonghyeon by chiming in, 'But haven't you loosened your dietary restrictions lately?' only to get attacked by them as well.

"Didn't I say this during the class meeting? What's the point of telling us to enjoy a cheat day when you're eating chicken breast steak right next to us!"

Suddenly, Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon united to condemn chicken breast and soft tofu stew.

"No, Sparklers. Do you remember? We signed a cheat day treaty at last year's concert. We agreed to eat whatever we want for one free meal a month!"

"And I allowed it."

"......"

Lee Cheonghyeon's expression turned serious as he gestured for me to be quiet, so I backed down without another peep. The kid then fired off his words relentlessly, at a speed that could rival the rap part in 『Sprint』.

"I didn't expect anything from Iwol and Joowoo. I had some small expectations for Jeho and Seongbin, since they both like to eat, but I was miserably betrayed..."

"Cheonghyeon, I was on your side..."

"You lost my trust the moment you started lifting heavy weights."

The entry requirements for the Cheat Day Protection Association were incredibly strict. Jeong Seongbin, who was suddenly exiled, gave a bitter smile. He didn't seem particularly disappointed and looked like he had discovered the joy of weight training. Besides, hadn't Lee Cheonghyeon himself increased his weights a bit? I should go to the gym and check how many kilograms he's lifting. It's been a while.

"It is the most physically demanding choreography we've ever done."

Separate from the pride I felt, the core topic had to be the comeback story, so I steered the conversation back on track. The guys tactfully followed my lead.

"The frequent formation changes make it feel even more so. You couldn't see it all in the music video because of the cuts, but we move around in a really complex way."

"If any Sparklers decide to do the 『Sprint』 challenge, I really hope you do it somewhere cool..."

Jeong Seongbin, who had been explaining, burst out laughing at Park Joowoo's heartfelt words. At the advice from the human slime who despised the heat, everyone in the chat sent emojis of themselves taking notes while wiping away sweat.


Chapter 560: Behind The Scenes (2)

The stories seemed endless. I found the tales behind Lee Cheonghyeon's composition and Jeong Seongbin's lyrics fascinating. In both my past and present lives, I had always been a third party regarding anything related to 『Sprint』.

"Iwol recovered quickly, so we could gather as a full group right away, but if he hadn't, and we'd had to make our comeback with just five members, the title track would've been a different song."

"You did say you wanted to do your song, 『Sprint』, with all six of us, Cheonghyeon."

His words showed me just how important a full group was to these guys, both then and now.

In the past, I would have cursed them internally.

Are you treating being an idol like a joke?

Until recently, I had simply assumed they would manage just fine as a five-member group without me.

These guys had a stronger attachment to being a complete group than I ever realized. I had thought something similar when I first received the lyric sheet for 『Sprint』, but it felt both cheesy and made me feel sorry.

If you loved the team that much, you shouldn't have disbanded in the first place. For a bunch of guys who wanted a complete group so badly, you now have one more person to collaborate with as the price for your contracts ending. This is your karma, so I hope you grit your teeth and endure it.

Choi Jeho read the comments on his tablet. "Someone's asking where you got your inspiration for the lyrics."

It was a great question. It was one that many Sparklers were curious about, perfect for getting reposted everywhere, and it allowed them to show their professional side.

I had spent a solid five years nagging him, and the stone Dol Hareubang had become an interviewer with a hawk's eyes. Dressing him in a shirt with rolled-up sleeves and retro glasses was worth the effort. It packaged the guy who rarely got a chance to show off his intellectual side.

Jeong Seongbin answered faithfully. Some parts were the same as in the past, while others were different.

"'Let's all run forward together!' was the main element, so I wanted to include as many images that reminded me of the members as possible. For Cheonghyeon, it's 'freedom'. For Kiyeon, 'exhilaration', and for Joowoo, something like 'clouds'."

"I get what you mean for Cheonghyeon and Kiyeon, but why am I clouds...?"

"Maybe it's because one of your nicknames is something like 'dawn mountain mist'?"

"There's that, and also how on a clear day they look all fluffy, but then they can bring rain, thunder, and lightning. That kind of unexpected charm...?"

Lee Cheonghyeon agreed with a serious expression. "Joowoo definitely has that side to him."

Park Joowoo took Jeong Seongbin's words just as seriously. "Are you saying I'm gloomy and destructive...?"

Jeong Seongbin hurriedly tried to soothe his shocked friend. "It's a misunderstanding. You know how people often say you're on a celestial level? I just wanted to use it as a metaphor for your amazing skills, Joowoo..."

"Jeong Seongbin, you're not teasing Park Joowoo, are you?"

An attack came even from Choi Jeho, and the poor leader didn't know what to do. "I'm not!"

It was a rare sight from someone in spArk who usually treated his superior's word as law. I didn't intervene, letting the Sparklers enjoy it. As expected, the viewers loved it.

"I'm so moved that Seongbin treasures Joowoo this much."

"Iwol, why are you being like this too..."

"Hm? Why'd you stop mid-sentence?"

"I just realized this is the kind of person you've always been."

"I think my heartfelt emotion just got shattered. Anyone hear a CRASH?"

"Cheonghyeon heard it. My deepest condolences."

They latched onto one little thing and a festival of nonsense ensued as they endlessly teased one another. The 'tease the leader' session only ended after our captain's face turned the color of a flat peach.

I handed him a '♥Kiyeon ♥' cheering fan to cool his face and tell him he'd done well. We had each made one beforehand to wave during the music video reaction. It had been a while since we polished our reputation as 'homemade idols'.

Jeong Seongbin busily fanned himself. His voice was thick with disappointment. "Still, I thought you'd be on my side."

"You've written lyrics before, so you should know."

"The only thing I've ever written lyrics for is 『Connect』. Wouldn't Cheonghyeon understand your difficulties better?"

"Our styles are different. Cheonghyeon is more intuitive, while you prioritize symbolism..."

"......"

"Isn't that why you put the group's name in the lyrics?"

The other guys all looked at me when Jeong Seongbin spoke. My face flushed.

Choi Jeho muttered, puzzled. "Was 'spArk' in the lyrics for 『Connect』?"

I hadn't put it in... directly, but...

"It appears if you take the first syllable of each line in the chorus and type it out in English. For example, in the first verse, '네' becomes 'sp', the 'ㅁ' from '미래' becomes 'a', the 'ㄱ' from '그건' becomes 'r', and right after that is 'Knock on'..."

"Aaaargh!"

Kang Kiyeon, who sat behind me, jumped. "Whoa! What's wrong?!"

"It's embarrassing!"

I didn't care if Kang Kiyeon was surprised. I was just so embarrassed. It felt like someone had exposed my secret diary from my most sensitive years. I had planned to gloss over it since nobody seemed to know.

Damn it! How could you humiliate me like this, Seongbin!

I tried to tease Jeong Seongbin but ended up doubly humiliated. I fanned my face with both hands.

"How did you know?"

"It's rare, but I've seen examples of it. Things like putting members' names in the lyrics, or rearranging the letters of the alphabet to make it look like a completely different word."

As expected of a K-Pop master, Jeong Seongbin knew the unique characteristics of idol song lyrics well. I couldn't escape our clever leader's notice. I was completely exposed.

"Doesn't this guy love spArk way too much? And after all that, he named the song 『Connect』? That's practically a blood oath for a lifetime contract."

Lee Cheonghyeon grinned and nudged my side with his elbow. His expression was playful, but the jab had surprising force. My side ached, and so did my conscience.

Then, I suddenly noticed something out of place. The music video and lyrics were set in a 'city', but the word 'sea' appeared out of nowhere in the middle of 『Sprint』.

『Hoping the signal that makes me run will sound』

The part that followed was.

『The vast sea to break free and surge into』

Back in my days as a proxy fan, I wrote my own half-baked analyses, forcing pieces to fit. I was like one of those literary analysis guides that ignore the creator's actual intent, writing things like, 'The city is a space of control and oppression, while the sea symbolizes freedom, a space separate from the land...'

Now that I stopped making wild guesses, I thought 'the sea' referred to Lee Cheonghyeon. The reason was simple. Lee Cheonghyeon loves the sea, and that space is where he can breathe.

But they said there was something else that symbolized Lee Cheonghyeon?

This meant the 'sea' in the current version of 『Sprint』 could refer to something different. Otherwise, the lyrics wouldn't have remained the same as the original draft. If the foreign bodies wanted a six-member spArk, they would have changed the lyrics.

But the lyrics hadn't changed, and this part, of all things, was assigned to me...

I recalled something I heard long ago. It was a story from a time when my heart was heavy with the thought that I was depending on spArk.

The teacher went to the sea. He came to a place where the desert meets the sea. Here, people are trying to pull the teacher onto a boat, telling him to leave with them.

Jeong Seongbin and spArk never gave up on me, even when I couldn't make a decision and only thought of running away. They held their ground, waited, and ultimately changed my mind.

Those people will keep waiting under the scorching sun to persuade the teacher.

I had proven the Bodhisattva's confident declaration was not wrong. His remark had been strictly Off the Record, a private conversation not even picked up by a microphone.

In one sense, it was fate that I ended up on this team. In another, it was a new outcome these guys had desperately wished for and helped create.

I was happy with either interpretation. No matter which I chose, my place was here. That would not change.


Our comeback broadcast was the day after the live stream. Responding to the flood of requests for behind-the-scenes stories about 『Connect』, I spent the entire night spamming BubblePop. I greeted the morning without a wink of sleep. At one point, Jeong Seongbin popped into my message window, held up a yellow card, and asked why I wasn't sleeping.

Mental Pillar Jeong Seongbin [.....]

Me [I'm too embarrassed to sleep...]

For that reason, he turned a blind eye to my deviation for just one day. In return, I promised to go to sleep right after our schedule ended today. Not that it mattered. Our schedule was so packed we wouldn't be done until after midnight anyway.

I paid for this reverse tribute myself. The five of them had been splitting the cost, and I wanted to repay the fans who had waited for us. I told the others in advance that I would prepare it.

It was fan service, so no one objected. I took the opportunity to do everything I'd ever wanted for the fans. I spent my entire makeup session in the waiting room checking reviews. I was relieved to see so many positive ones.

That peace of mind didn't last long. The moment I saw my reflection in the mirror, my entire plan to show everyone a new Kim Iwol, brimming with passion and sincerity, fell apart.

"This is strange. I thought dyeing my hair was the final boss, but how does it always manage to get even more extreme?"

"That's because your face holds infinite possibilities, Iwol."

"It's just so sad that the axis of those possibilities is skewed toward horror..."

My hair was drenched and stiff with hairspray, making my expression look three times more menacing. If this face were broadcast on TV, children would surely cry. I could only pray that Jaeyun, who must be in elementary school by now, had found a hobby other than watching spArk's performance videos.


Chapter 561: Back in Place (1)

A comeback after a long hiatus had to be spectacular. We naturally poured a lot of effort into the first recording. To leave a strong impact, we decided to film the first stage in two different versions and broadcast a compiled edit.

Our current hair, makeup, and styling were for the 'all-black tech wear' version for the first verse. The outfits used more leather than our 『End』 costumes. Everything except our hair and eyes was black, creating a menacing atmosphere.

The waiting room felt suffocatingly cramped with all the large members walking around in pitch-black clothes. The high heels on our shoes made everyone look even more intimidating. At this point, comparing the members to doorframes was just rude.

Do I need to come up with new nicknames for them?

Because of this, Manager Chanyoung had to squeeze his shoulders together just to move around. Manager Daeyeon didn't even leave his corner of the room.

Maybe I should have stayed slimmer. It would have made the waiting room more pleasant.

"How far down should I unzip this?" Kang Kiyeon asked the stylist beside me.

The stylist unhesitatingly pointed to his solar plexus.

I remembered shouting at a fan meeting that we had to wait until the ink on their IDs was dry. It felt nostalgic. Their aggressive visuals were so perfect I didn't need to say a word.

Jeong Seongbin also received a daring outfit. He wore a leather bolero over a slim-fit inner shirt, a style that seemed strangely mature despite being fully covered.

...Iwol Seongbin's outfit concept, please make it conservative-sexy! (...Seongbin) ...Seongbin, huh?

I'm just thankful the staff understood my wishes from only those keywords.

As expected, a dedicated team is the best. If any of them said they were quitting, I'd lie down on the floor and protest.

Belts hung loosely from my outfit. Metal clasps on the ends clanked with every step. Everyone wore at least one bold accessory, but mine was excessive. I also wore leather half-gloves as a fashion item, making myself look even more suspicious with a glove on only one hand.

"These belts are all for decoration, right?"

"Some are for the fit, and some are for decoration. They'll really accentuate your movements when you dance."

"The guys around you should be careful. They might get hit by a hook."

"You've gotten better at dodging, right, Jeho?" I gave a preemptive warning to Choi Jeho, since we were likely to collide often.

I wasn't too worried. Choi Jeho's outfit was just as formidable.

"I can't even pretend our boys are the prettiest, but you're definitely the scariest, so go intimidate them!"

We headed to the set, listening to the staff's doting, hushed cheers. I saw familiar lights through the gap between the temporary wall and the passageway. I got my mic on first and went up on stage.

"Sparkler, we're here!"

"......"

Cheers erupted. The pre-recording venue was separate, so the fan seats were filled only with Sparkler. It was a time for just spArk and Sparkler.

"The other members are still getting ready, so I came up first. Did you all eat? How was the food?" I immediately asked for feedback on the fan gift. Impressions right after eating are the most accurate.

"It was super delicious..."

Thankfully, the reviews were good. Since Sparkler was the only fandom waiting, we had rented a space and called a catering service. It was worth ordering the highest-grade version with all the options.

"We're filming two types of stages today, right? During the waiting time in between, please go back to where you ate and be sure to have some snacks too."

"We get to eat again?"

"We'll give you cold packs, so you can take the food with you!"

"It feels like we're at IDC, Iwol."

I also surveyed their preferences for our unconventional style, asking if my hair color was too bright or if the makeup was too heavy. They answered, "You're handsome, so anything is okay." To repay the fans who only gave me compliments, I quietly gave them a spoiler about the next stage outfit.

"I'm going to wear contacts later too..."

"I love you!"

If an English test asked for the appropriate response, every Sparkler would get it wrong. Isn't it a bit awkward for 'I love you' to follow 'I'm going to wear contacts'?

But I wanted to mark every word from a Sparkler's mouth as correct. I chatted with them about all sorts of things, nodding in agreement to everything the fans said.

The welcoming cheers grew even louder as the members, led by Lee Cheonghyeon, began to appear one by one. The venue instantly became noisy and bustling.

"Doesn't Joowoo's makeup look really good? In my opinion, I think it's the best after 『Speaker』 Joowoo."

"Hyung, what about me?"

"That's a tough question, 『Bright』 secret two-tone pearl ribbon Cheonghyeon."

"Hyung, your taste is really consistent."

"I like today's you too. I think the combination of white hair and golden eyes is magnificent. Later, when it's public, can you post a selca thread?"

The fans went wild at Lee Cheonghyeon's words that it was no problem at all.

And for good reason. They would surely notice right away that Lee Cheonghyeon, who had stuck with blond hair in previous broadcasts, had changed his contact lens color for the second stage. They would also notice that Park Joowoo had a signature-like tattoo sticker on his neck, right where his veins popped out when he hit a high note.

They could confirm it later with the stage video, but it would be a shame to miss seeing it in person because of a bad view or the small details. That's why I subtly mentioned it.

"spArk, we're starting the recording!"

We got into formation at the camera roll sign. While waiting for the music, I made eye contact with a fan in the front row. She had frequently come to our fan meetings, autograph sessions, and open broadcasts since our early days.

I was this fan's favorite member. The lens of the large camera she always brought was always pointed at me.

To think we'd meet again like this. I'm glad I came back.

Hoping to convey my happiness, I smiled as brightly as I could. Through my dimming vision as the lights went out, I saw the corners of her eyes crinkle into a smile.

The intro began to play. I had heard it hundreds of times, enough for it to appear in my dreams. My body moved reflexively. I could follow the song without thinking about the next move. If what the SYSTEM said was true, it was 'because I worked hard'.

Just because my dance proficiency had increased didn't make learning the choreography easy. While I was improving, the others weren't just sitting around. I had to keep practicing to keep up with the members, who had improved by leaps and bounds.

However, the preparation wasn't agonizing. I liked that spArk could focus solely on a better performance, without worrying about my previous injuries.

I felt nothing when I saw myself reflected in the mirror, fitting in among them, even though every single member had become more perfect than before.

One day in the practice room, I was singing my part over and over, wanting to do well. I found myself alone, thinking back to the old version of 『Sprint』 that my past self had liked.

And then, I thought it felt somewhat plain. My hand reached for the current digital track, where the session instruments clashed noisily, and the piercing high notes repeatedly built up and exploded like the early summer sun.

If I explained this feeling to my past self, who believed the song sung by five was the most perfect and tried to divide the parts just like the great original, he wouldn't believe me.

It would be a relief if he didn't just retort, 'Hasn't your ego gotten a little too big?'

What would he think if I told him a story that even this life's Kim Iwol was flustered by? For example, what if I said, 'You have to be the center for spArk's title track dance break.'

'You want me to be the center? Why?'

'Because it looks good visually.'

What if Kang Kiyeon, the members' dance teacher, created choreography centered around Kim Iwol? And what if Choi Jeho, the face of the team, willingly took on the pair choreography for my sake as the center?

『May the signal that makes me run ring out』

It would be a relief not to be called a scammer, or told not to joke around with someone else's life.

However, I was really standing here. I sang the lyrics given to me from among these guys.

『The vast sea to kick off and advance into』

The footprints of the past flashed through my mind. The instrumental surged forward. I rode its wave and stood at the ignition point of a brilliant flame.

『Become the path where light runs』

The center must fully express what the team wants to show. They determine the stage's captivating power. They are the group's face, capable of determining the rise and fall of their promotions, and those guys entrusted that heavy responsibility to me.

I don't think the members made the best choice. It's also difficult to promise that I'll make it the right choice.

Despite having no conviction, I stood at the forefront. The front rows of fans were dazzling. Countless cameras focused on me. The weight of their gazes was heavy, yet my senses grew sharper. I felt like I was floating, and a thrilling current of electricity shot through my fingers and toes.

Sweat poured down like rain. My sister's message came to mind.

[Does he even know what he likes?]

『I can hear the sound calling me』

Inside my in-ear monitor, the music and my sister's voice mixed together. In front of me, light sticks were waving.

Even without taking out my in-ears, I could tell by the shape of their moving lips. Everyone was shouting the fanchant. The moment they called the name I had been so desperate to cover with my fingers, I felt like my chest would explode.

『Take a step forward into an endless Sprint』

[You have more days to live.]

A smile kept breaking out on my face. If I had to pick a moment in my life when I felt catharsis, it would be, without a doubt, right now.


Chapter 562: Back in Place (2)

The intense choreography generated an incredible amount of heat. My whole body felt hot. It wouldn't have been strange to see steam rising from my skin.

I hadn't been this out of breath during practice. The live broadcast was definitely different. After opening a water bottle—I didn't even know who handed it to me—and taking a drink, I finally had a moment to catch my breath.

"Iwol-hyung, congratulations on your center debut..."

As Park Joowoo clapped while congratulating me, the fans cheered in response.

"You're the best!"

"It suits you so well!"

My face, which had been cooling down, flushed again at the undeserved praise. It was a good thing I had heavy makeup on. Otherwise, my forehead would have been the same color as my hairline.

The recording in the non-breathable leather outfits was over after three takes. Jeong Seongbin soothed the disappointed fans.

"We'll come back looking even more handsome! Please wait just a little longer!"

"We'll trust you!"

In the past, when we said things like that, the Sparklers would ask how we could possibly look better than we do now, saying we were already perfect. It seemed that after many years of being Sparklers, the fans had developed a firm philosophy, an aesthetic eye, and high expectations. The sight of idols and fans running toward the top together was truly beautiful.

To keep our promise of returning with an even more amazing look, spArk began a period of complete transformation as soon as we entered the waiting room.

The concept for the second verse and beyond was 'energetic, masculine guys'. We had to scrub clean our bodies, which had been steeped in the dark energy of the first verse, and become as thoroughly dry as a sun-dried blanket, without a single damp spot.

To achieve this, Park Joowoo took down his styled hair and redid it completely. Lee Cheonghyeon switched his contact lenses to one blue and one purple.

We all wiped off our makeup and had it redone. Unlike the first stage, which emphasized a dark and pale impression, this time we mobilized a full range of playful and vibrant colors.

Our outfits were also changed to colorful ones. We mixed various styles like baseball jackets, jeans, and wide-leg pants to create a rich visual.

Meanwhile, I was given a sleeveless shirt. I felt shy at the prospect of such bold shoulder exposure. The shirt had no sleeves, yet I was supposed to wear an arm garter on my bare bicep, making me wonder, 'Is this right...'. Still, it fit snugly on my triceps.

"How is it? Have we brightened up?"

Fortunately, the Sparklers seemed to like the second style as well. My shoulders and Lee Cheonghyeon's iliac crest drew particularly enthusiastic reactions. The bottom sides of his top were cut so high that his sides and hip bones were clearly visible even though it was meant to be tucked into his pants. Wasn't that truly daring?

Kang Kiyeon looked very much like a cartoon character with his large, thick gloves and an effect on his clothes that looked like he'd been hit with a paintball. The fluorescent ugly sneakers also played a part. His cool impression was neutralized by the mischievous look, creating a friendly atmosphere.

Choi Jeho and Jeong Seongbin were also dressed to the nines. They all looked so tall and handsome. In the middle of it all, I even consulted the Sparklers about my worries that Choi Jeho kept getting taller.

"I'm afraid the day will come when we, the short-line, will no longer be visible in photos..."

"It's not that bad, is it, Sparkler?"

Choi Jeho looked baffled. It was the naive remark of someone who didn't know how vicious the dimensions for an SNS profile header photo could be. Kang Kiyeon fumed that if only the top of his head ended up in the picture, it would be all Jeho-hyung's fault.

The sparkling clothes and makeup truly shone in the recorded version. I was startled when I looked at the screen for monitoring. The atmosphere was completely different from the video I saw during the first monitoring session.

The reaction should be pretty good when this airs.

My prediction was spot on. While waiting in the dressing room to go on for the ending stage, I checked our comeback performance, and that part boasted a quality on par with a music video.

That evening, spArk once again held the glorious first-place trophy in their arms. While we were all hugging each other and sharing our joy, Lee Cheonghyeon showed tears. Even though we had won first place so many times before, the guy couldn't control his emotions.

Speaking into the microphone given to the composer for the acceptance speech, he said.

"I'm happy that we can all stand on stage together and receive this award."

Lee Cheonghyeon had once said that being a complete group was the foundation of being an idol. He, more than anyone, knew how difficult that was. There were many factors that threatened spArk's completeness. From Lee Cheonghyeon's own family, to public opinion demanding Park Joowoo's solo activities, and even me, the member who had secretly left the team.

It was true that spArk had an unusual amount of history, but it wasn't as if other teams only walked on smooth paths. Everyone carried their own anxieties.

There was no way the smart Lee Cheonghyeon didn't know that. In fact, he might have been even more obsessed with being a complete group because he knew it so well. It took a long time to grant this one wish for the guy who had worked himself to the bone for the team. When I patted his shoulder, Lee Cheonghyeon wiped his tears and finished his speech.

"We will work hard so that the Sparklers' support is not in vain, and so that this time can last forever. Thank you."


The promotions for 『Sprint』, which brought moist emotion to my soul and damp sweat to my body, kept spArk incredibly busy.

The number of scheduled appearances we had to make to promote our comeback was more than I could count on both hands. It was impossible for all of us to appear on every show, so we sometimes split up the members to handle the broadcasts.

While everyone was busy, I had a relatively more relaxed schedule. Jukyung-nim's either-or process was applied to my schedule as well.

This season, let's focus on just one thing, either music shows or variety shows. If you burn out in the middle, it defeats the purpose. You know that in the real world, finishing the race is a virtue, right?

I had no room to argue, so I obediently appeared only on talk-focused shows. I still danced, played games, and did everything required of me, but I did far less running and sweating than the other guys.

Compared to things like large groups of idols competing in sports tournaments or selling coffee and catching live octopuses on their cheeks in the middle of Gangnam, 'singing a rock band medley on a karaoke machine for a member-hosted Metube variety show', 're-re-re-reappearing on a counseling program and earning the caption that I was armed with even stronger rage', and 'going on the radio to unleash 500 heartwarming and meaningful anecdotes about my seniors' were a piece of cake.

It wasn't much of a substitute, but I ran my mouth off with the intention of contributing to the group's buzz, even if it was just with my words. Perhaps the writers saw me in a favorable light, because quite a few videos like 'A Collection of the Up-Close Idol Iwol' were uploaded. These uploaded contents boasted a significant number of views.

As I gained a reputation for not losing my buzz, I received several offers to reappear on shows. The variety show I was scheduled to film today, 'Let's Do It After Eating', was one of them.

'Let's Do It After Eating', which had pushed through with the experimental casting of the 'Trio of Villains', had by now become a pioneer in discovering new chemistries.

≫ Let's Do It After Eating is really good at finding golden combinations

・ ・ ・ At first I was like, huh?? What kind of combination is the Trio of Villains, but after they filmed on Let's Do It After Eating, it was great to see so many best-friend moments and sides of them we hadn't seen on other shows...Yunjae-nim, thank you for being so friendly with our boy... Please continue to take good care of him...

└ Woo Yunjae's fans say the same thing. Thanks to Gu Jahan, Woo Yunjae is finally sharing behind-the-scenes stories from his old projects lol

└ Have they appeared together before?

└ Yeeeesss, once a long time ago ㅇㅇ

≫ Fake Old Man Gu Jahan, Old Man's Soul Kim Iwol, and Real Old Man Woo Yunjae. When are they not funny

Writers, please bring the old men back just one more time ㅠㅠㅠㅠ

└ So in the end, Mr. Gu Jahan is the youngest one

└ Is that how it works out

└ lololololololol

≫ I'm the one who freaked out seeing HGW and JSB together

I still remember how all the online communities were on fire when the preview dropped, and the craziest part is that the two of them actually had a good time and left.

└ Even during IBC, this pairing didn't have many problems. The talk was mostly about the group vs group conflict...

└ Why IBC? Isn't it IDC??

└ It's short for Idol Busy Chronicles tq

Having received a lot of love, the 'Let's Do It After Eating' team sent a reappearance request to the Trio of Villains as a form of customer appreciation. At the same time, the group chat exploded.

Gu Jahan sunbaenim [You guys gonna go on Let's Do It?]

Woo Yunjae sunbaenim [What about you two?]

[Mr. Iwol, is your schedule free?]

[spArk seems very busy these days]

Gu Jahan sunbaenim [His company won't let him on variety shows, so he just watches Metube in the dorm]

Me [It's not that bad;;]

Gu Jahan sunbaenim [My script reading is still a while away, so I should be fine]

Woo Yunjae sunbaenim [My filming is ending soon too, so my schedule should be free around then]

[However, Mr. Iwol's condition is important, so please prioritize your health]

Gu Jahan sunbaenim [Let's Do It After Eating isn't that intense]

[We can just tell him to sleep and eat by ourselves]

Me [How much of an ill-mannered brat are you trying to make me out to be]

Woo Yunjae sunbaenim [Mr. Iwol, would you like to get permission from your agency first?]

[We can discuss it after that]

Me [It's really not like that;;;;;]

I felt wronged, but I couldn't win against Woo Yoonjae. Left with no choice, I ended up taking the laptop from Jeong Seongbin's room to create a filming permission form.

The laptop's password had been changed, so it took me a while to crack it. It seemed he changed it to block my access, but what's the point of changing it to 666666? They're strange guys, anyway.

In any case, I promptly sent the well-made filming permission form to Jukyung-nim's email. The form was returned that evening, signed, in the hands of Manager Daeyeon. I also received a bonus of worries and nagging.

Me [The preparations are perfect.]

Gu Jahan sunbaenim [lolololololololololololol]

Woo Yunjae sunbaenim [I see… ]

And so it was that Woo Yoonjae, who had finished filming his drama, Mr. Gu Jahan, who was about to star in a new project, and I, who should have been working like a dog and showing my face on TV, all gathered in a mountain village.


Chapter 563: A Day Off (1)

The final stage for 'Let's Do It After Eating' was a quiet winter farming village. Houses were scattered peacefully among wide rice paddies.

The season and setting had changed. With June approaching, crops were growing rapidly. We were in a cool mountain village surrounded on all sides by lush green mountains.

"How could you call us right at the peak of the farming season..."

Woo Yoonjae, who knew the agricultural cycle well, made his comment. The production staff covered their faces with sketchbooks. They desperately explained they hadn't called us here to work.

The owner, an elderly woman, had insisted we pull some weeds since they were growing fast in the warm weather. She said we could eat them during the shoot, but a field far larger than any weekend farm stretched out before us. It felt like I was here to film 'Survival in the City', not a relaxing variety show.

"For a show called 'Trio of Villains', you always call us to very peaceful places."

This time, Gu Jahan pointed out the flaw. I worried about how Gu Jahan would take responsibility if his single comment made our next filming location a container box or an abandoned factory. They say you shouldn't even talk carelessly in your sleep in front of a camera.

I could guess why they chose the mountains over the seaside, where finding ingredients could be a gamble like fishing. The scene viewers loved most from the 'Trio of Villains' appearance was when we picked a basket of seasonal greens, mixed them into various dishes, and looked great in our work pants. There was no better location to recreate 'the most-watched scene'.

Someone suggested we look around to see what was nearby. Gu Jahan and I each grabbed a rubber basin and followed Woo Yoonjae. We found a place raising native chickens and chicks, among many other things.

"Oh... we're going to be busy, aren't we?"

Woo Yoonjae's ominous intuition was correct. Just ten minutes after filming started, we returned to our lodging and changed into the work clothes we had packed. I complimented Gu Jahan, telling him he had become a fashionista who even looked good in work pants now.

Three pairs of stylish sneakers guarded the lodging while we busily procured ingredients.

Thanks to my elders' consideration, I was assigned the peaceful task of feeding the chicks. While feeding them, I spotted some eggs and tried to take them. The mother hens pecked furiously at my rubber boots. I retreated with three eggs before they could poke a hole in my boots.

I put the hard-won eggs in the refrigerator, then carried a kettle of water and some cups to where my seniors were.

The actors were supposed to be picking butterbur stems by themselves, claiming there were only two pairs of small scissors.

"Where's Woo Yoonjae?"

"He went into those bushes over there. There are a ton of bugs, but he went in with his bare arms to get something."

Gu Jahan bent over and held up a bundle of harvested butterbur stems. Gu Jahan's rubber basin was full of stems and leaves. The basin I had brought even had stringy stonecrop in it.

"When did you pick so much?!"

"Woo Yoonjae said so. It's the end of the butterbur season, so if we don't eat it now, we won't get another chance this year."

"...Let's steam the leaves and eat them as wraps."

"You scared me!"

Woo Yoonjae returned, pushing through the mountain foothills with a huge bundle of butterbur stems in his arms, just as Gu Jahan had described. I was about to pour water for my hardworking seniors when a bee flew into Gu Jahan's paper cup. The butterbur-picking party packed up and returned to the lodging, consoling the whining adult man.


My seniors put on straw hats and went out again to pull weeds. The task of peeling the mountain-like pile of butterbur stems suddenly fell to me.

I had planned to follow them and pull weeds too. However, Woo Yoonjae gently refused, so I was left alone in the yard. I had no choice but to lay down a foil mat, sit, and diligently peel the butterbur stems.

Seriously, who does he think would get heatstroke just from being in the scorching sun? Maybe Gu Jahan would, but I can definitely handle this much heat. I'm someone who worked without an air conditioner in an office with floor-to-ceiling glass windows that couldn't even be opened in the middle of summer.

I grumbled inwardly as I peeled for a long time, but the basin showed no signs of emptying. That was Woo Yoonjae for you. I would never see such a deliberately harvested amount unless I was preparing a 'reverse tribute' for my seniors. It was a novel sight.

In the middle of my work, I boiled water to cook the butterbur stems. I also shouted to Gu Jahan in the field to pick some cheongyang peppers. I had to yell at the top of my lungs because of the distance, and I ended up being praised for my good vocal projection. I did my best to move around and not be a freeloader.

Fortunately, my seniors returned with a new basket of vegetables before my fingernails turned completely black.

While Woo Yoonjae went to the kitchen to boil the butterbur stems, Gu Jahan and I turned on the tap in the yard. We scrubbed the vegetables until they were pale green.

"I'm hungry."

"It's past lunchtime. Should we prepare the meal?"

"Don't we have to make rice?"

"It should be almost done by now. I started the fire as soon as we came in earlier."

During the first filming of 'Let's Do It After Eating', I had learned how to cook rice in a cauldron by watching Woo Yoonjae. I had grown a little from my K-Office Worker days, when all I knew was how to boil kimchi stew and grill pork belly in a cauldron.

"Today marks the first day in my life that I've cooked rice in a cauldron."

"If we film this show one more time, Kim Iwol is going to end up returning to farming."

Gu Jahan said this with a sour expression. What did he mean, return to farming, when my schedule for the year was already packed? Even if I learned to steam rice cakes in a cauldron, it would be difficult to change my profession. I was genuinely afraid of the consequences if I ran away from here again.

The first meal was a success. Woo Yoonjae's cooking skills were as good as ever, and the heavenly taste of the ssamjang was the same. We made enough for the staff and ate together. The stir-fried butterbur stems with perilla seeds and the wraps disappeared in an instant. It took half a day just to do the dishes.

I washed dishes until my pant cuffs were soaked. When I came out to the yard, I saw Woo Yoonjae carrying another basin full of something.

"What is that...?!"

"......"

I almost fainted, thinking I had to peel more butterbur stems. My mind was reeling from the overwhelming presence of both Gu Jahan and Onion Ssi, who relentlessly followed people around asking what we were having for a snack. It was impossible to say which of them was more persistent.

"Hey, Woo Yoonjae, there's no corn."

"It's super sweet corn, so you don't have to boil it."

"Are you eating raw corn right now?"

"A lot of people eat this kind raw. Want to try?"

While Woo Yoonjae's natural science class was in session, I squatted under the wooden porch and diligently shucked corn. I didn't have the confidence to join their conversation. The only thing I could rely on was the mountain of corn.

However, my small island of solace did not last forever. While I was in the kitchen looking for a steamer, Woo Yoonjae, the master of farm work, had completely shucked all my corn, leaving not a single strand of silk.

"Iwol, you have some too."

Woo Yoonjae grabbed a raw cob, snapped it in half, and held it out to me. The sound of me chewing on the raw corn filled the audio. CRUNCH, CRUNCH.


On the first day, I had at least some small tasks. Peeling butterbur stems, shucking corn, and putting the rice on to cook allowed me to contribute to the meal preparation.

But starting the next day, there was surprisingly nothing for me to do. To be precise, no one gave me anything to do. I woke up early and retrieved the eggs with more skill than the day before, only to be teased for being a young kid who didn't even have morning sleep.

My seniors strongly insisted that the person who worked at dawn should rest. It was a bewildering situation for me, who had done nothing but steal some eggs. While my elders searched the storehouse for old potatoes to make potato pancakes, I tried to be inconspicuous and just set out the chopsticks.

I couldn't even join the work of reorganizing the furrows in the pepper field, even though that was my specialty.

"I'm actually amazing at tilling fields."

"Really? You'll adapt well when you go to the military, then."

At Gu Jahan's joke, the idol Kim Iwol couldn't say a word. Targeting a male idol's greatest weakness, the military service hiatus, was a cowardly move.

"I can set up support poles well, too..."

"I've been doing it for about 30 years, so I'm good at it. Just rest. It's hot, so turn on the fan."

Woo Yoonjae treated me like a grandson visiting his grandmother's house. He then brought a fan out onto the wooden porch and pressed the button. Watching the fan blades spin with a rattle, my mind felt complicated. RATTLING...

If I combined all the years I've lived, I probably wouldn't fall behind these guys...

I felt uneasy but decided not to be stubborn. I didn't want my enthusiasm to get innocent people caught up in a controversy about overworking me, someone with health issues. From now on, I really didn't want to be mentioned in any articles other than ones about spArk hitting a career high.

With no other choice, I saw my seniors off and trudged back to the porch. A gentle breeze still came from the fan. The sun beat down on the yard, but the porch was shaded by the tiled roof. It was the perfect composition for a peaceful picture.

"Aigoo..."

I let out a small, feigned groan and lay down on the wooden porch. I also unfolded the thin, child-sized quilt Gu Jahan had left for me, telling me to take a nap.

It might not look good to the general viewers. A junior lazing around and napping alone while his esteemed seniors were all out working would not be viewed favorably.

Still, the Sparkler fans will probably be relieved.

They had almost never seen me resting. As long as I could ease the fans' worries, I was fine with taking some criticism. Some might say a controversy over my attitude would only upset the fans more, but that was something I could resolve by showing my sincerity through hard work in the future.

I lay down without a pillow, and sleep came easily. Not long after I closed my eyes, the sound of insects in the grass quickly faded.

I wondered how long I had slept. I was lost in a deep sleep when a rustling sound woke me. RUSTLING. The sun was still high in the sky.

The only thing different from before I fell asleep was that someone was nearby.

I opened my eyes at the presence.

"What, you're awake?"

Choi Jeho stood there, dressed in a tracksuit from top to bottom.


Chapter 564: A Day Off (2)

I had a trauma from nightmares about seeing Choi Jeho. The shock made me snap my eyes shut again.

"What a bad dream..."

"It's not a dream."

"It's not?!"

I shot up to check, and what I saw was real. A plastic bag full of things made the rustling noise.

"Why are you here?"

"I'm the guest. Hello, this is spArk's Jeho."

Choi Jeho bowed to the camera. The writers clapped, making the whole thing feel like a giant hidden camera prank.

"When were you chosen as the guest?"

"When you got the casting offer. Where are the sunbaenims?"

"Up there, in the pepper field."

Hearing my answer, Choi Jeho immediately took off his sneakers. Choi Jeho then picked up a pair of nearby rubber shoes and put them on. I hurriedly followed Choi Jeho's lead and slipped my feet into a pair of shoes.

"Did you wear work clothes on purpose?"

"Yeah. I'm going up, so go back to sleep if you want."

"No thanks."

My sleep was shattered, not just broken. How could I get any more sleep? I slapped my cheeks, SLAP, SLAP, and got up. I turned off the fan and folded the blanket.

If I go with Choi Jeho under the pretext of introducing him, the old men can't say, 'Kim Iwol is just lazing around~'. With two able-bodied men here, it would be a waste not to use us for this kind of work.

I confidently led Choi Jeho toward the pepper field. Exactly three minutes later, we were banned from entering the furrows.

"Both of you, don't come in, just stand there...!"

Woo Yoonjae shouted from a distance. Woo Yoonjae's voice today was surely the loudest in his entire filmography. Mr. Gu Jahan also complained loudly about the heat for the whole neighborhood to hear, but Mr. Gu Jahan never once said, 'You guys come help too!'. To our great sunbaenims, Choi Jeho and I were just little lambs who should be left to play.

The sunbaenims' heads suddenly popped up from the field, perhaps because they had been squatting to work. I watched the sunbaenims walk toward us, parting the pepper plant leaves.

"They wouldn't let me join in," I said.

"I was wondering why you weren't working," Choi Jeho chimed in.

The sunbaenims personally walked to the edge of the field to welcome their guest, Choi Jeho. At the same time, the sunbaenims herded us like a flock of sheep back into the yard. Only after promising to wear the large sun hats were Choi Jeho and I allowed to pick and eat cherry tomatoes from the garden.


The sunbaenims seemed to see us as kids from the 'Sparkle Class', but Choi Jeho and I were pros who had survived the harsh world of cameras. As Sparkins with the code 'if there's no work, find some' engraved in our bones, we found chores to do no matter where we were.

First, we picked the prettiest cherry tomatoes we had gathered and gave two to each staff member. Then we picked enough to fill a basket for the hard-working sunbaenims. We also ate a lot ourselves in between.

We used the harvested tomatoes to make a marinade. There was no basil, but perilla leaves were a possible substitute. I told Choi Jeho to pick some perilla leaves, but Choi Jeho infuriated me by picking underdeveloped shiso leaves instead. Choi Jeho hadn't improved at all from the days I'd ask him to pull up green onions and he'd pull up underdeveloped onions.

"Jeho, have you ever eaten purple perilla leaves?"

"I thought it was a new breed. Like yellow tomatoes."

Looking at the small shiso leaves, Choi Jeho asked, "...If you plant these, do they not grow back? If you cut a sweet potato and bury it, it grows again."

"That's like asking if a pumpkin you dug up will grow bigger if you plant it again."

So we amicably went back to the field, holding a plastic basin. The hawk-eyed Mr. Gu Jahan caught us and gave us an earful from a distance.

The nagging even echoed, perhaps because we were in the mountains. Why does it keep coming out, keep coming out, coming out... I could picture the audio director's tired expression without even looking.

After setting the tomatoes aside to marinate, we took the blankets out of the closet. Choi Jeho and I each grabbed an end and shook out the dust. The idea was that older people often find it difficult to wash bedding or shake out dust frequently, depending on their water facilities or home appliances. We should get it done while there were extra hands.

We shook out all the pillows too. I casually mentioned another member, saying it was a shame Joowoo wasn't here since this was Joowoo's specialty. We beat the pillows just enough not to burst the cases, then neatly put them away in the closet.

After we each took a wet and a dry cloth and wiped the inside of the house until it shone, the grimy-looking sunbaenims returned. Just as Jeong Seongbin had taught me, I draped a cloth over my arm and rushed out in my socks to open the screen door for them.

"Welcome back, sunbaenim!"

"What are you doing with that rag?"

"In spArk, we have a custom of welcoming our elders in this posture when we feel like it."

"Is being an idol your hobby and comedy skits your main job?"

"If that were the case, we'd be a bit more serious about it, wouldn't we?"

Like making non-alcoholic mojitos with the wrongly picked shiso leaves to serve them. I didn't do it since I'd be treated like a 100% weirdo.


After a hearty dinner, we gathered in the yard. I thought they would throw a makgeolli party this time, but the drink was unified as green plum syrup.

"While we were working earlier, the grandmother next door gave us this to drink with water."

"Was there a house next door?"

"They say there is one if you walk down for about 10 minutes."

With that, Mr. Gu Jahan personally mixed the green plum syrup into glasses of ice for us. This was, of course, much healthier and better than a broadcast with drinking. I was very satisfied with the single-menu system.

After a while, a health talk caught fire. With Choi Jeho joining in, the conversation truly became a forum for sharing physical training methods for young men in their 20s and 30s.

Watching Choi Jeho actively participate in the talk, I felt complicated.

"Why are you looking at me with that expression?"

Because you're an idol...

It went without saying, but Choi Jeho failed to read my inner voice. So I just let Choi Jeho interact freely with his gym buddies.

"...Are you two twenty-five this year?" Woo Yoonjae asked, looking at me and Choi Jeho.

Do we look that pathetic, spinning corn-skewered sticks over the brazier?

"Yes, sunbaenim."

"Wow, so young," Mr. Gu Jahan exclaimed in admiration.

I couldn't say it out loud, but I was shouting it a hundred times in my head. I wished Mr. Gu Jahan knew that if we were counting years lived, the only young one here was Choi Jeho.

"How many years has it been since your debut?"

"It's our 5th year this year. Our 4th anniversary was a little while ago," Choi Jeho replied, handing a perfectly roasted corn to Mr. Gu Jahan. It was a social skill excellent enough to survive in this harsh world. If Choi Jeho kept this up, I'd be happy to ghostwrite Choi Jeho's meeting minutes for him anytime.

"About two years left until contract renewal? I hear idols usually have 7-year contracts."

"Why are you asking something like that..." Woo Yoonjae shook Mr. Gu Jahan's arm lightly with a fed-up expression.

Contract renewal is a sensitive issue for idols. I wasn't uncomfortable because I knew that for actors, transferring agencies or extending contracts didn't dictate their future activities to the same extent.

The problem is that my contract period might be different from the other kids.

As Mr. Gu Jahan said, the typical contract period for an idol was 7 years. It was customary to follow the maximum period of the standard contract, but my contract was for 5 years. I was cautiously observing the situation when thankfully, Choi Jeho spoke up.

"We have a 5-year contract. It's expiring soon."

"Really? That's short."

"We were the company's first idol group, so success wasn't guaranteed... The CEO told us that if we couldn't achieve success despite our potential, it would be a problem on the company's end. So the CEO adjusted it so we could consider transferring to another agency before it was too late."

So that's what it was? I had no idea.

And what a relief. If the other members had 7-year contracts and I was the only one with 5, I would have been chewed out again for hiding the different contract period. Or I would have had to cling to the CEO's pant leg and beg him to extend my contract by two years as well.

If we all had 5-year contracts, I really would have had my job changed to an office worker as soon as I failed to meet the KPI.

I could have used the recognition reduction function to make people forget I was the idol Kim Iwol. spArk could have just renewed their contracts as a 5-member group after the original one expired. This way, both I and spArk would have lived the same lives as before I regressed, as if no strange phenomenon had ever occurred.

"So... are you in discussions?"

"Gu Jahan, isn't your mouth bored?"

"My mouth? Why?"

"Mine is, so go get some of that marinade Mr. Iwol and Jeho made."

Eventually, Woo Yoonjae went as far as to chase Mr. Gu Jahan away. If our team had Choi Jeho, then their team had Mr. Gu Jahan.

As soon as Mr. Gu Jahan left, Woo Yoonjae apologized to us. The considerate Woo Yoonjae also made a hand gesture to the PD, asking him to edit it out.

I heard about the contract issue on the way back after filming ended. While our manager stopped at a rest area to buy snacks, I took the opportunity when no one was around to sound out Choi Jeho.

"Come to think of it, we've never talked about our contract renewal."

Choi Jeho answered while tapping away at his phone with an indifferent expression. "We did."

"......"

"When you left," Choi Jeho added nonchalantly. "Then it was put on hold. Later... well, we didn't have the time to deal with that issue."

I was dying to know what they had talked about. However, I couldn't ask. It felt like a luxury to even try and guess what the members were feeling at the time.

"Won't Jeong Seongbin bring it up after promotions are over? We've already gone around and said what we think. Though someone might have changed their mind since then."

"I see."

"If you're going to worry about it, do it in advance. Don't dry Jeong Seongbin out later by asking for more time to think. Jeong Seongbin's already aged three years."

"That won't do. spArk's face value is already high enough as it is."

They say the scariest thing in the world is the irreversible flow of time. There were still so many youth concepts we hadn't tried yet. We couldn't face the end of our refreshing era already.

As I made a grim resolution, Choi Jeho said to me, "I hope it's in a positive direction, if possible."

Choi Jeho's gaze was still fixed on his phone.

Before, I would have taken those words to mean, 'Figure it out and act accordingly.' But not anymore. I could fully understand that it meant Choi Jeho would respect my decision, but Choi Jeho wanted us to be together if possible.

Choi Jeho was a guy who didn't have an ounce of affection for his team members. It was funny how I always twisted Choi Jeho's words when Choi Jeho was being so direct. Still, I found it admirable that Choi Jeho didn't abandon me for being a troublemaker, so I decided to let Choi Jeho win just this once.


Chapter 565: Golden Age (1)

Won Chaehee’s work life was awful, as always. It never improved or worsened. Each day was the same kind of terrible.

She had learned long ago that this was the proof of adulthood. That knowledge offered no comfort.

A weary modern person needed a reward. Without impulsive food deliveries or frequent splurges, she had no way to relieve her mounting anger.

The only meaningful thing left in Won Chaehee's life was her fandom activity. It was a target for which she willingly made time, a being that brought her joy and made her forget reality's hardships. With her favorite member's return, Won Chaehee had found her vitality once more.

However, Won Chaehee had momentarily overlooked something. The spArk she loved had never once let their fans rest easy during a promotion period.

spArk had relentlessly dropped content even during their hiatus. The moment they returned, they unleashed a flood of it, as if opening a dam's floodgates.

It was hard to stay sane from the moment the concept photos and teasers were released. The decadent close-up shot of Kim Iwol with bright red hair had an incredible impact.

≫ My baby is like an Australian Cherry spray-painted black

Won Chaehee deeply sympathized with the phrase a well-known social media user, 'Minam Hunter', used to summarize Kim Iwol's A-version concept photo.

After releasing an intense photo, spArk always provided a fresh, salad-like one. It was a kind of formula.

It was also an established fact that they would betray their fans' expectations in a positive way. The Smart-B version concept photo left Won Chaehee completely flustered.

≫ Oh my baby is a high-sugar fresh Cherry raised on nothing but sunlight and dew in California I have to go no fucking keep going right now

When Won Chaehee saw Kim Iwol's face, his wet hair pushed back and a cheerful smile on his lips, her card was already buying albums in bulk.

And what about the released music video? Kim Iwol switched between a man with a dry, sharp impression and a youth running under the sun, completely captivating Won Chaehee.

Kim Iwol's smile filled the screen during a pause where the drum beat quickened and then stopped. It became Won Chaehee's current laptop background.

The fact that Kim Iwol was frequently at the forefront during the group choreography scenes in the music video was also a notable point.

During the comeback live, Kim Iwol sat in the center. She figured it was a show of support for the member who was showing his face after a long time.

The thoughtful man always yielded the front or middle positions, no matter the lineup. It would have made sense if that same Kim Iwol had been outvoted by his members this time.

When the date for the first music show was set, Won Chaehee applied for a day off for the first time this year. The day to use the vacation she had saved for her fandom activities had finally come, and she began to feel a flutter of excitement.

The thought of another endless wait had dampened her spirits a little the day before the schedule. While waiting for admission, Won Chaehee sat in a chair in a space decorated like a waiting room. She held a drink and had already eaten a lunch box from spArk that was practically a catered buffet. Then, Won Chaehee opened the gift bundle.

How much did all this cost...

The contents were essentials that idol fans pack for offline events, starting with a wrist guard, sunscreen, a cooling neckband, and a cute portable battery.

Every single item was from a famous brand, known as a bestseller. The box was filled with items whose high price tags were an entry barrier, the kind used by celebrities and personalities who frequently appear on broadcasts.

There was also a set of baked goods, chosen according to the members' tastes. A card on the dessert case detailed which member liked which flavor and what the recommended pairings were. The bottom of the card still listed the ingredients.

She was a fan who converted an idol's sincerity into monetary value. Won Chaehee couldn't help it, even if that made her materialistic.

A fan has many ways to prove their love for an idol, but an idol does not have many ways to prove how much they cherish their fans. If some guy tries to dismiss all the time fans spend streaming, buying albums, and filling concert seats with a single phrase like, 'Everyone, I love you-!', isn't he the more materialistic one?

As long as they were in the industry, understanding the market was basic. In Won Chaehee's view, it was disqualifying to just make a show of giving out sponsored goods from a company they modeled for, or a basic dessert set from a cafe that was famous in name only, with no hint of effort or prior research.

This is an era where people even check reviews for gifts they give to coworkers. Won Chaehee had always believed it was an idol's virtue to ensure their fans never felt disheartened, even if they couldn't give them the absolute best treatment. spArk always proved that Won Chaehee was right.

Fans would give their all if you treated them just a little bit well, those despicable jerks... Her past favorite members flashed through her mind like a film reel. She quickly pushed the musty memories aside, not wanting to taint her current happiness.

Then, she took a plastic-wrapped item from the very bottom of the box. The object was a bright red chenille stem doll wearing an adorable outfit.

A human-sized ring hung on its necklace. As Won Chaehee recalled, it was a ring Kim Iwol had once worn on a music show.

After taking a picture, she opened the package and saw a small note tucked behind the chenille stem doll. It was not a copied letter in his handwriting, but a handwritten letter, penned individually for each fan.

【Hello, Sparkler! This is Iwol.

I heard many of you have been attaching these to your bags ahead of the comeback, so I tried making some chenille stem dolls.

It might not even be half the time that you, Sparkler, have waited, but I did my best to express that I've also been waiting for today with the same heart as you.

I'd be grateful if you'd accept them, even if they aren't as pretty as the ones sold in stores.

Kiyeon and I picked out the clothes at Dongdaemun Market, choosing something that looked similar to our Sprint concept! Seongbin ironed on the patch. Joowoo attached the keychain. Cheonghyeon and I disassembled accessories that spArk has worn and attached them. Jeho helped with the packaging.

+ The members lent me their perfumes and room sprays, so I sprayed one on each doll at random. I hope it's to your liking!

Thank you for coming all this way to support us. We'll do a great job with the recording!】

The audience for today's pre-recording was 170 people. Even if he had made them every day since the concept was decided, it would have taken an enormous amount of time. If he wrote handwritten letters on top of that, she could guess the immense effort it must have taken without even calculating it.

She brought the doll to her nose. A fresh, grassy scent wafted from it. The last line of the letter caught her eye.

【(This is a perfume I like hehe)】

Someone on the internet once said something about Kim Iwol. They said that on BubblePop, he acts like a coworker, yet his contact frequency is like a best friend's. He exists as a platonic male friend who knows nothing of pseudo-romance, then one day, he suddenly barges into the very center of your heart.

Won Chaehee fiddled with the chenille stem doll, which was meticulously finished without a single loose end. If she could press an 'agree' button on the words of that person whose nickname she couldn't even remember, she would have pressed it a hundred times.


After a long wait, admission finally began. A set, elaborately prepared for the comeback stage, greeted the fans. Not long after everyone had entered, someone appeared from one side of the stage.

"Sparkler!"

It was Kim Iwol. The handsome, towering man ran over to announce their arrival. At his telephone-pole height, the sight was a magnificent spectacle.

His outfit was amazing too. The rough, unrefined clothes on his straight, large frame created a look that further emphasized a cool aloofness.

"The others are still getting ready, so I came up first. Have you all eaten?"

Above all, Won Chaehee was relieved that Kim Iwol seemed genuinely healthy again. A bright smile and a radiant complexion were not things that could be easily faked. Kim Iwol would have shown his best side no matter what, but his energy and gestures convinced Won Chaehee, making even the onlookers feel his excitement.

True to his nature, Kim Iwol never made fans wait for nothing. He started chatting away as soon as he arrived.

Unfortunately, his words did not quite reach Won Chaehee's ears. His new makeup style, the long, white fingers extending from his half-gloves, and the collarbones visible above his wide-open neckline had a greater impact on her.

The fans' eyes and ears were captivated by other things, but the meticulous Kim Iwol surveyed the on-site reactions more thoroughly than a gas meter reader. It was a remarkably consistent side of him since his debut.

While he would act as if the world was ending if his members so much as squatted, Kim Iwol walked to the very front of the stage, lowered his posture, and squatted down. He cupped his hands around his mouth like a megaphone and whispered a spoiler for the second broadcast.

"I'm wearing contacts later, too..."

He was determined. An incredible desire and venom were palpable. It was not clear if the driving force was UtopiA or Kim Iwol, but it was probably the latter. She was reminded once again that something could be so good it made your head hurt.

The members who appeared next were also incredible. Their hair colors were all different, but their unified black outfits brought their characteristic sharp and fierce atmosphere to life.

Even the Sparkler whose favorite member was Choi Jeho said they were too intimidated to speak when they saw him right in front of them. Was any further explanation necessary?

Kim Iwol's commentary did not stop, praising each spArk member one by one. It was clear that Kim Iwol was the one full of passion for the recording. Until the signal to start recording was given, Kim Iwol passionately explained which part of which member was the key point and what to pay attention to.

It was a relief that he seemed to have truly recovered now. Otherwise, it would not be easy to exert this much energy.

At the ready signal, Kim Iwol took his place in the formation. As luck would have it, his position was right in front of Won Chaehee, who was situated near the center.

Kim Iwol's gaze turned in her direction. The fans waved their light sticks at chest level, sending cheers that would not violate the recording rules. His large eyes crinkled softly. The slightly raised corners of his mouth disappeared into the darkness.

Even on the blacked-out stage, Kim Iwol's smiling face lingered before Won Chaehee's eyes like an afterimage. He was just like the Kim Iwol from his early twenties, who smiled brightly at everything.


Chapter 566: Golden Age (2)

The day the music video for 『Sprint』 was released, a small issue arose among the Sparklers. The problem was that Kim Iwol stood at the very front during the dance break scene.

In the V-formation centered around the main position, Kim Iwol stood at the apex, in the center's spot. A close-up of his face followed the perfectly synchronized group dance. This moment became a hot topic in various communities.

≫???? I can't believe my eyes.

≫ Is Iwol debuting as the center?

≫ 3 seconds is such a tease. Please release the director's cut.

The prevailing opinion was that his position was likely due to his assigned parts and movement patterns. An idol group's center did not change easily. That role was crucial for making the public recognize which team the song belonged to.

The moment Won Chaehee saw Kim Iwol leading the dazzling group dance from the forefront of the formation, she realized.

She understood the real reason Kim Iwol was at the front during highlight scenes and occupied the very center on live broadcasts.

Kim Iwol was the center for 『Sprint』.

Kim Iwol lowered his gaze to the camera and brushed his lips with his fingertips. The image was like a single frame of film, a mix of stimulation and shock. The shadow of his finely drawn hair covered his face, then vanished under the lights, giving Won Chaehee an unknown thrill.

Details imprinted themselves in Won Chaehee's eyes like photographs. The way Kim Iwol slightly twisted his angle and lowered his head. His fingers placed on his waist for a wave. The gesture of sweeping down his side.

Every time he lowered his posture like an animal preparing to leap, the lines of his nose and lips contrasted starkly with the rounded line of his shoulder and outstretched arm.

His damp hair and the sweat on his skin glistened, reflecting the light as if he had run a full sprint like the lyrics suggested. His fluid movements mixed power, enough to express the strong beat, with controlled breathing that matched the melody. Silver accessories shone on his pale skin, creating a rougher atmosphere and drawing all eyes to Kim Iwol.

Once captured, one's gaze remained fixed on his eyes. His jet-black pupils flashed. The corners of his thin lips curved upwards. His eyes narrowed to match. A blue light burst from behind his pale face.

A full smile bloomed on Kim Iwol's face.

Won Chaehee unknowingly held her breath. Her captured gaze would not break away. It was a performance more than worthy of the center position.

After the first recording, social media flooded with news of Kim Iwol taking the center position. Every audience review was filled with mentions of Kim Iwol.

The breaking news that Kim Iwol had acquired a new position spread like wildfire. Won Chaehee barely stopped herself from fainting. She couldn't die, not before seeing Kim Iwol's next performance.

Her effort was more than rewarded. After a long wait, spArk returned with a look so contrasting it was hard to believe they were performing the same song.

This time, Kim Iwol's outfit was also formidable. He balanced the look by wearing a sleeveless shirt for exposure while tying a jacket around his waist to keep it from looking plain.

The combination of racing pants and combat boots was a given. When Won Chaehee spotted the arm garter on his bare bicep, with no sleeve to hold it, she feared how much Kim Iwol's photocard prices would skyrocket.

The set, with its stylishly arranged wall of graffiti and drawings, also played a part. Unlike the first stage, the second outfits were full of various colors, making the overall palette much brighter.

A subtle red tint also swirled in the eyes of Kim Iwol, who had said he would wear colored contacts. Won Chaehee was dying to see the moment this was captured on camera and broadcast.

Despite the long recording, the venue's heat was intense. The energy from the song, the stage, and the fan section heated up endlessly.

After all the filming was over, they gave their final greetings. Kim Iwol wiped away the sweat trickling down his face and asked.

"Did you like the stage?"

He was not someone who sweated much, but he had given his all and was drenched. The fans shouted 'Of course!' at the top of their lungs.

Kim Iwol smiled brightly.


The first performance of 『Sprint』 was structured to maintain a dark style during the first verse. It then switched to a full-color version during the instrumental break.

The production showed contrasting scenes at once, just like in the music video. It was edited into split-screens and comparison videos, which spread rapidly.

The person who received the most attention during this promotion was, by far, Kim Iwol. To the public, Kim Iwol's image was 'the idol who says weird things with a cold face'. Many also remembered his cold image from the drama.

To such people, Kim Iwol, who ranked first in the team for devastating sexiness, delivered a fresh shock. He showed how his impression changed 180 degrees when he smiled like a cheerful, handsome man.

≫ Do Younghwan and Cheon Yunseong in their main job moment.

Why isn't Cheonju Group establishing an entertainment company?

└ How can you be a major corporation without an entertainment company for the young master to debut in? The Cheonju Group's reputation is all hype.

└ No wonder the agency's name became UtopiA.

└ Gasp lol.

└ lolololololol Cheonju Group's capital must be involved.

└ The young master wants to have a little deviation, let's just pretend we don't know, guysㅠㅠ Is this all our loyalty amounts to?

≫ Sparklers who were used to alight (super intense concept) > scene (calm concept) are now flustered by the sudden appearance of a super cheerful handsome guy.

The other guys at least gave us a warm-up with Connect, but you, Iwol, seriously...

└ I felt an unapproachable, venomous aura from the red hair + sleeveless shirt + leather belts and accessories + semi-smoky makeup...

└ I'm suffering so much because of center Iwol (p)...

≫ Before, Iwol's personal color was definitely Siberian winter cool tone.

But maybe because he's been looking more lively lately, when he appeared with bright red hair under bright red and yellow lights, I gasped and stared.

└ Me too... at first I thought, oh, they upgraded the blue lighting and makeup, but now Vivid Iwol won't leave my head. I'm just watching the cross-edited gifs on repeat...

└ For a handsome man, what's important isn't his personal color, but a face-cam of his face.

└ I agree.

Among the Northern Grand Duke, Kim Iwol displayed an overwhelming solar power and was confidently acknowledged as the center. His foreign-looking image from being called 'that white-haired guy' during 『The Words I Want to Say』 promotions passed through the powerful impressions of 『Bright』 and 『Alight』, leaving a deep visual imprint.

While his stock as an idol was rising, Kim Iwol also began to stand out in variety shows.

Highly recognized celebrities often became hot topics with just the news of their casting. spArk, and among them Kim Iwol who had been through various issues, gained enough firepower to generate news articles with a single phrase like 'I want to appear on it'.

The members' individual weight classes had all grown large enough to be relied upon, unlike in the past where they had to stick together to survive. As each of them established their own place in the industry, opportunities for the members of spArk to tell their own stories together increased.

≫ Iwol is gonna be on Joowoo's Metube~~~

A taste battle with crackling noise between two rock maniacs... I'm looking forward to it.

≫ Can't they make the producer-line's Off the Record into a seasonal show?

Please make it a regular segment in Cheonghyeon's songwriting camp. Where else can I hear Kim Iwol's backing vocals if not hereㅠㅠ.

≫ On Kiyeon's radio show, the thing Iwol said the most was: If you don't sleep at this hour, you won't grow taller.

??: Hyung, I'm twenty-two now too.

≫ Soft Noraebang's guest today: Iwol-hyung.

This was cute too, but Seongbin who brought a slogan because his hyung was appearing was the ultimate cutieㅠㅠ But your MBTI is C.

└ The eldest hyung sings a medley of the leader's favorite songs (Warning: Loud Volume).

≫ Kim Iwol appearing as a special judge on the survival show Cape.

Said he received special tutoring from the experienced Choi Jeho since it's his first time as a judge.

He reached a level where he was promoting himself through the power of algorithms, getting selected for trending video lists. The content spread in an instant.

Even without paid ads or fans spreading rumors, non-fans would spread gifs or share the full videos. 'Because my friend and I are idols too?'.

≫ I'm seeing Kim Iwol so much these days.

He's practically the incarnation of a meme.

└ The fact that he's not following memes but acting as the creator of memes is a real talent for real.

└ The two-headed dragon of memes, on par with the leader.

≫ No joke, when I read new posts, I make eye contact with pizza Mr. Iwol once every three posts.

So how far along are we on his pizza commercial?

└ The fact that they're missing out on this proves all the pizza franchises have lost their touch.

└ They're just not desperate enough.

└ A pizza place less desperate than an idol lol.

≫ I missed your witty praise.

└ I was so bored because the idol fandom's witty praise wasn't getting updated.

└ A new formula should come out every month and we should have had weekly pop quizzes, but the place of learning has stopped ㅠㅠ.

≫ The male idol who confessed he released a to-do list Dotion template for his fans.

└ Kim Iwol, is it you again?

└ lolololololol.

└ I wanna be a fan of this guy too.

└ Is this an idol or a fandom creator?

Many idols are famous, but an insurmountable wall existed between 'Him? I know him!' and 'Is there anyone who doesn't know him?'.

To break that wall, he had to ride the wave. A wave strong enough to shatter and invade individual algorithms was needed.

The career he had built as an idol and the favorability he had earned from the public drew a response of an unprecedented scale.

The overwhelming number of fancam views proved that Kim Iwol also had more than enough qualities to be the center. The favorable comment section revealed the public's positive feelings toward him. It was an acknowledgment of Kim Iwol's own stage presence and character.

The current Kim Iwol had reached that stage. It was a result achieved in a healthy way, by diluting the influence of provocative issues or incidents as much as possible.

The variety show that had most honestly showcased such a human and friendly side of Kim Iwol to the public was returning.

≫ Trio of Villains is coming back... 'Let's Do It After Eating' trailer appears.


Chapter 567: Golden Age (3)

Kim Iwol's broadcast image was incredibly multifaceted.

At times, he was a high school student preparing for college entrance exams, like most teenagers in the Republic of Korea. He often showed the playful side of a man in his early twenties, but was also mature enough to comfort office workers. He also took on difficult tasks, which made recent graduates and part-time workers feel a sense of kinship.

'A well-mannered rascal with a strong eccentric streak'. This public image, based on being polite and meticulous but with a more humorous or unique impression, changed significantly after 'Let's Do It After Eating'.

In a broadcast appearance after his complicated family history became public, Kim Iwol revealed his longing for his older sister. This was an uncharacteristic move for him, as he usually tried to show only his bright side on camera.

No one could have predicted this particular episode would become such a hot topic. The guests were not massively popular, and the program itself was not provocative.

However, the combination of fresh chemistry, a relaxed pace, and a trending idol's appearance created a synergy.

Kim Iwol's brief and lighthearted family story also gained attention. Although he could not find his blood relative, the media and the public played a large role in enabling a swift investigation.

As a result, viewers learned even Kim Iwol's most personal affairs. People empathized with pity just as easily as they did with kinship. Kim Iwol, who had been struggling with frequent controversies, made a dramatic comeback.

If Kim Iwol had continued his string of successes, it would have been a typical idol's success story, but interest in him as an individual grew even more after he took a break from activities due to health issues.

Whether he wanted it or not, his activities continuously occupied the front pages of entertainment news, asserting his presence.

≫ spArk, returning as a full group...6-member activities confirmed, including Iwol

≫ spArk's 『Sprint』, dominates #1 spot on major music broadcasts upon comeback

≫ EN Friends―Iwol renews advertising model contract

≫ 'Exclusive Report' Season 2 under discussion "Cameo appearances by Season 1 characters uncertain"

Just as people started to say, 'Looks like Kim Iwol has started his activities?' and the public recognized his return, 'Let's Do It After Eating' aired. For the first time since his hiatus, Kim Iwol showed his face on media other than music shows or live platforms.

Seeing him return to his rightful place after so many ups and downs, laughing and enjoying himself while sharing silly jokes with close friends, brought both laughter and a sense of relief.

≫ The way he freaks out whenever Yunjae comes back with a basin is so cute LOLOLOLOLOLOL

Sunbaenim, please stop working so hard (for my sake) TTTT

└ Iwol resting well in the yard, peeling giant butterbur stems for 3 hours because his sunbaenim was considerate enough to tell him to rest TTTT

└ LOLOLOLOL is that really being considerate? LOLOLOLOL

└ It is considerate,,,, but,,,, hmmm,,,,

≫ I think I know why wholesome variety shows are trending. Life is tough, so people are looking for things they can watch comfortably.

Like, to the point where you don't get stressed watching celebrities enjoy their own world?

It's actually hard to find shows like that. The production team can't be sadistic, and the cast members can't be annoying ㅜㅠ I'm so happy the Trio of Villains are on 'Let's Do It After Eating' again. I enjoyed this combination before too.

└ I like how whenever one of them tries to do something, the other two roll up their sleeves to help even a little.

└ The fact that they even think about the staff's portions when preparing a meal shows how much they care for the people around them... It's heartwarming and nice. I hope this combination lasts for a long time.

└ Mr. Iwol Pizza... please stay healthy. Let's bake pizzas for a long, long time.

≫ Shocking true story / A napping Kim Iwol exists

└ Why is this real?

└ Look at him sleeping with the fan on, unable to even argue when his sunbaenims told him not to come outㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ So what you needed was power and commands.

└ The gif of him looking all dejected and trudging along before this is hilarious LOLOL

└ Sir, you're so tall your legs are sticking all the way out LOLOLOLOLOL

≫ Friendship appearance by Choi Jeho, this is crazy

Iwol saying he had a bad dream as soon as he saw Jeho is also crazy

└ Isn't that basically an insult? LOLOLOLOLOL

└ It's so cute that he followed his friend to the countryside, but it's absurd that the very next scene is both of them picking cherry tomatoes while wearing floral hats LOL

└ Last time, people asked them to bring Mr. Banana as a guest, and they really invited him ㅋㅋ This audience-participation show is the best.

≫ When the two oldest hyungs are together, they only ever talk about their younger members.

Saying the kids' salad portions are too small while picking cherry tomatoes. Talking about hearing Seongbin's OST at a rest stop. Bragging about how good our Joowoo is at cleaning while fluffing pillows. Telling stories about making quince syrup together at the dorm while drinking green plum syrup. Why do our hyungs love their dongsaengs so much?

└ Acknowledged as legendary doting fools. Yes, yes, you guys take first place.

└ LOLOLOL look at them not even trying to win.

≫ For those who love Kim Iwol's maknae moments, a collection of 'Let's Do It After Eating' gifs!! (Part 2)

I didn't know there would be a part 2... TTTT I'm releasing these gifs with a heart full of emotion!! Please watch 'Let's Do It After Eating' a lot!!

Pecked_by_chickens.gif Sitting_on_a_mat_in_the_yard_and_peeling_giant_butterbur_stems_forever.gif Bragging_about_the_cauldron_rice(hewasreallyproudofitandaftertheshowairedheevenmentionedonBubblePopthathericeturnedoutreallywell).gif Giant_butterbur_wrap_CHOMP.gif Sitting_on_a_mat_in_the_yard_and_shucking_corn_forever.gif Crunchy_raw_corn.gif Leveling_up_and_swiftly_collecting_eggs.gif No_one_to_play_with_and_no_one_to_give_him_work_so_he_wanders_the_yard_and_takes_a_nap.gif A_man_who_makes_cherry_tomato_marinade_without_a_recipe_but_almost_added_beefsteak_plant.gif Pretending_to_sleep_with_his_eyes_covered_in_front_of_the_corn_because_his_sunbaenim_keeps_bringing_him_food.gif Grilled_corn.jpg Green_plum_syrup_cheers.gif This is a bonus+ Burnt_corn.jpg

└ The 'CHOMP' is never missing LOLOLOLOL

└ Burnt corn LOL TTTT Still, he's our Jeho's corn griller.

└ Seeing the gif names, I thought you were the same person from last time lol. I'm enjoying the series ^^

Kim Iwol's huge success did not dramatically change Won Chaehee's life. Won Chaehee still had to go to her dirty and petty company every morning. People she disliked did not suddenly vanish before her eyes.

However, she sometimes found herself smiling for no reason. Kim Iwol was everywhere she looked. The moment she opened her eyes, new updates about him greeted Won Chaehee.

The evenings, the next day, and the next schedule became things to look forward to, creating meaningful days. The pride of seeing her favorite idol acknowledged by the world gave Won Chaehee a satisfaction as deep as if she had been praised herself.

≫ I don't usually wish for people to do well, but I hope Kim Iwol succeeds.

I'm not saying he isn't successful now, but it's a bit different from the concept of selling a certain number of albums to hit a career high. I don't know how best to put it... I just hope he's happy. Because even others were wishing for Kim Iwol's happiness. Just like Won Chaehee did.


Won Chaehee's dizzying daily routine became a little more vibrant thanks to spArk.

On the other hand, someone else seemed less energetic than usual.

"Hoo..."

Manager Yeo, just back from a meeting, swept her bangs back and headed for the water dispenser. The sound of her tumbler filling was cut short by a sudden scream. A loud noise erupted as water spilled and the bottle clattered across the floor.

"Manager Yeo, are you hurt?!"

Won Chaehee shot up from her seat and rushed over to Manager Yeo. Steam rose from the soaked floor, suggesting she had been getting hot water.

"Oh... my, I'm sorry. I made a racket."

"Manager Yeo, cool your hand first."

Won Chaehee pushed Manager Yeo from behind as she apologized to the other office employees. The back of her hand was bright red, as if burned.

Won Chaehee shoved Manager Yeo, who insisted on cleaning up first, into the restroom. She then picked up the fallen tumbler, wiped the water from the floor with a squeegee, and rinsed the tumbler and its lid in the breakroom.

"Chaehee! Give that here. I'll do it."

Manager Yeo, who had followed her, tried to stop Won Chaehee. Won Chaehee stubbornly finished wiping the tumbler and held it out to Manager Yeo.

"What about your hand? Shouldn't you go to the hospital?"

"I cooled it down quickly, so it's fine. No blisters formed. It's all thanks to you, Chaehee."

Manager Yeo said with a friendly jest.

"Still, since you're here, take an ice pack."

For someone who spent most work hours typing, hands were a precious asset. This was especially true for Manager Yeo, who had been buried in work ever since her promotion.

Won Chaehee had Manager Yeo sit down, then stood up. She went to get a spArk hand towel, which was Coco merchandise. Then she rummaged through the freezer and took out an ice pack.

Manager Yeo called out to Won Chaehee, who was bustling about with her back to her.

"Chaehee."

"Yes, Manager Yeo."

"Do you still like spArk these days?"

Won Chaehee was a little flustered by the random question. Since it was just the two of them in the breakroom, Won Chaehee answered that she did. Manager Yeo probably would not have asked such a question if anyone else had been there.

"And you still like Iwol the best?"

"I do, but... I like them all about the same."

Won Chaehee replied awkwardly as she handed her the ice pack. Manager Yeo noticed a familiar logo on the corner of the towel wrapped tightly around the pack. Pressing her fingernail into the embroidered letters, Manager Yeo asked.

"Chaehee, what is it about that idol that you like?"

To think I'd suddenly be talking about my fangirl life at work.

Though she felt awkward, Won Chaehee chose her answer carefully. She did not want to shut down the conversation with a defensive answer like, 'Because he's handsome,' especially not to Manager Yeo, who respected her hobby.

There were many reasons why Won Chaehee chose Kim Iwol as her favorite. Because she felt a fateful intuition. Because he was funny. Because she liked his smile. Because he was good at his main job. Because he did not deceive his fans...

A fellow idol fan would understand these reasons, but a Muggle, with their slightly different perspective, might ask a cruel question to an otaku's sensibilities.

To avoid a situation that would end with, 'What's that, you otaku...', Won Chaehee decided to use an expression that even someone uninterested in idols could sufficiently understand.

"Because he's sincere."

"......"

"He's very considerate of others... and I like kind people."

Among fans, the phrase 'His face is cold, but his personality is warm' circulated like a catchphrase. Since many non-fans also agreed with it in the comments, it probably was not just Won Chaehee's biased view.

After answering, Won Chaehee discreetly glanced at Manager Yeo to gauge her reaction. The silence was not long.

"I see."

Manager Yeo grinned. It was a bright smile, as usual, but for some reason, Won Chaehee could see that her boss's heart seemed complicated.


Chapter 568: Golden Age (4)

『Sprint』 quickly went viral with its catchy melody and intense energy. The song became background music for sports highlights and was even used as a cheerleading anthem.

The dance challenge also became popular. The 『Sprint』 dance challenge earned the dubious title of 'The Most Beautiful Challenge When Filmed Under the Scorching Sun' and spread like wildfire as various idols and influencers covered it.

≫ Idols who go into 'drop everything and play' mode as soon as May hits

But now the intensity is getting stronger and stronger

└ Back during Wish List, it wasn't this intense. It was a fun, touching amusement park event, haha hoho

≫ Early debut: Pooling allowance with friends to go to an amusement park

Mid-career: Working together to win a baseball tournament. Present: Running around and plastering the city with paint.

└ Our boys were such Confucian boys, this is all because they got a taste of that wicked foreign water

└ What foreign water?

└ They went on an overseas tour between OAHN and Sprint

└ Ah

≫ Is Sprint a refreshing concept? I don't think so, but when you look at the elements one by one—blue skies, bright sun, friends/colleagues, graffiti, mischievous outfits—there's nothing that isn't refreshing. It's a really weird concept.

└ You have to make a separate category for it, like 'spArk-style Refreshing'

≫ Look at the views on the K University Festival Sprint Iwol vertical cam

The best possible result you can get when the four beats of weather, hair/makeup/outfit, cinematography, and song are perfect

└ I seriously watch this 30 times a day...

└ He had blue hair when they went to KAIST, and now he's writing new history with that pink hair

└ There's no other idol this serious about events

└ The fact that he wore the school t-shirt as is without altering it is legendary purity

└ I present the Best Director award to Kiyeon for splashing water from the side

≫ The Sprint challenge just becoming a fitness test among idols is hilarious

They're competing to see who's less tired at the end, lololol

└ Aren't challenges usually taken from an easy-to-follow section?? lololol Why is the difficulty so insane?

└ They said they purposely chose the hardest part to inspire a sense of challenge

└ Seems like a smart move. All the idols are coming to conquer it now.

They also filmed a ton of commercials. Individually, they even filmed a bank commercial, an opportunity only for those with top-tier credibility and brand value.

Financial assets directly affect people's lives, so I checked the advertiser's BIS ratio before accepting. I wanted to ensure the fans wouldn't suffer any losses.

They also filmed several group commercials. The most memorable one was...

...a pizza commercial.

I resisted adding the prefix 'damn'. It's scummy to wish bankruptcy on a company that trusted us with a commercial. Lee Cheonghyeon laughed until he cried, from the moment he arrived on set until he left the car.

A limited-edition menu item, the 'Fiery Flame Pizza' or something similar, was released to commemorate spArk becoming models. Jeong Seongbin represented the group at the tasting and said it was delicious, so I wasn't worried about the taste.

spArk looked fresh as pizza shop part-timers. It was our first time in clean uniforms, aprons, and caps since the cafe part-timer concept.

The cafe had a calm color palette, but the food commercial used stimulating reds and yellows as its main colors.

The members, who already had strong features, stood out intensely on the vivid set. Every single face was just too loud.

Still, I really liked Choi Jeho's individual shot. He perched on a motorcycle with one leg stretched out. I had strongly recommended him because he was the only one with a license, and it was worth it. The relaxed vibe of a real driver suited Choi Jeho's unique, languid atmosphere.

The composition was also excellent. He had his elbow on the handlebars and his chin resting on his hand. His expression smoothed over the slight mismatch between the rounded delivery motorcycle and the sharp-featured Choi Jeho, creating a unique look. Thanks to that, it became a perfect spread of sweet and salty.

Park Joowoo was also impressive. He smiled brightly at a cute, toy-like cash register, his hands cupping his chin. The pizza posters, retro keycaps, and round Post-it notes were all cute, but Park Joowoo's face was as cold as ice water flowing between cracked glaciers.

Smiling should have made him look gentler, but it didn't. Even if the sun rose in the Arctic, it would only make the iceberg a little more glittery. He also wore transparent, horn-rimmed glasses that looked like ice, crowning him as a human ice valley.

And his shoulders were so broad. A cute outfit was useless when his shoulders were the Grand Canyon. It was a relief the seams didn't burst.

Jeong Seongbin posed leaning against a drink dispenser with one arm. The composition was perfect for showing off his forearms.

The line of his arm from elbow to sleeve was perfect. His hand rested lightly on the dispenser's corner. His other hand was on his hip, and his opposite shoulder was naturally relaxed. The balance was visually pleasing.

The colorful drinks inside the dispenser also enhanced the pictorial's palette. The orange, pineapple, and green grape drinks brought a sense of freshness to the shot.

He looked like a sparkling stream in a valley, and I had a premonition. People would stop calling Jeong Seongbin a 'warm, handsome man', even as a joke.

Kang Kiyeon played a server. The key was his refreshing smile while holding a pizza plate in one hand and offering a glass of cola in the other.

They even used a bold, black crane-shaped straw. The initial concept art had a heart-shaped straw. After seeing Kang Kiyeon on set, the person in charge hastily changed the prop. In the end, the black crane felt much more suited to Kang Kiyeon than a fluffy, heart-shaped one.

The director tried to emphasize Kang Kiyeon's cute side by having him bend his waist, but it failed. Leaning forward just gave a close-up of Kang Kiyeon's muscular shoulders. His neck muscle was also tensed, so they scrapped the 'youngest member' appeal. Instead, they put cute pizza and cola stickers on his arm and cheek to tone down the 'flirtatious guy hitting on people at a pizza place' image.

Finally, Lee Cheonghyeon became a sly part-timer taking orders. The shot of him grinning at the camera, a finger resting on the cold order microphone, was a masterpiece. He had colored his hair to match the commercial's tone before the shoot, which was a brilliant move. Dirty Blonde Cheonghyeon with blush and freckle makeup was truly a winning combination.

The pizza place is such a beautiful space, so why was I nagging Choi Jeho all this time? What a waste of time! I should have been insisting on a pizza commercial!

I watched the photos on the monitor and mentally kicked myself for my past incompetence. My jaw hung open. The roof of my mouth probably wanted to see the pizza shop too.

If you have a part-timer taking orders, one preparing, one serving, one at the register, and a delivery person, then who eats the pizza?

I did. They assigned me the role of 'eating the pizza' for the commercial's main cut. I was so flustered I reread the storyboard three times on set.

I thought they'd just give me a pickle or something. I can even stick a fork in the middle of a pickle and wave it around! I can even stick a fork right in the center of a pickled radish and wave it!

They assigned me the important shots of holding the pizza and taking a cheese-stretching bite, so I had to do my best. I became the world's biggest pizza lover in that moment and gave it my all.

My face flushed when I went to the monitor to see the results. Seeing myself eating pizza with a huge smile was excruciating. My only consolation was that the expert's touch made the photos look good.

"The marketing team said they were very impressed by the Iwol Pizza meme."

Jeong Seongbin told me the behind-the-scenes story, holding back his laughter.

"Yes, I suppose that's why you cast us, to hop on the trend. It's an honor. Thank you so very much..."

I barely held back tears. The commercial shoot ended successfully, leaving a bitter wound.


The frantic promotional period was finally ending. Our official activities would end after today's festival performance.

But we couldn't expect a vacation like we had after previous promotions. We had a digital single scheduled for August.

We didn't know 『Sprint』 would become so popular. We had been proud of ourselves, thinking, 'A month of music show promotions is long by today's standards!' But the explosive streaming numbers made us feel a sense of crisis, so we extended the promotions again and again. We ended up doing fan meetings and offline performances for nearly two months. This reduced our preparation time for the next album. That's the heartwarming story of how we voluntarily gave up our holidays.

I'll have to talk about the contract renewal when I have time.

There was a mountain of work.

If I'd known the Bodhisattva would respond like this, I would've asked how much 'work fortune' was in my horoscope.

Lee Cheonghyeon approached as I organized the upcoming schedule in my head. He patted my shoulders with both hands.

"Mr. Festival Man, Kim Iwol, my expectations are high today!"

"Could you maybe place those on Choi Jeho? I think I've been demoted to the Pizza Man now."

You have no idea how much the internet blew up after the pizza commercial came out. People went wild for the Iwol Pizza, which was finally a reality. The brand even released merchandise. It was a keyring that opened to reveal a mini pizza and animal-ified spArk parts. It had come to that.

"Shouldn't the 'Pizza Man' title go to Choi Jeho? He was the original pizza, after all."

"It's much better for the team's center to be the Festival Man than the Pizza Man..."

I didn't know what was so funny, but Lee Cheonghyeon cackled every time I spoke. He didn't seem to care if the Cutie Pretty Visual image was tarnished or if the Center Emperor became a Chicago pizza hogging the oven's center. I was the only one anxiously tapping my foot, worried about the team's center becoming a pizza.

Fortunately, Choi Jeho proved his capabilities at the final event and preserved his position as the Center Emperor. The 『Sprint』 promotions, where we ran at full power just like the lyrics, finally came to a close.

And that night.

[Everyone, please finish getting ready for bed and gather in the living room.]

Before Jeong Seongbin brought up the agenda, I called a full assembly to open a discussion about contract renewal.


Chapter 569: Contract Renewal (1)

Despite their exhaustion, spArk agreed without complaint. They only asked confusedly if it was okay to gather without their cameras.

Kang Kiyeon arrived first. He had been watching me since I sat on the bed and sent a message to the group chat.

"I thought you were going to film a pajama lookbook. You're not?"

"Kiyeon, don't you think you see people as content-making monsters a little too much?"

"Was I wrong...?"

I felt emotionally wounded before everyone had even gathered.

I'll have to record this in my story notes. Hurt by my roommate's coldness. I'll save it all up and spill it during a live stream later.

While I mentally planned a six-hour exposé, Jeong Seongbin emerged from his room with a laptop. He saw the empty living room table and asked innocently.

"Weren't you going to settle our activity accounts?"

"I'm not! What in the world do you guys take me for?"

After teasing me, they all fell silent at my question. So, in their eyes, I was just a workaholic. All my recent efforts to enjoy my hobbies vanished in an instant.

"So? What kind of overall review did our dear PD-nim intend to give, calling an emergency meeting just ten hours before our group meeting?"

Lee Cheonghyeon sat on the floor and asked. Park Joowoo handed Lee Cheonghyeon a cushion, then hugged the other one and settled into a corner of the sofa. I warned Choi Jeho, who sat crookedly, about the cost of spine surgery before getting to the point.

"I heard you all discussed renewing your contracts."

"Hup..."

Park Joowoo gasped and quickly covered his mouth. Everyone's eyes widened, except for Choi Jeho's. I could almost hear their eyeballs rolling. They clearly hadn't expected me to be so direct.

"Who'd you hear it from?"

"......"

My finger pointed to the culprit, and Lee Cheonghyeon shrieked.

"How could you just say it like that! We promised to talk about it slowly!"

"Didn't you say there were no more secrets between us?"

"What's the difference?"

At my words, Lee Cheonghyeon buried his face in the cushion and kicked his feet.

"I was gonna test the waters at the right time! I even made sixty-six 'would you rather' questions to lead you into renewing!"

Lee Cheonghyeon lamented in a pose perfect for showing intense emotion without alerting the neighbors. His plan had clearly gone wrong, and he looked completely vexed.

"It was the same at Jeong Seongbin's graduation. I told you it was a surprise party, but you just called someone over out of the blue. It was lucky the person passing by was Seongjun. What would you have done otherwise?"

"Choi Jeho, you need to apologize for this."

"My bad."

"Don't just end it like that!"

Shocked by the betrayal, Lee Cheonghyeon pretended to cry and buried his head in Park Joowoo's lap. Only the innocent Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo smiled awkwardly.

"He didn't use to be like this. Why's he so angry? Choi Jeho, did you fight with Lee Cheonghyeon while I was away?"

"What are you talking about? I'm the one who got beat up."

"How can you say it like that!"

Lee Cheonghyeon, not tired at all, started acting up again. He couldn't contain his anger and started punching the innocent cushion. WHAM! WHAM! When the cushion deflated, Park Joowoo swapped it with his own, worried Lee Cheonghyeon might hurt his hand.

While Park Joowoo tried to calm the frenzied Lee Cheonghyeon, Jeong Seongbin summarized the spArk contract renewal meeting for me.

"Everyone prioritized group activities?"

"Yes. We decided to only look at agencies that would sign the whole group."

No one in spArk wanted to act or move to a company that focused on solo albums. Their only condition was a contract for all six members.

"UtopiA is your original agency, so they'd accept that, right? Were their terms so bad you had to look elsewhere?"

"It's not that. We just wanted to gather the options ourselves."

Since Jeong Seongbin worked for the company, his words as leader on a sensitive issue could sound like a company proposal.

The members also held some animosity toward the agency, making it hard to view staying with UtopiA positively. Jeong Seongbin seemed aware of this and joked that it was good he hadn't moved out.

I asked to see the conditions, so Jeong Seongbin turned on his laptop and handed it to me. The first thing I saw was a Dotion profile on a different account than his company one. His thorough separation of public and private life screamed professionalism.

None of the proposals were bad. It stung a little that UtopiA had the best offer. The old saying about sticking with what you know wasn't wrong.

I had expected this. Mid-career, even long-running teams see profits drop from their peak. Experienced singers have higher value, become more assertive, and are harder to control, making them a less profitable business.

Because of this, few agencies would pay a huge fee to sign an entire group. The exception was the original agency, which didn't want to lose existing music revenue or copyrights.

Putting the background aside, just looking at the profit-sharing ratio, UtopiA's offer is... excellent.

Since spArk was a self-producing group, the company's profit slice was small. Still, UtopiA guaranteed an exceptional ratio for the artist.

They worked diligently and showed little hostility toward the company. Is this to be expected?

It was more efficient. Logically, any hiring authority would prefer someone who consistently makes money without trouble over someone who causes daily problems, forcing employees to clean up messes and cancel schedules.

Or maybe Director Yuur ordered them to secure the contract at all costs. Hellas needed another junior group, so spArk couldn't leave. Whatever the reason, it was good that spArk had the upper hand in negotiations.

"If you transfer, will UtopiA give you the trademark rights?"

"Yes, and 'Sparkler' too."

Using their group name anywhere was a huge advantage for idols. Abandoning a name used for years to adapt to a new one was a critical issue for both idols and fans.

Resolving this issue was a huge gain.

So that's why they were considering other agencies. I finally understood their confidence. I also realized UtopiA truly wanted a friendly relationship with spArk. I was relieved. A legal dispute with a corporation would have been a headache.

"Have you guys talked about which side you're leaning toward?"

"No. We stopped there."

The summary was on its last page. I rechecked the list of agencies, their profit-sharing ratios, and their welfare benefits before I spoke.

"It's great that everyone's on the same page. They say getting everyone to agree is the hardest part."

"We decided pretty quickly," Park Joowoo added with a smile.

Idols moving as a team face countless restrictions. That's why famous idols usually seek more individual activities, but these guys wouldn't have childishly insisted on the full group without considering that. If that was the case, I had nothing more to add. I closed the laptop, crossed my arms, and asked.

"This is all good, but why didn't you tell me?"

"Didn't Choi Jeho tell you why?"

Lee Cheonghyeon glanced between me and Choi Jeho, then started punching the cushion again. His movements resembled a speed punching competition, and his physique made the scene look menacing.

Despite his fuss, Lee Cheonghyeon said nothing. Neither did Park Joowoo or Kang Kiyeon. After a long pause, Jeong Seongbin finally spoke.

"We were worried you'd feel burdened..."

"Because we thought you might refuse," Choi Jeho added bluntly. Even Lee Cheonghyeon was quiet this time.

"We... didn't know why you wanted to leave. We didn't want to rush you into a decision right after you came back, especially since we were waiting for your reason."

Jeong Seongbin's answer was thoughtful. An image of a pitiful Jeong Seongbin overlapped in my mind. My actions had made them worry. I remembered Jeong Seongbin bursting into tears at my bedside the day I woke up.

...I guess I have to explain.

I sighed internally. In truth, I couldn't tell them much. I couldn't just say I had suddenly regressed because of an error in the laws of nature.

Whether they believed me wasn't important. My feelings for them wouldn't change even if they didn't.

The problem was that describing the past meant I couldn't leave out 'the matter with my sister' or 'spArk's past accidents'. By turning back time and ending my SYSTEM contract, all of that became non-existent. My sister's last request was even for me to forget the pain and move forward.

But should I say that I, who acted incomprehensibly with my sister's life as collateral, came back with a 'Ta-da!' now that the problem is solved? Must I explain that the times I showed malice or wanted to run away were because of something that wasn't their fault? Just to get through this easily?

I couldn't do that. My sister didn't raise me to be that kind of person. Besides, I had no intention of clinging to the past. My sister wanted me to move forward.

What should I say here...

As I pondered, I looked up. Everyone stared at me, their nervousness palpable.


Chapter 570: Contract Renewal (2)

Just as I was about to tell Lee Cheonghyeon to relax his expression, Lee Cheonghyeon spoke first.

"...It's too early to decide now, right?"

Lee Cheonghyeon said in a cheerful voice, but his attempt to act nonchalant was obvious.

"I'm not trying to force you, so take your time and think about it. We'd appreciate it if you discuss it with us along the way."

Realistically, we were already short on time to begin discussions. The contract renewal talks hadn't started early for no reason. We couldn't keep postponing something that would take a long time just to coordinate everyone's opinions.

"Cheonghyeon."

"That's not what you really want to say, is it?"

Every member of spArk knew how much Lee Cheonghyeon loved promoting as a full group. His suggestion that we stop keeping secrets from each other likely stemmed from the fear that someone might leave again without warning.

Lee Cheonghyeon looked at me, his expression impossible to define. It was the exact same look he had long ago, when I chased him into the mountains as a trainee and finally confronted him.

"You're too anxious to bring it up. Because I haven't earned your trust."

"I don't think it's your fault. I'm just..."

"Yeah, I know you're not blaming me, but I'd still like you to be honest."

I'm really okay now.

My words made Lee Cheonghyeon's eyes tremble.

While resting after returning to spArk, I had thought about how I must have appeared in their eyes. My self-assessments were often criticized for being subjective, so I focused only on my precise actions.

The oldest member vanished without a word as soon as promotions ended. He didn't answer any calls and only relayed through the police, who had responded to a missing person report, that he didn't want his location known. When they finally found him at his apartment, he looked like he was on the verge of death.

It would be different if this were the first time, but I had acted like a ticking time bomb before. I had done reckless things, like running out of the dorm in the middle of the night to go to the Han River or suddenly jumping in front of a car.

Despite all that, the members asked me nothing. It would be more accurate to say they couldn't ask. As Choi Jeho said, it wouldn't have been easy to question someone you didn't know what they might do or where they might go.

"...I don't want to ask why you did it on purpose."

"Because you're afraid it'll just stir things up?"

"No. Because I don't want you to think about that time anymore."

Lee Cheonghyeon buried his face in a cushion.

"If you're all better, I want to let you forget the bad things slowly."

"......"

"Hearing you say you'll promote with us is enough."

Lee Cheonghyeon told a white lie, even though his disappointment was obvious. It was all for my sake.

So much for boldly declaring "No more secrets!" earlier. That bravado didn't last long. I thought it was a very spArk-like thing to do.

"Do you guys feel the same way?"

Kang Kiyeon nodded silently. The others reacted similarly.

The friction between spArk and me always stemmed from a lack of communication. The responsibility was largely mine, as I either had things I couldn't say or simply refused to talk openly.

The members had been hurt and angered by my attitude in the past. Now, however, they showed no intention of demanding an explanation for the series of events. It meant the only thing that mattered was whether we would be together in the future.

I'm grateful, but I'm against these guys maturing to the point they think like my sister. They're still so young. The experience of holding back when you're upset with someone is something you get enough of in the professional world. At least, that's what I hoped for them.

There was only one thing to do in this situation. I slung an arm over Lee Cheonghyeon's shoulder and pulled him closer.

"Guess I have no choice. I'll just have to do all the talking myself."

"......"

Caught in a headlock, Lee Cheonghyeon looked up at me with clear bewilderment in his eyes. Even as I messed up his hair, Lee Cheonghyeon remained dazed, as if in a trance.

"About me drawing a line with you guys and running away secretly."

"......"

"It was because I thought this wasn't a place I was allowed to be."

I recalled the times I sighed in self-deprecation. The period of torment from feeling I didn't belong here was just as long as the time I resented these guys because of Department Head Nam.

It felt like I was stealing someone else's clothes. The sense of forcibly squeezing into a place that wasn't mine would have been the same even without my ill-fated connection to Department Head Nam.

"I felt like I lacked skill and had no strengths. You guys would've said otherwise, but I wasn't ready to accept it."

I hadn't become incredibly confident. I came back because I wanted to stay with spArk, not because I thought I 'had' to be in spArk, but now that the self-loathing that ate away at me was almost gone, I could respect their opinions. I no longer doubted their compliments. The stability that came from this difference was immense.

"I thought running away was the best option, but it wasn't. I regret it. That's why I can promise I won't make the same mistake again."

"What are you willing to bet that you're not lying?"

"Dotion and WebCell."

"You're more serious than I thought...?"

Lee Cheonghyeon was aghast. When I asked if he thought I was joking, he didn't answer. I urgently needed to rebuild my lost credibility.

"The hard time you were having...?"

Park Joowoo asked cautiously. On a day like today, when we were all gathered in the living room, I had confessed under a blanket that I was experiencing something like burnout.

My already low self-esteem at the time had been depleted to the verge of hitting rock bottom. By the time I confided my problems to the members, I had almost nothing left.

"Did it get better...?"

There was a time I thought everything was my fault. I blamed myself for everything, from failing to choose my sister to staying put at Iuro Group, which insisted on solving the KPI.

After learning that those things were my sister's will, I was able to stop feeling sorry toward her.

"It got better."

"......"

"A lot better."

When I asked if it wasn't obvious just by looking, Park Joowoo agreed in a small voice. That was so funny that I burst out laughing.

"The only problems in my life were a vicious boss and my family. Once those were resolved, I felt relieved. Though I'm still wondering what I can do for the team."

"Do you really have to do more?"

Kang Kiyeon, who had been listening with his arms crossed, asked. He grumbled with a sullen face.

"Can't you just be comfortable?"

"Are you telling me to slack off, Kiyeon?"

"I'm saying you need to take care of your body just like we say our bodies are our assets. No one is allowed to get hurt."

"Those are very good words. I'll keep that in mind, but could you please uncross your legs and sit properly?"

Kang Kiyeon looked disgusted at my words. As he uncrossed his legs, a smooth, scar-free ankle was revealed beneath his pant cuff.

...Ah.

I remembered all the effort I put into protecting that ankle. My eyes kept lingering on the ankle that had made it this far without a single surgery, all thanks to painstaking effort.

"Yeah, you should take it easy with promotions for a change. No overwork and no controversies. If our team gets into trouble again, Cheonghyeon will take the lead in handling it."

Lee Cheonghyeon thumped his chest, declaring he would handle the next press conference. It was the complete opposite of his past self, who had conducted a long clarification broadcast alone with a dark face when the drug use issue broke out.

"I'll handle it at my level next time, Cheonghyeon."

Jeong Seongbin smiled as he soothed his younger member. The current Jeong Seongbin always stepped to the forefront whenever something happened. No one could imagine a Jeong Seongbin who would shrink back and retreat. After Jang Junhoo who tormented him and Yoo Hansoo who tried to control the team were gone, Jeong Seongbin was stronger than anyone.

"I'll take the lead too..."

Park Joowoo quietly leaned forward and whispered in Lee Cheonghyeon's ear. The two giggled and enjoyed the simple whisper.

Park Joowoo's love for his colleagues was the same as ever. To Park Joowoo, the members were still his most precious friends and family.

What had changed was that today's Park Joowoo knew how to act according to his heart. If he wanted to be with someone, he reached out his hand first. He didn't avoid asserting himself. He was honest. The Park Joowoo who wandered, not knowing how to mediate fights, and who couldn't say a single lonely word until the very end, was no more.

"Great loyalty. Kim Iwol, you can just chill."

Choi Jeho sat with his legs stretched out on the floor and joked around. His cheekiness was off the charts. Back when he suffered from a back injury, he couldn't even sit comfortably on the floor, yet his attitude was now so bold. He no longer acted irritably toward others or showed a lack of enthusiasm in conversations with the members.

"Let's not get any more scars, as a human being."

Kang Kiyeon gave a bitter smile.

Just as spArk had changed, I had developed after-effects I didn't have before. A physical problem left a lingering sensation in my ribs, and I had to take so many headache pills that it upset me, eventually having to clear up misunderstandings with a long broadcast, just as someone in the past had.

The process of ousting those who tormented me was etched onto my scalp. I also suffered from the unbearable grief of having to part with a beloved family member.

A large scar remained on my back. In trying to prevent a scar on someone else's back, I ended up with one larger than my original one.

Nothing could be changed without paying a price. Just like how another scar on my head was the cost of saving a child, like my sister did.

What a calculating SYSTEM. Just as I had to endure a flood of incidents to move up the debut date, it never gave anything for free. Of course, a mechanism like this was probably necessary to prevent someone who knows the future from interfering in others' lives as they please.

The question of whether staying in spArk was my own greed, whether a being who entered by chance deserved to occupy this place, had always weighed on a corner of my mind. The 'desire to stay' and 'whether it was okay to do so' were two different stories.

The SYSTEM had, in its own way, answered my monologue. It said I was qualified.

Still, I can't tell them this. I'm afraid they might think what I went through was their fault.

If this series of events was what allowed me to fit in here, then I would gladly carry these scars.

"If we renew the contract, what do you want to do about our living situation?"

"......"

Lee Cheonghyeon's eyes widened at my words.

"Regardless of which agency we go to, some might want to live separately while promoting together. I'm satisfied just being able to stick together as a full group."

Lee Cheonghyeon's expression brightened instantly. He was an incredibly quick thinker.

"What are you talking about? As long as the company supports it, we should milk it for all it's worth. Do you guys know how much houses cost in Seoul? It's no joke. It's absolutely brutal."

Watching the excited Lee Cheonghyeon made me feel foolish for once wondering what would be a good housewarming gift for him.

Lee Cheonghyeon hugged someone's back as if getting a piggyback ride and shouted.

"Let's keep living together. Forever!"


Chapter 571: Declaration

The conversation in the living room continued for some time.

"So, should I move out of my studio?"

"Yeah. Call the real estate agent tomorrow and find a new tenant. Tell them you'll accommodate their move-in date."

"Looks like I'll have to pay the realtor's fee twice."

"You closed all your bank accounts a while ago, right? Did you register a new one with the music copyright association?"

"No, but how did you know I closed my accounts?"

"I tried sending you one won at a time with different sender names to see which account you were using, but the transfer always failed. Contact them tomorrow, register a new account, and check your unpaid royalties. We've sold a lot of 『Connect』, so it should be enough to cover the fee."

"You're terrifying, you know that?"

Lee Cheonghyeon took the lead in arranging the sale of Kim Iwol's studio as if it were his own business. Kang Kiyeon began drafting a text to the real estate agent. Jeong Seongbin found the contact information for a nearby agency, and Park Joowoo jotted the number on a notepad.

"Everyone's so busy. If you're not going to give me anything to do, can I leave first?"

"Do as you please~."

Lee Cheonghyeon readily agreed. Park Joowoo, Kang Kiyeon, and Jeong Seongbin just waved without looking up from their tasks. Kim Iwol stood and gestured to Choi Jeho.

"Choi Jeho."

"......"

"Basketball?"

Kim Iwol motioned as if asking to go out. It had been a long time since they last went to the basketball court, not since before Kim Iwol's car accident.

"You're going now?"

Jeong Seongbin checked the time. It was when Kim Iwol and Choi Jeho usually went out for some night air. The two left the dorm, leaving behind Jeong Seongbin's warning not to overdo it.


They visited the basketball court near their old dorm for the first time in a long while. The court was empty in the middle of the night, with not a single person passing by. The two basketball enthusiasts still had the court all to themselves.

Their one-on-one match ended only after both were drenched in sweat. Kim Iwol offered Choi Jeho a sports drink. While Choi Jeho quenched his thirst, Kim Iwol stood before the hoop and shot the ball, which arced perfectly through the net.

"Aren't you tired?"

"You don't know my infinite stamina? Ah, running around makes me feel alive."

Kim Iwol stretched. He looked refreshed, as if a long-held stiffness had finally melted away.

"Another round? Or should we head back?"

Instead of answering, Kim Iwol threw the basketball at Choi Jeho. The pass flew straight for his chest. Choi Jeho reflexively caught it, the impact echoing from his palms like a popping balloon. Kim Iwol wiped his sweat, walked over, and plopped onto the bench beside him.

"Let's stay a little longer. There's something more I need to say to you."

Kim Iwol finished his drink. Condensation dripped from the bottle onto the ground.

"Come to think of it, I don't think my explanation was enough."

"About what?"

"You know I ran out on purpose."

Kim Iwol leaned back against the bench.

"I wrapped things up without mentioning the car accident or knowing the future, so I figured you'd be uneasy. You didn't press me, so I thought you might just let it go, but still."

"Didn't I tell you not to bring that up?"

Kim Iwol could be incredibly frustrating. He was inflexible, only answering what was asked and giving just enough information to satisfy immediate curiosity before clamming up.

At one point, Choi Jeho thought the reason was distrust. After learning there was another reason, he no longer complained or even felt curious.

Not knowing mysterious things didn't hinder his life. As long as their current safety was guaranteed, that was enough, but that seemed unacceptable to the straightforward Kim Iwol, who never used tricks.

"I'm going to talk about something else."

"What is it now."

"There was one more thing you were worried about. The thing you were too scared to mention directly, afraid I'd cause trouble again."

Choi Jeho didn't want to recall their last conversation. He especially regretted pouring his anger out on Kim Iwol.

Still, Choi Jeho quickly realized what Kim Iwol meant.

"The car accident was scary."

"......"

"It was scary, so I'm not going to do it again."

Choi Jeho had always thought of Kim Iwol as 'fearless'. Kim Iwol acted like a person with no tomorrow. To him, fear was a luxury, an emotion that only held people back. Though 'fear' was an ancient instinct that protected humans from danger, Kim Iwol was far removed from it.

Choi Jeho had always been displeased with that part of him, anxious that Kim Iwol might act extremely again. While he was glad about Kim Iwol's change of heart, he couldn't easily believe it and remained suspicious.

"You think I'd believe you?"

To be honest, I 'want' to believe him. He wanted to yell, to demand Kim Iwol keep his word no matter what, but his concern was as great as his desire to trust. Kim Iwol said he was better, but his past was still vivid to Choi Jeho. His hands still trembled when he remembered how recklessly he'd been convinced before.

Kim Iwol gave a bitter smile.

"I guess this much repentance isn't enough to regain your trust?"

"You said nothing was wrong when I asked if something had happened."

Choi Jeho remembered the terrible feeling, something beyond betrayal.

He wasn't worried Kim Iwol would run away again; he had seen and felt that for himself, but another part of Kim Iwol still made him uneasy, especially his boundless, self-harming sacrifices.

Watching over each other might work for a while. The contract could also tie them together a bit longer.

Unfortunately, recent events proved surveillance wasn't eternal. To a determined person, penalties and accountability were meaningless.

What mattered was a person's own will. Kim Iwol had decided to be with spArk. However, Choi Jeho had yet to hear Kim Iwol say, 'If something happens, I'll discuss it with you guys.'

It was frustrating, but Choi Jeho decided not to press him. He stood to leave rather than corner Kim Iwol.

"Let's go."

"What if."

Kim Iwol had other ideas, stopping Choi Jeho as he tried to let it go.

"If, by some one-in-a-million chance, an unavoidable situation arises..."

Kim Iwol looked back, his expression neither scared nor falsely placating.

"I'll ask for help."

"......"

"I won't decide on my own."

A sincere, awkward smile showed Kim Iwol's true feelings.

"When that time comes, you have to help me."

"......"

Choi Jeho scoffed, though not sarcastically. Even Kim Iwol knew that.

"Can I even rely on you?"

"I'm 50, you're 50. With a combined brainpower of 100, we should be able to figure something out, right?"

"You're asking for help while throwing in an insult."

While packing, they debated what score to give the younger members if they themselves were 50. Kim Iwol argued for the '100 for all four combined' theory, saying, 'Relying on the younger ones should be a last resort.' He then suddenly raised the score, declaring, 'It's an insult to the kids for them to get a lower score than you, Choi Jeho.'

"If you can't trust me, then at least consult Lee Cheonghyeon of the 2.8 million or Jeong Seongbin of the 35 billion."

"Nothing's going to happen, but how can I talk to the kids about something so serious? They're still in their early twenties."

"What the hell do you want me to do?"

He was fed up. Choi Jeho irritably zipped his bag. Kim Iwol, finding it hilarious, chuckled the entire time he packed.

"Just don't lie."

Choi Jeho said, feigning indifference. Kim Iwol thumped his chest, telling Choi Jeho to believe in the new him. It wasn't reassuring at all. Choi Jeho grabbed Kim Iwol before he could walk ahead.

"......"

Ever since finding Kim Iwol collapsed, he had wanted to ask, Did you leave knowing it would turn out like this? He knew he wouldn't get an answer, so he never asked. He wanted to stop doing things he would regret.

But that didn't clear his complicated thoughts. The guilt of not being a colleague Kim Iwol could consult with and the stray thought of what if he wanted me to leave him alone followed one after another.

His worries were endless, so Choi Jeho couldn't visit the hospital for a long time. He was in agony even after Kim Iwol woke up, worrying about what the gutsy man was thinking. He was afraid that if Kim Iwol was cornered again, he would make the same choice.

"Tell me you didn't do it because you wanted to die alone."

He already knew. That must have been Kim Iwol's true intention. To Choi Jeho, Kim Iwol's thoughts were transparent, and Kim Iwol could fully anticipate that Choi Jeho would have read his actions.

In a relationship where acting didn't work, Choi Jeho demanded a false answer. It wasn't because he wanted to hear something pleasant. As long as Kim Iwol had decided to change, it was a promise not to dig up the past.

Even if it was true then, it isn't now. If only Kim Iwol would just say it.

Choi Jeho planned to forget the trauma. He was willing to accept the words of this inscrutable member, just as Kim Iwol wanted.

Kim Iwol stared at Choi Jeho, who met his gaze without flinching. Kim Iwol scratched his hair, then grinned and answered.

"I didn't."

Kim Iwol, who usually had a disagreeable retort for everything, accepted the false answer Choi Jeho offered.

"In a situation like that, would I have wanted to be alone?"

Kim Iwol was as smart as ever, guessing the exact answer Choi Jeho wanted. It was an obvious white lie, but one Choi Jeho had to accept.

"I believed you guys would come."

Having completely frustrated Choi Jeho, Kim Iwol laughed refreshingly. Choi Jeho couldn't stand it and nagged him the entire way back.


Chapter 572: The Offer

Do you know what starts when promotions end?

"When are we recording?"

"Does the schedule work? Can we use the studio for the full day?"

The answer is the next promotion. To be precise, it starts even before the previous one ends.

I had gotten so used to scheduling things in parallel that it was becoming a problem. However, this level of determination was the fate of an idol who aimed for relentless comebacks.

Rookie idols usually released albums in the refreshing spring, while ballad singers did so in the fall and winter.

The peak seasons for idols were summer and winter. When the perfect seasons for seasonal songs arrived, everyone rushed to release their music. Terms like 'Summer Queen' or 'pension song' didn't come from nowhere.

This sometimes caused a ridiculous situation where the competition for first place on music shows resembled the grand prize nominees at a major awards ceremony. The fiercer the competition, the more heated the ranking battles between fandoms became.

≫ These XXXs, are they scheduling their comeback like this just because they trust their fans' firepower? They know we fight tooth and nail with that other group over album sales every year, and they still overlap with them lolololol Only the fans are serious about getting our idol an award. I'm already stressed.

≫ Ugh, what are we supposed to do with these XXXs? Don't you guys do any market research???? We're in a position where even robbing an empty house isn't enough, yet the big groups have their annual plans laid out like signboards for their shareholders to see. Even after seeing all that, you'd think 'we won't make a comeback this week'. XX Why is it that even fans, who aren't insiders, know this, but you guys don't? And XXX XXX

Fans who endured all sorts of hardships to give their artist a first-place trophy were merciless toward agencies that failed the strategic game of timing. Friction arose from both sides whenever promotions overlapped, whether the artists were famous or unknown.

Even knowing the market was a fiery hellscape, spArk’s goal was to promote as a way of repaying our fans after releasing our fan song 『The Third Letter』 in the summer. We didn't want to burden them with album purchases, so we decided on a digital single format.

To get a piece of the K-Pop market, which was already heating up from the hot weather, spArk ran day and night, aiming for an August comeback.

One day in early summer, spArk's album factory was in full operation.

"A drama offer..."

Work comes to those who are already working, and sure enough, a new job landed on my plate.

To be honest, I had no intention of acting anymore. I was already struggling to make up for my past hiatus, so how could I manage two households? That was just ridiculous.

I hadn't received any scripts or gone to auditions since 'Exclusive Report', so I hadn't heard any news on that front. The only thing was Gu Jahan occasionally nudging me, asking if I wasn't going to act anymore.

I politely refused every time, telling him it was too difficult a path for me. I had even set a grand goal of training under a waterfall to become the best idol.

But... but then!

With a combination like this, I can't just refuse outright...!

I checked the script file's cover once more. I had read it several times, but the words didn't change. The writer's section listed the writer from 'Exclusive Report', and the director's section listed Jeon PD.

It was common for a writer to team up with a specific director for multiple projects. It was also common for the same actor to appear in a writer's other works.

The two of them had great chemistry...

I vividly remembered the writer and PD, who stayed until the very end of the after-party. Their camaraderie made it completely unsurprising that they would team up again.

This new project was a romantic comedy, a completely different style from 'Exclusive Report'. The role I was offered was the youngest son in a family of four sons. He was a teenage boy going through puberty who couldn't understand his older brothers floundering in love. The character description read as follows.

Nam Sajin "What's the big deal about an all-boys middle school and high school? Try living in a house with five guys. An all-boys school is nothing special."

The youngest son of the Nam family, a house rich with sons.

A son, a son, a son... They thought it would be a daughter this time, but what do you know, it's another son!

Surviving among his rough older brothers is a daily war.

In the morning, his third brother nags him about his loud alarm. At lunch, he has to go find the textbook his second brother took by mistake, thinking it was his own study material. In the evening, he has to drag his eldest brother, who came home dead drunk, into his room.

Even while he's constantly yelling at his brothers, he sometimes misses the mother he's never even seen.

Into Sajin's simmering heart, a belated puberty suddenly arrives...

Am I your punching bag? Do I look like a pushover to you!

He was a character with nothing but extraordinary aspects. Just reading the character introduction made me worry about how intense his puberty must be.

"Could it be that my image has changed because I recently took a nap in front of the camera and covered my face with a corn leaf...?"

"Why are you digging yourself into a hole again!" Manager Chanyoung tried his best to console me as I was about to get gloomy. If my public image had plummeted to that of an immature high school boy, I wouldn't have been able to hold my head up.

This is very different from the roles I've played before.

Do Younghwan from 'In My Office' and Cheon Yunseong from 'Exclusive Report' had aspects that resembled me. One was an office worker who majored in business administration. The other was a person living under oppression, bearing scars inflicted by his father.

'Nam Sajin' had no overlapping elements with me, other than the fact that I was once a male student. If I had to pick one, it would be that he's the youngest, but could you really say being the second child with one older sister is similar to being the youngest in a house with four sons?

Looking only at Nam Sajin's profile, you might think his brothers were hopeless, good-for-nothing guys, but the descriptions of Nam Sajin's temper in his brothers' profiles were just as formidable.

Fortunately, the family was set to be a harmonious one. They fought a lot, but they weren't a dysfunctional family that belonged on a current affairs program. The father and eldest brother felt sorry for Nam Sajin, who lost his mother as a newborn. The second and third brothers had apparently pulled the 'Don't you dare bully our little brother!' routine when Nam Sajin was young.

Was this aspect of the brothers considered similar to my sister? But my sister wasn't this wild. Is losing a female family member the common point? No, in the first place, the SYSTEM's influence is gone now...

My mind was in utter chaos. As I read the script, Manager Chanyoung spoke. "They said there's an actor who's already been cast. There's no article out yet, but it's confirmed."

"Really? Who is it?"

"Actor Mo Yunguk. You remember him, right?"

It was Chairman Cheon, the final villain of 'Exclusive Report'. It seemed quite a few offers had gone out to the cast of 'Exclusive Report'.

"If it's Mo Yunguk..."

Unless it was a lead role, it was unlikely he would have been cast this early. Among the main characters, there was only one role that a veteran actor like him could play.

"He's playing the father role?"

"That's what they said."

"......"

The news that the head of the Nam family role had gone to him was surprising. It was partly because his performance as a villain in 'Exclusive Report' had left such a deep impression, but there was more to it.

We'd be going from a villainous father and son to a sitcom-like father and son. Would that be okay...?

What would my fictional father think about this situation? I was curious, but I couldn't ask. It had become an awkward situation to coolly refuse, so I bought some time by saying I'd think about it and fled from the meeting room.


"What kind of role is it?"

"The youngest son of a family full of boys, going through a stormy period of adolescence."

"It's not a character that immediately matches you, Hyung," Kang Kiyeon said, stroking his chin.

"It's rare for actors to move to a new project together when it's not a series or a sequel, right?"

"It's not unheard of, but I guess it's not preferred because there's a high chance it will look too similar to the previous work."

"You won't have to worry about it looking similar..." Kang Kiyeon trailed off after reading the character description to the end. He wasn't wrong. A father and son who were a conglomerate chairman and a young master three years ago suddenly become a jajangmyeon restaurant chef and his fourth son? Who would just sit back and watch that?

It could give viewers who remembered Chairman Cheon and Cheon Yunseong the impression that it tarnished the memory of 'Exclusive Report'. However, a long time had passed since that show ended, and the characters' personalities were different, so it seemed the production team took a bold risk. It might even become a form of buzz marketing, like a parallel universe version of the Cheon father and son.

"Is there a reason you're hesitating? You said before that you weren't interested in acting anymore."

"It's half because of professional courtesy and half because of the fans' requests."

I didn't know why, but the response to my acting career within the fandom wasn't bad. No fans thought I was using spArk as a stepping stone for an acting career. In fact, many voices subtly hoped for my next project.

≫ I wish Iwol would act more... I miss Actor-wol...

≫ Do Younghwan and Cheon Yunseong were so good, I hope he does another project. A historical drama? A suspense? A movie would be great too, just do anything please, except for a male lead in a romance.

≫ If sitcoms were still a thing, Trio of Villains would totally kill it~~-!!!!

My intention to focus on my idol activities was because I wanted to show a good side to the fans by being faithful to my main job. If the fans didn't oppose it and actually wanted it, there was no reason not to do it. The lack of a romance plot also positively influenced my assessment.

It was common to give a character like this a fresh, youthful romance narrative, especially with a name like 'Nam Sajin'.

However, Nam Sajin was only surrounded by his all-boys high school friends, whose testosterone levels were as high as those at his home. It was a role perfectly optimized for an idol.

"I think it's a good idea."

"Oh? For what reason?"

"It's not often we get to broadcast your weird side. It's a shame for only us to know about it."

"Just say you want to expose to the whole world that I'm an immature person."

"I want to expose to the whole world that you're quite immature, Hyung."

"So honest. I like it. I won't forget this grudge."

When I told him to remember that my grudges last for at least 730 days, Kang Kiyeon squeezed his eyes shut. With the sole determination to share this behind-the-scenes story with the fans, I accepted the audition.

Sparkler, please wait just a little longer. As soon as I pass the audition, I'll come do a live stream with the title 'The Youngest's Shocking Statement'...


Chapter 573: Crash Course

I started preparing for the audition the next day. Nam Sajin was nothing like the dry Do Younghwan or the cynical Cheon Yunseong. He was an angry, tragic youngest son, too big to be a chihuahua but too powerless to be a Doberman. The character was my complete opposite, so I needed to prepare thoroughly.

Nam Sajin didn't have much screen time. The main characters of 'House Maker' were three women who met every weekend to build their dream house.

They regularly visited the Nam family's restaurant after a hard day's work. Three of the four brothers, who never had a peaceful day, were set to get entangled with the female leads in a turbulent romance.

My role was to play someone who looked at his pathetic older brothers and thought, I shouldn't grow up to be like them...

He was a supporting character who added flavor, similar to Do Younghwan. His lines were short and he had few scenes, which made it easy to balance filming with our summer activities. The drama was a simple slice-of-life, so there was no difficult vocabulary.

But his personality was terrifyingly different from mine. It was a different kind of scary than Cheon Yunseong.

Nam Sajin: No matter how out of it you are, who confuses a dress shirt with their little brother's school uniform shirt? This isn't the first time either! (Rushes at Eden) Take it off! Give it back! Give me back my shirt!

His very first appearance was a scene where he tried to rip the school uniform shirt off his brother, who wore it by mistake. That said it all. The stage directions even said, 'screaming his head off'. It was like combining Lee Cheonghyeon's speech with Kang Kiyeon's temper. This would be a tough battle.

I asked the other youngest members for advice on how to portray the character. Unfortunately, I got nothing useful.

You could probably get the tone right just by filming yourself during any of our self-produced content, couldn't you?

Wouldn't it work if you just act like you do when you're lying flat on the floor?

Both of them just wanted to mock me. I was an idiot for trusting them. Only Park Joowoo comforted me.

I wondered if there was a big difference between having brothers and sisters. I had only ever lived with an older sister, so I didn't know what having a real brother felt like. My sister also treated me very well.

In terms of closeness, spArk was like a real family, but they had learned to be polite to each other since our trainee days. I wanted to hear something rawer, more 'real'.

Fortunately, three guys in spArk had brothers. Excluding Lee Cheonghyeon, that left Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo. I gathered them for an interview.

"What's my younger brother like?" Jeong Seongbin asked, a shadow falling over his face.

"Do I really have to put it into words for you to know..."

He laughed bitterly. I had only asked one question, but Jeong Seongbin already looked completely worn out.

"Why? Seongjun is extraordinary, isn't he? He even lends us clothes."

"That's because you only see guys like Cheonghyeon and Kiyeon, Hyung!" Jeong Seongbin raised his voice. He launched into endless examples explaining just how unruly younger brothers in this world are.

"Last vacation, I went home and found my bedroom door plastered with my concert photos!"

Jeong Seongbin writhed in agony over the crime of having a dexterous younger brother. Park Joowoo patted his best friend, who had buried his face in his hands and was practically sobbing.

"Isn't Sihoo-hyung different?"

"Hmm..." Park Joowoo's expression turned vague. Heo Sihoo, whom I'd met in Daejeon, seemed a bit eccentric but fundamentally gentle.

"Sihoo-hyung is..." Park Joowoo chose his words carefully.

"Hyung is... sly, but he's a good person."

He painstakingly squeezed out the compliment.

I never thought I'd hear the word 'sly' come from Park Joowoo's mouth. Before I could marvel at it, Jeong Seongbin lifted his head.

"That's right! 'Sly' is the perfect word!"

"My sister often said he provokes people too."

"Exactly!"

Having found common ground, Jeong Seongbin threw his arms around Park Joowoo. Park Joowoo barely fit in his embrace. Their physiques were anything but ordinary, as immense as the bond between Park Joowoo, who grew up with a sly older brother, and Jeong Seongbin, who had an extraordinary younger brother.

"So, to summarize, brothers who aren't on bad terms are sly, provoking, and good at getting on people's nerves?"

"That doesn't even begin to explain the unpleasantness!"

"There's a reason my aunt and sister get angry every day..."

"We need a new word for 'playfulness'. 'Prank' just sanitizes his actions."

"If my member hyung is a gentlemanly scoundrel, my actual hyung is just a total scoundrel."

They directed all their explosive anger at me. Even Park Joowoo abandoned their bond to objectively describe his older brother's strange habits. When I asked where he learned 'total scoundrel', he said Heo Sihoo taught him. I never saw Heo Sihoo that way, but he was hopeless.

"What are you three doing?"

Lee Cheonghyeon, the room's other owner, appeared behind the fired-up main vocalists. He had just come from the studio and looked as gaunt as an office worker after a long day.

"......"

"Why can't you answer right away? You'd better explain yourselves, unless you were planning a hidden camera prank."

"So you'd let it slide if it was for filming content..."

Lee Cheonghyeon cornered Jeong Seongbin, who glanced nervously between us. Park Joowoo looked bewildered. I didn't want to tell Lee Cheonghyeon, but leaving him out would be worse, so I confessed.

"The character I'm auditioning for is the youngest of four brothers. I wanted to hear some real stories from families with only sons."

"Huh? You should've asked me first. I have both an older and a younger brother."

His usual cynicism was gone. Lee Cheonghyeon took off his bag, set it aside, and plopped onto the floor. He set the mood and said.

"My older brother is a psycho."

"......"

"My younger brother is an idiot."

Silence fell. I quickly grabbed Jeong Seongbin's arm and stood.

"We'll clear out so you can rest. You worked hard too, Joowoo! Seongbin, let's go."

"Yes, Hyung."

"I'm telling you, I'm right! Post it online, everyone will agree!"

"Sihoo-hyung is a good brother, but I agree with what you said, Cheonghyeon..."

"That assumes Suhoon-hyung is a bad brother, Joowoo..."

The room instantly erupted into chaos. Lee Cheonghyeon yelled that his brother was only better now because he was reforming himself, but he was just as bad in his younger days(?). A pale Park Joowoo explained that he didn't mean to insult Suhoon-hyung. Jeong Seongbin tried to calm them both, unable to deny his own brother was an idiot. It was a fantastic harmony of chaos.

"What are you doing? It's so loud."

"Anyone with an older and younger sister, stay out of it!"

Choi Jeho came to investigate the noise but was rebuffed the moment he opened the door. Though Jeyoung and Choi Miho were formidable in their own ways. In the end, Choi Jeho just said, 'Okay, I'm out,' and left. If Choi Jeho had been my blood relative, I might have agreed with Lee Cheonghyeon's definition of an 'idiot younger brother'.

"Hyung, real brothers are demons," Lee Cheonghyeon said solemnly. A murderous glint flickered in his eyes.

"You have to face them determined to never lose."

"Does every brother in the country go to a battlefield every day?"

"It's not much different."

Not a trace of a smile touched his face. I grew fearful of the days ahead.


Even while learning to be a rebellious child, I still had my main job to do. We had to work harder than usual to ensure our summer comeback received no negative reviews, especially when irritation levels were high.

I went to the flower market for set decorations and borrowed several thick library books to choose reference images for the lookbook.

I wanted to create artwork that screamed summer, so I stayed in a room with no air conditioning or fan. I used a single hand fan and listened intently to the cicadas. The surround sound of cicadas in the hot room made inspiration well up. Or maybe it was just sweat.

"You're still doing this?!"

If Kang Kiyeon caught me, he would mercilessly force me in front of a fan. I couldn't make my roommate listen to a chorus of cicadas while I dripped sweat for my work, so I turned off the audio.

"Is our next concept steamed dumplings? Seriously, why are you doing this?"

"How could we be steamed dumplings? Maybe frozen dumplings..."

"Frozen dumplings would obviously go bad if you stored them like this."

Kang Kiyeon turned on the air conditioner and flapped his T-shirt. He came home every day exhausted from the practice room, trying to create 'choreography so powerful it could break the stage'. His flushed red face revealed his grueling schedule.

"Did you solve the part you were stuck on?"

"If it didn't work out, I was thinking of just pushing Jeho-hyung as our one-trick pony, but thankfully it resolved smoothly," Kang Kiyeon said.

"If you had, our meeting probably wouldn't have gone so smoothly."

Kang Kiyeon glared at me for a long moment, then said he was going to wash up and headed to the bathroom. He must have suffered in the summer heat, so I lowered the air conditioner's temperature a little more.

"It's already this hot in June. How much hotter will July be?"

"We might collapse..."

Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo sat side-by-side in the air conditioner's cool breeze, worrying about the future. I worried Park Joowoo might actually melt. If he did, who would sing the highlight of 『Sprint』? I dreaded the thought of Jeong Seongbin performing a high-note circus act alone, or forcing Kang Kiyeon to sing until his veins popped.

On top of that, everyone was losing a scary amount of weight from the sweltering heat. I don't know how their bodies worked, but they seemed to shrink and enter survival mode as soon as their temperature rose. The already intimidating guys became even more intimidating.

The members were aiming for the aesthetic of vibrant, youthful idols under the scorching sun, but they just grew more gaunt. After dancing just once, they dripped with sweat like melting icicles.

My worries didn't fade, even after I filled the shopping cart with healthy protein foods like tofu nuggets.

How do I fatten these guys up quickly?

There had to be a way for them to eat delicious food, relieve stress from their packed schedule, and experience the summer heat all at once.

While I was pondering, my phone rang. A message from Manager Chanyoung announced a new schedule.

Manager Chanyoung [Iwol!]
[Do you want to try throwing the first pitch?]

A baseball stadium beckoned. It was a place to eat delicious food, produce endorphins, and soak in the heated air.


Chapter 574: Group Viewing

I soon learned why I received an offer to throw the first pitch. I had only ever played baseball as a wandering grasshopper in 『On A High Note』.

Manager Chanyoung messaged me.

[You went to the KAIST festival before, right?]

[Do you remember cheering for Hanwha back then?]

I once gained fame as the Fortune-Telling Octopus, a name I still carried. People asked me about sports matches everywhere I went. One of those questions was a prediction for Hanwha's season performance.

I remember saying I was cheering for them to have a good result.

I had supported them in my heart, hoping for a change. I replied that I remembered, and a message came back immediately.

Manager Chanyoung wrote, [I heard the team's performance has been good lately.]
[So I guess your video started circulating again.]
[And spArk often uses orange as a team color.]

He added that my symbolic animal during my early debut was an eagle. Because of all this, many fans wanted to see me throw the first pitch for Hanwha. If the Sparklers wanted it, I had no reason to hesitate.

I messaged my manager.

[Can I know which team they're playing against? I want to study up beforehand.]

Then I opened the shared calendar. I hadn't received the detailed schedule, so I just wrote a rough note. The moment I entered 'Iwol First Pitch Schedule', alarms went off everywhere.

The guys saw the pop-up for the new schedule and gathered on the living room sofa. Kang Kiyeon also came out, drying his wet hair with a towel while holding his phone.

"Hyung, are you throwing the first pitch?" Kang Kiyeon asked.

"Yeah, I just got the call."

"Has the team been decided?"

"It's Hanwha."

"Awesome! If they win, does that make you a victory fairy?" Lee Cheonghyeon asked.

Could I really pull off being a 'victory fairy' with my visuals?

I doubted it. In our team, only Park Joowoo and Lee Cheonghyeon could take the 'fairy' title without getting stoned.

"I heard they built a new stadium there! That's so cool, I want to go too! Can only the person throwing the first pitch go?" Lee Cheonghyeon showed immense interest. The eager spectator's eyes sparkled.

"I'm not sure. I'll check," I said.

"This is the first time someone from our team is throwing the first pitch. Who's strong in baseball again...?" Jeong Seongbin tilted his head.

"......"

At the prompt answer, our gazes turned to the sofa. Choi Jeho sat with his arms crossed, wearing a puzzled expression.

"......"

"You like baseball?"

"Not me. My older sister."

"Ah."

"Still, if you're from Gwangju, you like the Kia Tigers."

At Choi Jeho's words, Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon started searching for their own hometown teams.

"And they're good at baseball," Choi Jeho added. His tone was indifferent, but I could feel a subtle pride.

"It's true! They say Kia is the team with the most wins in history!" Lee Cheonghyeon shoved his phone in Jeong Seongbin's face. The screen showed Kia's overwhelming record and brilliant titles.

Then, a voice as small as an ant's came from somewhere.

"Hanwha is good too..."

The sorrowful voice belonged to Park Joowoo. He sat at Choi Jeho's feet, leaning his back against the sofa.

"Joowoo, do you like Hanwha?" Jeong Seongbin asked.

"My aunt and uncle..." Park Joowoo answered in a fading voice, staring at the floor.

Choi Jeho's face showed clear bewilderment.

"It's not that Hanwha is bad," Choi Jeho started.

"Sssst."

At my warning, Choi Jeho tactfully shut his mouth.

"I'm cheering for Hanwha, Joowoo! I'm going to throw the first pitch for Hanwha and wear a Hanwha uniform. They said they'll even put my name on the back."

Park Joowoo remained silent.

"The Hanwha mascot is cute too, and I hear they're on a major hot streak lately!"

We exchanged glances, wondering how to handle the atmosphere. The silence broke when a phone alarm rang again. It was our manager.

Manager Chanyoung [It's Kia!]

A civil war was approaching on a fine weekend in June.


The spArk guys showed more interest in baseball than I expected. They likely had some basic knowledge from filming a music video once.

We tried to get six consecutive seats so we could go as a group. Everyone really wanted to go. The team offered us invitation tickets, but we decided to get our own since one member was a fan of the opposing team. It didn't feel polite.

Getting tickets was as hard as buying them for a concert. Like a pre-sale, season tickets had already claimed most seats. The weekend date also made the competition fierce.

"Getting six seats in a row seems tough, right?"

"We'll be lucky to get three seats in front and three behind."

"Let's not be greedy for the first or second floor. The fourth floor is probably more realistic."

Kang Kiyeon, Lee Cheonghyeon, and Jeong Seongbin put their heads together to devise a strategy. All six of us clung to our phones, refreshing for canceled tickets. We finally managed to get seats together in a corner of the fourth floor.

We also split into teams so the cheering wouldn't be one-sided. The Hanwha team had me, the first pitcher, Park Joowoo, the Daejeon native, and Lee Cheonghyeon. The Kia team was led by Choi Jeho, born in the year of the tiger, along with Jeong Seongbin and Kang Kiyeon.

"The eagles have to stick with Joowoo!" Lee Cheonghyeon declared.

I resembled a tired eagle, and Lee Cheonghyeon's symbolic animal was a harpy eagle. We entrusted our fate to the orange eagle.

The other team's visuals were brutal. The combination of spArk's strongest dance line and their leader had an intimidating force.

We also prepared uniforms, receiving support from our families. Each family sent uniforms they had collected over years of cheering for their teams. This meant everyone, not just me, could wear one.

Baseball fans apparently order larger sizes for comfort. I didn't know this, since we only wore proper game-style outfits for the music video. Thanks to this, even the huge younger members could wear their older sisters' uniforms. Jeyoung is very tall, so the clothes she bought for a boxy fit were a perfect match for her younger brothers. It was a stroke of luck. We even had a fashion show in the car to Daejeon, debating which uniforms to wear.

While the manager organized our movements, I rummaged through my bag for props. I gave Park Joowoo a headband with a cute mascot and gave Lee Cheonghyeon some adorable tattoo stickers for his cheeks.

"Iwol needs to practice his pitch, so he'll go in first," the manager said. "The rest of you, wait in the car and go in when the entrance line thins out. Got it?"

The members were silent.

"What about you, hyung? Aren't you doing anything?" Lee Cheonghyeon asked.

"I have to sing the national anthem, so I'm going for a neat look. I'll put one on after the first pitch."

"Then I'll save the cutest Surisuri sticker for you. Joowoo and I will use the rest, okay? I heard Kiyeon on the other team is going all out, so we have to be prepared."

Lee Cheonghyeon mentioned the tiger team. I understood. A casual fan couldn't beat a dedicated one at decorating. We had to grit our teeth and go for it to win.

"Still, we can't let them intimidate us on our home ground, can we?" I said.

At my words, Park Joowoo's eyes lit up.

"I'll do my best...!" Park Joowoo exclaimed. He pulled out a backpack that looked ready to burst.

I told them, "I'm counting on you guys," and headed to the stadium to practice my pitch.


Here lay a die-hard lover of youth, cursed to lose all reason at any fresh and vibrant concept.

When others told her, "Your obsession with youth is worse than a summer cold," she would just say, "Summer? It's all about youth." A refreshing-concept maniac. That was Baek Haewon's identity.

Baek Haewon's soul longed for a green oasis but had been trapped in a sun-drenched baseball stadium since yesterday. This was because her ultimate bias, Kim Iwol, had stepped onto the mound in a refreshing orange uniform.

≫ Today's first pitcher is spArk's Iwol

His face is so small and his legs are loooooong

└ damn he throws so well, dude you should be a pitcher.

≫ Black hair and a baseball uniform, that's the epitome of youth

Everyone, rest assured, Kim Iwol's aesthetic sense is still top-notch...? He's really a definite cool tone lol

└ He's wearing that bright orange and his complexion still looks lively

≫ Can't we just do on a high note one more time

I'll pretend I don't know even if you make a comeback again, just please make a music video that's as long as one baseball game, I won't say anything even if you play the same song on repeat

└ Give us a 3-hour music video

└ I always listen to OAHN when summer comesㅠㅠ You can't say you've enjoyed summer without seeing the scene where they all hug after winning

Baek Haewon saved every single frame. She captured the moment he stepped onto the mound to catch his breath, the way he hid his hand in the glove to fiddle with the ball, and his wind-up and throwing motion. She couldn't miss a single second of Kim Iwol playing baseball. Summer, youth, and sports were just that precious.

After the first pitch, spArk's group viewing became a hot topic. They watched the game more earnestly than anyone, heating up the online communities.

≫ spArk went to the 4th floor?

Looks like they got the tickets themselves

└ Don't celebrities get invitation tickets when they come?

└ Some come with tickets they're given, and some get them themselves! The invitation seats are the 1st-floor table seats, so it looks like spArk got theirs separately

└ Was it because they have a member who's a fan of the other team...? That doesn't really matter in baseball thoughㅠㅠㅠ

└ They came all the way here as a full group just to watch from the 4th floor...? You have to acknowledge that passion, they probably couldn't even see the ball or the game well from that far away

≫ Help! Who's the guy in the middle of the front row with the headband?

I know Iwol and Cheonghyeon but it's my first time seeing this person...

But he keeps catching my eye whenever he's on camera...haha he must be a real fan...hahaㅠㅠㅠㅠ

└ That's spArk's Joowoo! I kept laughing because he was frowning so hard every time he was on the jumbotron lol, but it was no time to laugh (watching our team's double play

└ He looks so scary but it's neutralized a bit by how cute he is eating young radish kimchi noodles during the cleaning time

≫ How did they split up so perfectly 3:3

And they're all so into it, the expressions of the front and back rows are complete opposites lol

When Hanwha hit a double play (photo) When Kia hit the first pitch with two outs (photo)

└ I was cackling while reading this but stopped laughing when I saw the photo and description XX why the hell would you swing at the first pitch

└ Mr. Choi Jeho, I completely understand how you feel... please just watch the ball!!1 please!!!!

└ The front row looks like a funeral home but look at the back row singing along to the cheer song lol, is this your nth time watching live?

└ Still, it was great to see them quickly change the mood and cheer with so much energy lolㅠㅠㅠ

≫ The magical spArk whose menu changes with every inning

1st inning tteokbokki+sundae+mini gimbap, 2nd inning churros, 3rd inning lemon cream shrimp, 4th inning fries+coke, 5th inning young radish cold noodles+sikhye, 6th inning jokbal bossam, 7th inning chicken, 8th inning samgyeopsal+gimmari noodles, 9th inning hot dog+nacho set

└ What the lol, they really ate nonstop lol

└ They chose their menu so well

└ A cycle of heavy food → snack → heavy food → snack

└└ It's less of a cycle and more like they let loose from the 5th inning

└└└ They must have swept the food court during cleaning time. I guess it's because the food court closes up when the game is about to end

└└└└ lololol how serious must they be about food lol

└ Weren't they a group that eats very little? Why did I know them as 'small-eater idols'

└└ They eat well when they get the chance, it's just that their diets are strict

≫ This is so me

Me before the game starts, heart pounding, praying 'please win today' (photo) Me shouting 'if you're gonna play like this just lose already and end it quickly so I can go home' (photo)

└ Why is everyone reacting so intensely lol

└ That 'world has ended' expression... doesn't feel like someone else's problem...

└ Baseball is a menace...

Now, they had made a name for themselves not in an idol community, but a baseball community.

But what did it matter? Baek Haewon had watched spArk experience life's joys and sorrows for three hours through the broadcast, photos, and memes. She had no regrets.

No, she was full of regrets. She wanted to see Kiyeon, the pitcher from 『On A High Note』, throw the first pitch. She wanted to see Kim Iwol on the mound touching the rosin bag. She wanted Choi Jeho in full gear, and cheer captain Joowoo blowing a whistle and winking. She wanted Jeong Seongbin coaching in the coach's box and first baseman Lee Cheonghyeon discussing strategy at the base.

Baek Haewon's greed spread endlessly. This was because Kim Iwol and spArk had coddled their Sparklers in a greenhouse.

And spArk still had no intention of raising their Sparklers to be strong.

They endlessly provided a whopping three episodes of self-produced content. It covered everything from the behind-the-scenes of the first pitch to their boisterous time at the game. This allowed Baek Haewon to pass on peacefully with no lingering regrets.
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The effects of spArk's baseball outing lingered for a while. They started with the cheer practice video, then filmed and uploaded more content. Videos like 'Reacting to the 『On A High Note』 MV After Watching the Game Live' and 'Member's Best Menu Recommendations' became hot topics.

≫ Kiyeon getting flustered when a player who just got called up to the first team made his first appearance, even though he practiced the cheers so hard

+ A certain Mr. Choi who doesn't know any of the players' cheers but knows all the team cheers

└ Jeyoung must have been a fan of Giha for a really long timeㅋㅋㅋ Seeing how his body remembers even though they said they lived apart for a long time because of their respective jobs and trainee livesㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

≫ Lee Cheonghyeon has practically become a die-hard Hanwa fan

What on earth happened in 10 minutes

└ Our boy has orange blood flowing through him now

└ Cheonghyeon already has orange blood flowing through him

"......"

≫ It's so funny how he tried to stand up with everyone else to cheer but just stayed seated because there were kids in the back seats

Right, the kids can't see if the hyungs in the front stand upㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ

└ No wonder Jeho was hunching his shoulders so much

└ Does hunching your shoulders make your head lower, Choi Jeho

≫ The idol who said the music video's historical accuracy was wrong and needed to be fixed

???: You have to wear shiny blue sunglasses!!!! The kind that covers your whole face!!!!!!

└ Lee Cheonghyeon ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ It's hilarious how Park Joowoo is next to him, cutting out an image of sunglasses and pasting it onto a screenshot of the music video for realㅋㅋㅋ

└ Guys, Iwol is fainting next to him right now

≫ The heartwarming part

By the 3rd inning, they were wearing headbands and all sorts of merch, but by the end of the game, they'd given it all away to the kids around them, so they looked like rags while the kids were all colorful

└ They became such ragsㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ Look at the score, it was a game worth becoming rags over

≫ The unexpected food fighter, Seongbin

He eats really well, he keeps eating. He eats so well that every time Jeho eats, Seongbin also picks up his chopsticks

└ Keeping up with Choi Jeho's pace? That means he's a really big eater

└ tqㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ The lemon cream shrimp that this Seongbin confidently recommends

└ Seongbin, come to Gocheok... The Gocheok cream shrimp is the real deal, just try it once...

spArk rode the wave of the baseball boom and enjoyed a significant sports-related boost. To repay this favor, we launched this summer package instead of just praying for the two teams' success this year.

Merchandise is essential to the idol business, and it was needed to continue the heated atmosphere into late July. Agencies bet their lives on the merch business because a large portion of their revenue comes from it.

Though for people who bet their lives on it, they all do business like thugs...

I believed it was wrong to use words like 'limited edition' or 'quantity restrictions' to pressure young fans. I strongly urged UtopiA to avoid such practices.

In exchange for giving up easy marketing, we secured profits through immense effort. We frantically searched for a company with competitive prices and good quality. The company and I handled detailed inspections and revisions ourselves to reduce labor costs and extra steps.

This was necessary to make money with smaller margins. I worked with the company's financial situation heavy on my mind.

This time, the company proposed something first. "Let's try making high-quality merchandise that stimulates the desire to collect." They suggested creating a product people would genuinely want, rather than one that used anxiety to sell.

I had my suspicions. We sold the fan club kit in February and the album in May. I would have foamed at the mouth if they suggested selling something else so soon. It seemed they were laying groundwork to prevent complaints, even conducting a demand survey.

But if you're going to sell merchandise without a good reason, that much effort is necessary. Besides, a summer package was just for one season.

So I meticulously examined everything, from the contents to the mockup. I liked the package design. Creating the kit around items fans wanted was also a good move.

They also prepared a lower-priced option by excluding a few items from the full box. Good merchandise attracts even non-fans. This catered to that group and to people who found the full box too expensive, which was a plus.

The reaction from spArk was also good. Fireworks are a summer cheat code, so the impact was excellent.

Park Joowoo said, "When the sample comes out, let's hang it on Jeho's bag. There's no better durability test."

"What if the test subject gets lost?"

"I didn't think of that."

At Park Joowoo's cool-headed point, Lee Cheonghyeon fell into thought. One thing was certain. Choi Jeho did not have the trust of his younger members.

I also checked the print quality of the photo card stickers the members designed themselves. We changed the layout and sketches countless times to make sure the shapes looked good on a toploader.

Jeong Seongbin announced, "I'm turning in the evaluation sheets before 4, so I'd appreciate a quick check from everyone!"

I finished scoring as instructed and handed it in. Lee Cheonghyeon finished at almost the same time and submitted his paper right after me.

"You don't have any external schedules after this, right? Do you have anything else to do?"

"I was planning to look over the script and then join practice. Why?"

"I'm in the final stages of a track. I was wondering if you could listen to it."

Our next stop was naturally the studio. Lee Cheonghyeon practically lived there periodically, so his exclusive studio had accumulated as many household goods as a small apartment.

"Should I clear the table a bit?"

My heart ached seeing the wreckage from his harsh schedule, so I offered to clean. The table was a mess of books, printouts, and reference scrapbooks. Leftover delivery food littered the floor. Textbooks, composition notes, and reference CDs were scattered everywhere. While Lee Cheonghyeon turned on the computer, I got his permission and started organizing the mountain of papers.

"Looks like your work routine is completely set now."

"That was sorted out a long time ago!"

I glanced at the documents. His methods for gathering ideas, a summary of his brainstorming, and the A&R Team's opinions were all clearly organized. Lee Cheonghyeon had established his own process.

Is this the 6th year since Lee Cheonghyeon started composing?

It was an incredible career for his age. He started composing early, was immediately put to work, and consistently released albums, achieving remarkable growth. He had even accumulated enough knowledge to teach others, so no one doubted his skills.

"Ready? I'm playing it!"

He pressed the play button. BOOM! A thunderous sound erupted, like a drum head being struck. A sharp guitar riff followed without a gap.

The point of 『Sprint』 was its harmony of intensity and speed. My request this time was similar, but slightly different.

I want the colors to be intense and the overall feel to be magnificent.

To what extent? Like 『Alight』? Or 『Bright』?

...With the feeling of a grown-up 『Flowering』?

An explosion of intensity and magnificence. The materials he must have gathered to capture this image were full of dazzling photos. Flowers right before full bloom, fireworks filling the night sky, even jewel-studded fountains. My requests were perfectly visualized in Lee Cheonghyeon's reference file.

The song captured all of this perfectly. Its key point was the flow, which rushed forward like a rollercoaster before exploding at its peak. A series of cathartic high notes followed one after another, the kind that would stir up Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo.

Its high level of completion let me grasp the feeling even with just the melody over the instrumental. The progression convinced me that this accompaniment had to have this melody. I always had high expectations for Lee Cheonghyeon, but he always shattered them and achieved even more.

"This is amazing."

"Really? Do you think the parts you wanted came out well?"

Is 'well' even the right word for this? I don't think so. The evaluation Lee Cheonghyeon deserved was...

"It's perfect."

...and nothing else.

The kid beamed. He had stopped fearing evaluation a long time ago, but until a few years ago, Lee Cheonghyeon would clutch his chest in relief after playing a song for someone. It was the tension of putting your work out into the world. That same kid could now fully enjoy the praise. It was a monumental change.

"This song wasn't one I planned to write, but one I made on your order, right? If you're going to take it, pay the outsourcing fee. It's 60,000 won."

"Isn't that price a little off? A friend discount like that is about a 60,000% loss."

"If I was serious, you'd actually transfer the money!"

We both found it absurd and burst out laughing. My balance was more than fine since I got the penalty fee back, but Lee Cheonghyeon wouldn't take it as a joke. So I dropped it.

"Seongbin and Joowoo are going to have a tough time. That part in the latter half where the tension drops slightly, that's for building harmonies during the recording, right?"

"Yeah, but you have to join in at the very end too."

"Me? Why?"

"Because we're going to keep changing the pairs. Joowoo and you, Seongbin and you, then Joowoo and Seongbin, in that order."

"You're ruthless. Don't you feel sorry for me?"

"I have to rap without a moment to breathe. Don't you feel sorry for me?"

Just as Lee Cheonghyeon said, the rap part was brutal. In a battle of who would suffer more, he would win by a landslide. I didn't argue further and crowned Lee Cheonghyeon the victor.

"Anyway, I'm glad you like it. I used an effect I'd been saving for the first time. I wanted to create an unprecedented atmosphere, and it worked perfectly."

Lee Cheonghyeon's composition history vividly showed his past trials and errors. He had agonized over several points. Whenever we discussed them, he would play the second option that had made him conflicted. None of those options were better than his final choice. It meant Lee Cheonghyeon had made the best judgment every single time.

"This is everything I wanted to report to you. Any questions?"

"A report..."

"Because you placed an order with me!"

An excited Lee Cheonghyeon shook his legs, making the chair wobble. I told him to consider his size, but he was so excited he even spun the chair around. He enjoyed the joy of passing the evaluation with his whole body. I stared intently at Lee Cheonghyeon before asking.

"Is writing songs still fun for you?"
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"You're asking if writing songs is fun?"

Lee Cheonghyeon straightened his back and pulled away from the backrest. In that moment, I foresaw what would happen in the next three seconds.

"My head is about to explode. How do I avoid being called a self-plagiarist without being told I lack a challenging spirit? What's the difference between outdated and retro? Where does mainstream appeal come from? I worry about these things dozens of times a day. It's pretty distressing, right?"

The storm of complaints stung my ears. It felt like something had swept through my eardrums.

"That's the hardship of the work. It's not a good answer to whether it's fun."

At my words, Lee Cheonghyeon laughed loudly.

"Hyung, you think I can enjoy it in a situation like this?"

"You look like you do."

spArk had released quite a few albums, more than most teams that debuted around the same time. Each album featured a title track with a different character. They always presented new performance styles on competition programs. For every concert, they rearranged each song on the setlist at least once.

Every step of that process generated an enormous amount of work, and Lee Cheonghyeon was always at its center. During overseas tours, Lee Cheonghyeon claimed his strength came from 'the desire to promote together'.

But Lee Cheonghyeon had been a little different recently. The aura he gave off had changed. In the beginning, there was anxiety and worry. At some point, he desperately starved himself, but these days...

"That's right."

...his sense of satisfaction was obviously high.

"It's not that I take my work lightly. I'm serious! There are times when I get tired, you know!"

"That's normal. You're a proper professional, so it can't be fun all the time."

The feeling of doing something you love as a hobby is completely different from doing it as a profession. People who got jobs in their field of interest often left the industry. A love for one's work could fuel passion, but it could also become a crushing burden or a reason to turn away in disappointment.

Conversely, some people endured difficult moments with their love for their profession. They truly loved their work, so they stood firm when crises came. People like that were strong.

"I keep doing it because it's fun. Otherwise, how could I maintain this lifestyle?"

Without satisfaction or a sense of reward, a person quickly loses motivation and continuity. Passion alone didn't solve everything. A person had to enjoy themselves and gain strength to keep moving endlessly.

"I'll probably live like this forever, don't you think? The thought of having deadlines for the rest of my life is a bit terrifying, but, well... I can bear it!"

"You... are a born artist."

"Really?"

Lee Cheonghyeon grinned affably.

"From what I've seen, you're a born artist too, Hyung."

"Even though I don't create anything?"

"Planning is a form of creation. I still look up the 『What I Want To Say』 stage. 『starlight』 and 『Hi』 too."

"Why isn't 『Bright』 on the list?"

"The die-hard 『Bright』 fan needs to get out."

I cried out that I couldn't accept it, but Lee Cheonghyeon didn't even pretend to listen.

"Without you, Hyung, those stages wouldn't have existed. When you were lying in bed, I even imagined what would have happened if you hadn't come to our company."

"What happened in your head?"

"What do you think? With February almost over, we'd just be a group of 'winter boys'."

Seeing Lee Cheonghyeon's deadpan expression, it was hard to hold back my laughter. He was so serious that I couldn't laugh openly.

"Why? 'Winter boys' could have been a hit."

"And my stage name would become 'National Petition'? Wow, I really don't even want to imagine it."

"It's a good thing I wasn't in that world. I would have been the Lee Wonwoo live broadcast, wouldn't I?"

"Even in that world, your presence would have been no joke. People would have looked you up at least once, even if just for a laugh."

Faced with such a tragic fate, Lee Cheonghyeon and I finally burst out laughing. It was dizzying yet amazing that enough time had passed for us to joke about this. Back then, we were too busy dealing with each day's events to see the situation from a distance.

"We wouldn't have become this successful. Seongbin-hyung said something similar once."

"Seongbin is just saying that because he's a nice kid."

"Are you saying I'm not nice?"

"What did Seongbin say?"

When I changed the subject, Lee Cheonghyeon looked dumbfounded. Still, he obediently finished his story.

"I think it was during 『Alight』. We really gritted our teeth and promoted then. Of course, we gritted our teeth for every single promotion!"

Lee Cheonghyeon quickly added that last part, as if anticipating my retort. I gestured for him to continue, and he went on.

"Back then, Seongbin-hyung said he was proud to have a stage like that in his career."

"......"

Jeong Seongbin was the first among us to awaken to being an 'idol'. He had dreamed of being an idol since he was young and knew all sorts of performance videos.

The more you know, the higher your standards become. Jeong Seongbin, who must have watched hundreds of legendary videos of our amazing seniors, would have had similarly high standards.

And yet, he said spArk's stage was good. Not just 'well done', but that he was proud. For the highlight of his career to be a team stage, not 'Genre-Swap' which made him the face of OSTs, nor his first solo song...

"Many people are good at singing. A ton of people are good at dancing, but not all of them see the light, right? It requires a tremendous amount of luck. I think you're the one who brought that luck to us, Hyung."

"Still, the expression 'artist' doesn't quite resonate with me. If I had to classify the field..."

Lee Cheonghyeon stroked his chin, pondering. Then, as if he had found a satisfactory category, he clapped his hands and exclaimed.

"Aren't you a born idol, Hyung?"

The undeserved praise sounded especially pleasant today. As a reward for puffing up the immature eldest hyung, I told Lee Cheonghyeon about 300 things I liked about the new title track.


The session of exchanging impressions and feedback concluded after a heated, three-hour discussion.

"Are you going to work some more before coming?"

"Yeah. Just record a choreography video for me. After this, I'll go to the practice room for some supplementary learning and then head home."

"I don't think I can go to the dorm today, so I'll wait."

I bid a sad farewell and left the studio. Laughter followed me until the door closed. HA HA HA. That brat Lee Cheonghyeon. One moment he praised me as a born idol, and the next he mocked me for collapsing helplessly in the face of dancing. What an infuriating guy.

Huffing, I arrived at the practice room, where the other members greeted me. Park Joowoo was already plastered to the floor.

"Joowoo, what's wrong? Knocked out already? You've been working out hard lately!"

"I guess I'm still not good enough..."

The main vocalist looked genuinely sorrowful. I wondered if it was something to be so drained over, but then I realized it made sense considering the time I had spent in the studio.

To doubt a colleague's progress without recognizing it. I'm such a bad member.

"The schedule is tight, so it can't be helped. Let's hang in there a little longer, Joowoo."

Jeong Seongbin earnestly encouraged his friend. Receiving the heartfelt support, Park Joowoo staggered to his feet.

"Iwol-hyung. We're on this schedule until summer, right?"

"Yeah. Why? Should we let Choi Jeho be the dance instructor by himself today so you can go home early, Kiyeon?"

"Aren't you underestimating my stamina too much?"

"I just thought you were tired since you fall asleep the moment your head hits the pillow at night."

Kang Kiyeon jumped up and down, insisting it was a misunderstanding.

It's probably not a misunderstanding. I saw everything, you punk.

"How was the song?" Kang Kiyeon asked quietly in a whisper.

Until the song was complete, they had to practice with the demo track. The demo was good, but he seemed worried, since arrangements sometimes went off on a tangent during the final stages.

"Cheonghyeon displayed his capabilities without holding back. If his proficiency improves at this rate, 'evolution' would be more fitting than 'growth'."

"He tore his hair out? When he should be meticulously caring for every single strand?"

"Do you think I meant he literally tore it out?! I can't even make a joke."

"I don't joke about hair, makeup, and coordination. That's how serious I am about spArk's visuals. I'd sell my soul to the broadcasting station if it meant we'd look good on screen."

"Don't people usually say they'd sell it to the devil?"

"You two, please return to the formation now!"

Jeong Seongbin summoned us while I was talking nonsense with Kang Kiyeon. Choi Jeho also scolded us for fooling around. Unfortunately, Choi Jeho was a 'zero patience' member favored by Jeong Seongbin, so I couldn't fight back.

"Oh right, Cheonghyeon asked me to leave a choreography video for him. He said he'll watch it and learn the dance after he's done with the song."

"He'll be done before midnight, won't he? We're going to be here until dawn anyway. Tell him to join us then."

Choi Jeho surprised me with his commendable remark. After speaking bluntly, he even handed a tripod to Kang Kiyeon for filming.

"Aren't you guys tired?"

"Park Joowoo, are you tired?"

"I'm not tired...!"

Park Joowoo answered Choi Jeho's question vigorously, as if he hadn't been sprawled on the floor just moments before. His stamina really had improved.

"I'll step out of the formation and rest just while we film the part for Lee Cheonghyeon. You guys can proceed with matching the formations."

"Should we not learn Cheonghyeon's part?"

"He learns formations quickly, so it should be fine. He said he's coming later, too."

Jeong Seongbin and Kang Kiyeon huddled together over the video for Lee Cheonghyeon. Meanwhile, Choi Jeho had Park Joowoo in front of the mirror, fixing his details. Everyone, without exception, wanted to do more for each other.

My phone vibrated in my pocket. A new message had arrived in the group chat. Kang Kiyeon notified them that they would be practicing until dawn, and Lee Cheonghyeon had replied.

Cutie Pretty Visual Lee Cheonghyeon [You're practicing until dawn?]

Cutie Pretty Visual Lee Cheonghyeon [Everyone's so full of passion~]

Cutie Pretty Visual Lee Cheonghyeon [Cheonghyeon will be there soon, so wait for me~]

The days passed without a moment to breathe. It was impossible not to be tired, yet not a single person complained or forced themselves to crack the whip.

I keep doing it because it's fun! Otherwise, how could I maintain this lifestyle?

The members looked like they were having fun. They looked happy to be in this team. Even with a calendar packed with all-night practices and a mountain of work, they sparkled brightly.

I quietly looked at the names saved in the group chat. They were nicknames given by fans a long, long time ago.

It seemed like it was time to give them different names, something that was true in the past and could also describe the members as they are now.

I pressed on each profile one by one and changed their saved names.

spArk's Eternal Symbol

spArk's Eternal Leader

spArk's Eternal Vocalist

spArk's Eternal Soul

spArk's Eternal Will

The new names were very much to my liking.


Chapter 577: The Artist (3)

The title track was finally complete. We had ground down Lee Cheonghyeon in the studio, Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon in the practice room, and Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo in the recording booth to create it.

Now that the product was made, it needed beautiful packaging. From here on, it was my job. This concept was the 'Ultimate Summer Beautification Project'!

I also worked hard on the planning proposal. I can guarantee I poured more sincerity into it than any other proposal I have ever written.

Planning Proposal Summer… what a hellish season, isn't it? Even those who longed for summer start to become a little strange by mid-June, yet, why do people assign attributes like 'youth', 'nostalgia', and 'vitality' to these devilish days?

The answer is 'because pain is what makes things feel valuable'. The sweltering heat, the scorching sun without a speck of shade, and the thirst that makes you want to jump into the water right this second—these things create the mirage of a 'season of recreation' in our arid lives.

There is a saying, 'fight fire with fire'. There is also the saying, 'No pain, No gain'. Regardless of time or place, the entire world knows the sweetness that comes at the end of endurance. We need a sound that feels like it raises your body temperature by three degrees just by listening. We need a music video that will make you hear the phantom sound of cicadas after watching it.

Only a song that people will listen to even while enduring suffering can become the true representative of summer. Let's create an album that shows the listeners a fantasy.

After writing this, Jukyung asked me if I was going through a hard time lately. I felt it was unfair. We had already done a song like pouring sparkling water on a hot day, so I just suggested we try a song like heated asphalt, but everyone was worried about my mental state.

This was exactly how Assistant Manager Hwang and Assistant Manager Song reacted when I once made a toast, saying, 'May our company go bankrupt!' But what was the result? That problematic toast spread by word of mouth. Didn't it disseminate throughout the entire company, along with the dishonorable copyright awareness that I was the source?

That's when I realized. 'Nothing is as powerful as darkness'...

The deepest darkness in this summer's idol scene will be spArk's charcoal fire show.

The first stage, 'music production', was successfully completed. The result was an intense piece of music with a sound like a heated window pane shattering. Lee Cheonghyeon displayed his god-like mixing skills, leaving no flaws in its perfection.

To this, spArk's hottest guy, Choi Jeho, and Kang Kiyeon, who had completely escaped being a 'hot bar guy', collaborated to add amazing choreography that made you drip with sweat after dancing it just once. The result was a miraculous dance that raised your body temperature just by watching someone else perform it. It was no lie. I was out of breath just from observing. Thanks to that, the entire group is off their dietary restrictions and making desperate efforts to hold onto their rapidly dropping weight.

Now that the excellent foundation was in place, all that was left was to apply some intense enhancements. After pondering how to best bring out the synesthetic imagery, we decided to shoot the music video on an insanely hot day in July to vividly capture the intense heat on screen.

"Wow, the props are..."

"It looks like several times more than usual, doesn't it?"

Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon were stunned by the prop trucks parked side by side. At least the props could be prepared in advance. The fresh flowers were probably brought in at dawn today, making the responsibility even heavier.

"I warned you all in advance, you remember, right?"

"That we'd be getting soaked and drying off ten times over for the next three days?" Choi Jeho retorted sharply.

What was I supposed to do about the music video shoot not ending in a day or two? I wish they would be grateful I at least gave them a heads-up so they could mentally prepare.

"I'll make sure you get thoroughly soaked and then bone-dry, so don't worry and just sweat as much as you can. Make the people watching in their air-conditioned rooms feel hot too. Got it?"

"We're going to be the main culprits of resource waste..." Park Joowoo muttered, averting his gaze uncomfortably.

I told him I had also set up a plan to recycle the props used in the music video shoot to protect the environment. This earned me both praise and a lecture from Jeong Seongbin. I got scolded by the leader, but if it was for the sake of spArk's ESG management practices, then so be it.

The natural light was more amazing than expected. The idols had people fanning them with handheld fans and were provided with ice water complete with straws during breaks, but it was a different story for everyone else.

The screen would look great, but it also meant a lot of hardship for the staff. I asked them to prepare plenty of portable air coolers for UtopiA. Even so, once the cameras started rolling, they could not even use the fans for fear of the noise getting in. So we all gathered and promised with one heart to produce the maximum quality in the minimum amount of time, with no outtakes.


The keyword for the new music video is 'fire'. It is an extension of 『Alight』, reinterpreting the subject with the sensibility of 『Flowering』 to capture the 'rising heat'. Even for a digital single, churning out the same thing over and over gets boring, so I added a little variation.

In 『Alight』, we dealt with the subject matter directly. Fire could be lit on set and also added with CG.

However, 'heat' was more complex. It was not easy to capture a fixed, formless subject like suffocatingly hot air and the scorching sun on screen.

To achieve this, the planning team and the director of photography had dozens of meetings and succeeded in creating a magnificent storyboard. All spArk had to do was faithfully carry out the given task. This meant we rolled left and right in the boiling hot set like we were being grilled over an open fire. By the time the first group dance scene was finished, everyone was drenched like seaweed.

"Who's shooting their individual cuts first?"

"Cheonghyeon and Seongbin. Then when the sun sets, we'll move on to the second version of the group dance scene! Tomorrow we'll shoot Jeho and Iwol, and on the third day..."

Manager Chanyoung reminded us of the storyboard once again. Each cut was packed with detailed explanations. It was so meticulous that there was nothing more for me to take care of.

Not long after, Lee Cheonghyeon appeared, looking like a classical figure from head to toe. Beneath his ivory hair, his grey eyes shimmered softly as they caught the light. The white, tunic-inspired outfit created large, soft folds whenever its owner moved. Brass-colored decorations shaped like leaves and stems wrapped around his wrists and ankles.

"So the Hangaram Art Museum has finally opened an outdoor exhibition."

"How long are you going to keep up with this 'Hangaram Art Museum' universe of yours, Hyung?"

"Until your photoshoots make it into the '100 Masterpieces to See Before You Die' list."

There's a problem if a masterpiece that possesses both the elegance of the classics and the sophistication of modern art isn't recorded. I must continue to emphasize its value until the day it's posted everywhere.

"They brought wings to the set too! They're huge! Did you see them? The company must've really decided to spend a lot of money this time."

Unlike my serious self, the person in question, Lee Cheonghyeon, was only interested in the props. It was a much more admirable attitude than being uninterested, so I let him be.

"And we'll have to open a special exhibition at the Hangaram Art Museum."

"Why? Not just anyone can be featured there."

"Seongbin-hyung's set is amazing. You haven't seen it in person yet, have you?"

"Isn't it still being set up? They said it would take more time to finish the final touches."

"It's almost done, so go take a look. It's a total photo zone."

When it came to aesthetics, Lee Cheonghyeon was not one to fall behind in the group. In fact, he was at the top. Just looking at his fashion style, Lee Cheonghyeon's sense was excellent. For Lee Cheonghyeon, who had seen all sorts of references and experienced countless sets over several years as an idol, to give such high praise? That would be impossible for any ordinary set.

I ran over, half in anticipation and half telling myself, 'Calm down, Kim Iwol'.

Then, a space that was entirely orange stole my gaze. The trumpet creepers covering the entire temporary wall were a magnificent sight. I could not imagine how much our dedicated team had suffered. Gold dust glittered on the floor.

"It's summer."

"Right?" The owner of the splendid set, Jeong Seongbin, came up beside me and agreed.

I was about to ask if he was walking around with all his makeup done, but his face was already sparkling.

"The background is so extravagant, I'm worried I'll be overshadowed."

"What a useless thing to worry about. It'd be a waste of that rose-tinted space in your head, so you'd better stop thinking about it."

"Objectively speaking, this is a luxurious set, Hyung."

"Have you ever seen someone praise the tableware just because an extravagant dish was served on an expensive plate? That's called attitude. It's not a luxury. You're just receiving the treatment you rightfully deserve."

The days when we had no money and had to prepare for stages with our own funds and borrow clothes from our siblings for styling were a distant memory. Now that we had grown this much, it was time for us to hear and see only cooler and better things.

"I thought a concept like this would go to Cheonghyeon or Joowoo..." Jeong Seongbin could not hide his embarrassment.

Being too humble is also a problem.

"Why? Have I been neglecting to praise your visuals? Should I take you to a corner and recite the Top 30 most common search terms that come up when you type 'Jeong Seongbin'?"

"Hyung, you have those memorized?"

"Close-up warm handsome man, cold handsome man distinguisher, Avocado, Ballad Yeti..."

Avocado was because he has the grit of a leader inside his gentle personality. Ballad Yeti was a nickname that stuck after Sparklers tried to push Jeong Seongbin as the 'Fairy of Ballads'. They met with a strong public reaction, which led to 'Ice Prince' and 'Glacier Crown Prince', but even those were rejected. They were all famous, so even Jeong Seongbin had to admit that I was not just making up a Top 30 list on the spot.

"How could we not do this much for our Prince of Glacier Flower Shaved Ice. Enjoy it while you can. Who knows? Maybe during the next comeback, Kiyeon will rank first in something like 'Male Idol Who Looks Best with Lilies' and become spArk's person in charge of flower art."

"That would be interesting as well..." Jeong Seongbin gave a complicated, subtle smile.

I thought it suited you well. Among us, you're the one most called a nursery owner, so what's the problem.

Still, I gave our worried leader a push on the back with words of encouragement. As the guy sat down in the middle of the flower bed designated by the writer, I continued to encourage him from behind the camera.

"Even if it's dark brown, you're the only one among us who looks good with brown hair! It's an exclusive property of the success of 『MISSION』!"

"Hyung, shouldn't Cheonghyeon's shoot have started by now?"

"I'll be right there!"

I rushed over. As I ran, the members of the nature video team ran with me. To think there was so much content to enjoy. Work was definitely worth doing.


Chapter 578: The Artist (4)

A music video shoot rarely finished in one day. The schedule stretched longer with large sets and multiple costume changes, which was common for modern productions.

There were, of course, days without individual shoots. For spArk, we filmed the group scenes all at once since each member had a packed personal schedule. Attendance wasn't mandatory unless the entire group was required.

"Hyung, you ended up with perfect attendance, didn't you?"

However, I came every day. I watched over every filming location, except for Choi Jeho's shoot on a sandy beach, not a deserted island. The reason was simple.

"How could I not watch this in person?"

"That's true."

Kang Kiyeon agreed with me for once. Every single set was spectacular. I saw the receipts our accountant, Dam Gyehyuk, submitted, and the costs were no joke.

The other members, perhaps amazed by the power of capital, also found time to visit and watch each other's shoots. They probably would have come during their free time anyway to film behind-the-scenes footage for our own content, starting when the sets were being built.

In any case, spending money with clear intent was best. There was a reason we could pour so much capital into a music video for a digital single that would not even have a physical album.

Three full years ago, around this time, spArk had won IDC Season 2. The prize for the winner then included a 'luxurious showcase'.

However, before the prize was awarded, the IDC production team and the broadcast station were embroiled in all sorts of controversies due to collusion and corruption with a specific agency. It would have been fortunate if it were just controversies. They were even investigated by the police, which said it all.

Usually, they settle payments like prize money by the end of the year, so the IDC Season 2 prize should have been delivered and finished that year. If it carried over, it would require more tedious paperwork, and the production team would not have wanted that.

But not wanting to deal with it and reality were two different things. The broadcast station failed to keep its promise and let the year pass. In truth, even if the remaining staff had submitted the payment for approval, few decision-makers were probably left to authorize it.

We could not just wait indefinitely for a call that might never come. spArk needed to release an album, so we went ahead with the 『Hideout』 comeback. After the new year, around the time it became 'one year since the win', we went on a hiatus.

spArk always had rushed comebacks with short preparation periods. Even without the corruption scandal, it probably would have taken a long time to budget the showcase, get it approved, and deposit the money into UtopiA's account, so it might have fallen through anyway...

We had no particular complaints since it happened because the circumstances were not ideal. Amidst that, the broadcast station started testing public opinion to launch a new survival program. They had kicked out the wrongdoers and disciplined those who needed it, so they planned to grab a hot item once again.

The problem was that the Sparklers were watching the broadcast station with their eyes wide open. It might have been different if spArk had failed, but imagine them launching a new program while we were succeeding, without even giving us the promised prize. It would be a relief if protest trucks did not hold a meet-up on the main road in front of the station.

So, to eliminate any controversy, the former IDC production team contacted us, offering to hold the showcase now. Originally, they had only offered to pay the costs, but the benefits had grown. They were clearly very conscious of public opinion.

I did ask around from various angles if it would be good to accept the offer. Yuur and Polo, who were part of MYTH at the time, stepped back, saying it was not appropriate for them to comment. I ended up seeking advice from our seniors in Onde.

"We would've said okay. No matter how big the agency is, it's hard to put on something on the scale of a broadcast station. They're not just giving you money, but also providing a venue, hiring services, and supporting you with staff? Where else would you get a chance to save this much of your own money!"

"Um... it is an annoying situation, isn't it? However, our fans have strong negative feelings about the IDC program itself. I'm worried it might just bring up the past for no reason."

"That's a wise answer...!"

And so, we hosted far more fans than at our previous showcases in a comfortable, well-equipped space with good air conditioning. We even had plenty of money left to invest in the music video. We held a showcase, which others use to boost first-week sales, as a real fan service event.

Truthfully, I wanted to accept it too. It was an open secret among industry insiders that broadcast stations had a long history of power-tripping over idol fans.

Let's say that same broadcast station admits its fault and holds an event with its own money. It was obvious they would treat the guests well, not act high and mighty. If the Sparklers could relieve some of their built-up frustration from public broadcasts that way, it did not matter to us.

Conversely, I worried the Sparklers might be outraged, thinking spArk was being used for the broadcast station's comeback after being ignored. However, once I became convinced that showing them better content would be good for both the fans and spArk in the long run, the decision became easier.

And so, I managed to squeeze every last drop out of IDC, a show I had appeared on while breaking my head and collapsing, yet still dominating the stage. All the showcase costs, like the venue rental fee, were redirected to the music video. The money was as effective as the amount spent. That was the reason I was clocking in every single day.

I mean, they built an artificial cave.

When I saw 'cave' written in my storyboard, I thought I had misread it, but when I came yesterday, there was a whole cave right inside a container! They could not film a scene with candles inside a natural structure, so they made an artificial one. For the record, it looked completely real.

Today's scale was no less impressive. The set next to Kang Kiyeon was comparable to a temple. A shallow lake was being created where Park Joowoo was scheduled to film.

"At this rate, we should've just made a physical album."

"No need to feel like it's a waste," I replied. "We're going to share a digital photobook with everyone who joined the fan club."

"Ah, so that's why you were diligently taking photos after every shoot?"

"Did you think I wouldn't capture this on camera? To think you know me so little. I'm disappointed, Kiyeon."

"No wonder," Kang Kiyeon muttered. "The filming process is identical to when we release a physical album."

Kang Kiyeon paid no attention to my words and just said what he wanted.

"It's outrageous to call them our precious fans when they sign up, then only give them concert pre-sales and public broadcast participation benefits. If you want to attract subscribers, you have to show some sincerity in improving the service quality. The fan club fee isn't cheap, so I think this level of content should be provided."

"I agree," I said. "But didn't we also offer a discount on the summer package for fan club members last time?"

"Are you trying to say a discount on merchandise can replace fan service?"

"I'm not that shameless, you know? I was just stating a fact!" I retorted.

"That's the second time today I've been disappointed in you, Kiyeon."

"No, I was really just talking about what happened...!"

"Kiyeon, let's go, it's time to film!"

"Wait a minute! I need to clear this up!"

"Go on," I said. "I'll be sure to generously share the episode of your 'objective and cool-headed judgment of facts' on the behind-the-scenes cam."

"How can I go in when you're saying that!" Kang Kiyeon screeched.

Regardless, I paid him no mind and pushed him into the hands of the staff.


Unlike Kang Kiyeon, who filmed his individual cuts during the day, Park Joowoo's part began after the sun had set. His item was a 'nakwhanori' [烙火놀이], a traditional firework display.

The fire display was a concept I had deliberated on until the very end. I worried it might feel like a rehash since it was a keyword we had already showcased on IDC.

"Lighting it up!"

At the signal, the ropes installed above the artificial lake caught fire. CRACKLE. Embers flew through the air, and sparks reflected on the water's surface.

It was worth trusting them when they said it would have a completely different feel from a performance on a limited stage. The experts had every right to be confident. I shamelessly took about 20,000 photos with my phone while the cameras were not rolling. I immediately uploaded the amazing results to the group chat.

Me [This is Joowoo's individual cut!]
[Isn't it cool?]

spArk's Eternal Will [Hyung, are you still there?]

Me [It'd be lonely for Joowoo to go home by himself]
[And Kiyeon, why haven't you shared the selfie you took at your commercial shoot?]

spArk's Eternal Will [(Photo)]

Me [If you're going to leave Joowoo behind and go to Seoul first, you need to submit a photo as a valid reason]
[There we go]
[That was fast.]

spArk's Eternal Soul [Hyung and Kiyeon are both really amazing]
[The best teamwork^^ I'm cheering for you^^]

spArk's Eternal Symbol [Aren't you just making fun of me]

spArk's Eternal Leader [Why, hyung!]
[All the Sparklers love that joke! haha]

spArk's Eternal Symbol [Now even the kid is teasing me]

spArk's Eternal Vocal [No]

Me [It's really because your physique is so cool ´▽｀]

Me [Joowoo]
[Filming's over, are you on your phone instead of coming over?]

spArk's Eternal Vocal [I'm coming now ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

An endless stream of 'keke's from Lee Cheonghyeon filled the message window. Everyone's replies were incredibly fast. It was chaotic. We were all going to see each other at the dorm soon, yet they had so much to say that the conversation just kept flowing. I think I was starting to understand what it felt like to be inseparable.

"Hyung, let's go home...!"

Park Joowoo ran over, still in his glamorous makeup. I asked the guy with sensitive skin what he was doing without even removing his makeup, and he belatedly pulled a cleansing wipe from his pocket. He said he had grabbed the whole pack because he was in a hurry to leave.

"Seongbin said we should all get yogurt ice cream after filming tomorrow, did you see the message...?"

"I saw. It's hot, so one day is fine."

"He said we can get lots of toppings. I'm going to get gold kiwi... He said Jeho chose Banana."

"Tell him to stop pissing people off and change it to blueberry. He should take care of his eye health."

Park Joowoo dutifully relayed my words to the group chat. Then he handed me his phone, telling me to decide on a topping too. Even when I told him to just pick another one he wanted, he forcefully shoved the screen in my face.

"How about mango? You and Kiyeon like mango."

"No, something you like, hyung... If you keep this up, I'm going to put bibim sauce on your portion."

"Were you always this stubborn?"

"My aunt said I was firm about what I wanted even as a newborn..."

Having no choice, I added injeolmi rice cakes, which were not the signature, the owner's recommendation, or any of the spArk members' preferences. Just let someone say later that the injeolmi rice cakes do not go well with it. I will not let them get away with it.


Chapter 579: Showcase (1)

It was a sweltering August day, so hot you would fear for your life without an air conditioner. Stepping outside guaranteed you would be scorched. Steeling herself, Baek Haewon checked the contents of her fangirling bag.

Wearing a backpack in this heat required firm resolve, but years of experience had taught Baek Haewon one simple lesson. The bigger the bag, the better.

Tumbler, light stick, portable battery...

She had packed only a few things, yet the bag was already heavy. If it had not been assigned seating, she would not have dared to bring this much.

Baek Haewon felt a damn relief that she did not have to bring a physical album. Wiping her chest, she also carefully packed the fan she had recently received from a free giveaway.

Though unintentional, her packed items were practically a collection of spArk's summer package. A lightweight, condensation-free tumbler, a high-capacity portable battery compatible with all sorts of phones, and a rolling towel with the members' signatures embroidered on it were among them.

The official merchandise provided all the necessary items for public broadcasts. Baek Haewon only had to pack ice water for her tumbler, the fan with Kim Iwol's face plastered on it, and some candy to share with the person next to her.

Anyone who was a member of the fan club could apply for this showcase without any other conditions. Since they did not sell albums, the lottery was not based on how much money you spent.

Right, if you've joined the membership, there should be some benefits.

Baek Haewon was both saddened and delighted that a proposition, common sense in the outside world but uniquely unaccepted in the idol scene, was finally being applied.

The live stream where they came on to promote merch but ended up just excitedly decorating photo cards wasn't bad either. The highlight was the confrontation between spArk, who ignored the company and agency's demands to show more of the product and just played with stickers, and the company itself. Thanks to the strong-willed spArk, the direction of the live stream was fortunately decided as a 'Behold my top-loader decorating skills!' show.

≫ You guys will never land a home shopping commercial

└ How many times are they gonna say you don't have to buy it lol

└ Can't-sell-merch-idols

└ Can't-sell-idols lolololol

≫ Why is Emperor Jeho so good at decorating top-loaders

The Cupid photocard (photo) delicately crafted by his rough hands (photo) Bonus)) The rugged Emperor photocard (photo) that is inversely proportional to the leader's fine and pretty hands (photo)

└ It's probably because his younger sister is a diary-decorating enthusiast

└ But Seongbin was the one who got the stickers shared with him, so why is Seongbin's top-loader in that state

└ Don't say anything, our Seongbin tried his best (hides the sticky residue from the stickers)

≫ Kim Iwol lololol

"The fact that the top-loader isn't pretty is proof that there aren't enough stickers"

└ Is sticking a lot of them on the best solution? I'm going crazy

└ It gets prettier the more he sticks on, which is even more annoying lol

└ When talking about Cheonghyeon's face, he said the peak of tuning is the original, but look at him now lol

≫ They say Joowoo chose all the flowers he drew while thinking of their meanings...! My heart feels so warm

└ When things like this come up, most fans usually look up the flower meanings first, but the plants Joowoo chooses are so unusualㅠㅠ no one can find them and we only know after he tells us every time lol sobㅠㅠ

└ It's not easy to guess the flower of an agrimonyㅠㅠㅠㅠ

≫ The fact that Iwol told Kiyeon to look at his sticker composition and learn is my favorite part

And the youngest, unable to lift his head in shame next to him

└???: Kiyeon-ah, have some confidence!!! Your sticker is the most magnificent!!

└???: Hyung, please stop

└ lolololololol

└ Even though Iwol was just proud of his younger brother for being so knowledgeable about fan culture

The stickers came in sets of two, as if to encourage actual use. The package also included a photocard and a top-loader. Thanks to this, Baek Haewon had a fun time with fine motor skill development activities to celebrate her vacation.

And then came the new music video.

Choi Jeho lay on a white sandy beach. Kim Iwol appeared from the darkness with a lantern. Jeong Seongbin was buried in trumpet creepers, and Park Joowoo stood under scattering embers. Lee Cheonghyeon was wrapped in melting wax wings, and Kang Kiyeon stood inside a black circle with its edges aflame. All of it made Baek Haewon's perceived temperature skyrocket.

≫ Why is the new song so hot

I'm gonna sweat just listening to it

└ It's a summer song from hell. How can a song feel like it belongs on a 'playlist that will make you burn to death just by listening'?

└ Flowering and the songs before were like a cool breeze in early summer~ but starting from Alright, it's like they're dancing on a blade on a hot grill

└ Sparklers are really living up to their name

└ So I was the one becoming the spark?

≫ Thank you for K-Pop's first impressionist music

The determination to actively throw the public into a steamer... has been well received

└ We should have expected it when the title was 'Flare'

└ I thought it was an upgraded version of 'Flowering' so they were rhyming with 'fl', but I didn't expect it to be a 'let's burn the flowers and all die' party...

└ fr my 'Flowering' wasn't this hot

└ It was a work truly faithful to the theme of a 'blooming flame'

≫ The MV is hot

You took the Choi Jeho who was serving refreshing vibes at the beach at the end and made him a drenched Center Emperor here. This is problematic, you know. I was planning on living a virtuous life.

└ Iwol-ah, you did it. The image of Choi Jeho is finally covering up the 'deserted island' one.

└ He's covering it up... the strengthened imperial authority can do this

└ The water + Choi Jeho combination has never failed

in any way

└ Looking at the combination like this, it seems like a miracle that they succeeded as idols too

≫ Personal taste warning!! My favorite part of the new spArk MV

└ The transition from the sandy beach Jeho was on to the flower petals under Seongbin's feet

└ +The flower petals Seongbin scattered while lying down in the flower field connecting to the embers on Joowoo's screen

└ Jeho-Seongbin-Joowoo are a pair, and Iwol-Cheonghyeon-Kiyeon seem to be a pair too, right??

└ I saw an analysis somewhere that said it's Icarus who gave up his human life to chase the sun and Prometheus who stole fire for humanity and fled

└ Seeing as Kiyeon is the sun, that seems right

≫ The part where the notes get higher and higher from the bridge until the chorus

It's like a feat of strength. If they sing this live in the summer, couldn't they break at least one window?

└ Definitely

└ I'm so excited. I think I've been a Sparkler all this time just to see this in person.

≫ I wondered why summer was the season of youth, and now I finally get it

It's because it's a season where only the young who can pull off a power dance in this god-awful weather can survive.

└ You have to overcome a heatwave like this to be considered youth

└ It's youth because it hurts

└ Is that the right phrase to use here?

≫ Our boys who have only been the Northern Grand Duke their whole lives have become human summer. I'm deeply moved

I've seen enough, now go back. No, don't go. No, it's hot, so go.

└ I think you're having a split personality moment

└ Hold on to your sanity. They might wear the same outfits from the MV for their comeback broadcast.

└└ Can't be helped... I'll split after watching just this.

≫ Bringing a group lifeguard concept in the middle of summer is cheating

We can't let this slide. We have to sue these bastards.

└ The masculine energy is so overwhelming, it's tough. It makes me wonder if I was the evil spirit all along.

└ I have lost my consciousness.

The unprecedented concept shifted between a California mood and an art piece, making Baek Haewon's social media feed explode. Among all those people, it was safe to say that Baek Haewon was the least sane.

Kim Iwol watched a small candle flicker inside a gloomy cave. Kim Iwol sat on a blue beach, nonchalantly watching his members play in the water. Kim Iwol rolled his shoulders and walked into the water after his younger members jumped in. The world was filled with an awesome Kim Iwol.

spArk released a digital photobook instead of a physical album. Baek Haewon stared at the same pictures until her monitor wore out. She not only set them as her wallpaper but also printed them out and rotated through the numerous photos one by one.

She could finally see this stage in person. There was a very good reason why Baek Haewon had ventured out, braving the scorching sun.

And I don't have to wait in the blazing sun...

Baek Haewon recalled the fan showcase's venue, the waiting area, the lottery method, and the pre-released schedule. The generous talk time and the format of receiving questions in advance showed they had paid attention to even the smallest details.

A problem only improves when it becomes an issue. The 'As soon as the news coverage began' meme did not come from nowhere. If one or two groups, starting with spArk, began to improve the poor treatment of their fandoms, other agencies would not be able to just sit back and do nothing.

She was not just happy that Sparklers were being treated well. The scene itself could become healthier, even if it took time. As a bonus, if the scummy agencies got a harsh reality check, it would be a cause for celebration.

With a hopeful heart, Baek Haewon closed her bag.


The showcase, held in a hall rented out entirely from a broadcasting station, was nothing short of extravagant. While the reverse-tribute gifts from spArk were expected, the sight of even the broadcasting station staff lining up shopping bags and checking attendees was a spectacle.

The spacing between seats was also wide. For Sparklers who turned into traveling merchants whenever they attended an offline event, a sturdy eco-bag and ample space were essential. It felt strange to receive such devoted hospitality from the same broadcasting station that used to cram fans into pens and not even let them drink water. They say the most detestable ones are those who can do something but choose not to.

Even after sitting down, she was flustered for about ten minutes. She fanned herself and exchanged snacks and duplicate photocards with the Sparklers in front, behind, and to her sides. In the midst of it all, someone even recognized the handsome center's 'sincere Kim Iwol-biased light stick'.

≫ Wow, holy shit, I saw the Iwol light stick in person

The reviews from these people spread far and wide across the internet. It was like a microcosm of the dizzying idol market, where minimal personal information is protected, but basic human rights are not. The community said it seemed like Kim Iwol was cursed with bad luck, and it was clear that the curse had spread to the fans who chose him as their bias.

However, there was no time to be embarrassed.

Fuck, fuck...!

Exactly twenty minutes later, Baek Haewon had to struggle not to cry at the sight of Kim Iwol, who appeared wearing the street-style outfit from the music video. Being able to witness her bias's peak visuals in real-time, every minute and every second, was the greatest fortune. She had kept her eyes wide open, and by the time the performance ended, they were dry and stiff.


Chapter 580: Showcase (2)

The performances concluded with a final song, a traditional ballad Lee Cheonghyeon had produced for the first time in a while. Every track was a masterpiece. You could recommend any of spArk's new songs without embarrassment. Their seniors were right: the best idols don't make their fans ashamed of the time they spent loving them.

Their determination to avoid what could be called 'cheap behavior' showed not just in their music, but in every prop and event detail.

For example, many idols now used social media functions like Instagram for Q&A sessions. They collected questions on the spot and answered them randomly. This method was faster and required less preparation.

However, spArk always collected one question form from each attendee. They printed the selected questions in large, bold letters on neat, colored paper. This careful preparation ensured the questions were clearly visible on the main screen when filmed.

Unusable questions were filtered out beforehand, so the members didn't waste precious time on strange ones. spArk was the kind of group that always used their venue time to the fullest, packing it with meaningful content.

To repay her idols' passion, Baek Haewon submitted her question with the utmost sincerity. She had even formed an unofficial private group, the 'Pepperoni Pizza Group', and shared her questions with other members to avoid overlap.

The questions at the press showcase were pretty unusual, so I hope a lot of interesting ones come up.

While waiting to enter, Baek Haewon had read all the articles from the press showcase. The interviews, usually filled with formulaic questions about making the album, were incredibly substantial this time.

≫ Q. The reward was very late. Was there a reason you couldn't receive the compensation sooner?

≫ We asked spArk, the hottest topic of all IDC seasons, how they felt when the controversy first erupted.

≫ [Reporter Geum's This and That] A hand of reconciliation offered late by the high-nosed superior, what is the hidden intention?

It seemed everyone sensed the same fishy situation that fans had only suspected. Fans and entertainment reporters rarely agreed, but someone had finally scratched that itch for them. It felt as refreshing as cider to the Sparklers.

The serious, business-like questions weren't easy, either. A fan could fill 140 characters with praise just for their idol eating three meals a day. Baek Haewon had read with great interest about Lee Cheonghyeon's composing process and Jeong Seongbin's methods for managing each member's condition.

Still, it's a fan's heart to want to hear useless and trivial TMI! And their contract expiration date is just around the corner, which makes me terribly anxious...!

Baek Haewon cried out internally. The contract renewal was a sensitive topic, so she knew she likely wouldn't get an answer even if she asked. She just hoped they would spend a good hour sharing recent, unrevealed stories about their daily lives.

Everyone else felt the same as Baek Haewon. Every Post-it note that briefly appeared on the big screen was filled to the brim with text. The Sparklers showed their sincerity by using all 200 bytes to seize this one opportunity.

"Do Iwol and Jeho still play basketball these days? I'm curious who won the most recent game!"

"The hyungs went to play not too long ago! Who won?"

"Me."

"......"

Kim Iwol looked very proud. The way he accepted Lee Cheonghyeon's admiration suggested it had been a very satisfying game.

"It says, 'Joowoo, you've been working out hard lately. Can you beat Iwol in arm wrestling?'"

"Weren't they about even before?"

"It's a bit sad that he can't even dream of challenging Jeho-hyung's spot, though."

As Lee Cheonghyeon and Kang Kiyeon chattered, Kim Iwol and Park Joowoo silently rolled up their sleeves. Their professional desire to give fans the most accurate, up-to-date information was admirable.

After a close match, victory went to Park Joowoo. His hand slammed the table with a loud crack, making everyone wonder if it had broken. With that, Park Joowoo rose to the rank of the day's number two arm wrestler.

"When did you get so strong? You lift less weight than me."

"They say one of the qualities of a plant caretaker is physical strength..."

"No wonder the pots on the veranda keep getting bigger."

Park Joowoo's faint smile filled the screen. He basked in the victor's glory, then proved his win was no fluke by narrowly losing to Choi Jeho in a friendly match.

"I think my pride is a little hurt."

"Cheonghyeon is starting to see a slight possibility. Can the lower-ranked members have a friendly match too?"

"Just because I lost to Joowoo, I'm in the lower ranks now?"

Kim Iwol was flabbergasted but accepted Lee Cheonghyeon's challenge. He then mercilessly slammed his younger brother's hand onto the table, proving his hyung's strength was still intact.

"Seongbin and Kiyeon. Do you want to challenge the hierarchy?"

"No, hyung!"

"I'm pretty good at knowing my place."

Though they politely declined, the other younger members couldn't escape Kim Iwol's grasp. In the end, everyone's hand except for Choi Jeho's was bright red. Kim Iwol solemnly declared to the Sparklers that he would reclaim the number two spot within the year.

Besides that, all sorts of creative questions made spArk and the Sparklers laugh heartily.

The most shocking answer came from the question, 'What's a secret no one knows?'

Members said things like, "Doesn't it stop being a secret the moment I say it here?" and "If you're in BubblePop and the group chat, you run out of secrets." Amidst this, Kim Iwol stunned the audience.

"I took the CSAT."

"When?" Choi Jeho asked, forgetting to even grab his microphone.

Kim Iwol gestured for him to use the mic as he answered. "Last year. I did terribly. This is the only thing I have that could be called a secret."

Kim Iwol scratched his head, looking embarrassed. Late last year was when he was on hiatus for health issues. Considering how serious his condition was, as later reported, his score didn't matter. The fact he even took the test was astonishing.

"It's not that I took it because I desperately wanted to go to college! It was more about finding a sense of closure for myself. I have no regrets now. If I find something I genuinely want to learn in the future, I'll give it my all and challenge myself then."

Kim Iwol smiled brightly. A fan had often posted about how joyful his life seemed. His smile, bright and kind as always, yet also relieved, was etched into her eyes.


spArk's Q&A session continued. A crazy flood of new content kept the Sparklers' typing, steadily filling the memo pads on their phones.

"The next question is not a question, it's a request! They want to know about something funny that happened at the dorm recently!"

Baek Haewon jumped in surprise as her question was mentioned. Lee Cheonghyeon was a cunning genius of fan service. His manly cleverness made it impossible to ever escape Minam Hunter's net.

"It'll probably be released as our own content within the month, but we changed roommates."

Kang Kiyeon's major spoiler sent the fan section into an uproar. For spArk, where any combination was a treat, no news was more exciting than a change in roommates.

"I was going to pass because I thought it was a spoiler... but the part we filmed was the 'choosing roommates' part. So would it be okay to share one episode that happened after we changed rooms?" Kang Kiyeon sought his members' approval.

After everyone nodded, the youngest member began to speak. "The room Iwol-hyung and I used to use is the smallest one, right in front of the main door. This time, Jeho-hyung and Iwol-hyung are sharing it."

"spArk is divided into Seongbin-hyung's 'problem child line' and 'good kids line,' you see? You can't have two problem children in one room. A room with a problem child must have one model student. That's a rule Seongbin-hyung made."

"So problem child Iwol-hyung and good boy Jeho-hyung became roommates, and I'm sharing a room with Lee Cheonghyeon again."

"This is really uncomfortable to listen to, guys."

Ignoring Kim Iwol, who had 'are you kidding me' written on his forehead, the youngest members' talk-locomotive went full steam ahead.

"Iwol-hyung and I were fine with two beds and a narrow walkway, but Jeho-hyung bumps into things a lot if the room is dark. So I guess the hyungs decided to buy one huge bed to share. A really enormous bed arrived. They decided to put it against the wall and use the remaining space more widely."

"We were all like, 'Wow... the hyungs are really amazing. How did they make such a big decision?'"

"It couldn't have been an easy decision..." Lee Cheonghyeon and Park Joowoo added.

Baek Haewon recalled the members on their overseas tour content, terrified at sharing a double bed with Choi Jeho. She barely held back her laughter.

"A few days later, I went into their room in the morning to borrow something."

"Ah!" Lee Cheonghyeon clapped a hand over his mouth and started laughing, as if he realized what the episode was about.

Only the two involved, Kim Iwol and Choi Jeho, looked completely clueless.

"One person was pressed right against the wall and the other was on the verge of falling off! He looked like a person dangling from a cliff..."

"You could have fit another person sleeping in the middle..."

"Exactly. Isn't it uncomfortable?"

"Isn't it usually more uncomfortable to sleep close together?"

"Even if the goal was to relieve the discomfort of being too close, you guys were too far apart."

Kim Iwol tried to argue, but it was no use. Kang Kiyeon reenacted the scene by spreading his arms as wide as he could. Lee Cheonghyeon chimed in, taking Kang Kiyeon's side by saying he saw it too, rendering Kim Iwol's efforts to explain useless.

"One time, I even heard someone fall out of bed while sleeping. I was so surprised."

"But the hyungs are really loyal. They never tell us which one of them fell."

"Can you really call this loyalty..." Jeong Seongbin muttered, looking at the floor. He almost looked like he was contemplating a mistake.

Baek Haewon had asked for a funny story. She got one about her bias buying a huge bed for a friend, only for them to sleep precariously on the edges. She fell into deep thought, wondering if this was the TMI she really wanted. It was a confusing Q&A time.


Chapter 581: The Meeting Plaza

spArk started their full-fledged 『Flare』 promotions with the showcase. Their daily idol life unfolded with music shows and variety programs. A week vanished in a flash after they filmed their own content and attended a few events. The shared calendar was already oversaturated.

I received another task separate from this. The casting for 'House Maker' was complete, and a date for the script reading was set. The actors for the brothers had remained undecided for a while, unlike the father role, but they were finally confirmed a short time ago.

"Iwol, it's been a while."

"Yes. It's good to see you again."

The role of the second brother, Nam Ideun, went to Gu Jahan. Nam Ideun was an immature and rude character who lived and died by his bluffs.

"...You're here early."

The role of the eldest brother, Nam Ilho, was given to Woo Yoonjae. Nam Ilho seemed to have a screw loose despite being the oldest, and he was clumsy and a bit of a pushover.

I couldn't help but suspect a 'Let's Do It After Eating' cartel had formed, even though there was no connection between the scriptwriters. I had developed a habit of being extra cautious after experiencing trouble from looking into a script, due to the close ties between that production company and the 'Let's Do It After Eating' crew.

For Woo Yoonjae, this was practically his first time being cast as a main male lead, so he had no reason to refuse.

However, I had a little talk with Gu Jahan beforehand about appearing in this drama. That man had been building a portfolio of villain roles, enough to be mentioned as part of the 'Trio of Villains'.

Me [You were adapting well to one thing. With a new genre and a new character, you'll have to sort of rebuild the skills you've accumulated. Will you be okay with that?]
[Viewers are also getting used to your villainous acting, so if a new character comes out, you might get the same kind of reaction as before.]

Gu Jahan [Do I even have anything amazing enough to worry about rebuilding skills?]

Gu Jahan was simple and brave. He just shouted GO without a second thought. Until the script reading, he practiced his acting by going back and forth between his agency and Woo Yoonjae's house.

Gu Jahan [They said they cast the three of us because our chemistry in 'Let's Do It After Eating' was good. It'd be a waste to back out. Woo Yoonjae also said he felt like he benefited from 'Let's Do It After Eating'. They usually don't cast people who appeared in a previous work together like this. He thinks he got the part, which would have just been you and Mo Yunguk, because he was tied with me and passed thanks to the 'Let's Do It After Eating' buff. So he seems to be helping me out a lot. Woo Yoonjae is super strict. He nags me every day. We agreed not to see each other for a month after the wrap party.]

And so, the Trio of Villains came to be gathered in one place. After we exchanged greetings and entered the room, Gu Jahan flinched. His and Mo Yunguk's gazes met in mid-air.

Gu Jahan [The one thing I'm worried about is that Yunguk hates me.]

I heard that before Gu Jahan reformed himself, he had been in a project with Mo Yunguk back when his rude behavior was at its peak. Gu Jahan recalled that time, saying he was 'infatuated with himself as a celebrity.'

Gu Jahan [I acted like a hopeless case, thinking, 'There are so many projects in the world, what are the chances we'll meet again?'...ㅎ]
[He made it super obvious he was displeased.]
[But I didn't care and just did whatever the X I wanted.]
[Thinking about it now, I was a crazy S.O.B.]

It was a scathing self-criticism. I was relieved that Gu Jahan had at least contacted Mo Yunguk to apologize. His method was a text message instead of a phone call, which was a bit disappointing. I gave him a long lecture about sincere apologies because of it.

Gu Jahan probably didn't expect things to turn out this way. A person who does whatever he pleases isn't likely to think about the consequences. It was just good timing that he ended up working with someone he'd had trouble with 'after fighting with me and then making his apologies', but a similar situation could have happened at any time.

Gu Jahan was hit directly by the boomerang of his own karma and thanked me once again.

Gu Jahan [If it weren't for Iwol, the offer wouldn't have come to me...ㅋㅋ Mo Yunguk even said he hoped he'd never see me again. If it seemed like he was going to turn down the offer because of me, I would've been the one to get dropped. In terms of seniority or name value. I'll contact him separately before we start filming, but thanks to Iwol, I avoided a very awkward situation.]

Me [It's because you took action first.]

Gu Jahan [I don't know about thatㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]
[Anyway, I should live a good life.]
[Experiencing it once is scary, man.]

Me [Trouble with a senior might actually be easier to deal with.]
[Running into a junior or a staff member would be more awkward.]

Gu Jahan [True.]
[I'll be managing my posture strictly for a while.]

I didn't hear what other messages Gu Jahan sent to Mo Yunguk. So, to avoid getting in the seniors' way, I stayed off to the side as much as possible. The other actors also kept glancing furtively at Mo Yunguk and Gu Jahan.

"...Hello."

Gu Jahan bowed deeply as he greeted Mo Yunguk. Mo Yunguk's eyes narrowed. He was always a charismatic person, but he had never exuded such blatant pressure on the set of 'Exclusive Report'. I tensed up along with them.

"...I hear you've been hanging out with Yoonjae a lot."

"Pardon? Yes."

"You'll have to learn a lot from the kids, then."

"Sit down."

That was the extent of Mo Yunguk's greeting. Considering Mo Yunguk's personality and his own past actions, Gu Jahan had been prepared for at least a scolding, but his expectation was completely off the mark.

"Those kids are good actors."

"Yes, I know."

"You'll have to work hard not to fall behind."

"I will do my best."

"You should have already come prepared."

Every word Mo Yunguk said was a direct hit on Gu Jahan. Stuck between Mo Yunguk and Gu Jahan, Woo Yoonjae was the only one breaking out in a cold sweat for the crime of playing the eldest son.

"Yoonjae, you used to be such a quiet kid..."

"Jahan is working hard too..."

Woo Yoonjae's shyness remained. He felt awkward even with people he knew if they weren't close. Nevertheless, both Gu Jahan and I were surprised to see him defending Gu Jahan. Mo Yunguk was taken aback as well. He simply said, "If you say so," and added nothing else.

My eyes met with Gu Jahan, who clutched his chest in relief. Perhaps because he was scolded less than he expected, Gu Jahan grinned.

What a simple-minded person.


The script reading began with introductions from the writer, director, and actors. The reading proceeded smoothly, flowing like water. This was because the acting skills of the female leads who formed the core of the story, Woo Yoonjae who was part of the main couple, and Mo Yunguk, the father of the sons, were all outstanding.

On top of that, Gu Jahan also showed remarkable growth. Having returned equipped with a rom-com style after undergoing intense special training, Gu Jahan handled his part without standing out too much or stumbling.

"If you're going to be like this, just get out, you freeloaders! At least freeloaders only waste food. What are you guys? You waste food, break dishes, and we're out of rice."

"Hey, isn't that a bit harsh to say to your older brother?"

"Older brother, my foot! Aren't you the ones being harsh to your younger brother? Reflect on your actions!"

"What's my future dream? To be the eldest son."

"Isn't that an impossible dream?"

"What do you mean? Don't you know the saying that was popular during the 2002 World Cup?"

"I wasn't even born in 2002, how would I know?"

"Forget it, let's just stop."

I was the only one in big trouble. I had never dated and wasn't naturally funny.

Look at these unrestrained lines.

Could I pull off a youngest son who could show this much audacity to his older brothers?

My vision went dark. It was a situation where I'd have to act as if I'd swallowed a demon.

I was trembling during what should have been a sweet break time. The actor playing the third brother handed me a water bottle and told me to relax. This was right after I had just denounced him as a freeloader in the script. Charmed by his kindness, I almost blurted out spArk's old laptop password, but I managed not to reveal the current one.

"......"

The kind third brother had stepped away for a moment, and the first and second brothers had gone off for a one-on-one acting coaching session during the short break. In that gap, my three-month-limited-time father called out to me.

"......"

"I heard you were sick."

"Did you see the articles?"

Mo Yunguk nodded.

Right, it would probably be faster to find someone who hadn't seen those articles.

"I'm all better and perfectly fine now!"

"You shouldn't let your guard down just because your heart seems fine."

His concern felt heavy. Even the guys from spArk, who had checked with the doctor repeatedly, hadn't completely shaken off their anxiety. It was understandable for someone who had only heard the news to be worried, especially if they had seen many people around them suddenly fall ill as they got older.

"People can be endangered by the smallest things."

"Yes, I'll be careful."

"And don't be so timid when you're not being scolded."

"Pardon?"

I just blinked, wondering what he meant.

"I'm saying don't walk on eggshells when you haven't done anything wrong," Mo Yunguk elaborated. "An actor is a profession that lives on confidence. It's not just for actors. It's the same for any job."

"Ah, yes."

"And don't put off your own work to take care of Yoonjae and Jahan."

"I'll keep that in mind."

On the set of 'Exclusive Report', I never had the chance to talk with Mo Yunguk this much. The gap in our seniority was huge, and he was the type to focus on checking the script before filming. All I did was greet him properly and ask how he was doing.

And yet, Mo Yunguk had been watching over me and gave me advice. I had only done the basics of looking after a superior at work, but it seemed he didn't dislike me.

"You've improved since we filmed 'Exclusive Report', so just keep doing what you're doing now."

"Thank you!"

I thanked him so loudly that everyone turned to look at me. Mo Yunguk chided me, saying this was exactly what he told me not to do.

I replied that it was okay since being praised was a good thing. This earned me the question, 'Was this your personality?'

Mo Yunguk just shook his head but said nothing more.


Chapter 582: Character Building (1)

Life was busy. I switched between being Iwol of spArk and the Nam family's youngest son. It wasn't easy going from the eldest brother figure in one place to the lowest in another. After years as a low-level office worker, the role of a youngest son felt strangely unfamiliar, and I was failing at it.

Woo Yoonjae faithfully recreated his character with solid fundamentals. Gu Jahan benefited greatly because his character's personality matched his own. The actress playing the third daughter, Nam Sehyeong, also performed excellently. Only I couldn't find my direction and wandered for a long time.

Even during our Trio of Villains activities, I was never the type of youngest member to squawk and shout. I was more like a loyal subordinate who promptly did whatever the hyungs ordered, grabbing basins and hoes and trailing diligently after Woo Yoonjae.

I was struggling, wondering what I would do if filming started before I could analyze the character. Then, a savior appeared.

I had been looking in all the wrong places. I had Choi Jeho, who, despite not being my hyung, was an expert at making my blood boil. If I just channeled the years I had spent living under the same roof as him, it wouldn't be impossible.

You were worried about playing Nam Sajin, but I see there's no need. Your nagging is on point.

Even Kang Kiyeon acknowledged it after watching me grind on Choi Jeho like a cucumber on a grater. He added that my nagging proved my health had fully recovered. That guy was clearly teasing me. He had never heard what real nagging sounded like.

In any case, practicing how to express my anger toward a frustrating brother every day made my character sculpting much more detailed.

Before the main recording began, I joined the acting practice Woo Yoonjae and Gu Jahan were holding. I heard they were doing special training, so I begged them to let me join, saying my own feet were on fire. I thought it would be hard to get angry at Woo Yoonjae, but, as expected from a brilliant supporting actor, he acted so infuriatingly that I ended up just shouting my head off.

The problem lay elsewhere. It was in my scenes with 'Nam Cheolhyeong', the character I often appeared with.

In 'Exclusive Report', Chairman Cheon was a coercive dictator, ruthless even to his own son, Cheon Yunseong.

This same man, who hadn't grieved his own father's death, had transformed into a character in 'House Maker'. He now suffered because his grown sons almost burned down the kitchen trying to make fried rice.

The gap was huge between a father who beat his son with a golf club and a dad who constantly worried about his sons. The difference was just as vast between an elite son trying to backstab his father and a sharp-tongued, filial son who made deliveries with a steel case.

The head of the household, Nam Cheolhyeong, never did anything that would make the youngest son cry. It was a relief my role didn't involve being beaten with a wok, but I had never lived as a filial son, so my worries were immense.

I found it difficult to imagine the everyday atmosphere between a gentle, warm father and a son who was prickly but good at heart.

So, after asking for his understanding, I decided to visit Kang Kiyeon's family home. Jeong Seongbin's family was harmonious, but Jeong Seongjun didn't sincerely cheer on Jeong Seongbin, so I decided against using them as a reference.

In the car to Incheon, Kang Kiyeon told me several anecdotes about his family. The stories ranged from their foundational legend—the moment they saw the newborn Kang Kiyeon, they decided to have only one child and give him everything—to their photo albums being filled with pictures of the back of his head from watching Sunday morning cartoons.

The long story concluded with how they had consistently supported his unusual dreams, from Korean Dance to becoming an idol.

"They're amazing people."

"They don't give me a chance to be a filial son."

Kang Kiyeon laughed softly. Ever since his earnings started to pile up, the kid had wanted to buy his parents a new house. He wanted to repay his family for pouring everything into him since childhood.

I had planned to stop him. Kang Kiyeon was far too young to act as the head of the household. With so many bad precedents in the entertainment industry, I couldn't support him just because his filial piety was commendable.

However, before I could talk to him, his parents refused their son's offer. They said they still wanted to be a mom and dad he could rely on.

They wanted to be a family that could support him from below, not one for him to lean on. They were adults who could catch him if he fell. There was no way such people would accept support from their son who had just turned twenty.

"Still, they'll accept the cooling blanket, right?"

I hugged the new blanket on the seat next to me. It was a 'small token of my gratitude' I bought after reading all 1,483 reviews. It was touted as the best functional product made with new materials for the hot summer. I had also heard that blankets should be replaced every three years anyway.

"If you make a face that desperate, they'll accept it..."

Kang Kiyeon looked at my face and laughed in disbelief. Just in case, I updated my 'Plan of Action for When His Mother Refuses the Gift' for the thirty-fourth time. If they refused, I would declare I'd put both blankets on Kang Kiyeon's bed. It was a perfect plan.


"My sons are here!"

As soon as Kang Kiyeon opened the front door, his father spread his arms wide. He embraced each of us in one arm and gave us a 'welcoming pat on the shoulder'. His father said he had used a precious day of leave, as valuable as a thousand pieces of gold, just because he heard we were coming.

I delivered the cooling blanket safely. First, I received some affectionate nagging about buying a gift just to visit, but a warm welcome followed. His voice made it clear which was his true feeling.

"Where's Mom?"

"She went to work. She said she'd leave early, so she should be here around 5. Son, you've gotten taller, haven't you?"

"I haven't grown that much."

The kid suddenly went to his room to drop off his bag. I could see he was embarrassed. After a silent glance with his father, I barely held back my laughter.

Our moment of solidarity didn't last long. His father told me to wait in the room while he cut some fruit, effectively chasing me out. I came as a guest and was suddenly under house arrest.

I was semi-forced into Kang Kiyeon's room, which was incredibly flashy. Posters from his dance performances, each in a protective file, covered the wall. The bookshelf was packed with comic books. It was a room that suited Kang Kiyeon, who delved deep into anything he liked.

The stuff he has at the dorm is nothing compared to this.

Seeing his things here, I could tell he had been holding back at the dorm. Since we renewed our contract, I should tell them they can use the living room as they please and bring over anything they want from home.

"Hyung, this is your first time at my house, right?"

"Yeah. I've been to everyone's except Cheonghyeon's."

"I haven't been to his house either. Unless Lee Cheonghyeon comes here, that is."

Kang Kiyeon shook his head. Their friendship must have been special if they traveled between Seoul and Incheon to hang out since middle school. That connection had lasted until now. It made me think again about how mysterious human relationships are.

Kang Kiyeon and I were released not long after. We then finished all the Korean melon his father had cut for us.

While we ate the plate of melon, his father turned on the TV. The Metube screen appeared. The recent search history was lined up densely, like movie credits.

spArk Kiyeon Kiyeon stage Kiyeon fancam spArk player player Kiyeon Kiyeon flare Kiyeon f .

.

.

"You must watch all of Kiyeon's videos!"

"Of course, I watch them all. When I can't remember if I've seen one, I watch it twice, or even three times."

"When I was on vacation, he once made me sit on the sofa and watch my videos," Kang Kiyeon added.

"That's because you don't dance or sing at home, Kiyeon."

"Who dances and sings at home!"

"You should do that much for him, Kiyeon. If you don't do any footwork and just move your upper body, there won't be any noise complaints."

Kang Kiyeon's face turned bright red. I demonstrated personally, which made his father laugh loudly. Since my image was already ruined, I held the fork I was eating melon with and sang a verse of a song he liked.

Kang Kiyeon looked at his vibrating phone. He had been putting on a semi-workout and home stage performance because of the two 'ajusshis' antics. "I need to take this call," he said.

"A call? Is it the company?"

"No, it's Mom."

The caller was his mother. Kang Kiyeon said, "Yes, yes," a few times, then started getting ready to leave.

"Why is Mom calling?" his father asked.

"Looks like she went grocery shopping. She said she has a lot of bags and wants me to help carry them."

"Kiyeon, you stay here and rest with Iwol. Dad will go."

"No, it's fine. I'll just go down and be right back."

The two of them bickered over carrying the groceries. Kang Kiyeon won. His stubbornness, which made him the youngest member of spArk who never backed down, was alive and well at home. The kid, who now truly felt like family, stopped me from following with just a look. His expression was so scary it startled me. He could now genuinely be a duo with Choi Choiho.

"He's my son, but he's really something else. Iwol, is Kiyeon like that with his hyungs too?" his father asked, clicking his tongue.

I told him a younger brother who treats his hyungs as well as Kiyeon is rare, but his father was still worried. His father's gaze remained fixed on the front door.

"He's grown so big, yet I don't know how he can still seem like a child every time I see him," his father said, as if to himself.

He said this even though he must have known his son was bigger than him and more mature than others his age.

"Iwol, just sit and rest."

I thought he had something to do and started to get up, but he kindly told me to stay. His father walked to the veranda and looked down from the window, probably at the parking lot.

Suddenly, I remembered something Kang Kiyeon had said on the way here.

You're asking if I have anything in common with my dad?

Yeah. Anything.

You're probably not asking about looks... I think my personality is a bit more like my mom's.

Kang Kiyeon thought for a long while longer before speaking with an embarrassed expression.

I don't know if I should be saying this myself, but... we're very affectionate.

You are very affectionate, Kiyeon.

I'm just saying that if I had to pick something, not that we're exactly alike. My dad expresses himself often. He even saves my mom and me in his phone as 'Beloved Wife' and 'Beloved Son'.

There's definitely a difference in degree. You saved us as 'spArk ◯◯ Hyung', Kiyeon.

Kang Kiyeon got flustered when I mentioned the contact names revealed in our own content.

That was so long ago... you were still holding onto that?

Of course. It hasn't even been 7,300 days yet.

7,300 days? Just how many years have to pass before I can be forgiven in your head, hyung?

20 years.

You're incredibly fast at math.

Is this even a problem that requires calculation? 730 days is 2 years, so 7,300 days is 20 years.

I couldn't tease him anymore because Kang Kiyeon turned his back and tried to stage a boycott. The whole 730 or 7,300 days thing wasn't important anyway.

"Aigoo, they're coming in now."

His father, who had been looking out the window, smiled. It was the exact same expression Kang Kiyeon had when he smiled.


Chapter 583: Character Building (2)

Not long after Father returned from his veranda exploration, the front door clicked open. The rustle of plastic bags told me Kang Kiyeon had arrived.

"Just put that down there, Kiyeon. Dad will move it. You, give me what you're holding too."

"Kiyeon carried all the heavy stuff, so there's not much in my bags. Iwol, you're here! It's been a while!"

I shot to my feet and bowed deeply while Father and Kang Kiyeon busily moved the shopping bags and boxes to the kitchen.

"My son needs to work out more. You're too skinny compared to your brothers."

"It's my brothers who are excessively huge."

Kang Kiyeon didn't let a single one of Father's comments slide. It wasn't irritation from a bad mood. He acted prickly, but it was amusing to watch him stick right by his father's side and answer every question.

Nam Sajin was like that too when he appeared in a scene with Nam Cheolhyeong... I shouldn't just see this as a simple adolescent tantrum.

Some families expressed affection warmly, while others were like friends who joked around, and some were more reserved. I etched into my mind that the method was different, but the amount of family love wasn't always proportional to its display. I wanted to avoid ever saying I learned about family love from dramas.

Or was I wrong? If it was for a drama, was it right to learn from a drama?

I'm genuinely curious who coined the phrase 'There is no end to learning'. If I had to pick one sentence that defined my life, I would probably choose that one.

I wonder if my sister has met a new family?

Their striking resemblance made me think of my own family. I wondered if she had met a mother or father who took gentle care of her, and what kind of daughter she might have been to them.

Considering her kind and gentle nature, she might be similar to Jeong Seongbin, but my sister had a sharp tongue, so maybe she would have been a child like Kang Kiyeon.

There was just one thing I could be sure of.

In a home like this, she would have received a lot of love.

It was a home where affection was evident in even the smallest actions.

My sister's home, wherever it was, might be like this. The thought made my heart feel much lighter as I watched the friendly father and son.


I returned to the dorm from Kang Kiyeon's place with a much sharper edge. My roommate Choi Jeho testified that my temper had worsened while I read the script.

"Why does he have to memorize his lines right in front of my face?"

Choi Jeho complained for a simple reason. I was greedily playing the roles of spArk's Nam Ilho, Nam Ideun, and Nam Sehyeong all by myself.

For the past few days, I had practiced the 'rewatch our self-produced content' method the spArk members recommended, and I realized something. I didn't need to find the right tone. The secret trick I discovered was to 'nag my fictional brothers the way I nag my members'.

If anything, I had to control myself from becoming even fiercer. Trying to create a serious image for myself was a foolish endeavor from the start. I had almost wasted time on something pointless.

Kang Kiyeon was indignant and asked why this character had to emerge right after I saw him. I tried to soothe him, but it wasn't easy, so I passed the cleanup to Jeong Seongbin. Like a seasoned leader, Jeong Seongbin cornered Kang Kiyeon in his room and completely wore him out.

"Is this all the preparation we need...?"

Park Joowoo pressed his finger on the corner of his crumpled script. He had carried it around so much that it was in a terrible state. He had noted all the character settings from the senior actors in different colored pens. A ton of translucent Post-it notes, filled with ad-libs and tips, were stuck to its pages.

I'll have to get it rebound before filming starts.

It was already the third time I had scanned and rebound my script because it kept getting dirty from makeup, water, and sweat. I would have no excuse if the vengeful spirits of the script and the UtopiA printer came to haunt me. I had to carry the script tucked under my arm for every schedule, as if atoning for my sins.

"We've done all the preparation we can. For the rest, we just have to follow the directions on set."

It wasn't my first time acting, but it was the first time I had to 'express a character I didn't know'.

My colleagues were all familiar, but the result we had to create together had changed drastically from a mystery thriller to a slice-of-life omnibus. It felt like being an office worker assigned to a task force for a new project, taking on something different with people I knew.

In the past, I would have grumbled about extra work when I was already busy to death. I would have muttered for them to find someone better and found ten thousand reasons why I couldn't do it.

However, my way of thinking had changed without me realizing it. I no longer found it boring or disillusioning.

The feeling of a new challenge was unfamiliar. I was worried, but not anxious. If I could do it under the name of spArk, and if Sparkler was waiting for it, then anything was fine.

The scope of what I enjoyed had begun to expand.


Most video productions were filmed out of chronological order to save on production costs and simplify the schedule. The timeline shifted to fit the actors and filming schedules.

For example, Nam Sajin and the Nam family first appear in the middle of episode one. One might think all of episode one's scenes would be shot on the first day, but reality was different. Like university students cramming classes into specific days, actors like Nam Sajin or other supporting roles shot multiple scenes at once whenever they were on set.

My first day on set was scheduled later than the actual start of filming. It was my first time officially meeting the main cast since the script reading.

Before a scene where the family gathered for breakfast, I hovered around Mr. Mo Yunguk. I planned to dash out instantly if he wanted to run lines or needed something.

Thankfully, he didn't ignore me as I waited with my neck stretched out like a giraffe.

"......"

"Yes, sir!"

"Didn't I tell you not to be so self-conscious?"

"I wasn't, sir!"

"I can hear your eyeballs rolling."

He was kind even to a fledgling so far below him that I couldn't dare call myself his junior. He asked what kind of character I thought Nam Sajin was. Feeling like my homework was being checked, I gave a presentation for the first time in a while.

"On the outside, he seems fierce and sharp, but I felt he actually carries more sadness or loneliness than an average person his age. While rebellious feelings toward family usually grow during adolescence, I think Nam Sajin wants to form a closer bond with his family now that he's entered puberty."

"The reason?"

The senior actor neither praised nor criticized me. He just listened quietly and threw the next question.

"Because the situations where he expresses emotions like anger, running away, or fighting happened when he 'felt alienated from his family'. If I focus on that, he would seem more three-dimensional if his anger also expressed disappointment that his father and brothers don't recognize his contributions, rather than just being angry because of his age."

He had asked for the reason, and my direct answer seemed to satisfy him. The questions continued.

"If all the roles are three-dimensional, it might hinder the viewing experience. To control the dynamics, someone has to be two-dimensional for the viewers. Do you think it's better for Nam Sajin to be three-dimensional or simple?"

"He's the central figure in the episodes showing the Nam Family's bond. Unlike his three brothers, his core keyword is 'family love', so he must be three-dimensional."

"Right. If he didn't need to be three-dimensional, there'd be no reason to have four brothers. You say it should be 'expressed' from an acting perspective. What about you, Iwol? Can you 'express' it?"

"I'm not sure if that's something I can decide on my own before getting instructions from the writer or director."

"I believe actors have a certain stake in it too, but opinions differ, so let's move on. If you need to add emotional expression to build a three-dimensional character, what should you do?"

"I'll go and ask the director right now!"

My answer thankfully passed his test. He sent me off with a bright smile, and I ran to the director. The director readily confirmed the idea of 'Nam Sajin being a prickly teenager who loves his family but pretends not to'.

Soon, the cameras started rolling. Among the formidable senior actors, I...

"No matter how out of it you are, who confuses a dress shirt with their little brother's school uniform shirt? This isn't the first time either! Take it off! Give it back! Give me back my shirt!"

"You've eaten so many bowls of rice, yet you can't find your own clothes? Did you drink away that knowledge with rice wine yesterday?"

"Look at you two, having so much fun. This damn house, I'm so sick of it."

...threw a complete tantrum without holding back. I furrowed my brow like an accordion, so much that I couldn't blame anyone on set for doubting my actual personality.

At this rate, I'd be the only one in spArk to cause a Botox controversy. Next to me, Mr. Gu Jahan threw a curse-like compliment, asking if a demon possessed me.


The all-day shoot finally wrapped up as night fell. I was only freed from the location after shooting both day and night scenes.

After a cheerful goodbye, I opened the passenger side door. A pile of papers sat on the seat. I often checked paper proposals for schedules since it was hard to look at my phone during filming or breaks, and these looked similar.

"You've received a lot of appearance proposals?"

"spArk's stock is just that high."

Manager Daeyeon answered as he moved the papers so I could sit.

As the car pulled away, I scanned the neatly organized summary sheet on top of the pile. Among the familiar program titles, one name stood out that I didn't want to see.

"Why is 'The Show Must Go On' here..."

'The Show Must Go On', also known as 'SMG'. It was a name that had been stealthily appearing in recent entertainment news headlines.

At the title of the new survival show from NBC, the production company behind IDC, I doubted my own eyes.


Chapter 584: Qualification (1)

"They said an offer came in to be a judge."

"For me, not Jeho?"

Choi Jeho even had prior experience. It felt strange since his expertise should have been far superior to a rookie like me.

Did it come to me because Choi Jeho's schedule is too packed?

Just reading the overview, I could tell it was a typical survival program. Trainees from various agencies would gather to form a project group, a format that had been a guaranteed hit for several years.

The format’s similarity to the shows Choi Jeho had appeared on as a mentor fueled my suspicion. An offer was often passed to another group member or a different celebrity from the same agency if the originally requested person couldn't handle the schedule.

"They said they took notice of your planning skills on IDC. The producers mentioned they were hoping for objective feedback that viewers could understand."

Surprisingly, it wasn't what I expected. They were sorely mistaken if they thought making me a judge meant I'd pay for my own stage setup, like I did as a rookie idol. The members and I were already in the middle of austerity measures after starting a new savings account together. I had no money to waste.

"There are a lot of things tied up in this, so it's fine to refuse, but I think it suits you well, Mr. Iwol."

"Really?"

The company seemed to have judged that I might not take the job. It was probably because of my discord with the broadcasting station, but a celebrity couldn't be picky about work forever.

"There's power in your words, Mr. Iwol. You have your own firm opinions, yet you're objective. It's not for nothing that the younger members rely on you. Wouldn't your influence be even greater on the trainees?"

The manager was really hyping me up. My face grew hot with embarrassment. In the past, I would have just let compliments slide, but I couldn't do that anymore. Once I realized the other person wasn't just saying empty words, it became difficult to simply dismiss them. I had to accept them gratefully.

"But I don't nag much these days!"

"Haha, I didn't mean it like you nag a lot."

The manager tried to smooth it over, but the nuance still sounded like 'you nag a ton'. I felt wronged. I was confident I would rank in the lower tier if we tallied the recent nagging frequency on WebCell.

Jeong Seongbin glared every day, Lee Cheonghyeon talked a lot even when he wasn't nagging, and the historically sharp-tongued Kang Kiyeon asserted his presence. Did I really have to hear this? The manager saw every day how Choi Jeho, Park Joowoo, and I were withering away. He couldn't possibly say this to me.

"The fact that the kids listen well probably has an effect too. Everyone in spArk is gentle, aren't they?"

"They're good kids, but more than that, I think the things you say have an especially long shelf life, Mr. Iwol."

"Is that so?"

"Since the members do so well, the company doesn't really interfere, right? And yet, when we're waiting behind the scenes at a shoot, I often hear people ask if spArk is still being strictly managed by their agency despite their years in the industry. It must be because their habits were well-established early on, and you're the one who established those habits, Mr. Iwol."

The embarrassing, high praise continued. When I tried to change the subject, the manager just laughed.

Though I probably won't discipline the budding trainees the way I did spArk.

I had to admit the truth. I was vicious to the guys in the beginning. I couldn't say it was purely because 'I only wished for spArk to succeed as idols'. Some of the resentment I'd built up from being overworked by Department Head Nam was mixed in. It contained some of my personal grudges.

And yet, those guys followed my lead without any complaints. It's not easy for people to be that docile, but every single member of spArk had a soft personality. I wonder if things would have been much different if there had been even one assertive guy among the members.

"So, what do you think of that schedule, Mr. Iwol? Are you interested?" the manager asked.

I read the printed words once more. The role they required of me was clear.

A judge with the role of a producer...

I understood what Manager Daeyeon meant by 'objective feedback that viewers could understand'.

A judge needed more than just a career. They needed to explain the basis for their decisions. In a broadcast program watched by a large audience, it was crucial that viewers could empathize with the judge's comments. An evaluation that strayed from popular appeal could easily seem like stubbornness.

It might be different for a general contest or competition. However, a broadcast had to consider the third party, the public. It was no different from staging a coup against the very people who were watching and even voting directly.

Against this backdrop, the production team's guts in entrusting such a crucial role to me were extraordinary. There's no competition program more boring than one where the judges just spout nonsense, so it was a huge decision.

Still, if they're offering, I should work hard since I've gotten all I can get. Being stubborn here would only hurt me. Isn't that right?

"Of course, I'll do it!"

I answered confidently and sent a message to Choi Jeho. Quick thinking was essential to recruit a guy too busy to even see his face as a private tutor.

[If you accept, I'll place the cute, giant mood light figure I found the other day in your room]

[Requesting a 30-minute crash course on becoming an audition program judge]

spArk's Eternal Symbol

[I don't mind]

[What are you going to do with a glowing person doll]

[There are plenty of other shapes]

Me

[You think figures only come in human shapes?]

spArk's Eternal Symbol

[They don't?]

Me

[Kiyeon has ruined you]

[I thought you were the only one ruining Kiyeon]

[Turns out it was a mutually destructive relationship...]

spArk's Eternal Symbol

[You're full of it.]

After that cold reply, Choi Jeho stopped reading my messages. Regardless, I quickly paid for the 'Good Dreams Are Coming! Glow-in-the-Dark Snake Mood Light' for my one-day tutor.


As soon as the full-scale filming for 'House Maker' began, articles with detailed character descriptions poured out.

≫ Trio of Villains, Uniting as Brothers in 'House Maker'...

≫ 'House Maker' Final Lineup Confirmed

≫ spArk's Iwol, Returning to the Small Screen After 3 Years, "I'll Do My Best to Repay the Support of Those Who Have Waited for Me"

This new tidbit dropped during our activities and became a hot topic among the fans. They all said in unison that they would get to see an immature Kim Iwol. With that, my small wish to maintain a reliable eldest brother image became an unattainable dream.

"Hyung, have you seen the 'Gentleman Hooligan Compilation' making the rounds on the fan channels yet?" Lee Cheonghyeon asked.

However, I wasn't flustered. Compilations of my weird antics had always existed since our debut.

"This is just the number of new videos from this week alone. Isn't that insane?"

...Or not. The scroll on Lee Cheonghyeon's phone went down endlessly. Who on earth kept creating the evidence for these cursed videos?

First of all, it's not me. That thing on the screen isn't me... it's... something possessed by an evil spirit. I'm truly being wronged here.

The 'SMG' side also dropped the news of me joining as soon as I expressed my intention to appear. The news of my debut as a judge created a huge boom among the Sparkler.

≫ Judge Iwol? Yes, this is it

≫ The Walking Textbook, Living Specimen, and Role Model of the Idol World is finally here

≫ We've been waiting

We'll serve you well (praying that you'll please tighten the discipline in the loosened idol scene)

≫ Iwol is on BubblePop worrying about whether he can do a good job, but on Kiyeon's fan cafe, they're saying it seems like his hyung has found his true calling lol

└ The legendary 'Kim Iwol's Entrance Commotion'

└ Sorry to butt in, but what is 'Kim Iwol's Entrance Commotion'...?

└ It refers to the incident where all the younger trainees got scared on the first day Iwol joined as a trainee because he looked so intimidating...! If you search 'Male Idol Who Thought His Impression Was Faint' on Metube, it's the first video that pops up!

≫ I was about to curse them out for putting out another survival show, but I'll hold back just this once after seeing the mentor lineup. Since they got burned by IDC, I hope they properly vet the contestants this time.

Should I consider it a relief that they like it...

Having been cooped up in my officetel for a few months, the public's attention felt unfamiliar again. While I was suffering like this, the Former Director was delighted. I had a feeling he was no ordinary person ever since my family matters blew up, and my guess was right.

He chose his words carefully, but it sounded like, 'Mr. Iwol has a talent for gathering firepower!' The entire time I was weight training, I couldn't shake the thought that I must have been born with a fate to attract aggro online.

"What are you thinking about that's making you sigh so much?" Kang Kiyeon asked, returning after finishing his stretches.

I put the weights I was using back in their place and answered. "Because it feels like I'm getting job recommendations that are excessively beyond my worth."

"What's that supposed to mean? Didn't you once say that where there's demand, there's supply?" the guy retorted.

Velcro ripped as he undid his gym gloves. I held out my hand to put them away, but Kang Kiyeon just placed a water bottle in it instead.

While we showered and headed home with the manager, we only made idle conversation. We talked about wanting more exercise equipment in the dorm, and how the video team would have to stick to the walls when filming if we added any more.

The conversation about 'recommendations', which I thought had fizzled out, resumed once we arrived at the dorm.

"Hyung, do you think the expectations people around you have are greater than your abilities?"

"You were still thinking about what I said earlier?"

"Because this isn't the first or second time you've been like this."

Kang Kiyeon sat down and draped his arm over the back of a dining table chair. When I told him not to sit crookedly, he just glared at me.

"It's not that the expectations... are great."

I also pulled out the chair opposite him and sat down. I felt awkward and a laugh escaped me for no reason.

"It's that I'm often given opportunities that are beyond my capabilities."


Chapter 585: Qualification (2)

In the past, the very act of having my capabilities evaluated made me uncomfortable.

I perceived the proficiency raised with the SYSTEM's help and the KPI achieved through immortal assistance as an 'unfair advantage'. I couldn't escape the feeling that I was getting for free the results others had to work hard for.

Using knowledge from the past while others were ignorant of the future also weighed on my conscience. Even with the penalties, the guilt of using cowardly means always pressed down on me.

The pangs of guilt lessened after I learned the proficiency was just a deception. If I thought of it as merely a quantification of my efforts, I could console myself that I hadn't deceived others of their time.

I had also paid a fitting price to correct the past. It would be a different story if I had only gained benefits without any losses, but the fact that corresponding scars remained from changing the incidents that had troubled spArk made me feel less like a freeloader.

I can't deny that even 'the opportunity to pay the price and correct past mistakes' is a luxury. However, just thinking that I had made a minimum payment makes my heavy heart feel just a tiny bit lighter.

Although I mostly freed myself from the emotions that had bound me, I couldn't become completely at ease.

Is it okay for me to be so successful, on top of having my sister's safety guaranteed? Anyone would have acted as I did if they could save someone precious to them, so is it really okay for me to enjoy a second life like this?

A worry that would make Jeong Seongbin say something like, 'I hope you don't add to your own wounds, Hyung,' constantly swirled in my head.

"I was just thinking, maybe I'm the only one who's too lucky! It's not fair if the blessings of my ancestors only come to me."

"Actually, I had something to say about that."

I tried to lighten the mood, but Kang Kiyeon seized on my words.

"Are you aware that you mention that word at really strange times, Hyung?"

"That's how all immortal things are."

"No, I'm not pointing to the mystical part."

Kang Kiyeon lifted his chin slightly. A sharp light glinted in his eyes.

"It's not a problem to talk about coincidences. The usage is natural, but Hyung, you have a habit of brushing things off that way even when you've achieved results through your own effort."

"......"

"Take the time you got a nosebleed from practicing during our trainee days. You told Seongbin-hyung something about the energy of the universe then, didn't you? Your skills improve because you practice hard. Does it make sense for you to improve by leaps and bounds thanks to the energy of the universe?"

Kang Kiyeon was level-headed. He was worlds apart from me, who had been completely fooled by the SYSTEM's words and firmly believed that a virtual being was raising my proficiency.

"Why do you keep looking for the credit elsewhere? You get good evaluations because you're good."

"......"

"It's the same with training. The reason our team can move forward without controversy is... well, since we're celebrities, we might have benefited a little from not having any traitors among our ancestors, but at best, that's all it is. If the person himself is lazy and has lived his life wrong, the grace of his ancestors can't cover for that. Don't you know best how important one's own conduct is, since you emphasize it every day?"

His point was that a person makes their own fate.

It was a very Kang Kiyeon-like opinion. Despite being the least physically blessed in spArk, the kid had never once made an excuse.

Everything Kang Kiyeon possessed was something he had achieved on his own. Without any assistance.

"You're right, too. I just... you know, there's that saying. That opportunities come as you live. I'm talking about that kind of luck."

"I see that as a credit to the person who endured and seized it. If they'd quit midway, would they have even had a chance to grab an opportunity? It might be classic, but the expression 'water boils at 100℃' isn't used for nothing, you know."

Kang Kiyeon retorted bluntly. His words contradicted the SYSTEM's statement that many things are inherited from the previous generation. The SYSTEM was transcendental, and Kang Kiyeon was very human.

"I wish you would acknowledge what you've accomplished a little more, Hyung," Kang Kiyeon added.

"If you don't recognize your own efforts, who will?"

It was a touching statement. It made me hope that, as Kang Kiyeon said, a day might come when my efforts would also be recognized.


The 『Flare』 promotions, forged from spArk's sweat and passion, came to a long journey's end with a fiercely determined final broadcast for all members. We did the rounds on music shows for nearly three full weeks, until the end of August when the heat haze shimmered over the asphalt.

The moment the full-group schedule ended, spArk had to handle a rush of individual schedules. A mountain of work was piled up in front of each of us.

"This is weird. I'm sure I worked throughout the promotion period, so why is there more work?"

One day, Lee Cheonghyeon muttered this with hollow eyes. He was no different from a zombie. I was afraid he would start drooling if left alone, so hoping he wouldn't lose the last shred of an idol's dignity, I wrapped a Cool Towel~in Spark's Summer Package~ around his neck.

The other guys were in the same situation. It was common to not see a single member's face at the dorm for over two days. This led to the strange phenomenon of checking up on members' whereabouts through the group chat and BubblePop.

Thanks to living in an internet powerhouse, I could hear in real-time about things like Park Joowoo shattering his earphones while trying to untangle a cord.

I whined on BubblePop that the kid seemed to be taking after a hyung he shouldn't, only to be caught by Jeong Seongbin, which was embarrassing. Since we had seen each other at a shoot yesterday, I didn't particularly feel lonely from not seeing him.

I also wandered outside the dorm like a migratory bird due to consecutive filmings. Besides 'House Maker', I went around to several studios for self-produced content and photoshoots. Even today, I was on my way to the broadcast station for the first recording of 'The Show Must Go On'.

"Mr. Iwol, you barely slept, right?"

Manager Daeyeon asked. The staff had just told me in a solemn tone that I couldn't look weak in front of the trainees. The dark circles I had forgotten about for a while had decided to pop out through my makeup.

I had indeed not slept much for the past few days, as I was busy studying the same channel's other audition programs. Fortunately, I had a thick skin, so it wasn't that I was caught.

"You always stay up to prepare whenever you have work, don't you?"

"I didn't stay up all night!"

I desperately denied it, afraid of being scolded. Even Manager Daeyeon was being strict with me these days, which was troublesome. I had to watch out for the leader Jeong Seongbin and the managers. It wasn't easy living as an immature child.

Still, it's a relief the preparations ended quickly.

In truth, the most important thing for a judge was a discerning eye, but this wasn't a skill I could cultivate by preparing for a day or two. So, I memorized appropriate speaking techniques for broadcast by reciting them over and over as if studying for a speech.

I also learned a thing or two from my 1-on-1 tutoring with Choi Jeho. Despite his terrible speaking skills, that guy was building a unique position as a judge on survival programs. He was the so-called 'type to show with skill, leaving no room for rebuttal'.

If something seems clumsy, just show them the correct example.

What a simple and difficult method.

If you know there's a problem, can't you also provide a solution?

I couldn't just shout "Wait a minute," with a stern expression like Choi Jeho if a trainee's dancing was clumsy. I didn't have the guts to go down from the judge's seat to the stage to present the answer sheet.

Instead, I realized another important fact. When discussing shortcomings or points of regret, one must not explain it 'by feel'. An evaluation must have a reason, and it must be something that both the viewers and the person being evaluated can intuitively understand.

Mulling over 101 precautions, I arrived at the set. Looking at the paper on the waiting room door that read 'Mentor Iwol', I felt a strange mood.

It feels like just yesterday I was on IDC. When did I become a mentor? I'm still a soul in need of a life mentor myself.

The waiting room was full of snacks. Perhaps because the recording time was imminent, no one touched them out of nervousness. I could see the traces of the production team's deep consideration, worrying that the judges' blood sugar might drop during the evaluation.

It would be great if they took care of the contestants even half this much.

Tears welled up as I remembered my days as a mistreated contestant. The trainees were said to be lodging here during the filming period. They're probably feeding them well, right? I couldn't trust the broadcast station, but I could trust the solidarity of Koreans for 'bapshim'.

I decided to check on this issue separately when the situation allowed, since I could poke my nose into it anywhere if I asked later and found out the meals were poor.

After making my rounds to greet the MC and the other mentors in their waiting rooms, the new schedule began in earnest. The curtain rose on a harsh and lengthy stage of evaluation, where we would watch the individual performances of 100 trainees one by one and assign them their first impression grades.

Before the cameras started rolling, the writers asked the judges, in a meeting to get acquainted, to give the most provocative evaluations possible. They even put up the fine-sounding title of 'a journey to create the best stage'.

Perhaps because of that, the harsh criticism was incredible right from the first contestant. It was even more so because the people they had called in were known for their sharp tongues.

"You're failing at the very basics. Have you really been training for a year?"

"The fact that you came out to be evaluated with skills like these is a bit... isn't it a deception towards the viewers?"

"Do you even want to debut? I don't see any motivation at all."

In an age where even test scores are checked and signed on paper with holes to protect privacy, the public evaluation was blatant. It was enough to make everyone's ears burn.

The mentors' comments were also too sharp. There were many expressions one could use to evaluate performance. There had to be various comments one could make without resorting to personal attacks or belittling the person. It's not like harsh words alone can help a person grow.

I had no intention of pretending to be the only nice guy. The moment I was invited and seated here for being known to give my members sharp advice, I had already figured out what kind of image the production team expected from me.

Still, isn't it too... cowardly to draw this kind of aggro only towards the trainees?

It would be a different story if someone truly hopeless appeared, but so far, there were no contestants with lax discipline or dull eyes. This meant they were purely chasing sadism.

When it was time for the mentors to discuss the trainees' grades after the evaluations, I opened my mouth after some thought.

"Mentor Gyeongmok."

The rapper, who had just poured out a long speech about 'how disappointed the viewers will be', looked at me.

"Objective evaluation is important, but I think it would be best to show the contestants a minimum level of respect."

That damn aggression, provocation, and aggro.

If they like it so much, I'll show them plenty. With a power struggle among the judges.


Chapter 586: Growth (1)

"This trainee."

I pointed to the photo of the contestant who had just performed, which was placed in front of me.

What kind of trainee is this? He was younger than the youngest members of my team when I first met them after regressing. I had barely made the cut for debut myself, but still.

"It's true he seemed intimidated compared to the previous contestants. His gaze was unsteady and kept falling to the floor, so his voice lacked power. I understand why you, Mentor, judged him as lacking motivation, but I believe it's inappropriate to only point out his willpower when the problem lies elsewhere."

Kang Kiyeon was a similar case. He had incredible skill but lacked confidence, so he was criticized during every evaluation.

Once that anxiety took root, it was not easily fixed. It took a long time to improve the issue.

However, that did not directly translate to 'a lack of motivation'.

The trainee's singing ability was decent compared to the contestants before him. His dancing was also quite good, though his core looked unstable because his gaze was not directed forward. Just like Kang Kiyeon, he never lacked talent.

Ignoring this and giving him the lowest score right away? If we did that, the judges would be the ones criticized for having dead-fish eyes, not the contestant. Comments like 'Are your eyeballs just for decoration?' and 'What are your evaluation criteria?' would obviously flood in.

How could they present an evaluation to the public that even I could not accept?

"I'm not saying we shouldn't give necessary feedback. If criticism is needed, we should give it. I just mean we shouldn't add unnecessary remarks to the problem."

"He'll have to stand on so many stages in the future. If he gets nervous in front of this many people, he can't debut."

Another mentor added a comment. As if sensing something unusual, two large cameras approached from both sides to film us.

It was incredibly frustrating. When did I ever ask them to pay more attention to this kid than to a trainee who can confidently promote himself in front of dozens of cameras! I said that if you're given the role of a leader, you should at least teach them how to improve their difficulties! How is this any different from a professor who just reads the textbook from start to finish during a lecture, or a boss who just throws a handover document at you and tells you to learn the job on your own!

My anger flared. I doubted they even knew this program's identity was to discover hidden gems, not to form a debut group that would determine an agency's fate.

The viewers make the final vote, so what's the point of us being all strict and solemn, weighing every little thing? Our role is to highlight the trainees' strengths and help them overcome their weaknesses so they can get a lot of fan votes. Didn't you even read the program outline!

Still, I could not just hand them a single sheet of paper and say, 'Get the broadcast concept into your heads before filming!' like I would with spArk. I tried my best to put on the gentlest, most harmless smile I could muster and spoke.

"You're right. So wouldn't it be even better if we presented a solution together?"

"Isn't 'you need to have confidence' a very basic thing to say? The idea that we have to tell him that warmly is a bit..."

The opinions clashed sharply, all the more frustrating because they were not wrong. I completely understood and sympathized with the teacher's feelings, but they also had to consider the nature of this industry, where excessive feedback and criticism about one's appearance chips away at self-esteem from a young age.

It had been a while since I had to navigate this kind of social situation, and it was not easy. I mentally chanted a spell to compose myself. Remember, Kim Iwol, pushing through isn't the only answer. Life is a series of persuasions and negotiations...!

"What isn't a basic element? The reality is you have to be decent at both singing and dancing to debut. Nevertheless, since we've been given the role of mentors, I think it would be better to offer more practical help."

I spoke with all my sincerity. Thankfully, the judges agreed with my opinion.


The trainee who had been on the hot seat received a B grade. As punishment for taking the lead in the meeting, I was tasked with announcing the results.

It was a high score for someone who had just received harsh criticism. The trainee's face showed clear surprise, as if it was an unexpected result.

"...However, you need to reflect on why you received feedback that you seemed to lack motivation."

I added a word of caution as I congratulated him.

"Even if that's not your intention, people judge by what they see. Everyone here is working hard, so a very slight difference can determine joy or sorrow. Mentor Gyeongmok was advising you from that perspective. Do you know what I mean?"

I did not forget to save the mentor's face in front of the trainees.

"Shoulders back, and your gaze must always be forward. Let's try to maintain this posture in your daily life as much as possible. I'll be watching."

"...Yes!"

Despite my nagging comment, the trainee answered loudly and bowed his head. He was so energetic that it made the earlier criticism about his lack of confidence seem baseless.

"Mr. Iwol, you're so strict~."

The judge I had clashed with during the meeting said jokingly. I could feel his years of industry experience in the way he tried to lighten the mood for the broadcast.

"You have to be a little scared of the cameras. You never know what side of you will end up on the broadcast."

My answer was met with bursts of shocked laughter from all around. They all talked tough, but as celebrities, they were all the same. They were conscious of the cameras and the public. It meant I had just voiced something everyone could relate to.

"Tough, so tough."

One of the mentors clicked his tongue. The fact that even that was part of his reaction was perfectly 'broadcast-like'. I could see the writers' eyes shaking in the distance.

I, Kim Iwol, could confidently say that I did not just boss around my members while living as an idol. If they had seen me even once, whining and throwing a fit while asking for advice, they would know. My rampages do not discriminate.

If they thought I would side with the broadcast station, grill the contestants, and just give reactions like, 'Kids these days are hopeless. Back in my day...', they were mistaken. Strictly speaking, a mentor should act as a guardian for the contestants. Did they think I would join hands with the production team and set up angles for evil editing?

"Next contestant, please come in!"

I smiled brightly and grabbed the microphone. There was still a long way to go, so I could not fall into skepticism already. I clenched my fists and shouted inwardly. Let's work hard and become the best smiling bastard in this area! Let's go, our lives!


My 'so-risky-I-could-be-fired-at-any-moment-commentary' continued after that. If not for the delicate relationship between NBC and spArk, I might have been replaced long ago. Or perhaps a plan was already in motion to make me the first judge in audition program history to be embroiled in controversy through malicious editing.

Either way, it was an unpleasant situation, so I gave the company a heads-up. I confessed honestly that I had caused trouble while out on a schedule, but no one took me seriously.

"I'm telling you, I really went wild! What if spArk can't appear on NBC's music shows because of me?"

"When it's time for the year-end music festivals, they'll be the ones calling us first because they'll need us."

Even though one of her agency's artists had caused a major incident, Jukyung was nonchalant. This damn company, are they really not going to bring in a professional manager?

Do I have to get a business degree myself? It was deplorable.

Besides the problems I voluntarily caused, there were many other small things to do. Unlike other schedules where we would just greet each other and disperse after filming, 'SMG' occupied my mind for a long time even after the recording was over.

Will Seung-o be able to memorize all the choreography by the time of the live broadcast? It'll be tough if he doesn't practice on his own. Are there any members in his current group who can help him...

The word 'mentor' had a mysterious power. On the set, I was just one of the panelists, yet it created the illusion that I was some kind of private tutor for the contestants.

After becoming a fantasy private tutor, my mind would drift to my 'students' sweating it out in the dorms provided by the broadcast station, even while I was practicing. It was even more so because the kids reminded me of spArk in their fresh, budding days.

Naturally, I started spending a little time checking up on them even when the cameras were not rolling. For an independent trainee whose throat condition seemed unstable, I connected him with the hospital where Jeong Seongbin had gone to treat his vocal cord nodules. For the practice rooms with lights on late at night, I dropped off a few drinks.

I did have some worries. The thought, 'If you can't be as handsome as Choi Jeho, then don't be handsome! At! All!' clashed with the opinion, 'Shouldn't I maintain a proper distance for fair and objective judging?'

My worries were shattered in one fell swoop by Lee Cheonghyeon.

"Look in the mirror! No matter how nice you act, Hyung, there isn't a single teenager who would see you as a pushover after just a month or two."

...So he said. I asked if he knew how strong-willed students are these days, only to be countered with, "And you still don't know how scary your face is?"

"Don't you know that people with no openings are the truly scary ones? I know you're a genuine maniac who faints at the mere sight of the 'ㅁ' in 'deserted island', but to ordinary people, you're just 'Cheon Yunseong'."

"When was Cheon Yunseong even a thing? That role was from a long time ago..."

"I'm just saying that's your image. At best, you're 'The Quiet One'."

'The Quiet One' was not even a role but a variety show character, yet, the vibes were similar, so it was absurd that I could understand what Lee Cheonghyeon was trying to say.

"Would he still be scary after ruining his image so much on variety shows?"

Choi Jeho, who sat on the sofa with his legs stretched out, chimed in. In his hand was a dried vegetable stick he had just taken out of a bag. For someone who once turned everyone who used the 'GOAT' meme into goat-lovers, he looked exactly like a goat himself.

"I guess what you see in the media is different from what you see in person."

Jeong Seongbin replied with a smile. However, he did not refute the premise that 'Kim Iwol ruined his image on variety shows'. I felt a little sad.


Chapter 587: Growth (2)

I went through much trial and error during a month of filming. It took time to adapt to judging someone. I had faced difficulties as an idol, but nothing had ever been this mentally taxing.

Relative evaluations meant some people would inevitably get low scores. I deliberated carefully to avoid disadvantaging anyone, but someone always received a poor report card. To prevent that, I had to help the trainees grow as fast as possible.

I offered harsh criticism during every interim evaluation to help the participants progress and win over viewers. Even then, I had to re-rank those hard-working people at the mid-point evaluation. Repeating this process left my mind and body in tatters.

This work reminded me of my time on the HR Team. It was incredibly difficult to schedule a meeting to inform an employee of their sudden dismissal.

It seems I’m more suited to being evaluated than to evaluating others.

I had discovered my aptitude, but instead of feeling happy, I was just deeply troubled.

To resolve my inner turmoil and become the best judge possible, I sought advice from Yuur and Polo. They were seasoned veterans of competitive variety shows. They joked, "Is this a high-level jab at former IDC MCs?" but still willingly made time for me.

"I came because Mr. Iwol asked, but honestly, I don't have much to tell you. I always thought I should work hard at the job I was given, but it's not like I had some grand sense of duty."

"The MCs on IDC were just members who helped the show run smoothly. What Mr. Iwol is worrying about is his role as a 'good mentor'. I see that as a higher-level problem than the role Chaejun and I fulfilled."

My seniors were excessively level-headed, but now they aimed that clear-headedness at themselves.

"But I learned so much from both of your MCing...!"

"You probably learned about broadcast hosting skills. That's possible, but what Mr. Iwol 'learned' wasn't related to stage presence or skill, was it?"

I was horrified, thinking I had just insulted my esteemed seniors. Yuur just laughed playfully.

She hit the nail on the head. Is this level of self-objectivity possible once you've spent enough years in this industry? The world of idols is a scary place.

"Worrying about this just means you're the type of person who wants to help others. I think that's a necessary quality for a 'mentor'. Then again, maybe not. A guy like Mr. Iwol is the type to blame himself if he can't be helpful. That's why you're the one having a hard time."

"Haha..."

Yuur and Polo took turns pummeling me with facts. It felt like they had watched a personality analysis video about me. I could not refute any of it, so I just laughed.

"There's also the difference in psychological pressure between an 'MC' and a 'judge'. Mr. Iwol, who's on set facing the trainees directly, is probably the one who feels it the most."

Yuur was right. I had only recently become capable of managing my own affairs. Was someone like me qualified to guide others? I worried endlessly that a single word from me might send someone at a crucial stage in their life down the wrong path.

My mindset used to be, 'Who's going to listen to anything I say?' Now, it was, 'My words can influence others, so I have to be careful!' I could feel how much my thinking had truly changed.

"If you keep at it, won't you figure out for yourself how you want to act, Mr. Iwol? I believe that whatever decision you make will be the best choice."

"Then there's no advice we can give Mr. Iwol, is there? I came because I wanted to hear your opinion, but why did you even schedule this?"

"To buy you and Mr. Iwol a meal."

My great senior's actions were on another level. Polo and I never had a chance to open our wallets before we were eating meat paid for by the director. Polo bought dessert, so I went home crying on the inside, completely overwhelmed by our seniors' generosity.


The new job aptitude test and interview was very informative. The food was delicious, too.

Various thoughts ran through my head on the way back. One thought took up the most space.

It's truly amazing that I kept up the position of nagging the spArk guys for so many years.

I was one thing, but the spArk members must have suffered so much from my nagging. No matter how uncomfortable the person scolding feels, it could never compare to how the person being criticized feels.

I suddenly felt sorry. As an apology, I decided to buy them each a set of practice clothes. I spent all night searching online shopping malls and asking acquaintances for recommendations.

Since my roommate was Choi Jeho, I did not get caught using my phone until dawn. The problem was Park Joowoo, who caught me in the morning with my piping hot phone. I nearly had it confiscated at the crack of dawn.

I also took Yuur's 'Just do what you want to do ㅎㅎ' advice to heart, though Yuur had not phrased it so crudely. I decided to maintain my own principles with my critiques while establishing a firm standard for my feedback.

"There's a fine line between individuality and a bad habit. Why don't you check for yourself whether you're being rude or deviating from social norms, and try to find a balance? It's a strength that would be a waste to get rid of. I hope you can cultivate it well and make it your own charming point."

I always provided a solution with my feedback.

I will make all value judgments from the viewer's perspective, but when giving my opinion, I will make sure it has a positive influence on the person involved!

Once I set these guidelines, each trainee stood out to me much more clearly. After gaining this sense of purpose, I moved around the set more busily. Perhaps it was because I finally had a role. The other panelists even complimented me, saying I looked more vibrant.

The drama filming also went smoothly. I ran into Mr. Gu Jahan the most on set, since we had many scenes together. Every time he saw me, the man would greet me by saying I must be having a tough time.

"It must be tough going from being a judge to playing the part of the youngest member, huh?"

In 'SMG', I was in a position to teach someone. Here, I was still in the stage of receiving instruction.

"Thanks to that, I think I'm able to stay grounded without becoming arrogant."

"Kim Iwol.....arrogant?"

Mr. Gu Jahan looked thoroughly displeased. A person could change for the worse, not just for the better. I told him one must make a blood-sworn effort to prevent that, which earned me a hearty 'you're unbelievable' look from Mr. Gu Jahan.

"Isn't your schedule packed?" Mr. Gu Jahan asked.

Objectively, I did have a lot of work. With another comeback planned for this year, spArk's packed calendar now required us to press the 'See More' button every day.

"It's nothing we can't handle if we just take it one step at a time."

"The fact that you're not denying it means you must be really busy."

Mr. Gu Jahan clicked his tongue and remarked that I had great stamina. It was not that I disliked having fun like this. My conscience was just telling me to make up for the spArk promotion periods I missed.

"You somehow managed to carve out a schedule. Do you even have time to make an album? Your members write the songs, don't they?"

The schedule was indeed tight, with no room to slip in a single sheet of paper. So how was a year-end comeback with a full-length album even possible?

"Because it's a repackage. It takes a lot less work than starting from scratch."

…Because we used the 'repackage' cheat code. I had a hard time placating Lee Cheonghyeon, who shot me a death glare the moment the word 'repackage' left my lips.

"Please give me a chance to speak first."

"It's the timing. Let's just wrap this up."

"I'm not talking about a 5-member version!"

I had never seen Lee Cheonghyeon look so serious. The atmosphere was not one for jokes, so I immediately pushed the newly written proposal toward him. I carefully watched his expression, which was frozen as hard as a rice cake, until it thawed.

"I, uh, actually went to Imjingak..."

"What did you say?"

The shocked expression on Jeong Seongbin's face, who had been quietly observing, was also vivid.

"Last December?... Back then?"

"Yeah."

Kang Kiyeon asked again, double-checking if he had misheard.

"Because you guys were performing."

"Tickets were only available at the venue..."

"I got in by waiting in line. I waited for 8 hours."

"It's amazing you didn't get caught."

Park Joowoo and Choi Jeho were also dumbfounded. Nowadays, with SYSTEM, that was possible. Anyway.

"Watching you guys perform on stage by yourselves, I thought, you're doing great, but I also felt regret. I felt like I had left something too big behind. I cried on the way home that day. Because I was so upset."

"....."

"I don't want to miss any stages we stand on from now on. Whatever records we leave, I want all six of us to be together."

Lee Cheonghyeon made an expression that was hard to describe. The guy looked at my face, then at the proposal. Lee Cheonghyeon's hand firmly gripped the rewritten 'spArk 3rd Full Album Repackage Proposal'.

"I want to sing the new 『Flowering』 together too. Can't I?"

And that is how the spArk members obediently accepted my stubbornness. Jeong Seongbin immediately selected the songs for the album based on my proposal. As soon as the lineup was decided, Lee Cheonghyeon began the arrangement work.

"I'm busy, so you come up with a melody too. With the determination to put it on the title track."

"Okay."

"For once, you're not saying your self-composed song is too lacking to be the title track?"

"If it's a lost cause, you and the company will cut it on your own. I trust your objectivity."

"This is annoying in its own way!"

Only then did Lee Cheonghyeon laugh, looking refreshed. I ended up reading scripts with my eyes, announcing critiques with my mouth, and writing sheet music with my hands. I enjoyed the feeling of living each day to the fullest. When I remarked that a moderate amount of work seemed to give life resilience, I received another disgusted look from Mr. Gu Jahan.


Chapter 588: Reward (1)

The day passed uneventfully for Nam Sajin, who was going through a turbulent time. When the director called the final cut, I bowed and thanked everyone.

Manager Daeyeon drove me home again. The commute was peaceful, with nothing to do in the passenger seat and no notifications on Dotion.

"There aren't any notifications. What's going on?"

"Sometimes, you need days like this," the manager said with a smile.

I said it was nice to focus on our conversation. He complimented me, saying I would have excelled socially in any job, but the manager was the one who would do well at anything.

I recently heard a shocking story from a dedicated team member. At a team dinner for spArk after our album promotions, some incredible gossip surfaced. Manager Daeyeon's former employers were constantly sending him offers to return, recognizing him as an outstanding driver.

Too many people had discovered the manager was a top-tier talent. He was a great driver with a good personality and a diligent work ethic. While I was focused on Jukyung's salary negotiations, I now had someone else to watch over. I suddenly understood how King Sejong felt when he refused Hwang Hui's resignation.

It's unfair that only idols get seven-year contracts. I want the dedicated team in the same boat with us! But I don't want to drag the staff into these harsh conditions. What's wrong with me...

Oblivious to my dark thoughts, the manager checked on my condition.

"Aren't you tired? You even had an outdoor shoot."

"Yes. Maybe it's because the weather was so nice? I think the heat is finally gone, don't you?"

The past few weeks had been hot, as September can often feel like summer. A lingering heat remained, like the afterglow of our 『Flare』 promotions.

Then, a few days ago, the wind changed. The street trees turned red, welcoming the new season. The cooler temperature put my condition at its best.

As the car crossed a large bridge, I checked my schedule for tomorrow. The self-produced content shoot for the morning had been moved.

"Our self-produced content shoot date has changed?"

"It's been postponed to this Saturday. I was going to tell you later, but you've already seen it."

He usually explained the reason for any change, like internal circumstances or equipment problems. The more sudden the change, the more thorough the notice, but this time, the manager said nothing more. On Dotion, not a single person had tagged spArk.

Something about this atmosphere...

A strange atmosphere settled between us as the car entered the parking lot.

After parking, the manager handed me a new, unopened water bottle. I took it as a sign to drink, taking a few sips before closing the cap.

I was about to ask if we should get out.

"Iwol, listen to me and don't be alarmed." The manager placed a hand on my left arm.

"We've found your sister."

...What?

I doubted my ears. I learned for the first time that your thoughts can just stop when you hear something so unexpected.

"You think you found my sister? No, you found her?" The words slipped out. I looked for cameras or microphones, suspecting a variety show prank, but there were none. The moment our eyes met, I was at a loss for words.

"What does that..."

The sentence wouldn't complete. The manager's hand covered mine, which still held the water bottle. Very slowly, he explained what happened while I was away from spArk.

My mother and father had started suing each other, separate from the lawsuits I filed against them. Once in the same boat, they began to fight for their own survival as it sank. The couple, once partners, tore at each other like dogs. A new fact was revealed in the process.

"...The location they testified to during the initial investigation was apparently false."

The father, despite having no paternal feelings, painted the mother as a 'heartless biological mother who abandoned her child due to a lack of maternal instinct'. In response, the mother made the father out to be a 'coercive head of the household who threatened her to abandon the newborn and forced her silence'.

Her evidence was the testimony that 'she abandoned her eldest daughter in a different area than previously stated.' She claimed she had no choice but to give a false confession because she couldn't withstand the father's pressure.

The facility where they abandoned my sister was a nearby center, less than a thirty-minute drive from their main house. It was unbelievably close compared to the facility on the outskirts of Seoul mentioned when the suspicion first arose.

The couple chose a nearby place for a simple reason. 'Because no one would think they'd abandon their child right under their noses'.

When the testimony came out, our lawyer was also informed. The lawyer contacted both my personal number and UtopiA. Since I had gone off the grid, UtopiA monitored the case's progress for me.

The police investigation confirmed a child was registered at the facility around that time. The child had been raised at the facility, then repeatedly ran away after being adopted by other families. They were finally one hundred percent certain.

But my sister wasn't living near the facility. She had already become a member of a new family. It had been so long that the facility had trouble contacting her, so it took time to even get a DNA test with our mother.

I returned to spArk around this time, but UtopiA didn't share the situation immediately. Although he omitted parts of the explanation, I could read between the lines.

UtopiA remembered my extreme stress from family issues, which had even led to suicidal urges. The company judged that if I held onto hope only to be disappointed, I might not recover.

Even if they found my sister, she might not want to meet a member of the family that abandoned her. That couldn't be forced just because I wanted it.

There were too many variables, and my condition was too poor to endure them. UtopiA had no other choice. Knowing how desperate I was, UtopiA decided to be cautious. They decided to tell me about my sister only 'when it became possible to actually meet her'.

I don't know what my sister was thinking when she agreed to the DNA test. I couldn't know what she thought when she decided to meet a family so widely rumored to be dysfunctional.

However...

"The results came in today."

"......"

"It's a match."

"Ha."

...My sister gave me a chance. Just like she did before.

I buried my face in my hands.

I thought I'd never see her again. I thought we'd just live our separate lives, without anything changing...

I felt dizzy. My vision spun as if I were dehydrated, even though the manager made me drink water several times.


It took a long time to calm down. I was only able to return to the dorm after spending more time in the car. Park Joowoo said I looked pale, so I made an excuse about getting carsick and fled to the bathroom.

I turned on the shower and stood lost in thought. Was it okay to meet my sister? Wasn't it a violation of my contract with the SYSTEM? My head felt like it would explode with distracting thoughts.

With no energy to even dry my hair, I flopped onto the bed. The pillow grew damp.

I see that as the achievement of someone who endured and won it all.

Kang Kiyeon's words echoed in my head.

If you had quit in the middle, would you have even had the chance to seize this opportunity?

Could I apply those words to my current situation?

That because I endured and didn't give up, the hope of reuniting with my sister has appeared once more.

So it's okay to accept this opportunity. Instead of feeling anxious and unable to just be happy.

"Choi Jeho."

"......"

"You asleep?"

"...Yeah."

Choi Jeho mumbled from a distance. What sleeping person answers when asked if they're asleep?

"Why..." Sleepiness clung heavily to his words. It was a time to be sleepy, and sleep was precious with our schedules.

If I had any conscience, I should have let my innocent roommate sleep, but I couldn't.

I looked at the wall in front of me and said, "I'm too troubled to sleep."

I tried to vent my gloomy feelings, but Choi Jeho didn't respond. He must have been exhausted too.

Just as I tried to force myself to sleep, I heard a rustling behind me. FLICK. The room's light turned on.

"What the?" I asked, but Choi Jeho was silent. He grabbed his pillow and blanket and went to the living room. I heard doors opening one after another. People were gathering in the living room. When I went out, the kids had been forcibly summoned, pillows and blankets in hand.

"What are you doing? Why did you wake everyone up?"

"You said you couldn't sleep." Choi Jeho, his face still half-asleep, laid his blanket before the veranda window. He kindly assigned spots to the younger members.

"Kim Iwol, you get in between Park Joowoo and Lee Cheonghyeon."

"What are you talking about, seriously."

I was dumbfounded. I looked down, planning to tell them all to go back to bed, but Park Joowoo and Lee Cheonghyeon had already laid out their blankets, leaving a space in the middle. Neither could open their eyes properly, just doing as their hyung said.

Yeah, squeezed between them, there's no way I wouldn't be able to sleep. How could I not sleep with them dozing off on both sides, their eyes glazed over? I'd be stuck lying perfectly still, unable to even turn on my phone.

Kang Kiyeon laid his blanket next to Park Joowoo and immediately flopped face down. Jeong Seongbin, hovering nearby, willingly spread his bedding in the spot closest to the front door.

"Am I the only one who can't accept this situation?"

"Be quiet. Don't you feel sorry for Lee Cheonghyeon? Look at his face."

"You're the one who shouldn't have done this to Cheonghyeon."

It was hard to get properly angry. The spArk guys looked genuinely tired and pitiful. I shuffled over and crawled into the empty space where my blanket was.

Once the living room light turned off, I heard shallow breathing next to me. Everyone was drifting back into a light sleep.

"Why couldn't you sleep...?" Park Joowoo asked in a small voice from behind me.

It was like this in the past. The day we filmed the variety show, the six of us huddled together to sleep. A deep night with chirping insects and a cool breeze felt just like this.

The scar that should have healed tingled. The family story I had revealed to the guys under a flower-patterned blanket had come full circle.

My reason for revealing my long, complicated family history had been pathetic. I was afraid of being mistaken for a thug or that the guys would doubt my past.

Now I knew no one in spArk would doubt me over something like that. It would be fine to just let it pass quietly. Everyone was tired, and meeting my sister was a deeply personal matter.

I could just fall asleep without saying anything, but.

"Because they said they found my sister."

I wanted to confide in these guys.


Chapter 589: Reward (2)

"What did you say?"

Lee Cheonghyeon's eyes flew open. This wasn't a manhwa scene where someone just mumbles in their sleep. In the darkness, I saw figures throw off their blankets and scramble to their feet.

"Hey, can someone turn on the lights?"

"Your sister? Where?"

"Wait, it's dangerous! Everyone stay still until the lights are on!"

The living room instantly erupted into chaos. I heard a switch click, and light flooded the room. Every one of them stared at me with messy bedhead.

"What do you mean you found your sister?" Lee Cheonghyeon pressed me.

"It's just what I said."

"Don't just give us the result! Explain it from the beginning!"

"First, lie back down. Seongbin, turn off the light. Let's get ready for bed and then talk."

"How are we supposed to sleep now?"

"So you're not going to sleep? Tomorrow morning's shoot was canceled, but aren't you all busy in the afternoon?"

I used to change the subject like this. The members of spArk were kind-hearted, so they would grumble but play along if I acted defensively. I didn't need to do that anymore.

"I'll explain, so lie down and listen. Close your eyes, too. We're all going to get dry eyes at this rate."

"Hah..."

The problem was solved by just being honest. Though they looked dumbfounded, the guys obediently followed my words. Jeong Seongbin turned off the lights again, but I no longer heard the soft, even breathing from before.

"It seems they found the facility where my sister was. They did a DNA test with my mom, and it was a match."

"But you said before that no one at the facility was your sister's age. That's why you couldn't find her..."

"The information was wrong, apparently. It seems the testimony was corrected during another trial."

I didn't want the atmosphere to get heavy, so I forced a laugh. "Haha."

From across the room, someone muttered, "Fucking bastards..." Kang Kiyeon's personality had gotten a little rough after being an idol for so long.

Right next to me, Lee Cheonghyeon started thumping his chest. THUMP. THUMP.

"Then," Park Joowoo began carefully.

"You can meet her now...?"

My eyes had adjusted to the dark, and I could see many things, including the sparkle in Park Joowoo's eyes.

We had suffered the same pain but met different endings. The family that left Park Joowoo would never return. I couldn't bring myself to say 'yes' in front of him.

"...Probably."

Even at my vague answer, Park Joowoo smiled brightly.

"That's great."

The guy pulled me into a hug. It was the complete opposite of when Park Joowoo came off the stage during 'Genre-Swap', but the warmth felt the same.

"That's really great."

Park Joowoo patted my back. The members of spArk, no longer sleepy, gathered around us. They chattered away as if it were a daytime meeting.

"Have you set a date to meet? I hope it's a day when we all don't have schedules. Still, you'll have to match your sister's schedule, right?"

"Lee Cheonghyeon, are you going too?"

"I'll have to wait at the dorm. Do you think I'd be able to focus on anything?"

"I don't think I could concentrate..."

"This time, I'm with you, Joowoo."

With all the commotion, I couldn't think straight. Everyone overflowed with energy. The ceaseless conversation made my worries, like Should I even meet my sister?, seem meaningless.

"Jeho, what do you do when you meet with your sister Jeyoung? What about you, Joowoo?"

"When we play basketball games, I pick up the ball for her."

"We do open runs at popular restaurants..."

"W-Will Iwol's sister like things like that...?!"

"Even at times like this, Lee Soohoon is no help."

I was the one concerned but couldn't think of anything. The guys, however, were already discussing what I should do when I met my sister. They were so excited they didn't even pretend to listen when I told them to lie down and talk.

Lee Cheonghyeon, who had been giving a long speech above my head, flopped down on top of me.

"Congratulations, hyung!"

With Lee Cheonghyeon leading the charge, the guys sluggishly piled their large bodies on top of me. I was squashed like a hamburger bun, forced to endure the thick toppings being stacked on me.

My chest felt like it would burst, probably because of the giant idols pressing down on me. Something inside my heart, crushed by the pressure, burst. POP. The emotion that flowed out drenched my heart. It was a joy that had been wrapped in a film of longing.


Postponing the self-produced content filming was a stroke of genius. It was probably a considerate gesture for me after they heard the news about my sister. I was almost certain, seeing as the alarm didn't even go off.

The company's measure was very appropriate. We all slept like the dead. I was surprised when someone came with lunch boxes.

"When can you meet your sister?"

Since I was too flustered to ask the most important thing, Jeong Seongbin checked the schedule for me.

"If it's okay with Iwol, this Sunday. She's an office worker, so we scheduled it for the weekend."

"Sunday..."

It didn't feel real. I kept checking the calendar on my phone for no reason while eating my lunch and on the way to film 'House Maker'.

Still, I had to focus once the cameras started rolling. I had to scold my second-oldest brother, who had fallen for one of the female leads, until my mouth went dry.

"Please, I'm begging you, hold it in. Don't you know she's a valued regular who comes to eat with her friends every Sunday? She comes here for a peaceful meal. You think she'd be thrilled if the restaurant owner's son suddenly confessed to her?"

"Would it not work even if I appeal to her with my sweet and sour pork spoon?"

"You'd be lucky if she doesn't get indigestion. Instead of having such foolish thoughts, just go to sleep. Do you have any conscience? You're the one who's always busy snatching pieces of sweet and sour pork whenever Dad fries it."

The drama's genre was romance, so Nam Ideun and the female regular would end up together anyway. However, I had witnessed Assistant Manager Song go through a similar disaster at a popular restaurant near the company. I couldn't help but recite my lines with the feeling of coughing up blood. Director Iuro called for a retake, saying Nam Sajin's venom was too strong, so we filmed it again.

We had all vowed to have another company dinner together, just the slaves of the HR Team, after that part-timer quit.

While persecuting my pathetic brother in the drama, I sank into my memories. After diluting Nam Sajin's viciousness with a warm memory, it subsided a little. Thanks to that, the second take was approved right away.

The next scene was me peeling onions in the restaurant kitchen. Amidst a pile of onions, Nam Sajin moved his hands busily while complaining to his father. He couldn't bring himself to say his brother was interested in a customer, worried it would trouble his dad, so he just grumbled about how immature his brother was.

"Still, you shouldn't call your brother 'dog' or 'you'."

"Is that what's important to you, Dad?"

When I first received the script, I thought Nam Sajin's main emotion was 'unfairness'. I analyzed that he felt resentment because he believed his dad only took his brother's side, even though his brother was also at fault. I thought he might have been frustrated that his brothers lived carefree lives while he was the only one stuck worrying about their dad. My brothers live however they want, so why do I have to be the only one who cares about family?

However, my interpretation changed slightly after visiting Kang Kiyeon's house and talking with Mr. Mo Yunguk.

"Aren't you curious about what my brother did to make me this angry? You're always like this, Dad. You don't even know what he was trying to do!"

Nam Sajin, who stubbornly peeled onions in the kitchen even when his father told him to hang out with friends, must have felt hurt. He loved his family and cherished the restaurant, his father's space. He was upset because it seemed his family didn't consider him and the restaurant to be as important.

Since his anger was based on affection, I couldn't just let the emotion explode. I needed a bit of suppression to express the feeling of swallowing his hurt.

Nam Sajin ran out of the restaurant and sat on a playground swing, kicking the innocent urethane floor with his sneaker. As he reached for the swing's chains, he noticed a piece of onion skin stuck to the back of his hand and irritably shook it off. While patting the back of his hand with the other, PAT. PAT. Nam Sajin looked up at the sky.

"Mom..."

At the center of the family Nam Sajin loved, along with his father, was the mother he couldn't even remember.

If Mom were here, would she have taken my side? Wouldn't she have told my brother off and asked when he was going to grow up?

I had never needed a mother in my life, so I couldn't completely sympathize with Nam Sajin's feelings. However, there was someone I wanted to see. A family member whose absence was so large I could never forget. My sister, who I believed without a doubt would have always been on my side.

This was a feeling I didn't want to show anyone. It was my weakest point. Even during the script reading, I hid it carefully and tried my best to express it plainly.

But now my reunion with my sister was just around the corner. Now that I had realized again just how much I missed her, I could let it out without hesitation. Because I had waited for so long.

"It's all because of the onions..."

Nam Sajin scrunched up his face. He deliberately rubbed both eyes with his hands, which still carried the sting of the onions. Tears welled up over his stinging eyes.


The 'okay' sign was given quickly. The moment I stood up from the swing to monitor the take, I made eye contact with Mr. Mo Yunguk.

"Sir? What brings you all the way out here?"

Only Nam Sajin and his friend were scheduled for the playground shoot. The setting was that Nam Sajin stayed at the playground until sundown, so the next shoot was scheduled for much later. There was no reason for Mr. Mo Yunguk to be here.

"You changed your tone," he said, looking into the monitor.

He had pointed out the difference from the reading before the video even played. It seemed he had been watching since the camera started rolling.

"Would it have been better to do it like the script reading?"

"Unless the director points something out, don't leave the judgment of whether your interpretation was right to others."

His advice carried a unique weight. Once the monitoring finished, he suggested a short walk and led me to the path behind the playground.


Chapter 590: Noona, I Miss You

They continued their conversation as they walked.

"Your acting in that last scene changed quite a bit."

"Something similar happened recently... I think I got too immersed. I also have a family member I've been separated from for a long time."

"Your noona?"

"......"

Mr. Mo Yunguk's sudden, correct guess startled me.

"How did you..."

"There was so much talk about it."

Mr. Mo Yunguk clicked his tongue. Right, the incident broke out around the time 'Exclusive Report' was airing, so he must have seen at least one article.

"Are you still looking for your noona?"

"Did you see the press conference too?"

Mr. Mo Yunguk didn't say anything more. I admired the wonderful scenery beyond the deck and answered.

"I found her."

"......"

"We're scheduled to meet soon."

Mr. Mo Yunguk's eyes widened.

"......"

"This Sunday."

A laugh escaped me as I tried to cover up my awkwardness.

"I feel restless. It's also hard to believe..."

"I can see why. So that's why you've become less 'defensive'."

Mr. Mo Yunguk's insight was astonishing.

Is this the power of experience? Or a professional moment from someone who has been in the acting world for many years?

Either way, it was marvelous.

"After all that hardship."

Mr. Mo Yunguk looked at me intently. The emotion in his eyes was too complex for me to read.

"Why are you so surprised?"

"I knew you treated me well on set... but I didn't realize you were watching over me this closely."

"I thought you would've gotten used to the nature of this industry after suffering so much from rumors."

However, an individual chooses what news they listen to. Besides, Mr. Mo Yunguk was the type to say, 'My ears hurt, so don't bring me any of those useless tabloids.' Many reviews said this straightforward personality was perfectly embodied in his role as Chairman Cheon in 'Exclusive Report'.

For someone like him to know about the noisy family affairs of a far-too-junior colleague was surprising. Some didn't even consider me a junior because of my different starting point, calling me a 'livelihood-type disturbance species'. For him to not just know the surface details, but to have a deep grasp of the inner workings.

It would be difficult unless he personally chose to acquire that information...

"When you live to be my age, you start to see a person's character. There are decent guys who it's a shame don't see the light of day, and there are scoundrels whose despicable inner thoughts are plain to see. We just don't mention it, but everyone knows."

I listened quietly to Mr. Mo Yunguk's words.

"Iwol, you're not like others your age. People who mature early tend to show it, but you didn't. The reason you can get along so well with Yunjae and Jahan is partly because you're mature, and partly because they like you. However, the biggest reason is."

"......"

"It's because you're just like their peer. There's a certain vibe that only comes from people who've reached that age. Things you'd only know after living for about thirty years are so familiar to you, and for Yunjae and Jahan, they're just a given. It's only natural the three of you get along so well. It might sound absurd to you, but I wouldn't find it strange even if you told me you'd really lived that long."

Until now, no one had ever thought I was actually over thirty. Online, people joked about me being on my 'second playthrough of life,' but it was always just a jest.

'Mature' and 'an adult' were as different as 'fantastic' and 'a fantasy.' The power a proposition holds in logic made the distinction even clearer.

Mr. Mo Yunguk is approaching seventy. He wasn't of an age that would be familiar with fantasy concepts like regression or a SYSTEM like the younger generation is. He had approached the correct answer without knowing anything about similar concepts, using only his own senses.

His mind probably hadn't reached the conclusion, 'Therefore, this Kim Iwol fellow must have traveled back in time.' He likely had never even conceived of such a situation. At most, he might have thought something like, 'He might have come from a dysfunctional family that registered his birth about ten years late.'

"Sometimes, people who seem to have truly transcended their age appear. Do you know what's characteristic of them?"

I could finally breathe, feeling anxious. As expected, Mr. Mo Yunguk didn't seem to be thinking, This kid is definitely a regressor! I never thought the day would come when I'd be so grateful for the age gap between us.

"It means they skipped the experiences others have when they're young and lived like an adult."

Mr. Mo Yunguk looked at my childish self, who was busy feeling relieved at having passed the crisis, and said.

"It's probably good for adapting to society. It all translates into life skills. However, time is precious. Life is too valuable to live while putting what you can enjoy now on the back burner."

"......"

"While you're hanging out with your friends, try doing things with your noona and other siblings. If you do, the day will come when you can enjoy your twenties."

Mr. Mo Yunguk patted my shoulder. That was exactly the kind of life my noona had wanted for me.

"I hope it turns out that way."

Mr. Mo Yunguk's smiling face was etched into my heart. It was too affectionate to be a dagger, and too intense to be merely touching.

This was why Nam Sajin couldn't help but love his father.


Yeo Hana had never once looked for her biological mother and father. She was never even curious, because she had never needed a biological family.

People often believe that an adopted child will instinctively long for their blood relatives.

Some people were like that. Some vaguely imagined how much they resembled their mother or father, and some wanted to ask why they couldn't be raised by them.

Yeo Hana didn't fall into either category. The prefix 'biological' was meaningless to her. To Yeo Hana, she had only one mother and one father. There were bound to be people in the world who weren't interested in blood ties. Like herself.

Was she deliberately ignoring the 'bond of birth' because of the 'bond of raising'? Well. Is it natural to miss the child you gave birth to? Yeo Hana's answer was always 'No,' without a single moment of hesitation.

Being adopted as a newborn, with her current adoptive parents at the very beginning of her memories, must have had a big influence. Her family had never asked if she wanted to see her birth mother, so Yeo Hana grew up without a moment to spare for such thoughts.

The day came when she, who had been like this her whole life, imagined the existence of her biological family for the first time. It happened after she saw a press conference on TV where a famous idol confessed he had a lost older sister.

The older sister the idol was looking for was the same age as Yeo Hana. The place where she was said to have been abandoned was a little far from where Yeo Hana had been cared for, but it was still within Seoul. The idol, Kim Iwol, who was also her junior colleague's favorite, had apparently been searching for his sister for almost three years.

Siblings… I've never thought about them before.

It did seem like it would be strange. It was a repertoire that had never existed in Yeo Hana's life, having lived as an only child.

Nevertheless, the conclusion always came back to 'it would be better if they didn't exist.' Yeo Hana's admission record at the center stated she had been abandoned as a newborn, less than ten days old. To think that someone else could have been born and raised by the kind of human who would throw away their child like that. Such a thing shouldn't have happened.

So Yeo Hana stopped imagining having an older sister or a younger sibling. This movie-like miracle, this reality, shook her unguarded daily life to its core.

"You want me to get a DNA test?"

Her mother's suggestion was a bolt from the blue to Yeo Hana, who had just come home from work.

"If you really don't want to, you can just get the test and not meet them."

"If I'm not going to meet them anyway, why bother both sides? The moment I agree to the test, they'll think I have some intention of finding my family."

"I'm not trying to force you to contact or meet them, Hana."

"I've told you all this time that I'm not curious about my birth mother. Did you think I was lying?"

You can't take in a black-haired beast. After all the trouble of raising them, they all go off to find the mother and father who gave birth to them.

Yeo Hana was sick of such words. She was saying no, so why was everyone around her making a fuss? Even her beloved mother...

"Mom believes you, Hana."

"Then you should have just refused when they contacted you. Why go through the trouble of finding these old documents to check and then telling me about it? Mom, I'm really upset."

She hated that the world's prejudice had planted an idea in her mother's mind. The idea that 'if Hana wants to, we have to let her meet her biological family.' It was absurd that the person who had raised her this far would back down in the face of mere blood ties.

Her mother held Yeo Hana's fuming cheeks.

"I'm against you meeting the adults of that family too."

"......"

"Have you ever seen me push my daughter to do something she hates?"

"But then, why are you telling me to get the test..."

"Your younger brother has been looking for you for a long time."

The unexpected news made Yeo Hana move stiffly, like a broken robot.

"Your father and I can fill the roles of a mother and father, but not a sibling."

"......"

"You don't have to do it if you don't want to. Still, I'd like for you to have one more family member to rely on. Your father and I can't be by your side forever."

"Don't say things like that. We're in the age of living to one hundred, and you're already worrying about everything!"

Yeo Hana threw a tantrum she didn't mean. Things like biological family and heavenly bonds were enough to make her, who hadn't even been like this during puberty, raise a fuss.

Me [They said they found my biological younger brother]

Chomin who hates mint choco [Huh?]

[Call him right now]

My Dream is to be a Plate Spinning Master [If you two talk on the phone, are we supposed to die of curiosity??]

[Share the details here ㄱㄱ]

Her friends, who had watched Yeo Hana up close for a long time, knew how she felt without her having to say a word.

Future Ginseng Tycoon Ssong [As for the biological parents, whatever the test results are, they can go screw themselvesㅗ]

[If it were me, I'd probably meet the younger brother at least once]

Me [Why?]

Future Ginseng Tycoon Ssong [Because I doubt it was easy living under the adults who abandoned their child]

[If he was the only one who ate well and lived well, then I wouldn't care either]

[But you said he was looking for his noona, right?]

[He could have thought that finding his biological sibling would just mean one more person to split the inheritance with, but that wasn't important to your younger brother, was it]

At the same time, they were cautious and affectionate.

After much thought, Yeo Hana contacted the center directly to hear the detailed circumstances.

And so, she learned the identity of her younger brother.

...To think he was a celebrity.

The idol who had made Yeo Hana imagine having a younger brother for the first time. The moment she heard that he might really be her younger brother, the one who had searched for his older sister for nearly three years with his family affairs laid bare for all to see.

Yeo Hana recalled the image of Kim Iwol she had seen through her phone screen. She thought of his poor family situation, which was newsworthy and talked about even by people who weren't very interested in celebrities.

She had lived happily because she was abandoned by her family. That kid had been unhappy the entire time until he escaped from that place. It was ironic.

His pale face kept coming to mind while she was working, and on the subway on her way home.

『They said my noona was born in the fall.』

His stammering voice, carefully speaking of a story so trivial it was almost nothing, echoed in her ears. She could feel how much he cherished the few pieces of information he had. Even as she made uncharacteristic mistakes and burned herself, she couldn't forget his faint smile.

"Chaehee, what do you like about that idol?"

Yeo Hana pretended it was a coincidence and asked her junior colleague, who considered Kim Iwol her favorite. She wanted to hear why her sharp junior, who was usually nonchalant about everything, was so passionately a fan of Kim Iwol and not some other idol.

"......"

Her junior thought for a moment before answering.

"Because he's earnest."

Being kind and sincere were matters of character. The fact that this was the first thing Won Chaehee mentioned among her many reasons for liking Kim Iwol probably meant that his personality was a very large component of who he was.

"I like people who are affectionate."

The videos of Kim Iwol that she had watched without realizing whenever she felt troubled overlapped with Won Chaehee's smile. In the last video Yeo Hana had seen, Kim Iwol, who had overcome a near-death crisis and made a brilliant comeback, was smiling brightly.

Thinking of the younger brother who must have been as good as alone for a long time.

With a hand that still felt hot, Yeo Hana finally raised the white flag.


Chapter 591: I Really Wanted to See You

Yeo Hana came home from work with gauze on her hand. That evening, she sniffled with a red nose and ate the fruit her dad had peeled for her.

"Mom, do you remember Kim Iwol?"

"The kid from 'Exclusive Report'? Didn't you say your junior's a fan?"

"They're saying he might be my little brother."

Her mom and dad's jaws dropped. Yeo Hana just poked at her fruit.

"Oh my... The topic did come up in the group chat with the aunts. It was such a huge issue, after all."

The 'aunts' her mom mentioned were families who had adopted children around Yeo Hana's age. The news had apparently circulated within their community. While her mom clutched her chest in shock, her dad placed a newly peeled apple on Yeo Hana's plate.

"We haven't done the test yet, so don't talk about it anywhere."

"Okay. How many years apart are you and that friend, Hana?"

"Eight years."

"Aigoo... He's much younger."

Yeo Hana's heart felt as conflicted as her sympathetic father's. Kim Iwol was the age of a new employee just entering the workforce. The number of mid-level employees between Yeo Hana, a manager, and a new hire was substantial. It was a vast age gap.

"He might not be your brother, but even if he is, no one would suspect it. You two look nothing alike, Hana."

Yeo Hana burst out laughing when her mom emphasized the 'might not be'. She chuckled and offered her mom a fork with a piece of apple on it.

"You think so too, Mom? That's amazing. I watched a broadcast where he mentioned his older sister, and he said he didn't think they'd look alike either."

"They say he has some kind of psychic ability. I heard he even prevented a car accident?"

"Prevented what? He was the one who got seriously hurt."

Yeo Hana sighed. Whenever she searched for Kim Iwol, an incident or accident popped up about one in ten times. It was a life at the opposite pole from Yeo Hana's peaceful daily routine. Kim Iwol had even had a heart attack. If he really was her brother and had died in an accident, Yeo Hana would have never even known he existed.

If he's really my brother, I should at least buy him a meal.

A thirst suddenly arose. Yeo Hana gulped down water as if it were soju, then flopped onto the living room floor. Not long after, the test officially proved that Yeo Hana and Kim Iwol were siblings.


Yeo Hana did not know if it was because the other party was a celebrity, or if all adoption family searches were like this. She had no direct contact with Kim Iwol, even up to the day their meeting date and location were set.

Everything was decided out of her reach, even though Yeo Hana was the person directly involved. It did not feel real until the day of the meeting. She wore her neatest clothes and her daily shoes. She did not want to look like someone showing up to leech money off a celebrity.

Yeo Hana felt calm until her mom saw her off, but her mood began to feel strange the moment she stepped into the subway station. Her reflection in the platform screen doors looked unfamiliar. It felt like she was observing herself from a distance.

Maybe I should have just suggested we meet near my house.

The other party had offered to accommodate Yeo Hana completely, even saying they could meet anywhere near her home.

However, Yeo Hana refused. She did not know what kind of conversation they would have, and she did not want to reveal too much about herself. In the end, they decided to meet at a midpoint, in a cafe that had been booked out entirely.

Throughout the subway ride, Yeo Hana wondered what they should talk about. Why did you want to find me? Does that sound too accusatory? Did you sort things out with your family? That seems hypocritical coming from someone who escaped first and lived well.

Her heart was still pounding, and she felt nauseous. Experiencing a motion sickness she had never felt before, Yeo Hana leaned her head against the train car wall.

'My junior is a fan'... that should be a safe topic.

A very passionate fan, at that. The existence of this junior, who had never once disappointed Yeo Hana since joining the company, felt especially appreciated today.

And the subway came right away, too.

Everything except for Yeo Hana's troubled mind fell into place as if it were staged. Her plan to arrive ten minutes early became pointless when she ended up arriving twenty minutes ahead of schedule.

When Yeo Hana opened the cafe door, an employee informed her they were not open for business. She gave the reservation name she had been told, 'UtopiA'. The employee leaned slightly over the counter and gestured toward the back.

"Your party has arrived and is waiting inside. What would you like to drink?"

"He's already here?"

Yeo Hana checked the time again. She also checked for any messages saying 'I've arrived first'. It seemed the person who was her brother had waited for her without a single word about arriving early.

A man sat in the most secluded corner seat inside the cafe, where plant decor completely covered the exterior windows.

He had a face so pale it seemed to glow, and he stared straight ahead. Then he sensed a presence and looked around.

The moment their eyes met, the man's mouth slowly fell open. The cafe lights cast long shadows from his eyelashes over his widening eyes. He rose awkwardly. Even without fully straightening his back, the man was much taller than Yeo Hana.

"Hello. I'm Yeo Hana."

Yeo Hana greeted him with a smile. The large torso bowed and then straightened. The man's lips trembled.

"He-hello. I'm Kim Iwol."

"I heard you came early. Sorry to keep you waiting."

"No, it's fine. I just... arrived."

When asked if he had ordered, Kim Iwol nodded. He said he had already told the counter his order so it could come out with Yeo Hana's drink.

"If you decide what you'd like, I'll go order."

"I need to look at the menu anyway. You stay seated. I'll go."

Yeo Hana put down her bag, took only her wallet, and stood up. No one was behind her rushing her to order, yet the words on the menu would not register in her eyes.

The idol Kim Iwol was always full of energy and talkative. His smiling face was a trademark, and he almost always wore a pleasant grin.

The Kim Iwol she saw in person was completely different. From their brief encounter, Yeo Hana could feel Kim Iwol was as stiff as a job applicant. His neat hair and wrinkle-free suit only amplified the impression.

It was more awkward than she had prepared for. A dry laugh escaped her at how she had stood up as if fleeing. Reality, as expected, was not filled with tears and emotion like in a drama.

"What did that gentleman order?"

"He ordered a hot chamomile tea."

After some thought, Yeo Hana also ordered tea instead of coffee.

"Is there anything else you need?"

At the employee's words, Yeo Hana looked into the display case. The reviews praising it as a dessert hotspot were not lies. The case was filled with delicious-looking treats. Yeo Hana chose a dessert to add to the order and held out her card.

"You don't need to pay separately. The person who made the reservation arranged to pay for everything with the rental fee."

"Uh... if it hasn't been settled yet, can't I just pay with this?"

The employee took out their phone, saying they would ask the owner. Having no other choice, Yeo Hana agreed before the employee could make the call.

She asked for the drinks and dessert to be brought out together, not wanting to break the flow of conversation. She took the receipt, put it in her pocket, and returned to her seat.

Sitting down at eye level, Yeo Hana could finally see his face clearly. Sharp, pointed eyes like the ends of his neatly trimmed eyebrows and distinct features rested on his pale skin like a painting.

There was also something precarious about him. His physique was good, but his slightly hunched shoulders fidgeted restlessly. His fingertips trembled as finely as his lips. To lighten the mood, Yeo Hana threw out some small talk.

"They said it's already been paid for. Whose card is it on?"

"My card..."

Kim Iwol answered well despite being frozen stiff. In this appearance, so different from on broadcasts, Yeo Hana read the desperate times he must have had. Looking at Kim Iwol, she realized that some periods of waiting could be this immense.

"Even if you have a lot of money, you should spend it wisely. It'll be tough if people with dark intentions start clinging to you."

She made the joke because she felt a pang of sympathy. The trembling corners of Kim Iwol's mouth lifted just a little. The slope of his eyebrows softened slightly, and the coldness in his demeanor eased.

"......"

Kim Iwol looked much better when he smiled. He himself seemed much more at ease.

"A junior at my company is a huge fan of Mr. Iwol. She said she's liked you since your debut."

"Ah, really?"

"You're famous for not saying, 'Ah, really?' at fan signs. You're merciless, even with your own older sister on your first meeting."

"No, that's...!"

Yeo Hana burst into laughter at the flustered Kim Iwol.

"My mom and dad like Mr. Iwol too. Our whole family watched 'Exclusive Report' together. That drama was the first time I saw Mr. Iwol as well."

"Your family members are..."

"My mom, my dad, and me. The three of us. I was adopted when I was very young. By the time I had memories of my childhood, my current family was already complete."

Kim Iwol did not seem to hold any resentment that he alone had grown up under terrible parents. Instead, he was curious about the life Yeo Hana had lived. He asked if Yeo Hana spent time with her family often, if she had many alumni she kept in touch with, and what kind of company she worked at. When Yeo Hana mentioned she had turned her passion into her profession, Kim Iwol seemed even happier than she was.

"That's amazing."

"It's nothing, I'm just working in a field I'm interested in."

"But you knew what you liked, and you succeeded in making it your job."

It was a complacent thing to say in this tough job market. Yeo Hana coolly admitted to herself that she was living a pretty good life.

"What about you, Mr. Iwol? How is being an idol?"

"I'm..."

When she naturally turned the conversation over, Kim Iwol chose his words carefully.

"I'm starting to feel a sense of accomplishment, little by little. It hasn't been long since my mindset changed."

"Now that's what's amazing. Usually, people gradually lose their sense of accomplishment while working. That's why burnout happens."

Kim Iwol gave an awkward laugh at Yeo Hana's words. He was so different from the idol Kim Iwol, who was skilled at everything. The occasional gaps in conversation, his constantly lowered gaze, and his twitching lips weighed on Yeo Hana's mind.

"Mr. Iwol..."

Just as Yeo Hana was about to break the silence, the employee appeared. The drinks on the tray were placed one by one in front of them.

"And here is the apple crumble pie you ordered together!"

The square dessert on the plate took up the center of the table. Among all the baked goods and slices of pie, it was the one Yeo Hana had picked instantly, her favorite dessert.

"I chose the dessert. I saw a post saying you eat well when you're sleepy, but I couldn't find what kind of dessert you like, so I just ordered what I always get..."

While explaining, Yeo Hana held out a fork wrapped in a napkin. She was about to add that she had chosen the cafe well, that it was famous on social media.

But Yeo Hana could not say anything.

The Kim Iwol in front of her was crying, his face buried in his hands.

"Oh my, why are you crying! Hold on, tissues..."

Yeo Hana shot up and grabbed a handful of tissues. She patted the shoulder of Kim Iwol, who trembled with his whole body tensed. Veins bulged on his forearms and the back of his hands. Yeo Hana pressed the tissues into his hand. His large frame seemed so small.

Teardrops fell from the tip of his chin. This younger brother was far more fragile than Yeo Hana had imagined. Yeo Hana pulled him into an embrace.


Chapter 592: I Held On Until We Met, So Come Quickly

"Don't you have a schedule today?"

"I don't."

"That's a relief."

Relief washed over Yeo Hana as she saw Kim Iwol's swollen eyes. Kim Iwol clutched wet tissues in both hands, a pitiful sight. Still, Yeo Hana knew she shouldn't laugh, but a chuckle escaped her anyway. Kim Iwol looked just like a child.

"Do you always cry this much?"

"It's been especially bad lately."

"Is it because work is too tough?"

"I'm just enriching my emotional expression for the sake of good acting."

"Two more performances like that and you'll be the death of someone."

"......"

Kim Iwol laughed through his reddened eyes. Finding the situation absurd, Yeo Hana laughed along with him.

"My junior would be so surprised if she knew. She's never seen Mr. Iwol cry, except for when you won the Grand Prize."

"The one you mentioned earlier?"

"Yes. My favorite junior. My favorite fairy."

"Don't tell me you came up with that nickname yourself?"

"I did, but why does everyone react this way when they hear it?"

Kim Iwol gave her a look that clearly asked, Do you really have to ask? He was completely different from before he cried. This comfortable side of him was much better.

"Speaking of which, could you sign an album for me later?" Yeo Hana asked, mustering her courage.

She knew celebrities might not like signing autographs or taking pictures just anywhere. Even for someone whose daily life involved signing and being photographed, Yeo Hana wouldn't have asked if the autograph wasn't for Won Chaehee. She might have used it as an icebreaker if their conversation had stalled.

But Won Chaehee was the reason Yeo Hana had come to this meeting. If not for Won Chaehee, Yeo Hana might have agonized for much longer, or even made a different decision. She wanted to do something, anything, for the junior who had been her catalyst.

"I can do it right now. Should I go buy an album?"

"Do you think I'd ask you to buy the album when I'm the one making the request? I brought one."

Yeo Hana pulled the spArk 『Sprint』 album she had bought in advance from her bag. She had wanted the most recent album signed, but 『Flare』 had not been released as a physical copy.

As the older sister took out the album, the younger brother pulled a permanent marker from his bag.

"You carry a marker around?"

"I never know when I'll be asked for an autograph."

"So you sign them even when you're not on a schedule?"

"As long as it doesn't draw a crowd or obstruct traffic. Idols can't exist without their fans."

Kim Iwol left a large signature on the album's inner sleeve. He asked for the name, wrote 'To: Chaehee', and then penned a long letter, the tip of his marker making a SCRITCH SCRATCH sound.

"If she's your favorite junior, you must be very close."

"We're close, and she's helped me a lot. Not long ago, I almost burned my hand, and she was the first one to step up and..."

"A burn?"

Kim Iwol stopped writing and his eyes widened. He asked where, so Yeo Hana showed him the back of her hand, insisting it was nothing. Though it was perfectly fine without a single blemish, Kim Iwol stared at the back of her hand for a long time.

"She sounds like a very kind person, and for being our fan for so long, too."

Then, Kim Iwol flipped through the album, FLIP FLIP. He diligently wrote something at the bottom of each page where a member's face appeared.

"Do idols usually write more than just their signature?"

"I'm writing down some TMI for each member to show my gratitude."

"Ah."

It was an unfamiliar world to Yeo Hana. She decided to trust that the expert knew what he was doing and would handle it well.

After finishing the TMI, Kim Iwol blew on the paper to dry the ink. HOO HOO. He fanned the album dry by hand before it went back into Yeo Hana's bag.

They talked until dinnertime approached. Seeing the sun setting outside, Kim Iwol spoke first, asking if Yeo Hana had to work tomorrow. Kim Iwol, a freelancer, was clearly considerate of an office worker's schedule. Unable to refuse his sincerity, Yeo Hana decided it was time to leave.

"Please take a taxi. I'll call one for you."

"Nah, the subway will take me there directly," Yeo Hana refused, lightly tapping Kim Iwol's arm.

But Kim Iwol held his phone tightly and didn't back down.

"It's because I think I'll only feel at ease once I see you get in the taxi."

His expression was different again, no longer nervous like at the beginning or playful like a moment ago. It was something like desperation.

Yeo Hana couldn't fathom how long Kim Iwol had waited for her. She couldn't dare to guess the emotions Kim Iwol must have felt.

So she told him to do as he wished. It was the least she could do for the younger brother who had waited alone for years.

A taxi was caught quickly, as expected for an area near a station. The only problem was getting ready to leave. Watching Kim Iwol hurriedly grab his mask and cap, Yeo Hana was reminded again that her younger brother was a celebrity.

Kim Iwol stood next to her in front of the cafe, waiting for the taxi, and called out to Yeo Hana.

"......"

Kim Iwol's eyes were dark, deep, and flawlessly clear as he looked down at her. If eyes are windows to the soul, Yeo Hana thought, his must be like the dark night sea.

"Next time... can I contact you again? I won't do it often."

Kim Iwol's height was 183 centimeters, 20 centimeters taller than Yeo Hana.

And yet, Yeo Hana really couldn't understand why he looked so small.

"What's wrong with doing it often? We're siblings. Or... not? Do siblings by blood not contact each other often?"

A taxi approached from behind Kim Iwol. Yeo Hana saw the number matched the one on the app and waved her hand. As the taxi stopped, Yeo Hana nudged Kim Iwol's side with her elbow.

"Let's drop the formalities, and no more 'next time'."

"See you again!"

The eyes above Kim Iwol's mask crinkled. Oh no, he's about to cry again. Yeo Hana lightly chided him to lock up his tear ducts and got into the car. She then rolled down the window and shouted.

"See you again!"

Even though a piece of cloth covered half of Kim Iwol's face, Yeo Hana could see him smiling brightly.

The moment the taxi started moving, Yeo Hana instinctively turned to check on Kim Iwol through the window. Kim Iwol didn't go inside. He just stood there blankly, watching the departing taxi until the very end.

Why am I so concerned about this boy I just met today, now left alone on the street?

Yeo Hana kept watching Kim Iwol, who would have to wait alone until his manager arrived. She watched until the taxi turned the corner and her younger brother disappeared from sight.

After returning home, Yeo Hana talked with her mom and dad for a very long time. She lost all track of time talking about the boy. She cried and she laughed. She talked until she was completely drained, then collapsed into bed to start a new week.

That night, Yeo Hana had a long dream. She and her young brother held hands, each with an ice cream in their other hand. They just walked around a playground, laughing brightly as if it were the most fun thing in the world. They napped with the window wide open, jumped off swings, and buried themselves deep in a snowfield. They were happy the entire time they were together.

They were memories she couldn't possibly have. The dream was so warm and cozy that Yeo Hana sank into sleep as if submerged in water. Warmth seeped into her entire body, making her feel cozy.

The autumn night deepened.


Won Chaehee had never enjoyed a Monday morning in her life. If that's the case, she wondered, do Monday mornings even deserve to exist? Filled with rage at this thought, Won Chaehee boarded the subway for work.

The pie... I hope I can get it there without crushing it.

Amidst the backpacks pressing in from all sides and the stuffy air, Won Chaehee hugged the dessert box to her chest. It was a precious snack she had pre-ordered and picked up at dawn from a hidden gem of an apple pie shop in her neighborhood.

I hope she feels a bit better after eating this.

The pie was a gift for Manager Yeo, who seemed to have the toughest time at work. The best way to help her superior would have been to lessen her workload, but Won Chaehee lacked the authority to approve anything. Doing her own job properly and offering a small snack was the best she could do.

Lately, she had even been scrolling social media to find the best restaurants. How many times in her life had she put aside her fangirling to care for someone? She never thought her boss, of all people, would become this significant to her.

She had intended to arrive early and leave the pie on Manager Yeo's desk, but the intended recipient was already there.

Is she very busy?

So as not to disturb her, Won Chaehee just greeted her and sat at her desk. She turned on her computer and bent down to get her slippers. As Won Chaehee reached for them, a small TAK sound came from above. She looked up to see Manager Yeo had placed something on her desk and was waiting.

"Manager Yeo?"

"Good morning!"

Manager Yeo smiled brightly, her eyes crinkling with mischief.

"This is a gift."

The gift was an opened spArk album. Where did she get a Kim Iwol photocard? A bewildered Won Chaehee took out her dessert box and offered it to her.

"What's this?"

"It's a gift from me, too."

Manager Yeo checked the contents and looked at Won Chaehee, her expression asking why she had brought a pie.

"You've seemed tired lately, Manager Yeo."

There must have been a kinder way to phrase that. Won Chaehee silently blamed her lack of social grace. However, Manager Yeo was genuinely happy.

"Thank you."

"It's nothing compared to everything you do for me, Manager Yeo."

"No. It's a really big gift."

Manager Yeo approached Won Chaehee. She leaned in and whispered in her ear as if sharing a secret.

"I'll think of it as a celebratory pie for finding my brother."

Manager Yeo pulled back. Won Chaehee slowly processed her words. Her mind connected what Manager Yeo said with the gift, and Won Chaehee's eyes widened.

"......"

Manager Yeo saw both surprise and joy on Won Chaehee's face. She hugged the junior who had made such a brilliant contribution.

It was a Monday morning, a time everyone hated. In the office, empty of other employees, the two of them talked for a very long time.


Chapter 593: Epilogue (1)

The spArk members huddled together in the dorm, waiting for me. They usually rushed to the entrance and made a fuss whenever someone came home. Today, however, they greeted me awkwardly, pretending to be busy.

"You're back?" Lee Cheonghyeon asked.

Despite his nonchalant tone, his pupils shook violently.

Kang Kiyeon peeked out from the living room sofa and nodded, his body already half-turned toward the entrance. Park Joowoo and Jeong Seongbin clutched their headsets so tightly they weren't even pretending to wear them. They perched on the dining table chairs, looking like they were holding an invisible chair squat.

Only Choi Jeho remained on the sofa. He stretched his legs out and greeted me with a nod.

I washed my hands, returned, and tapped Choi Jeho's shin with the back of my hand. He folded his legs without complaint. I sat in the new space, and the spArk members slowly gathered around me.

"How was it...?" Park Joowoo asked, tossing his headset aside.

I grinned, and their faces lit up.

"Tell us all about it. In detail. With pictures," Lee Cheonghyeon pressed.

"What pictures would he have taken there? He must have been out of his mind," Kang Kiyeon chided.

"No, I took a selfie."

"You have a picture?!"

I only realized the importance of records after my sister died. Having only a few photos of her didn't affect my daily life, but the thought would suddenly stab me in the heart. I didn't want that same regret again, so this time I shamelessly asked for a picture.

The members huddled close, pressing their heads together to see the small phone screen. Even Choi Jeho joined in, making the living room a chaotic mess.

"The art styles are completely different. Kiyeon, this is the right expression for this, right?"

"Yeah. You said she's eight years older? She's a real adult..."

"I've never seen you this frozen since we took our profile pictures back when we debuted, hyung."

"He wasn't even this bad back then..."

The younger members marveled at the difference in our "color palettes" while Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo laughed at my dazed expression. They were all kind enough not to mention my puffy, swollen eyes.

"She looks like a squirrel."

"And you told me I look like a really angry eagle-owl, you brat."

"Park Joowoo admitted it too."

"Who would have the guts not to agree when you shove a phone in their face and ask, 'They look alike, right?'"

"He did say you looked more like a glaring eagle-owl."

"So our Joowoo took it a step further. Why don't you just say I look like every bird of prey now?"

"Not really, you're not in the owl family, hyung. At best, maybe a snowy owl? Joowoo-hyung is a barn owl."

At Lee Cheonghyeon's words, Park Joowoo diligently searched for owls. He received a great shock.

"Barn owls look so scary..."

"Is a snowy owl okay, Joowoo?"

Suddenly, the dorm had turned into an owl tree. It's eco-friendly, I like it.

"How do you feel?" Kang Kiyeon asked as he handed the phone back.

"You waited a long time."

On the screen, my sister smiled brightly. I stood in the corner behind her with an awkward smile. It felt like we could finally be together in the same time and space.

"Hmm... that all the effort was worth it?" I said. This was also my response to the encouragement Kang Kiyeon had given me.

"I guess I'm the only only-child now," Kang Kiyeon grinned mischievously.

Park Joowoo offered to be Kang Kiyeon's older brother but broke into a cold sweat when Choi Jeho asked, "Weren't you supposed to be my younger brother?"

"It's sad to call yourself an only-child when you have so many hyungs, Kiyeon," I said.

The guy laughed heartily. We familiarly spread blankets in the living room and lay down, our chatter continuing all night.


For the past few days, Baek Haewon couldn't put her phone down. New content poured out nonstop from the moment she woke up until she went to sleep. Kim Iwol appeared in the media almost every day, starting with the news of his first drama casting in years.

≫ A high school student role????

We get to see Iwol in a school uniform again?????

└ My reward for living a good life

≫.  ° ．．spArk's Today's Pizza Photoshoot Part 2．．°  .

From pizza shop part-timers ⇒ ⇒ to friends throwing a pizza party!

From pizza shop part-timers ⇒ ⇒ to friends throwing a pizza party!

Anyone who wants to have a pizza party, tag a friend in the comments + follow to get a free pizza right now!

└...HWB.dlrjsdjqtrpTwl Aren't these the idols you like?

└└...hoody_ yeah come to my place, I'll get you free pizza even if we don't win the event

└└└...HWB.dlrjsdjqtrpTwl oh you were already eating it

└ You don't have to give me pizza, just please sell the keychains separately

≫ The oldest and youngest members serving up a bass + guitar duet

└ And the main vocal watching from outside the practice room door

└ The vocal looks ready to jump in at any moment lol

└ Kiyeon's guitar skills have improved so muchㅠㅠ He must have practiced a lot

└ When he plays bass, Iwol is so relaxed, but his forearms and the back of his hands are so tense. I'll never get tired of it.

≫ An idol who actually filmed all the challenges his members gave him during the hiatus exists

He even matched his outfits to be similar to what the guys wore when they filmed their challenges

└ I don't know whether to call him a born-to-be idol or a born-to-be Sparkler lol

└ When did Kim Iwol get so good at dancing? He can do challenges for 3 minutes straight by himself now

└ The most shocking thing is that the IRREGULAR outfits still exist lololol

Kim Iwol's hardworking life didn't end there.

≫ The Show Must Go On! Joining us for the unending stage, our third mentor is none other than spArk's Iwol! ≪ It's Mentor-nim!

└ See you on NBC!

≫ spArk's Iwol to Appear as a Mentor on 'SMG'

spArk's Iwol will appear as the third mentor on NBC's ambitious new show 'The Show Must Go On' (hereafter SMG). SMG is a survival music variety show where 100 trainees compete to select the final 10 members who will form a project group...

≫ [The Show Must Go On (Teaser)] The chick trainees who are terrified of their mentor

The trainees who came to SMG to stand on stage. Who is the mentor with the strongest charisma?

Who is this mentor with the strongest charisma that the trainees unanimously called scary?

"Producer" Kim Iwol, now a judge, began to appear on air in earnest. The last time fans saw Kim Iwol doing official planning work was during IDC. After that, he only appeared briefly in spArk's own content, coaching Lee Cheonghyeon in the recording studio.

No fan dislikes seeing their idol in their element, especially if their favorite is a "master of his craft." Kim Iwol's producing always delivered something amazing, whether it was for their own content or album concepts.

≫ Mentor Kim has already won the battle of wills with his outfit

I think a great sunbae-nim with his hair half-up + a full suit + dress shoes is too harsh for the trainees who just started the show

└ The pants look similar to the ones Cheonghyeon wore when he played pool in ISD. Looking for a genius Sparkler who knows the clothing info

└ I think those are the pants. With the jacket Iwol is wearing this time, it seems to be a full set

≫ Why did Kim Iwol go so dressed up?????

I thought it was an awards ceremony

└ Trainees seeing Kim Iwol, who said he dressed up to make a good first impression: We're screwed, he's so scary

└ The fierce debate among Sparklers... calling Kim Iwol's look either 'awards ceremony' or 'interviewer'

└ The prevailing theory is that the former are fiery students and the latter are fiery office workers

└ I was just standing here, why are you hitting me

≫ Our kid who went through all sorts of hardships on the broadcasting station bastards' rigged survival show has grown up so much that he's a judge now

He's even having a war of nerves with the other mentors. Ah please, I'm already scared he'll get evil-edited instead of getting tiny bits of screen time TTTTTT

└ Based on the preview, it seems like the editing is just to grab attention, but I'm so anxious... haa.....

└ I don't want you to get hate, but I love that you're someone who says what needs to be said

└ I had similar worries when JH was on, but I wasn't this anxious because I know JH is nonchalant about this stuff and doesn't get much stress... but I'm seriously worried about IW. It seems like he reads all the malicious troll posts.

≫ Sparklers, nothing to worry about

Iwol's commute-to-work carpool is Seongbin and Kiyeon

└ So there you have it, disperse~

└ lolololololol

└ That's very reassuring^^

Kim Iwol's new challenge instantly became a hot topic, sparking great concern and worry, but Kim Iwol wasn't the type to disappoint his fans with reckless actions. Baek Haewon decided to look forward to the broadcast with a peaceful heart.

And then came the news that Sparklers had been desperately waiting for.

Iwol Pizza [I went to see my sister.]

Kim Iwol had found his sister. Three years had passed since he revealed at a press conference that he was looking for her.

Iwol Pizza [The Sparklers cheered for me so much.]
[That's why I really wanted to tell the Sparklers myself.]

Baek Haewon still remembered that day's live broadcast. His lifeless face and exhausted expression wouldn't leave her mind. She could never forget the shadows under his eyes or his cracking voice. That Kim Iwol, looking so precarious, had tried his best to act composed while explaining how desperate he was.

Iwol Pizza [I was happy.]
[It feels like only good things have happened since I debuted.]

Kim Iwol always told his fans to be happy, yet he never knew how to properly express his own emotions.

His idol life had not been smooth sailing. The statement made one wonder if he had forgotten the long list of incidents and accidents, enough to warrant its own tab on the spArk wiki page.

But that same Kim Iwol said he was happy. He filled spArk's records with only joyful things.

Iwol Pizza [It's all thanks to the members and Sparklers.]

Baek Haewon couldn't help but love an idol like this.


Chapter 594: Epilogue (2)

The weather grew colder each day. I felt firsthand how the old story about Korea having four distinct seasons was now a thing of the past.

I began to seriously contemplate what I, as an individual, could do to slow Earth's rapid global warming.

As the wind grew colder, my idol calendar changed significantly. Filming for 'House Maker' ended. After a fierce but short production, 'House Maker' successfully wrapped its final recording.

The hyungs found their fated loves, corrected their flaws, and started new lives. The father's jajangmyeon restaurant became a huge hit by word-of-mouth. This was thanks to a great article by one of the female protagonists, who had quit her job to become a freelance columnist.

Nam Sajin was suddenly cast by an entertainment company while delivering jajangmyeon. He began to walk the path of an actor.

Promotional posts from former classmates, who had seen his prickly yet sincere side, helped Nam Sajin steadily build his career.

It was a conclusion where a wandering youth found a new path. A story where a good person received their reward. A common but classic happy ending.

'Exclusive Report' had a similar ending.

If the script hadn't changed, the ending would have been familiar. Perhaps it was the writer's style to let good people achieve their goals and start new lives.

I also couldn't forget 'SMG'. It started filming after 'House Maker' but aired much earlier. The competition program was a symbol of cruelty. Because of that damn show, reviews said I had evolved beyond the 'Gentle Rascal'.

≫ ~ When the judges' evaluations are split on a survival show ~

What I've seen so far is a head tilt + an experimental spirit to see potential. On SMG, it's (With a fucking dumbfounded expression) Yes?

└ The head tilt lmaoooooo, and add a 'hmmm...' to that too lol

└ There's only one person on SMG who makes that fucking dumbfounded face lolololol

└ But that one person beats everyone else

≫ Is Iwol's role to make the viewers embrace all 100 trainees?

If so, I admit it. I'm now completely emotionally invested in the kids who are trembling with their hands clasped in front of Mentor Iwol. Kids, lift your heads!!!!

└ Not realizing the trainees would be scared of him, he came to the first meeting with his hair slicked back with wax, then immediately wore it down the next week lolololol

└ It subtly reminds me of my first years in the workforce, so it's agonizing... hahaㅠ

≫ I didn't realize it because it was hidden by his incredible stan-praise, but Iwol's facts... they hurt.

He asks questions that leave no room for excuses, so there's no way out.

└ His face is smiling and he gives compliments consistently, but that one small criticism hits so hard...

└ So that's why he stanned his members with the volume of the Tripitaka Koreana.

└ Because if he didn't praise them that much, there'd be no way to preserve the kids' mental states lol

└ To think all that stan-praise was a response to this foreshadowing.

≫ Kim Iwol really hates evaluations for the sake of evaluation lol

During his critiques, he never uses expressions like 'I don't know why but' or 'It feels like~'. There must always be a basis for it. The reason it seems like Kim Iwol controls the judging atmosphere is because his opinions always have a reason. If you can provide a good reason, he won't just push his own opinion. However, if there's no basis? He immediately glares daggers.

└ My boss is exactly this type, but the evaluator's standards have to be solid, otherwise they just become a nitpicking boomer... ㅠ I want to play this as training material at my company.

≫ If you only listen to his comments, it's true that he's strict.

However, you have to admit that the mentor himself lives by the feedback he gives, and because of that, he's been succeeding in the entertainment industry and continuing his career. While promoting as an idol, Kim Iwol has never once crossed his legs or stood with his weight on one leg in front of a camera, except in self-produced content or music videos, and he got a drama offer because of this. When they shoot concept photos or album pictorials, he consistently takes pictures to show the kids how much better the photos turn out because their posture is good and their shoulders are straight. He points these things out because he himself knows the effect of minor mannerisms and details.

└ Is it official that he got the drama offer because of his posture?

└└ Yesss, the director of Exclusive Report said he contacted him after seeing Act On.

└ It's more amazing that there are people who think he's nitpicking about every little thing lol. Having good posture only has advantages, no disadvantages.

└ Since their debut, he's been following the student members around telling them not to carry their bags on one shoulder lol

└ ㅠㅠㅠㅠ If they knew how much the student line grew, everyone would be grateful to Iwol.

≫ At this point, 'Gentle Rascal' can't fully describe him.

Unless maybe he's a Gentle... Fucking Rascal.

└ lolololololololol

This meant that even though I wasn't being evaluated, this happened to me. It was absurd. I went out to earn money and ended up with the disgraceful nickname 'Fucking Rascal'. At this point, 'Gentle' felt like an empty modifier.

My fierce side wasn't the only thing that got attention. My smaller contributions were also mentioned.

≫ When Iwol, who made a surprise visit, said that effort will always pay off in one way or another, Hyungseo's eyes welled up with tears.

It seemed like all the anxiety he'd been bottling up in an uncertain environment burst out at once. According to Iwol, if you go to the practice room late at night, Hyungseo is always there... ㅠ

└ I can't imagine how much comfort Hyungseo must have gotten from the words that just learning how to grow is a great asset during your trainee days... I really hope his current experience leads to his debut ㅠㅠㅠㅠ

≫ The experience of straightening my back everywhere, not forgetting the mentor's advice.

As my balance improved and my core strengthened, I could feel a sudden change in a short amount of time.

└ He wasn't a bad dancer to begin withㅇㅇ He'll definitely improve a lot more in the future.

However, my attempts to clean up Kim Iwol's image repeatedly failed. The Sparklers were far too sharp.

≫ I wondered if Kim Iwol even had time to stop by the SMG practice room, and it turns out he went after filming House Maker at 12 AM, bought drinks for the juniors practicing late, and then went to do his own practice lol. His outfit is the same as the day he posted the practice room selfie.

└ This isn't the time to be building a narrative about practicing until 12 AM and being tired. The mentor was in the practice room until 4 AM that day. He even filmed a video on his way home...

≫ SMG GH lolololololol

Every time he hears the mentor's voice, he stretches his neck out and straightens his back like a meerkat lolololol

└ Pavlov's Gyeonghwon

└ lol Gyeonghwon is going to get a neurosis lol

└ The interview that came out later was also hilarious. He said his back straightens up even if he just sees the back of the mentor's head.

└└ Iwol-ah, you're in the wrong.

└└└ lololol

The broadcast station even produced and uploaded a separate video titled 'Reaction to seeing the scary Mentor Iwol for the first time'. It would follow Cheongho of 'Venom, Venom, Mountain Venom' fame everywhere. With eerie sound effects and an evil aura effect, I looked just like a grim reaper.

If my high school student character, Nam Sajin, had debuted around the same time, my image wouldn't have become so harsh.

Unfortunately, Nam Sajin was scheduled to appear next year. Until then, I seemed stuck as a judge who could kill with a look.


It's a relief that the spArk guys are irrefutably cold and handsome. Doesn't that mean a certain Kim Iwol, who supposedly has no warmth in his appearance, can fit in without being kicked out?

I was about to feel relieved. I had gained a keyword for my appearance that didn't harm the group's image. It was something that wouldn't require a free pass, since I'd never have a formal meeting with a significant other's family.

Then, a bigger event arrived as a message from my noona. [Do idols get vacation on Chuseok too?]
[My mom and dad said they'd like to treat you to a meal if you're okay with it.]

It was an awkward situation to ask for advice about online. After all, people don't usually get introduced to their biological sister's mother and father.

I was curious about the family my noona lived with, so I couldn't refuse. I bought time by saying I would check my schedule. Then, I racked my brain.

What if I look like a thug or seem rude? Judging by the internet reactions, my image isn't one that adults would like. Should I try to cover it up with makeup? No, she said they've already seen the drama...

I reviewed Cheon Yunseong's actions in 'Exclusive Report'. He did bad things, made threats, said scary things, acted out at his grandfather's funeral, and spoke harshly to his father. Every single act was quite something.

If only 'House Maker' had aired earlier. I cried tears of blood inside. Nam Sajin was a hot-tempered maknae who roared like a lion, but he was a million times more wholesome than a villain who did dirty work. The timing was terrible.

I couldn't just be frustrated, though. The occasion was too precious to give up. I had prayed so desperately just for my noona to be alive.

These people had given my noona such a happy family. Now that I had the chance to meet them, I had to do my best.

Fortunately, I had priceless advice from 'SMG'. Always wear my bangs down. Choose a suit with some color instead of all black, and remember that a slightly relaxed posture can sometimes create a comfortable impression.

I should ask the person in charge about makeup. As for a gift... what should I bring?

My 'Recommended Gift List for a Smooth Social Life' had gifts for various age groups. It was a big data collection from Hanpyeong Industry, which helped me handle everyone from management to employees' children. The list grew even richer after I added the gifts for Yuur and Polo.

The problem was the list had no good examples for my noona's family elders. They were too young compared to the executives' parents, but older than Department Head Nam.

It would be different if I had more information. The category of middle-aged people with children in their 30s is far too broad.

If possible, I want to give them a gift they'll be happy to receive. I just don't know what that is!

After agonizing over it, I picked up my phone. I typed very carefully.


Chapter 595: Wrap-Up Party

[Sir, have you eaten? This is Kim Iwol!

I'm contacting you because there's something I'd like to ask your opinion on...!]

The text message was for Mo Yunguk. I wrote a long message, hoping Mo Yunguk wasn't too busy, asking if I could call when he had time.

Mo Yunguk [Come out tonight if you're free.]

The reply was completely different from 'I have time (or I don't)' or 'What's your question (or find someone else)'. I remembered a similar story from a friend in college. My friend said that whenever my friend talked to a professor, the professor would just suggest getting a meal.

Mo Yunguk, whose age and experience were more than enough to be a professor, was no different. I was helplessly summoned to a restaurant. It was an incredibly old-fashioned traditional Korean restaurant.

I should have just asked Jukyung or Manager Daeyeon, 'What do people usually buy as gifts for their middle-aged family members?' Why do good ideas always come to me later?

"This place has good food," Mo Yunguk said as he watched the endless stream of side dishes.

Just looking at the vibrant colors of the side dishes, I could tell that was true. I had never seen such a glossy spinach side dish in my entire life.

"......"

"I'll eat after you do, sir."

"'Exclusive Report' had a scene where we ate at a place like this. Should I call you Yoonseong?"

That was the scene where you, as the chairman, ordered me to commit a terrifying crime! I pouted like an ill-mannered child in the middle of my meal.

I ate while trying to gauge the right moment to bring up my reason for being there. Unsurprisingly, the perceptive Mo Yunguk caught on quickly.

"You won't eat properly until you get your business out of the way, will you."

"That's not true!"

"I have eyes."

Mo Yunguk clicked his tongue as he looked at my rice bowl, which was still nearly full. When Mo Yunguk asked what I was so curious about, I explained my situation.

"Around this age, even people who weren't like that before start caring about etiquette and formalities, but they're also incredibly picky. They have more aches and pains, so they have to take medicine and manage their health."

It would have been much easier to prepare a gift for a relative or a former teacher. Having some information would have narrowed down the options. Conversely, it was quite difficult to choose something for a person I knew nothing about.

Thankfully, Mo Yunguk recommended a few options based on his own experience and opinions. I repeatedly exclaimed my gratitude and refilled Mo Yunguk's empty water glass with barley tea.

"I gave you my opinion because you asked for it, but don't overdo it."

"Pardon?"

"What kind of person is going to scrutinize the gift brought by the daughter they raised with great difficulty, who just found her long-lost brother? If they do, then that's someone you should avoid."

The advice felt somewhat familiar. It was similar to what I had said when Kang Kiyeon wanted to buy a house for Kang Kiyeon's mother and father.

At the time, I worried that Kang Kiyeon might become the head of the household at a young age. Mo Yunguk's words seemed to be in a similar vein. Mo Yunguk appeared concerned that after living alone for so long without a proper family, I might lose my judgment and give away too much to these new family members.

It's not an unfounded worry, since I actually had money set aside to give my sister as soon as I found her.

The world was too harsh to say Mo Yunguk was just thinking negatively of complete strangers. I also didn't have any other adults of Mo Yunguk's age around me who would say such things. Mo Yunguk was likely meddling, in a way that could be seen as rude towards strangers, out of this concern.

"Just follow your heart. Don't worry yourself sick."

Mo Yunguk's deep, level voice soothed me. It was a solid reassurance, as if Mo Yunguk was on my side. In it, I recognized traces of the fathers I had seen so far.

A father who constantly looked out the window, wanting to watch his child's return. A father who wished for his child to live a peaceful [平安] life, untouched by hardship. A father who filled the empty space left by a dad who became a scar for his nephew. A father who would not hesitate to travel a long way for his child.

Mo Yunguk's concern was more subtle and dry than that of seniors like Woo Yoonjae or Mr. Gu Jahan. Mo Yunguk always watched me from a step behind, or from somewhere high above, and long before I was even aware of it, Mo Yunguk had been protecting me without expecting anything in return, just as the fathers of Kang Kiyeon, Lee Cheonghyeon, Park Joowoo, and Jeong Seongbin had done.

A page from the 'Exclusive Report' script came to mind. It was part of the finale, the only episode of the drama I starred in that I had not watched.

Ham Iseo and Gong Jichan plan to expose the truth of Cheonju Group based on data sent by Cheon Yunseong just before Cheon Yunseong's death. Those who lost loved ones due to the conglomerate's evil deeds gather to cooperate. They ultimately bring Chairman Cheon's criminal acts to light and achieve justice.

In the process of heading towards this moving ending, Chairman Cheon is arrested by investigators. The moment Chairman Cheon gets out of the car for questioning, reporters swarm him from all sides. The entire nation's media focused on Chairman Cheon's words.

After reading the following line, I gave up on watching the final episode. It was a short sentence that revealed even Chairman Cheon, a heartless villain, had a father's love for his son.

The scene was praised for showing the complexity of the character Chairman Cheon. It was even chosen as the best scene in 'Exclusive Report'.

I, who 'grew up under a monstrous guardian', was tormented. It felt like the drama was telling me I had to understand my mom and dad. It suggested that they, who were equally vicious people, might have had some hidden affection. This was also why I didn't go on promotional variety shows with the cast like I did for 'In My Office'.

But now.

Now that my internal image of a 'father' has changed, maybe I can watch it.

"Does the food suit your taste?" Mo Yunguk asked.

When I said I had never eaten anything like it before, Mo Yunguk, still with a blunt expression, placed a large piece of cutlassfish on my plate.

"You need to eat more when you're busy."

What was Chairman Cheon's end like, acted with that face and voice? What expression did he wear, what emotion did he convey when he said 'that line'?

I grew curious about the buried finale of 'Exclusive Report'. Perhaps I could break free from the shackles of my past and see Cheon Yunseong as just a character.


After returning to the dorm, I washed up and went straight to the sofa. The dark living room brightened as I hugged a cushion and turned on the TV. Everyone else was asleep, so even a low volume was enough to hear the audio.

spArk's Eternal Soul [Watching a drama?]
[Wanna watch together??]

Me [I'm gonna watch it alone]
[Planning to sob my eyes out watching a sad drama so everyone please stay in your rooms and don't come out]

spArk's Eternal Will [Now I feel really uncomfortable;;]

I had already laid down the law in the group chat before coming home. When I shared a poster for a tearjerker drama that was practically made for crying, they just sent a bunch of emoticons telling me to enjoy it. After successfully targeting their dry sensibilities, I secured a home theater that rivaled a movie theater.

My viewing history was still paused right before the latest episode of 'Exclusive Report'. When I selected the next video, the episode preview appeared.

I took a deep breath and pressed the play button. The subtitle '― Final Episode ―' caught my eye. A story that had reached its conclusion long ago began to flow once more.

After publishing his first exclusive article, Ham Iseo was chased by people from Cheonju Group and his life was threatened, but Ham Iseo did not stop. Using the list of victims left by Cheon Yunseong, he built a force to oppose Cheonju Group.

Gong Jichan searched for the most effective way to bring down Cheonju Group. At the same time, Gong Jichan broke through the news desk that had been blocking Ham Iseo from publishing more articles.

Ham Iseo finally succeeded in exposing the atrocities of Cheonju Group, which had cut down anyone who stood in the way of its wealth and glory.

『And for our next story. It has been revealed that Chairman Cheon Ganghyeok of Cheonju Group has committed various crimes over several decades...』

With a pen mightier than the sword. By publishing an exclusive report with his own three-syllable name on it.

The world was quickly in an uproar. As each corruption was uncovered, people reacted strongly for their own reasons. Some were enraged by the evil deeds of a national corporation, while others were furious only because the stock price had fallen.

The standing of Chairman Cheon, once revered as one of the Republic of Korea's top elites and best businessmen, plummeted in an instant. The exposé from a betrayed aide and the data held by his son were enough to bring him down.

A murderer who drove powerless laborers and other weak individuals to their deaths for the group's profit. Chairman Cheon, revealed as the mastermind behind the Cheonju Group incident, could not escape this infamy.

Yet, he remained steadfast. He absolutely did not think he had done anything wrong. He had 'only done what needed to be done'. The group's survival was his own survival.

Even at the moment he was summoned for investigation, he looked impeccable, getting out of an expensive foreign car escorted by bodyguards. His sharp gaze and firmly closed lips showed no hint of remorse.

『Do you have any intention of apologizing to the bereaved families?』

『Is it true that there was a dedicated department within Cheonju Group in charge of illegal activities?』

Questions rained down from all sides. Camera flashes burst everywhere.

『Don't you feel sorry for the victims who died on your orders?』

Chairman Cheon, who had been walking straight ahead, stopped. Then, Chairman Cheon stared silently at the reporter who had thrust a microphone at him. The crowd instantly fell silent.

Still exuding an undiminished aura of intimidation, Cheon Ganghyeok uttered a single sentence.

『The only one I killed was my son.』

Even though he played with people's lives and used the weak for his own convenience. Even though he handed his own son a knife, made him take the fall for all the filth, and ultimately drove him to his death. Even though he rationalized all his actions as being for his own security and felt no guilt whatsoever.

He confessed that Cheon Yunseong's death, which everyone thought was a suicide, was his fault. A death for which no one would have held him accountable had he remained silent. This became the only murder Chairman Cheon ever admitted to.

Can this be called love? Should a twisted affection be considered affection, even if its form is distorted?

Just as Cheon Yunseong had nonchalantly swallowed his grief on the way back from his grandfather's funeral, did Cheon Ganghyeok feel any emotion after his son's death?

I thought of Cheon Yunseong, who had firmly believed his father wouldn't bat an eye at his death. How would Cheon Yunseong have reacted if he knew his father had treated him as special at the very, very end? What would Cheon Yunseong have thought upon hearing his father's confession?

I had no way of knowing. We had some similarities once, but Cheon Yunseong hated his father until the end, while I severed all ties with my dad.

Cheon Yunseong's life was over, but my life was not. The days of seeing ourselves in each other because of a similar past ended here. If I was ever going to say goodbye to the memory of violence, it had to be now.

『The only one I killed was my son.』

I replayed Chairman Cheon's final scene over and over. From that short sentence of about ten syllables, I tried to grasp the form of affection I had never received in my life. I conveyed that feeling to Cheon Yunseong and neatly organized the dark memories I had dredged up while filming 'Exclusive Report'. Even the emotions I felt facing death.

Instead, I savored the taste of the well-grilled fish. I recalled the sound of crushing leaves as I walked the path and the conversation we had in the autumn breeze. I remembered an affection that was whole, an affection I had no choice but to acknowledge.

On the large screen, Ham Iseo and Gong Jichan set off on a journey for a new story. As the ending credits rolled, behind-the-scenes cuts appeared on the screen one by one, like Polaroids.

In the photos, Cheon Yunseong was smiling brightly. He looked as if he had escaped from an inescapable depression. His expression was so refreshed, it seemed he might embark on a journey to find his own life at any moment.


Chapter 596: Family

The day I had promised to visit my sister's place finally arrived. Manager Daeyeon drove me to an apartment complex. My heart pounded, even though I had downed a whole bottle of calming pills.

I pressed the intercom button for her unit, and the door opened almost instantly. I stared at my reflection in the mirror for the entire elevator ride.

I hope I look even a little less delinquent in person than I do in the media.

Unfortunately, there was no significant difference.

I checked the unit number on the door against the one my sister had messaged me several times. I took a deep breath and pressed the doorbell. A chime rang from inside, and I heard someone approaching the front door.

"......"

The door flew open. My sister, who had haphazardly slipped on her slippers, smiled brightly.

"Come on in!"

"Yeah, it's been a while."

"Why'd you bring all this? I told you to just come comfortably."

"How could I come empty-handed when I was invited?"

My sister snatched one of the bags from me despite my protests. She then cheerfully shouted that Iwol had arrived.

"Oh my, you're here already!"

A middle-aged man with a friendly face rushed out, holding a spatula covered in frying batter. He caught the dripping batter with his hand and quickly went back inside.

"Look at me, losing my mind. I can't believe I came out holding this."

"We should say our greetings first, then heat up the soup. Let's go sit down for now."

I stood there holding a box of red ginseng extract as the two of them came out to the living room. They were a couple who looked very much alike, with rounded, upturned mouths and downturned eyes. I immediately bowed deeply.

"It's a pleasure to meet you, I'm Kim Iwol...!"

"Look how handsome he is. It's nice to meet you, I'm Hana's mom. This is Hana's dad."

The mother held both of my hands tightly. The father extended a hand to shake mine. When I tried to give them the gift, they scolded me for preparing such things when I was so busy. Seeing the three of us greeting each other in a flurry, my sister stepped in to direct traffic.

"Let's not stand around like this, let's sit. Mom, we're eating right away, right?"

"Yes. Hana, don't you come into the kitchen. Just sit in the living room with Iwol. Your dad and I will handle it."

"Looks like we just need to move it. I'll just bring out the side dishes."

Everyone bustled between the living room and the kitchen, leaving me as the only one who couldn't do anything. They told me the guest should stay seated every time I tried to get up, so I reluctantly sat back down. In the meantime, the large living room table filled completely with food.

"I'm not sure if it'll suit your taste. This one, Hana, isn't a picky eater at all," the mother said worriedly.

I looked at the table filled with spicy, sweet, and savory dishes. I could picture how much thought they must have put into preparing it, all for a guest whose face they had never even seen.

"Everything looks delicious! Thank you for the meal!"

I deliberately shouted more cheerfully to hide the fact that I was getting choked up. Throughout the meal, their attention remained fixed on me.

"Iwol, what side dishes do you like?"

"Do you eat meat? I heard idols intentionally skip meals and things like that."

When I came to my senses, all the side dish bowls were gathered in front of me. I told them to please eat as well, but my words had no effect.

"He said he has to eat during his off-season. During promotions, he only eats cherry tomatoes and chicken breast."

Meanwhile, my sister added fuel to our parents' fussing.

She never used to be interested in celebrities, let alone idols! What kind of knowledge did she pick up from that junior colleague of hers?

Their interest in me didn't wane even during tea time. The mother talked about how much she enjoyed 'Exclusive Report'. The father mentioned how surprised he was to see me while watching a baseball broadcast.

"Isn't Iwol going to the deserted island?"

"I'm not going, Father!"

I also took a hit from 'Deserted Rest Island'. The power of a popular variety show was immense. It was understandable, since spArk's recognition had skyrocketed from that one show, but my heart was torn to shreds.

"A big sister should be buying her little brother meals. Did you at least send him a gifticon, Yeo Hana?"

"If I send one, ten come back, so I'm looking for another way."

"My sister already takes great care of me!"

Those weren't just empty words. My sister's affectionate personality was the same now as it was back then. She would randomly send me a mobile gift certificate for a delivery app. When I asked why, she would tell me to buy drinks for the members.

I once sent her a drink coupon, telling her to have one after work, and got an earful for it. When I dodged her reply with an emoticon of Lee Cheonghyeon looking away, she sent me a sticker that was supposedly the most popular emoticon for people in their twenties, asking, 'Don't tell me those are the only emoticons you have'.

And then we wouldn't contact each other for a long while, just like before.

Even in the past, my sister and I didn't contact each other very often. Our conversations were brief and to the point. No news is good news. Those two propositions were firmly established between us. It meant we had a relationship that was just as normal as anyone else's.

Even after we met again, the frequency of our check-ins was similar. A touching reunion was a touching reunion, but...

Sister [When I search for you online, all that comes up is 'gentlemanly scoundrel']

Me [The algorithm must be set up weird]

Sister [Put your hand on your heart and say that]

...The soul of a realistic sibling relationship, engraved in our DNA, was still the same.

But I liked it that way. The sister I had been waiting for was that kind of sister. If I could get back those ordinary times, I wouldn't wish for anything more.

My attempt to at least do the dishes ended in spectacular failure. I really had to just sit still and receive their thanks, telling me how much they loved the gift. My sister burst out laughing when I didn't know what to do with their over-the-top reactions.

My sister must have spent every holiday like this.

For the past few years, my holidays had been bustling and chaotic. When I was with the spArk guys, I didn't even have time to reflect on whether I was lonely or not.

In all that time, I had never once thought about how my sister spent her holidays. Even though I missed her, I had left her life as a finished chapter inside my mind.

Thankfully, she said she had also had a good time, and I was glad she had built a happy family. It felt as if someone had relieved me of my sense of debt.

As we finished our tea, my sister quietly called her ill-mannered little brother, who received much but outsourced all responsibility, into a room. When I followed her, she thrust a shopping bag into my arms.

"What's this?"

"I bought you an outfit."

"I have plenty of clothes!"

"Is your closet going to explode if you add one more outfit? Just take it."

Her spirit, no less than that of a great general, intimidated me. A familiar figure was printed in large size on the white shopping bag.

"Why him again, of all people?"

It was the damn Naidas Choi Jeho. The image was from a new autumn pictorial he had shot recently.

"'Again'? Did someone else buy you clothes from here too?"

"Something like that."

First the apple crumble pie, and now this.

I don't know how her taste in picking things could be so consistent. Or could it be... she likes Choi Jeho's face? Since long before I regressed, and even now...

"Do you... happen to like him?" I asked, trembling.

I had never once imagined Choi Jeho becoming my brother-in-law. It's too horrible. If that ever happened, I'd run away from home without a second thought... No, I promised not to run away. I'll just go out for a slightly long time. I won't go back to the dorm for three hours.

My sister, oblivious to my inner turmoil, smiled brightly and said I was making a strange joke. She waved her hands as a bonus.

"Does that even make sense? I'm not that shameless!"

In contrast to my horrified sister, I regained my composure. For a moment there, I was truly dizzy.

The emotions from the day I met my sister again were still vivid. It felt so unreal that I was bewildered. The whole time I waited for her to enter the cafe, I was both impatient and anxious.

It felt strange for my sister to call me 'Mr. Iwol'. It was only natural that the sister in this reality didn't know me. Even though I had prepared myself to face a sister who didn't know me, it wasn't easy.

But her smiling face and her taste for the same dessert every time were unchanged. Her personality, which made her fidgety whenever she saw someone crying, was also the same. I cried so much that all my pent-up emotions came crashing down.

I couldn't deny that she was the sister I knew.

If so, then her tendency to spare nothing for her family must also be the same as before. Inviting someone she'd only known for a short time over for a meal, and insisting on giving her grown-up little brother clothes, must have meant that she had truly accepted me. After all, these were all favors she had shown me when I was her little brother.

"If your schedule is free at the end of the year, come over. Don't stay at the dorm by yourself."

Look at this. Isn't she still worried that I might be left all alone?

If I were to be greedy, I hoped that one day my sister would accept me as her real little brother. I could wait, no matter how long it took.

However, my sister was a more amazing person than I thought. Even when I took a step back out of caution, she would stride forward and grab both my hands. She came back to me. If that was the case, then there was nothing more I could wish for.

I retorted that there were more people at our dorm. Then, I fled to the front door to escape my sister, whose eyes were blazing.

"Leaving?"

The family came to the entryway to see me off as I took out my shoes. The mother opened her arms. When I awkwardly bent down, she pulled me into a tight hug.

"Oh my, my second child is so tall he doesn't even fit in my arms."

A warm hand stroked my back. The mother's embrace was warm and comforting, unlike me, who was stiff as a statue.

"Think of this as 'Mom and Dad's house,' and make sure you come visit again."

Over the mother's shoulder, I could see the father's bright smile. My sister put on a hat and slipped on her slippers, saying she would walk Kim Iwol out.

"The car is in the parking lot, what are you doing! Just rest."

"Enough, just follow me."

My protests were completely useless. Her back, which looked endlessly broad despite her small frame, led the way as it always had.

Even if my sister doesn't remember me, and even if that makes me feel a little empty...

It's okay. Because I've learned that affection is eternal.

My steps were light on the way back home.


Chapter 597: Disciple (1)

The long three-month journey of 'SMG' ended spectacularly. My tumultuous challenge as a judge also concluded successfully.

Watching someone get eliminated wasn't easy. The mental burden was completely different from IDC, which had no dropouts. If it was this hard for the evaluators, I could only imagine how the contestants felt. I felt incredibly gloomy each time ten people were eliminated in a single episode.

Nevertheless, the end arrived. Everyone shone brightly on the final stage. From a teacher's perspective, nothing was more gratifying than seeing a disciple's remarkable improvement.

Competition is cruel, so not everyone received their desired results. The ranking announcement was even crueler. People focused more on who made the 10th place cutoff than on who won first and second.

The position of honor went to a trainee who tried just a little harder than the other diligent contestants. Gyeongheon, whose posture was corrected in the first episode, earned the title of a "growth character." His serious attitude of never taking advice lightly and his outstandingly improved skills earned him the honor of debuting.

"To my mom and dad who believed in and supported me until now. To the fans who voted for me, thank you so much..."

Lee Gyeongheon started to cry. His parents in the cheering section cried so hard they couldn't speak, their throats choked with emotion. The MC patted his shoulder, but it wasn't enough. His upper body trembled, and his tear-filled eyes turned toward me.

"Mentor Iwol, Mentor Gyeongmok, all the mentors... thank you so much!"

I clapped, full of congratulations. I glanced at the seat next to me and saw Mentor Gyeongmok crying. The prickly Yuk Gyeongmok from the first recording was gone.

The trainees who ran this long journey together embraced one another. I wished everyone the best of luck and stepped down from the chair that had given me a new experience.


With that, the two schedules that took up most of my time were finished. From the next day, my routine revolved entirely around album work.

Lee Cheonghyeon, who started the project first, looked so gaunt he could have been an extra in a zombie movie.

"Your homework... how far did you get?"

Lee Cheonghyeon had tasked me with composing to share the burden and periodically checked my progress.

How can creativity work on a schedule like that?

Weren't you the one who said you believe in deadlines? Besides, if I don't nag you, you'll just say, 'Oh dear~. I tried, but it's better if it doesn't work out-!'

Did I really say it like that?

You said worse, not better.

I think there's some distortion of the facts...

You should go online right now and search for the 'Revised Edition of the Kim Iwol Quote Collection'.

I lost the power struggle to Lee Cheonghyeon, who wouldn't concede a single word. After that, I diligently brought my tracks and knocked on the studio door.

"I finished the part you assigned."

"That's amazing. I haven't even listened to it, but I'll give you 100 points for now."

Lee Cheonghyeon groaned weakly and played the track. After checking the homework, he added another 119 points. Thanks to him, this assignment also received a perfect score of 219 points by spArk studio standards.

"But I still think it's lacking something to be the title track. We need a plan."

"I was actually thinking about that while you were gone. Want to listen to this?"

Lee Cheonghyeon selected an audio file from the countless files on the monitor and played it. A clear, mystical instrumental sound, somewhere between a xylophone and a bell, flowed out.

"It's called a celesta. The unique clear sound it makes by striking metal plates..."

As he spoke, Lee Cheonghyeon quickly typed something online. I realized the foreign word he entered in the search bar was 'Tchaikovsky' from the thumbnails that appeared. Lee Cheonghyeon clicked on a performance video of the 'Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairy'.

"You've heard this intro, right? Isn't this the kind of sound you wanted?"

Lee Cheonghyeon was right. He had found the exact sound I wanted to use as an effect. The clear yet cool image was exactly what I liked.

"Cheonghyeon-ah."

"......"

"You're truly amazing."

"You had the same reaction during 『Sprint』, and here you are again. Thanks~. As expected, Cheonghyeon is perfect and brilliant, right?"

"Of course."

"......"

He looked surprised by my unexpected answer, but I was sincere. I was genuinely amazed by his ability.

"It seems like you can create any sound you want."

"Well, that's because I compose..."

"Conception and implementation are different. If it weren't for you, I probably would have just tapped a few glass cups with chopsticks and called it a day. I'd be lucky not to break a few cups in the process."

Moreover, Lee Cheonghyeon lacked nothing in imagination. While creating title tracks and B-sides for spArk, and the drama OST for Jeong Seongbin, he never faced accusations of self-plagiarism.

The melodies Lee Cheonghyeon could produce were endless. He wasn't bound by genre, and every piece was high quality. The time Lee Cheonghyeon invested had become his asset.

And his development? Even 『Flowering』, which we were currently revising, was considered a masterpiece among our early title tracks, but only Lee Cheonghyeon, the composer, was unsatisfied with past praise. He constantly pursued 'something better'.

Since he never chose a wrong answer, Lee Cheonghyeon didn't need an incorrect-answer notebook. Instead, he created a reflection notebook. He endlessly dug into choices that made him hesitate and never wavered over the same thing again.

This was only possible with self-objectification and introspection. Lee Cheonghyeon never grew complacent with his work. He would say everything the members did was good, but he was unusually strict with his own songs. He was always satisfied even when only a portion of his own song was used for his part.

During a live stream, a fan asked, 'Is Cheonghyeon strict with himself?'. Lee Cheonghyeon didn't strongly deny it.

『I don't want to see the members sing a song that has even the slightest bit of regret.』

『I want us to always feel that the stage we're standing on is the best.』

『I do my best because I don't want to have any regrets!』

That thoroughness shaped the young man into who he was today. A fiercely polished raw gem now radiated brilliance. I thought the term 'complete genius' must have been coined for someone like him.

"No matter how I look at it, you're getting a raw deal in life. Your skills are overshadowed by your looks."

"Really?"

"Your face is beautiful, but your talent shines. How can that not be a waste? I should have given you the nickname 'all-around talent'. Then you could have appealed to eight of your strengths at once."

"Ahaha!"

While I was serious, Lee Cheonghyeon was busy laughing. He wiped away a tear and said.

"Hyung, you really are consistent in trusting my abilities."

"When accepting a fact, the expression 'to accept' is more appropriate."

"Including things like this. You never doubt my capabilities. I find that really strange."

"Why? You've always proven yourself with results. Should I pull up the graph showing the changes in spArk's title track chart entries?"

"I'm talking about the time before we had any chart data to accumulate."

The only time before we had data was during our trainee days. Lee Cheonghyeon was talking about that time.

"Back when we were trainees. Remember when I ran away but couldn't even get out of Seoul?"

I remembered. The place Lee Cheonghyeon had run off to was a mountain just a bus ride away.

He could have gone much farther if he had tried. In this age of well-developed transportation, he could have gone anywhere if he was determined to flee. His conscience telling him 'I have to go back', his youth as a student, and the fearful, confused emotions about getting in trouble held him back.

"Back then, I really felt like I was in the middle of a vast, empty ocean. I even thought things like, 'I'll never be able to go far in my life', but you were certain I would succeed. No one expected anything from me, but you were different."

"......"

"Looking back now, our songs are traveling all over the world."

Lee Cheonghyeon had been magnificently liberated from those feelings.

"This is the kind of journey I wanted to take."

An adventure with no signposts, no map. A journey with no end in sight.

What Lee Cheonghyeon wanted was true 'freedom', and he had achieved his wish. He could create any song he wanted and let anyone listen to his music. Nothing held Lee Cheonghyeon back.

"If I have any real talent, it's not about making good songs or rapping well. It's the ability to not betray the trust the members give me."

"......"

"You asked me before if I enjoy writing songs, right? I said it was fun 'to the extent that I can endure the deadlines', but to be truly honest, without all the modifiers, and just answering with a yes or no."

A pure smile bloomed on his face.

"I'm happy, Hyung."

There was no pretense in his answer. I was dazed by his untainted sincerity.

"I know you tried to keep the promise you made on the mountain on Christmas by handing out those 'give unconditional praise' coupons, and thanks to that, I was able to come this far, but."

"......"

"It's okay if you don't only praise me anymore. I'm not afraid of the bitter taste either!"

Lee Cheonghyeon smiled so wide his eyes curved. He seemed to be referring to when I talked about the bitter taste of society, saying, 'Once you go out into the world, no one will praise you'.

I told him then to accept praise when it was given. I wanted him to know that someone would always be there to applaud him.

Over a long time, Lee Cheonghyeon had grown into a person who was okay even without praise. He was no longer afraid of being shaken. He had learned how to enjoy his work.

"I'll show you the sweet taste of society that you haven't seen. As it happens, the 'give unconditional praise' coupon didn't have a recipient's name written on it."

He had become an adult who could push others forward.

"Starting today, I'm going to use it on you, so look forward to some MZ-style hype!"

His confident smile was dazzling, like the rising sun coloring the horizon. As long as Lee Cheonghyeon did not lose his light, the sea would sparkle forever.


Chapter 598: Disciple (2)

The repackaged album's production went smoothly and was now in its final stages. My second self-composed song finally earned the 'final' tag on its file name after much struggle and many carrots. I even tore my hair out writing the lyrics. I was just thankful I didn't develop any bald spots.

Meanwhile, Lee Cheonghyeon had churned out three new tracks and rearranged all the existing title songs being added. That brat. When Lee Cheonghyeon said he didn't need praise, he must have meant, 'Do you think someone like you is even qualified to praise me?' not 'Hyung, don't worry about me anymore!'.

I organized the music video concept for the title track into a proposal and gave it to Jeong Seongbin.

After that, there was no news. Our kind and ferocious leader didn't include me in the meetings with the dedicated team.

It's a truly perfect proposal, Hyung! Leave the rest to me!

After saying that, Jeong Seongbin went completely silent. I wasn't worried since Jeong Seongbin was in charge, but I felt quite lonely.

Park Joowoo practically lived in the recording studio with Lee Cheonghyeon, putting on a show of brute strength. Choi Jeho and Kang Kiyeon were choreographing and basically living in the practice room.

Suddenly, I, the one in charge of preliminary work, was left out in the cold. I felt like I understood empty nest syndrome, even without having children. Report your whereabouts promptly, you ungrateful sons. Do you take your father for a joke?

After a lonely wait, my baby proposal returned from the meeting's molding as a music video storyboard. It left home as a simple outfit labeled 'a splendid theater stage', but it returned plastered with all sorts of dye colors and clothing photos.

Everyone received a glamorous concept befitting the new album, including me. It had been a while since I'd had white hair, and I felt like I couldn't get up from the salon chair. Thanks to that, I had a long conversation with the hairstylist while the bleach set in my hair.

"They're never at the dorm, you know? What if they hit puberty and start rebelling?"

"How old do you think I am to be going through puberty?"

Kang Kiyeon, who was also sentenced to infinite bleaching, retorted from the next seat. The white dye itself wasn't a problem. However, because his last promotion just had to be with black hair, Kang Kiyeon was now sacrificing the health of his silky hair to strip out all the color he had so painstakingly put in.

"For someone who's not going through puberty, you sure worried a lot about whether shorts still suit you."

"What?! If the youngest doesn't wear shorts, then who's supposed to wear them!"

At Lee Cheonghyeon's tattling, I reacted with reflexive indignation. I couldn't stop my mouth even as the hairstylist scolded me for dripping bleach.

"Showing your knees is such an important point! If you don't wear shorts, how can you show off your socks! Do you think those beige ribbed socks are just for nothing!"

"Aigoo, our eldest hyung is going to die because of Kiyeon."

"Who said I wasn't going to wear them?! It's not like I have a complaint! I was just worried they might not suit me anymore!"

"Have I ever dressed you in something that didn't suit you?"

"......"

Left with no rebuttal, Kang Kiyeon quietly shut his mouth. I didn't know why he was so worried when he'd have to wear everything from suits to leather getups once we started music show promotions anyway.

The very next day, spArk and the dedicated team mobilized to shoot the massive music video. It was a rule to shoot when the hair color was at its most vivid, whether for video or photos. With transparent hologram hairpieces woven strand by strand into my stark white hair, I looked like a game character.

My hair was slicked back neatly, letting my forehead see the world for the first time in a while. The artist, a special effects makeup expert, carefully examined my face after my makeup was done. The scar on my forehead reflected in the mirror.

I hadn't worn an all-back hairstyle once since the car accident. The most I had done was a half-up style for the first 'SMG' shoot. I didn't want to remind people of the accident by showing the stitched wound, but for this music video, we decided to use the scar.

"Make the line bigger than the actual scar. Make it glamorous."

"Yes, yes."

The artist and Jukyung confirmed the style. Soon, a sparkling halo appeared on my forehead. I heard angels have halos above their heads, but since I'm an idol, I just had it drawn on my forehead. Ta-da.

Large wings also appeared on my body. Unlike the melting wax wings Lee Cheonghyeon wore in 『Flare』, these were angel wings made of fake feathers. The former seemed specialized for flight, while the latter appeared focused on appealing to a sense of divinity. It was holy and burdensome.

The scale of this character is something else...

In the new music video, each spArk member took on a role on a theater stage. The setting was a stage created with a child's full imagination, so the characters were filled with fantasy elements. If we had aimed for maximum realism, a Tyrannosaurus and an excavator would have had to appear, but we compromised at a reasonable level.

My role was an angel who loved humans so much that he descended to Earth. To avoid a similar impression to 『What I Want To Say』, we mixed in warm-toned colors overall this time. This was why I ended up wrapped head to toe in a cream-colored outfit with a halo.

A special guest arrived on set as the embellishments, which were more like special effects than regular makeup, neared completion.

"Teacher...!"

"Jaeyun!"

Everyone's attention focused on the dignified child who appeared in a smart newsboy outfit. I opened my arms, and Jaeyun came over and hugged me tightly. He truly was the 'Republic of Korea's Cutest Child #1', as chosen by the Sparklers. I was so happy when his guardians and Jaeyun himself accepted the offer to appear.

"Wasn't it hard coming here?"

Jaeyun shook his head. Traveling so far must have been tough, but Jaeyun was just happy. Like the brave and spirited elementary schooler he was, he wasn't scared even when surrounded by the towering spArk uncles and just smiled awkwardly along with them. When Jeong Seongbin smiled and said it had been a while, Jaeyun awkwardly smiled back.

Jaeyun's role today was crucial. He wasn't here to play. He was here to act as the child who appears at the beginning of the music video. He was part of the cast. There was a good reason Jaeyun had come all this way.

"Why couldn't Jia come with you? I told you she could come if she wanted to."

"Jia has a recital at her academy. I promised to watch carefully and tell her all about it."

The friendship between the two friends who had decided to become idols was touching. Since my makeup was done early, I took Jaeyun's hand and showed him around the set. Just then, another guest arrived.

"Hwon? You're here early?"

"Hello, Mentor...!"

It was Gyeonghwon, one of the contestants from 'SMG'. He was in charge of playing the role of the future, grown-up Jaeyun.

Even a project group needed a preparation period before they could debut. Gyeonghwon had also been dedicating himself to practice since entering the dorms. spArk needed a third young man for the music video, and it wouldn't hurt Gyeonghwon to build more recognition before his debut. So, I introduced Jaeyun and Gyeonghwon and played matchmaker a bit.

"Why are you here so early? Did someone tell you to come and wait?"

"No! I came early because I wanted to watch and learn from you, sirs. Is that rude...?"

"As long as no one called you early to discipline you, it's fine, and call me comfortably. Our careers aren't so far apart that you need to call me 'teacher'."

"But still!"

Gyeonghwon went around the set, greeting everyone. Then, he played with Jaeyun the entire time I was filming. They were creating idol signatures together.

"Look at you, already getting disciples. Hyung, are you going to have to clear your schedule for Teacher's Day next year?" Lee Cheonghyeon said with a chuckle, coming up beside me.

"My first disciple was you, but you don't even celebrate Teacher's Day. Do you think my other juniors will bother?"

"That's true. I should make a group chat for everyone from the Iwol School. I'll have to invite Kang-geon too, since he got that special lecture on camera training."

"Sorry, it was a joke, so please don't do that."

I begged him with my hands and feet. I even pleaded that I would cry if I saw an article like, 'Kim Iwol, controversy over acting like a boomer to his much younger trainees...'. Lee Cheonghyeon laughed gleefully and ran away.

"Why is it so noisy?" Choi Jeho asked after finishing his makeup touch-up.

I asked back, feeling resigned, "You want to join the Iwol School too?"

"What's that?"

"It's a gathering of my beloved disciples. Cheonghyeon is going to be the president, and Kiyeon will be the vice president. You learned how to handle fansigns from me, so I think you're qualified enough. Send an application to Cheonghyeon via message."

At my words, Choi Jeho tuned out halfway through. He had realized it was an utterly pointless conversation.

As we chattered, I suddenly realized something. I no longer saw these guys as young sprouts who needed help with everything. In the life we lived, playing pranks like friends and returning to one home like brothers, my definition of them had changed a great deal.

"Or how about the spArk Family? We make a blood pact and bind ourselves to the team forever. Any member who betrays us gets hunted down to the ends of the Earth."

"Do whatever you want."

Choi Jeho replied dismissively and left. I was passionately arguing that we should make a self-produced content series with this title when Jeong Seongbin grabbed me, told me to cool my head, and fanned my face with gusto.


The end of the year is approaching.

The end of the year is approaching!

Why did I say the same thing twice? Because when the end of the year comes, spArk 'unconditionally' has a comeback.

For a debut fan like Baek Haewon, predicting spArk's comeback schedule was a piece of cake. Honestly, who cared. Good things were good things. You could just shout 'I think spArk is having a comeback soon!' at any time, and spArk would have a comeback.

But why is there no news about the contract renewal...!

Every time the issue of spArk's contract renewal flared up, Baek Haewon's insides twisted into knots.

She knew that negotiations were usually finalized and announced a month or two in advance. She also knew that some late groups only reached an agreement right before their contracts expired.

However, the situation was different for the person waiting. She couldn't sleep, consumed by anxiety and worry every single day. Whenever a malicious account posted something like 'I bet spArk won't renew lol', she would start a keyboard war, yelling 'What do you know!', but a corner of her heart would still burn.

Why did UtopiA have to make it a 5-year contract!

She hated them. She hated the incompetent agency, and she hated the agency for not giving an early notice. Some might say that just meant she hated the agency, and they would be right. I only hate you, you bastards. Hurry up and announce the full-member renewal!

A vibration sounded from beside Baek Haewon's head as she was sprawled on her bed. Was it a shipping notification for the merch she ordered yesterday? As Baek Haewon reached out her arm, her phone suddenly started buzzing nonstop.

"What is this?!"

In a brief moment, her top status bar filled with notifications. The moment she scrolled down, the news she had been waiting for greeted Baek Haewon.

≫ [OFFICIAL] spArk Contract Renewal Announcement

≫ Congratulations on the renewal, Baek Haewon

≫ Dude, spArk is renewing their contracts...

"Aaaah!"

Baek Haewon let out a scream of joy.


Chapter 599: CUE

Social media erupted with joy.

UtopiA dropped new teasers one after another into the Sparklers' festive gathering.

≫ They're having a comeback

Baek Haewon slapped her forehead. Her head throbbed, not from a headache, but from a brain overload. She couldn't process the sudden rush of overwhelming happiness. Before Baek Haewon could even read the announcement, summaries from eagle-eyed Sparklers already flooded her feed.

≫ spArk Comeback Summary

Repackage album, 2 versions total. B-side tracks will be released one by one. Today, it's the Flowering room.

≫ The theme is looking back on their activities so far.

Two versions are planned: Idol spArk / Daily Life spArk.

≫ The A and B photocards are different, but if you buy one album, you get 7 photocards total, 6 individual + 1 group, with no randomness.

People who want to collect them all should probably buy one of each version?!

Ah, even without the photocards, I was destined to buy both the moment I saw the concepts were different.

Baek Haewon calmed her trembling hands and checked the info image. The contents were neatly listed, starting with the two albums, which had distinctly different covers.

The A version’s cover looked like a photo album, with a group photo of the six members on the front. Kim Iwol and the agency often released daily life photos through BubblePop and fan club kits, but this album was special. A real daily life was very different from a naturally staged one.

Seeing 'spArk sleeping in pajamas with cute patterns on fluffy pillows' was a special feature only available in this album. Baek Haewon had to compose herself to hold back a curse.

The photo of spArk putting stickers on each other's faces was the same. Would Kim Iwol really tolerate stickers on a member's face? It was an impossible event unless they used 'tattoo stickers harmless to the human body' 'under expert supervision' and 'after thorough preliminary verification'.

In the poster, however, spArk fully enjoyed the Christmas atmosphere. They smiled brightly while holding a two-tiered cake they would never normally eat. They even rode a rocking horse that looked like it would break under their weight. Heaven and earth knew that seeing Jeong Seongbin, spArk's most mature member, do the 'flower cup' pose and blow out candles was a sight unique to this photoshoot.

This well-decorated appearance, which could be mistaken for daily life, had its own demand. It was like wanting to see an idol, already seen covered in flour, now baking sweet, crispy cookies. The principle was similar to daintily smudging whipped cream only on the bridge of the nose or the cheek.

The B version was the complete opposite and entirely conceptual. The title, overlaid in gold foil against a red velvet curtain, resembled a photo wall for a performance.

The contents gave a similar impression. Instead of the A version's 'secret memo list', the B version included a vintage ticket. The text was blurred with a mosaic, but the concept seemed unified around a 'performance'.

Baek Haewon magnified the image about sixty times and met Kim Iwol's eyes in the photocard. Even through the blur, she could make out his features.

Kim Iwol smiled so brightly his eyes narrowed. He held one hand to his mouth as if whispering. She couldn't take her eyes off the refreshingly upturned corners of his mouth.

How can the world be like this.

Her heart felt so overwhelmed that Baek Haewon leaned her head against the wall. She wanted to cry from sheer happiness. Besides, this time Kim Iwol was BaekIwol.

The timing of the contract renewal announcement... they planned this.

Many groups released an album right before their contract expired for one last cash grab. In those cases, the agency and the idols couldn't escape the fans' fierce anger.

But spArk released an album after proving their solid friendship. An album full of nostalgia, themed around 'looking back on the time that has passed', and containing nearly ten of their past title tracks?

No fan would hate this. If the B version album and music video were done well, Sparklers could have a happy year-end, even without Santa.

The blur on the B version is particularly intense, so this must be the main one.

Baek Haewon scrolled up and down, analyzing the announcement until her fingerprints wore off. Her brain, which had nearly shut down after midterms, began working with extraordinary speed.

If the B-side tracks were released one by one, and all the concept photos and the music video came out, spArk would make their comeback during final exams.

Let's go!

Baek Haewon energetically punched the air. A moment later, that same fist crashed down on her pillow.


The title track of spArk's first repackaged album, 『Full bloom』, was first revealed in the highlight medley released with the final B-side track.

The song information was simple. Lyrics by Kim Iwol / Lee Cheonghyeon, Music by Kim Iwol / Lee Cheonghyeon. This was concise compared to typical song credits, though slightly longer than spArk's usual 'Lyrics by Jeong Seongbin / Lee Cheonghyeon' and 'Music by Lee Cheonghyeon'.

The music video opened on a small street with scattered British-style houses. A young boy wearing a newsboy cap and overalls sat leaning against a wall.

The child spread a wrinkled, dried newspaper on the ground. He took a broken crayon from his pocket and drew on the unsellable paper.

He drew a large stage where a dignified man sat in an angel's chair with six wings. He also drew a magician striding across the center in a large suit and a monster bundled up in fur clothes.

A shadow fell over the boy's hand, which was coloring so passionately that his sleeve was smeared with crayon. The boy looked up. A man with different-colored eyes looked down at him.

The man, dressed in a yellowish-brown suit, picked up the newspaper. He stared intently at the comical drawing. When the man folded the newspaper in half, the large paper vanished as if by magic.

The young man knelt before the boy and opened his hand. An old ticket appeared on his white glove.

When night fell, the boy clutched the ticket and stepped into the dark theater. Candles in the hallway lit up one by one. A soft orange light glowed in the round hall, and golden tassels swayed beneath a sinful red curtain.

The massive curtain opened. The face hidden by pure white wings was revealed. It was the angel the boy had drawn.

A voice, whispering like a trembling feather, filled the intro.

『Even on a darkened stage, there is a story. A moment's amusement with no one to listen』

Kang Kiyeon's messy gray hair and two yellow eyes resembled a stray cat. Fur on his sleeves and neckline covered his hands and neck. The heels of his thick shoes kicked off the ground.

『Even from old wood, the sound of shoes can be heard. Dancing a solitary dance with no one to watch』

The stage was surreal. The middle of the wall suddenly opened as if a window had been drawn there. Park Joowoo emerged from the open window and perched on the windowsill. Park Joowoo's hands were empty, but his shadow on the wall held a long stand microphone.

『Why am I standing here to sing? What was my dream, do I still remember』

The camera followed the dreamlike sound of wind chimes and scattering golden dust until it reached the smiling magician. The magician's fingertips lifted the brim of a large hat. Two eyes of different colors filled the screen.

『Who decides the ending?

If this is the end, jump over it, break through the exit』

A lyrical melody followed the fast rap. The soft voice belonged to a man sitting with his legs crossed in a chair of wood and leather. Contrary to the cold air from his three-piece suit and thick, glossy cane, the man sang as if reciting a poem.

『When whispering love, when soaked in tears, when you want to make a sound that moves the heart』

The demon's cloak looked like giant bat wings or perhaps a long robe. The edge of the cloth stained everything it touched black, whether it was the stage or the wall. Black fingertips stirred the air, and small sparks flew.

『We sing here, we dance endlessly, waiting for someone to find this place』

The stage that had only existed in his imagination unfolded before the boy's eyes. At that moment, the song cut off.

The angel's wings stopped flapping, and the pollen from the magician's fingertips froze. Slowly, the surroundings turned gray. The theater became deserted and quiet, just as it was when the child first entered.

People searching for a missing person found him lying face down on the floor. Rough hands woke him, but the boy kept looking around. He looked back at the stage, but nothing was there.

Led by the hands of adults, the boy had to leave the hall of old curtains, cobwebs, and thick dust.

Were they really beings from a dream?

Time passed. The boy, now a young man, returned to his hometown. He held a thick book in one hand, his sleeves stained with ink instead of crayon.

He found the theater, now far more dilapidated. He saw the demolition notice but snuck inside anyway.

It was still dark. His footprints marked the deserted floor with every step. He walked to the front of the stage and opened his book.

As he turned a page, the ticket he had treasured revealed itself. The discolored ticket shone with a golden light. The surroundings gradually brightened as if in response.

A bell rang along the path of light. The stage lights turned on.

White feathers scattered over the head of the guest who had come to meet them.

『Light seeps in (We would like to inform our audience)』

Like a miracle, the magic happened again. A sound that was neither chorus nor back-band played faintly. Small text, like subtitles, explained the sound. It was an announcement from a house usher.

『Footsteps are heard (The performance will begin shortly)』

The young man took out a map in front of the mysterious beings. Long arrows stretched toward various parts of the world. His long and short memos showed his desire to be with the friends he met in his childhood.

『If you're ready (Please be seated and wait)』

He waved the introductory theater book and the map, gesturing as if to walk out.

』Turn on the lights (Re-entry is not permitted if you leave during the performance)』

Won't you travel the world with me?

』Ring the bell (For a smooth viewing experience.....)』

Those who read his intention in his gesture made a 'Us?' expression. The young man nodded.

『(.....we ask for you to stay with us until the end.)』

The announcements finished. All that remained was for the curtain to open.

』The curtain rises, it's starting』

Six hands grasped the young man's outstretched hand. The young man turned and stepped toward the outside. Dust from the ruins remained on his face and fingertips, but his eyes sparkled.

His pace quickened. The hem of his well-ironed clothes fluttered in the wind. His voice wasn't captured, but everyone on the street stared as he laughed his heart out.

His laced-up dress shoes ran as if flying through the sky, as light as if they had wings.

『Our story』

The title of the song appeared at the very end.

『Stand by』

It was a leap for a new beginning.


Chapter 600: OKR (1)

≫ This sweet non-human cosplay came two years after Dreamer.

I love it.

└ For real. Some people said the concept was too much, but it's been a while since we've seen a music video where they really committed to a concept like this ㅠㅠ.

└ So sweet.

≫ The planning intention for flare was so funny. I was really curious what that crazy guy Kim Iwol wrote for the planning intention this time.

But I became an F-type and cried my eyes out after reading that he wanted to express how the things I liked as a child become the driving force to live, even as an adult.

└ ㅠㅠㅠㅠ It's totally a story about an imaginary friend.

└ I also like how it depends on the protagonist's belief whether it's their imagination or a real fantasy world ㅠ. The world changes depending on what I believe.

≫ So the concept for this title track is 'My Eternal Childhood Innocence', right?

They said it contains the wish that you'll live your whole life holding onto the feelings you loved. I can't help it. I'll be a Sparkler for life too. I'll be with you through college, getting a job, and moving out.

└ You guys were the ones who told us to hold your hands first. It's not my fault.

└ A title track like this on a remake album is cheating...ㅠ.

≫ While everyone else is doing high-level analysis, am I normal for just replaying the dance break section?

Yes. The other humans who are different from me are the abnormal ones. I can't believe they're not rewatching Choi Jeho in a bolero. The Center Emperor wore only a corset vest under his bolero, and the peasants are looking elsewhere.

└ Thank goodness. I wasn't the only one looking at Kiyeon's triceps in that turtleneck short-sleeve harness.

└ I think you were the only one who saw that!

└ You traitorous bastard.

≫ Idols whose group choreography outfits have reached a singularity.

The crop top is being passed down from spArk's Kim Iwol → Park Joowoo → Lee Cheonghyeon ㅋㅋㅋㅋ.

└ Wow, it feels like just yesterday my jaw dropped seeing Kim Iwol during MISSION.

└ Joowoo was dazzling during alight... I can't forget it.

└ Lee Cheonghyeon seriously leaves me speechless... With that face and that height, isn't he too unrealistic?

└└+ His proportions are great too ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ.

└└└ His physique is insane, his talent is off the charts, and the fact that his personality is adorable and cute is the biggest lie.

└└└└ True.

≫ Seongbin has become too much of an adult. It's hard.

He said he'd show the spirit of a cold handsome man group, and he really went for it. Yesterday, calling him a wolf felt... inadequate. He was a... male.

└ So eloquent and honest of you.

└ When he threw his head back and looked down, I gasped out loud. He really went for it 22.

└ Every time our Seongbin raises his arms to dance, you can see both of his sides right now.

└ Praise the stylist who put the slits there. Praise Kiyeon who choreographed the dance too.

└ Seeing a kid who wasn't like this act this way makes me feel like I'm going to faint.

≫ The oldest members have completely adapted to idol outfits.

Have you seen them? They cinch their vest waistlines tight, worry the outfits are too plain, and try on harnesses no one asked for. They even wear a bolero with their stomachs exposed and complain their shoulders feel tight. ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ You guys…

└ It's absurd how Kim Iwol, with the most wronged expression in the world, said he could go to a job interview in this outfit. As if that would work.

└ Why has this kid who wasn't like this become so detached from reality? ㅋㅋㅋ

Our effort to capture both a glamorous concept and a K-pop feel worked. It allowed us to satisfy fans with different tastes.

I also checked the reviews that mentioned the song. Fortunately, almost no one said it was bad.

≫ The song is good.

It seems like they struck a good balance between a K-Pop feel and a movie soundtrack feel.

└ That's why so many edited videos with movie scenes are being uploaded ㅋㅋㅋ. The ones with high view counts have hundreds of thousands of views.

≫ I think last time, Cheonghyeon described Iwol's composing style as an impression of?? several gears fitting together perfectly. Now I completely understand what he meant.

There are so many instruments, but the composition feels very dense.

It's also amazing how the instruments aren't clearly distinguishable when the sound is soft, but they come alive when you turn up the volume or it hits the climax. The chorus is insane. You can feel Joowoo and Seongbin's strong will to pour their very life force into it.

└ The last line ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ I burst out laughing but I agree ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ.

└ In the past, I thought instrumentals were just a trick to increase the number of tracks, but after getting into stanning properly, I find myself listening to them every time ㅋㅋㅠ. I repent for my past self who said, 'If you want to hear this, can't you just go to a noraebang?'

└ I wish they'd release all the guide, chorus, and backing vocal versions...ㅎ.

≫ I like Iwol's composing style too. I wonder if he'll compose more.

I hope he continues to write songs for us.

└ He said he'll keep writing if the fans say they want to hear it!!

└ Aigoo, you selfless, filial sons ㅠㅠㅠ.

They even called me a 'filial-dol' for just sitting here. I didn't want their nickname to be in vain, so I diligently drafted a proposal for a cute plush doll to add to the concert merchandise lineup. We had plenty of tiny keychains the size of a mouse dropping. I decided I should ask them to release a chubby doll bigger than my fist.

I had something to prepare for before the concert. It was the reason the 'SMG' production team couldn't get rid of me after I had dissed them to their faces. The season of year-end music festivals was approaching.

This meant spArk promoted on music shows while simultaneously preparing for performances. Others took the dead of winter as a break since it's hard to get it reflected in award achievements. We were the only ones grinding again! If I hadn't run off and disappeared last year, spArk could have achieved a winter comeback for five consecutive years.

New content always brought new fans. The effects of branching out in various directions appeared from all sides as time went on. Thanks to having broadly expanded our scope of activities, spArk truly became a team that could be encountered anywhere, by anyone.

If we only look at the achievements, should I be satisfied with this for this year?

We released three albums this year alone. For idols with a decent number of years under their belt and whose contracts were nearing expiration, we were incredibly active.

There was no outflow of people, only an inflow, so the fandom size continued to grow. Our buzz was still strong. Since our rise, no metric showed any sign of the group going downhill. Even if someone were to say that the expression 'with this' was arrogant, the numbers were such that I could retort, 'But isn't that the fact?'

Unless the agencies, excluding UtopiA, colluded or a specific agency lobbied the organizers, our record was good enough to return from any awards ceremony with at least one bouquet. As long as award shows were events for handing out trophies, no host could send spArk back empty-handed.

If we were moderately satisfied, it was the perfect environment to continue a long and stable idol life.

I don't want to be satisfied with this.

I didn't return to spArk just to live an average life. I wanted to be under scorching hot lights with the members amidst thunderous cheers, not to gradually become a fossil and act like a senior.

The moment spArk won the Grand Prize, they had already surpassed their past selves. Every record spArk achieved from now on would become new history. So, how should we break through a path that we've never walked before, one where no one can show us the way?

In fact, I already knew a way. A very effective one.

I took a deep breath in and out. Then, I wrote the title on a new page of challenges.

Regarding the establishment of spArk's OKR. The era of KPIs is over.

Come, the era of challenges!


I said I wanted to discuss the group's future. The spArk members washed their sweaty bodies and gathered in the living room. Their speed and unity were both perfect.

"I've gathered you all for a very important reason."

I shared the new document I had made in my spare time, carrying around a Bluetooth keyboard. The members' eyes went wide. They didn't look pleasantly surprised. As soon as they got the printouts, they started grilling me from all sides.

Still, I wasn't bothered at all. I had just used my free time while still sleeping well, eating well, and doing everything I needed to do. Jeong Seongbin lay down on the sofa with a look of enlightenment.

"For the infinite development of spArk, innovation is deemed necessary! I, Kim Iwol, as the eldest, strongly call for the team's reform."

"We'll listen even if you call for it weakly, so sit down and talk, Hyung..."

Park Joowoo placed a cushion on the floor. I sat on the cushion as told and waited for the members to read the summary on the first page. The spArk members silently read the 12-point font summary, smoothing their brows with their index and middle fingers. In the meantime, Choi Jeho went into his room and returned, saying he had forgotten his glasses.

"What's the difference between OKR and KPI?"

Choi Jeho asked, pushing up his glasses. That kind of gesture usually comes from an intellectual character coolly getting to the heart of the matter. I have no idea why the glasses-wearing guy in this house is always like that.

Fortunately, I didn't have to say, 'Jeho, do you think I added footnotes to decorate the document?' Jeong Seongbin realized this wasn't the time for him to be lazing around. He stuck close to Choi Jeho and kindly explained.

"...Unlike KPI, which focuses on evaluating fragmented results, OKR is more focused on designing and measuring the process of moving toward a goal. I think you can understand it like that."

KPI (Key Performance Indicator) is composed of individual tasks. It focuses on 'what results I need to produce'. To judge success or failure, it sets and checks quantitative, objective goals like 'achieve #1 on a music show' or 'gather 10,000 fans'.

In OKR (Objectives and Key Results), there is a goal you want to challenge above the tasks. You set a goal you want to reach, and then you contemplate what must be done to achieve it.

The most important thing in OKR is 'what the members of the organization gain in the process of achieving the goal'. The journey is not defined as a failure just because you didn't achieve what you wanted. You grow, set a new goal, and challenge it again.

"I don't want us to stop. I don't want us to become complacent."

The most necessary thing to maintain a team is the will of its members. Since it's something people do together, that's a given. If they just set their minds to it, even members scattered across different agencies could gather and hold a concert. That's what idols were.

Conversely, if the members lack will, the group quietly disappears. An environment where only you can control your own deviations. In a situation where a colleague you relied on could become a variable, everyone's intentions had to be aligned to promote together.

I know how hard the spArk members have worked since they were teenagers. I understood that, like many seniors in the industry, they might want to take it easy at this point, or maybe they want to play around while spending the money they've saved up. I was also aware that I couldn't control their individual feelings.

However, if these bastards were true professional idols, they ought to follow my words. Unless it was inherited, if you've gained wealth and fame that your peers can't obtain, you should endure some sacrifices. In an industry where you can't survive without fans no matter how talented you are, since you've been so successful thanks to them, shouldn't you do your best until the day your voice gives out?

"I want to try everything we can with this team. It means I want to maintain our current path, no matter how many years we've been active or how the payment ratio changes with contract renewal. I won't reflect them, but I'll at least listen, so if anyone has an opinion, speak up."

I steeled myself and threw the first punch. I was about to take the first person who raised a flag of rebellion to the 'room of truth' for a deep conversation. Just then, Jeong Seongbin shouted.

"Of course, we should. We're only in our fifth year!"

The guy took out his laptop. Then, at the very top of next year's challenge page that the dedicated team had created, he typed 'spArk OKR'.

"By when should we think about the objectives? If it's a system that's operated short-term, how about we introduce it early, even as a trial? We can just reset the goalposts as we go, with the feeling of trying out a new operational method!"

His learning speed was incredibly fast. I praised the leader's high level of comprehension and brought out the year-end pilot project I had planned in advance.


Chapter 601: OKR (2)

Nothing was as hectic as dozens of idol groups gathered in one place. People swarmed everywhere. Just walking down the hallway in front of the waiting rooms required squeezing your shoulders at least twenty times.

With so many people, greeting the MCs, veteran singers, and senior and junior colleagues was an enormous task.

The culture of making greeting rounds was fading in the entertainment industry. Nevertheless, spArk had consistently visited every waiting room since their debut. This was all thanks to Kim Iwol's influence.

You can't achieve anything with a bad attitude if you don't even greet people. It's basic courtesy to the fans. Whether it's a senior or a staff member, if someone enters your line of sight, you bow first. There's nothing to lose and only things to gain, so you should at least do that much.

Are you worried it'll look like you're passing down a hierarchical culture where juniors have to greet seniors? Then just go to the juniors' waiting rooms too. Don't think we'll eventually be the ones receiving greetings. Approach it with the mindset that you will always greet first. Erase the fantasy that you'll automatically be treated with respect just for getting older. Got it?

Kim Iwol did not compromise on a few things. Along with fan service, member care, and manager welfare, ‘greetings’ was always one of them.

Fortunately, the members of spArk were hardworking model students. They had never been reprimanded for trivial things like greetings, even as trainees. It was already a habit, so they never had to think about it consciously.

After finishing their routine greeting rounds, they had to prepare for rehearsal. In a large concert hall, multiple teams lined up for sound checks, and the troubles that arose were child's play. Everything that happened during music show rehearsals also happened here.

Even as everything spun chaotically, Jeong Seongbin enjoyed himself. He felt that way even though the waiting room mirror reflected a space packed with people and luggage, a disorderly mix of noises.

"Joowoo, want me to tell you something awesome?"

"What is it...?"

"They're setting off fireworks during our turn."

"Really...?!"

"For real. Daeyeon told me!"

"Jeho, where's the pin you had in your bangs?"

"It's not there?"

"It's gone! Soram, could you please check Jeho's bangs!"

"That's weird. Where did it go?"

The team members chattered in small groups. If you looked away for a moment, other sounds mixed in, making it hard to follow the conversation. Still, Jeong Seongbin liked this clamor.

"Iwol, why are you so excited?"

"Because it's exciting!"

"We've been coming to the Music Festival for years, and now I'm even seeing this hyung ride a rhythm without any music."

"What's so new about that? I was always the type to beatbox."

A slight turn of his head revealed Kang Kiyeon and Kim Iwol standing in a corner of the waiting room beyond the mirror. Just as Kang Kiyeon said, Kim Iwol bobbed his head side to side while looking for his outfit on the clothing rack.

spArk's waiting room was always like this. No matter the season or time, everyone was full of energy. No one would take it as a joke if you said you couldn't discuss spArk's waiting room without mentioning its boisterousness.

The excitement doubled as the year ended. To spArk, the awards ceremonies were a ‘year-end party hosted by the broadcast station’. It was a pleasant event to beautifully conclude the fourth quarter.

That was why spArk's year-ends were always festive. They looked back on their hard work throughout the year and shared their feelings. Even without a stage, they had fun creating performances they normally couldn't try.

But there was a year when even spArk couldn't enjoy themselves. It was last year, when Kim Iwol was absent.

That year, spArk also went around to every single waiting room to greet them. When they returned, they laughed and chatted for the behind-the-scenes camera, just as they always did. They reviewed rehearsal footage until the moment they went on stage, looking for areas to improve. They delivered a flawless performance. They returned to the waiting room drenched in sweat. They filmed a video sharing their thoughts on receiving an award and comforted each other, saying they had all worked hard.

On the outside, everyone seemed the same. On the inside, they were different. If Jeong Seongbin recalled his feelings from that time, the only expression he could use was ‘it felt like I was rotting away’. It was like picking up a perfectly ripe fruit, only to find an empty peel.

The unresolved emotions festered and dripped away like bruised fruit pulp. At a time when they should have been reaping rewards, only a sense of emptiness remained.

Even selecting a song was a struggle. He couldn't think of a song he wanted to sing. Even when a senior artist harassed him, he had thought he might not succeed, but he had never imagined a day would come when he wouldn't sing.

However, with the opportunity to choose any song he wanted, Jeong Seongbin was unbelievably dazed. His head knew he had to get a grip, yet his heart acted on its own.

To avoid getting caught in his dazed state, Jeong Seongbin kept himself busy. In reality, there was a lot to do. He tried his hardest to prevent the fans from feeling the huge empty space.

『Connect』?

Late at night, as Jeong Seongbin agonized over their title tracks, Lee Cheonghyeon cautiously suggested it. Lee Cheonghyeon also asked if they really had to build the stage with only a title track.

In that moment, Jeong Seongbin realized he had been waiting for someone to voice his own opinion. He had been waiting for someone to say, ‘I want to send our regards to Kim Iwol on stage,’ even without him taking the lead.

The preparation process was smooth. He had worried that someone might not be able to focus, but it was a needless fear. Everyone threw themselves into practice with fire in their eyes.

While he was relieved, it was also quite bitter. It felt like everyone else held their ground firmly while he alone was shaking helplessly.

The only thing Jeong Seongbin could do was not let his anxiety show. So he tried. He focused even more intently to ensure there was no room for criticism. He comforted his team members, telling himself through self-suggestion that they could endure this well, that they were doing well enough.

...How can I wait for Hyung as calmly as you do?

When he saw Park Joowoo's face, smiling bitterly as he said he didn't know, it felt like a hard blow to the head. He had been ignoring a fact. Everyone was doing their best because they hoped people wouldn't blame Kim Iwol after seeing a seemingly fine spArk. It was to protect the spot Kim Iwol would return to, not because they were ‘okay’.

Jeong Seongbin immediately gathered the members. Then he confessed the sense of loss he had been hiding. He said he was confused. He expressed his doubts about whether they were doing well but confessed he was scared to be honest. He was far too lacking to be a leader they could rely on.

You're not the only one.

However, Choi Jeho did not blame Jeong Seongbin.

Me too.

The hyung who had been so incredibly dependable was just like him. So were his smart younger brother and his mature younger brother. Everyone had been holding on. They were gritting their teeth, thinking, I can't break down and lower the team's morale. The sense of kinship no longer left Jeong Seongbin feeling lonely. Embracing his colleagues, Jeong Seongbin let go of his emotional burden.

The conversation that day greatly changed spArk's mindset. They became honest.

Choi Jeho said he needed time. The younger members willingly decided to give their hyung space to sort out his thoughts. While waiting for his friend, Choi Jeho slowly found his place again.

Park Joowoo wanted them to stop treating Kim Iwol as a topic to be avoided. He wanted them to feel as if Kim Iwol were always by their side. Thanks to him, spArk no longer deliberately hid stories about Kim Iwol, even in front of the Sparklers.

Lee Cheonghyeon encouraged them to cheer up. He said they should honestly confess when things were tough, and then get back on their feet.

Lee Cheonghyeon's suggestion became the strength that allowed spArk to endure without breaking down. Despite the indefinite wait, thanks to the promise made with their younger brother, they did not lose their smiles.

Kang Kiyeon emphasized that they shouldn't forget why they had decided to wait for Kim Iwol. That the hope of the six of them being together included not only Kim Iwol but also the other five.

I'll also try my best not to be absent anymore.

Jeong Seongbin, who had watched over Kang Kiyeon since he was young, could feel the weight of those words.

After pouring out their emotions, the newly united and strengthened spArk sang 『Connect』 without crying, and still, they did not despair.

At the end of their patience, they learned that the fruit was sweet.

Kim Iwol had changed. His love for the team was the same. However, within that ‘beloved team’, he finally included himself. He took a seat inside the strengthened walls and insisted that he, too, would be here.

Their meticulous and proactive eldest hyung wanted to keep moving forward. He didn't hesitate, even after all he had been through. He suggested that he wanted to try everything they could do as this team.

The future of the six of them together existed in Kim Iwol's mind. Now that this was certain, Jeong Seongbin was confident he could accomplish anything. After all, as the leader, he knew best that his members' potential was limitless.

What should our first objective be...?

Jeong Seongbin recalled the answer Kim Iwol had given to Park Joowoo's question.

To put on a performance at this year's Grand Music Festival that will be talked about for years to come. To be precise, to perform a stage that will be mentioned ‘every time the year-end music festivals are held’.

Kim Iwol rarely voiced his goals. It was clear he had objectives, but he never shared them with anyone. Whenever they won first place or a grand prize, they could only guess, Was this Iwol's objective this time?

But that same Kim Iwol had now revealed a dream he wanted to achieve with the members. It was a challenging task, just as the term's definition suggested. Becoming a seasonal icon in an era overflowing with content was a difficult thing.

However, it felt possible. He wanted to do it.

Is it okay for the objective to not be more specific?

This is enough for now. Since it's our first time trying. Next, we need to set what's called a Key Result, an indicator needed to achieve the objective...

Should we set a target view count based on the view counts of the most popular stages from previous years? No. Hmm, it's difficult since there's no standard for a ‘talked-about performance’.

Everyone put their heads together and began planning their next stage. After much deliberation, they created a challenging objective that was immature but meaningful.

Whether they could reach their goal was to be decided today. If they succeeded, they would create the next objective. If they failed, they would try again. It was a journey that would never stop.

"Seongbin, why are you staring so intensely at Iwol and Kiyeon?" a staff member checking her makeup in the mirror asked.

Kim Iwol and Kang Kiyeon flinched. Four eyes darted about, busy trying to read his expression.

"It's nothing!" Jeong Seongbin answered with a smile.

Kim Iwol, still holding the hanger, peeked at him sideways to gauge his sincerity. Upon realizing there was truly no problem, Kim Iwol wore a satisfied expression.


Chapter 602: OKR (3)

spArk rarely wore uniforms at official events because they did not often take on dark concepts. However, fans constantly demanded it. The members would bring out the uniforms for concerts or special event stages, like the one at Strawberry Park.

Uniforms always looked good on the well-built members of spArk. They could create a stage with a soft charisma by using white as a base or fabrics mixed with black, gray, and blue to neutralize the mood.

...That would have been the case normally.

Jeong Seongbin looked at the members gathered by the door. The tall men, with an average height of 183.3 cm, wore all-black jackets buttoned to their necks. They exuded an intimidating aura even while standing still.

Apparently, Kim Iwol had seen a comment that said, ‘spArk, please, just once, have a comeback with a full uniform concept.’ Kim Iwol, whose love for his fans was profound, said he didn't want to betray their expectation that he would deliver the ‘uniform punishment’ 57,293,861 times.

Kim Iwol’s request was perfectly realized. The outfits were already gorgeous with embroidery on the sleeves and other areas. The addition of epaulets, gold cords, and chains made them look more like museum exhibits. Even the large buttons had detailed patterns, giving each member’s outfit a unique variation.

As stage costumes tailored to their body types, their perfect lines stood out. Everything was calculated, down to the way the tassels on the epaulets flowed from their shoulders. It was truly an outfit optimized to 'showcase' spArk. Even as a groupmate who ate from the same pot, one couldn't help but admire their broad shoulders, wide backs, and the fit of their pants that hinted at their workout regimen.

The hallway felt narrow even when they walked in a double file line. They had to hunch their shoulders or change formation to secure a path for people coming from the opposite direction. Jeong Seongbin placed both hands on his friend's shoulders, who had achieved his wish of growing to 185cm, and exited the hallway as if they were playing a game of train.

As they neared the venue, the surrounding noise grew incomparably louder than what they had heard in the waiting room. The people were also several times busier.

He had to find a spot with at least some light in the dark backstage just to check if his in-ear monitor was properly fitted. He had no time to straighten his knees, which were bent to match the height of the staff member touching up his makeup so it would not smudge.

The chaos was enough to make his head spin, but looking at the steady backs of his members made his mind deceptively calm. Kim Iwol, standing before him, had the power to put people at ease. Jeong Seongbin felt a sense of stability that was not there when the five of them had been waiting for their turn.

"Shall we go?"

As the previous team’s song ended, Kim Iwol looked back. Jeong Seongbin nodded. The sight of the members running towards the stairs tugged at his heart.

How much had he longed for this scene, for the five of them gathered in front of the stage, waiting for him?

He suppressed the surge of emotion. He had to keep his wits about him to achieve the 'high-hurdle goal' set by Kim Iwol.

The soles of his shoes hit the smooth floor and lifted off. The familiar sensation made Jeong Seongbin realize where he was standing.

Finding his position in the dark was now a piece of cake. He could move without fumbling even in large-scale performances where they had to get on and off stage systematically, like on a conveyor belt. He joyfully anticipated the sight of the light sticks filling his vision, glowing in various colors.

A reddish light shone on Kang Kiyeon, who stood alone in the center of the stage. Kang Kiyeon, who symbolized the sun in 『Flare』, mimed pulling a bowstring towards the floor. With a flick of his fingers, a graphic effect of flames spread across the stage floor. A powerful intro began to play along with the ignition.

The fast beat and strong sound heated the venue in an instant. The temperature rose sharply. The vibration of the six of them stomping their feet in unison traveled up from his toes. When he stretched out his arms, a cheer erupted, powerful enough to pierce through the music.

The instrumental flowing through his in-ear monitor echoed in Jeong Seongbin's head. Rational thought was slowly consumed. A thrilling pleasure filled the void. His vision flashed as if a current ran through him, and every nerve in his body stood on end.

Pillars of fire shot up from the edge of the stage, blazed brightly, and then scattered into the air. The floor turned black, like a path ravaged by a great fire. Kim Iwol slowly lifted his head and whispered.

『Even on a stage where the lights are out, there is a story』

『Stand by』 followed immediately.

The music, created by a combination of numerous instruments, was luxurious in itself. Added to this were outfits that were lavish to the point of extravagance. He felt like he knew how they looked without even seeing the monitor.

The classical instruments and the romance-fantasy-style costumes were a great match. Moments ago they had maximized the precision of their group dance by highlighting the sharp image of the uniforms. Now it was time to create synergy for the song with their antique-style decorations and heavy makeup.

The lighting changed to shades of yellow. The gold accessories sparkled even more.

『Stand by』 had unusually long verses sung by a single person. Unlike their existing songs, which divided parts into short segments, it was common for one person to sing an entire line.

Jeong Seongbin mulled over the lyrics Kim Iwol had assigned him.

『When you whisper love, when you're soaked in tears, when you want to make a sound that rings in your heart』

From the moment I first sang along to my favorite children's song, music has always been a part of my life. There wasn't a single day I disliked music. I might have felt pathetic for not meeting expectations, but I never grew to hate music.

The reason I could stand beside my talented friend without feeling jealous, the reason I somehow endured through the bullying, was because I had fallen so deeply in love.

The path he chose was not always smooth. While wandering in the darkness, Jeong Seongbin cried a lot. He despaired and struggled to get back up. He dragged his body, drenched in sweat and tears, and ran again.

All the members charged forward, looking only ahead. There was only one thing spArk wanted to achieve by pushing themselves so hard.

『We're starting our story』

I want to debut. I want to show ourselves to the world. With that one dream, the six of them had run all this way.

The sound of steady footsteps came from the speakers after the music stopped. Choi Jeho led the way towards the extended stage. While Kim Iwol and Kang Kiyeon took off their jackets and threw them behind them, Lee Cheonghyeon messed up his neat hair to create a wind-blown look. Park Joowoo opened the front of his shirt.

Choi Jeho’s hand, wearing a half-glove, made a half-turn in the air. A heavy exhaust sound filled the venue, following the sound effect of a car key turning.

The spark was lit. All preparations were complete.

It was time to run.

『I'm waiting for the thing that makes me run...』

During the chorus of 『Sprint』, Jeong Seongbin turned his head toward the audience.

Jeong Seongbin was also waiting for this part. The part that always followed when he sang the chorus of 『Sprint』...

『For the signal to ring』

"For the signal to ring!"

...An explosion of cheers washed over Jeong Seongbin and the members.

By the time the dance break came, he was breathless. His body radiated so much heat that the sweat pouring down like rain seemed to evaporate. The face of every member he passed was completely flushed.

There is a sense of unity felt when many people dance the same moves. It was like that now. It felt as if the hands and feet of others had become his own. Even though he had poured out all his energy and had no strength left to breathe, he could not stop dancing and singing.

The sound raged like a car speeding up until the dashboard needle hit its limit. His wet hair stuck to his skin, stinging. Even as his mind grew faint, Jeong Seongbin planted his feet firmly on the ground.

This time, too, Kim Iwol was standing in front of him. He had returned to the stage for spArk and Sparkler.

Kim Iwol always worried about whether Jeong Seongbin and spArk doubted him. For someone who had claimed he could see the future, he had been restless ever since he returned.

Do you really think I have divine powers?

Did you really believe me when I said I could hear my ancestors?

Didn't I seem like a weird person to you?

At the end, he would always add one more thing.

Can you still trust me?

Whatever story Kim Iwol had, it did not matter to Jeong Seongbin. His hyung's true identity was not important. After all, Jeong Seongbin knew his heart.

He recalled a conversation they had a long, long time ago. It was a biting Winter Night. Jeong Seongbin still remembered the talk he had with the unfamiliar hyung when he had hit his limit.

If you just keep doing what you've been doing, the day will come when you're acknowledged.

Those words, full of conviction despite having no basis, had led Jeong Seongbin to this place. The assurance that he could be happy in the not-so-distant future had given him hope once more.

Jeong Seongbin's efforts were acknowledged with their debut. spArk was rewarded for their long wait. The moment they debuted with Kim Iwol, a future like this was destined to happen.

The past year had been one of reorganization. Kim Iwol had returned to the space that had been left with only five members. They stood on stage with fluttering hearts. They drew their future together. The only thing that had changed was that their bond had grown even stronger.

The day he first became a trainee.

The day he first made friends here.

The day he first set foot in the dorm.

The day all the members were finally together.

The day he first stood on stage.

If those things created my original passion, then my heart must still be new. Because our story is starting all over again from the beginning.

Being given the position of leader of such an amazing team must be the greatest fortune of his life.

『Take a step forward into an endless Sprint』

Jeong Seongbin savored the boundless joy. From above his head, he heard the sound of fireworks exploding. BANG! BANG! The sweltering winter was coming to an end.


Chapter 603: OKR (4)

spArk's year-end concluded with a heated finale. The organizers generously set off gunpowder and relentlessly shot up pillars of fire. I originally intended for us to enter the hall of fame with a blood-splattered stage, but we became a hot topic for several other reasons.

≫ They performed a three-song medley with only songs released this year, and all of them were hit tracks

Mr. Lee Cheonghyeon, you're the best elite CPV. Mr. Kim Iwol, you're the best Brilliant Mundead.

└ I thought Sprint was really heavy at first, but listening to it live outdoors gave it an insane festival vibe, haha. Is this the power of arrangement?

└ I wish they'd release another version with the ad-libs. The year has changed, but my soul is still stuck at the Grand Music Festival Sprint.

≫ The group that lived up to its name at today's Music Battle

(Photo) (Photo) (Photo) spArk setting off a ton of fireworks lolol

└ Are they only doing music festivals this year and then closing down next year?

└└ LOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOL

└ They were spewing so much fire. Even watching on TV, I was wondering if the people in the standing section were okay lolol.

≫ I'm over here thinking Cheonghyeon's delinquent vibe has been crazy lately. Then Seongbin completely poured cold water on it, and Kiyeon showed up to wrap up the dignity of the revered cold handsome man. The real thug. Hwaro High School's Rank 0.

└ While Iwol's jacket removal is languid and sexy, our kid just throws his clothes off in a refreshing, raw delinquent style.

└ A silk shirt with high-waisted pants is a truly educated pervert combination.

└ I'm willing to accept changing Kang Kiyeon's symbolic animal to a shark.

≫ My Lord

My eternal emperor...

└ All the other kids changed their styles a bit for the last song, but the only thing Jeho did was unbutton his collar because he's an emperor, and a monarch's dignity must be eternal.

└└ I really don't get Kim Iwol. He disses Choi Jeho every single day, yet he's an emperor-worshipper who can't stand Choi Jeho becoming Banana-fied. I can't understand his character at all.

└└└ Don't think too hard about it. Iwol just likes pretty things. Look at how they only give Jeho the emperor's staff during the chorus of Sprint.

└└└└ Ohh.

└└└└└ Look at them being convinced lolol

└ There's no other chest like it in the idol world.

└ The Center Emperor is the Center Emperor. All of spArk's posts get a lot of reactions, but Choi Jeho's posts explode with an incomparable amount of firepower, whether it's comments or views lolol.

└ The post is barely two lines long, but a whole truckload of people swooning over the emperor gathers. When will this stop being funny? lololㅠㅠ

≫ I planned to be a crow that cries every time Lee Cheonghyeon is handsome, but I just cried so much I became a crow that lost its voice

I planned to go caw-caw, but whenever I see a picture of Cheonghyeon from the Music Battle, I'm so happy I just sob. Our sweet, lovable Cutie Pretty Visual is a 186cm tall, giant door of a handsome man. His Siberian-plains look perfectly suits a 5:5 part, and it makes my life so hard.

└ A shockingly handsome man who is tall, has a great personality, composes everything, and is a genius who's good at rapping. A perfect hexagonal all-rounder cute idol actually exists.

└ I think I get why Iwol tells Cheonghyeon he's dazzling so often... If Lee Cheonghyeon were in front of me, I'd probably poke my own eyes out because he's so dazzling.

≫ Jeong Seongbin is possessed, for real

Did UtopiA feed him a hundred wild ginseng roots because the leader was having a hard time? He always made Sparklers play a balance game between 'spArk's last remaining warmth' vs. 'the dark mastermind leading the residents of Fire Flower Village', but he's quashing all controversy like a true captain.

└ This is the dignity of a leader.

└ Seongbin's stans are always divided between Flowering-With List-OAHN Seongbin and MISSION-End-Alight Seongbin lolol

≫ Kim Iwol is seriously insane (praise)

I thought he'd dye his hair black after promotions ended since his dark roots were showing, but look at him, bleaching his roots completely and wearing a black uniform. It's amazing. Jeho's determination to eat two bags of vegetable sticks as a snack for his diet is nothing compared to this.

└ It doesn't look like it's completely white, did he add some color underneath?

└└ Yeah, he added a bit of dark blue! He's wearing a black shirt as an inner layer too.

└└└ I think he adjusted it moderately so he wouldn't look like he was floating on his own if his hair, skin, and shirt were all white.

└ Choi Jeho lolololol

└ I'm so happy the phantoms are so intense.

≫ Give spArk a lifetime pass to appear on the Music Battle.

Even if they say they don't want to, issue it by force. Make them appear on the Music Battle until they die and bring some tension to the relaxed idol scene.

└ A lifetime contract, absolutely.

└ ??: Due to such-and-such law, spArk must attend the awards ceremony at the end of every year~

└ Make sure to add a special clause that they have to perform for at least 7 minutes.


I felt a little confused about whether to be happy. It's true that idols survive by word of mouth.

We had put on an amazing performance that everyone acknowledged, but we were also becoming a hot topic for slightly different reasons. Still, that content was positive.

So, should I be happy...? The world of idols is difficult.

The important point was that spArk's year-end stage earned the title of 'legendary', thanks to various elements. We immediately achieved the OKR we had set as a trial run. It seemed spArk was a much more capable group than I had anticipated.

We also received several awards. We won two grand prizes and a performance award for 『Alight』, making our fans' votes worthwhile. The trophies were placed safely inside a glass cabinet in the dorm's living room.

A major shift occurred after the year changed. We moved to a bigger dorm and officially introduced OKR into spArk's activity planning. After succeeding once, everyone quickly got the hang of it. Experiencing short-term achievements was also effective. We set our next goal to achieve a concert satisfaction survey score of 4.8 or higher.

To celebrate the New Year, I was about to change Park Joowoo's contact name to '23-Year Vintage Metal Marbles'. I realized a beat too late that I didn't need to do that anymore.

I should have changed it to a new, affectionate nickname long ago. I can't believe I left this easy method alone and just updated it every January 1st.

'House Maker' was also released. Its story of a close female friendship, non-provocative plot, and realistic romance resonated with female viewers in their 20s and 30s.

As a supporting character, I didn't become a huge topic among drama fans. Instead, I worked hard to serve as an entry point through short-form content, as always.

≫ Just came back from watching a compilation of the youngest's spokesperson, Nam Sajin

≫ There isn't a single line that isn't filled with resentment lololol

≫ Kim Iwol gets a role where he gets totally screwed over for the first time in his life

≫ A picture of Nam Sajin's real-life self, who is said to be Nam Sajin himself

└ It wasn't acting, it was his real life lol

≫ Can the troublemaker eldest hyung become the troublemaker youngest?

≫ There's no way he can't

└ Is this how you use this meme?? lol

The ordinary high school student Nam Sajin received a lot of love. His pitiful position of being pushed around and his arduous daily life were the reasons. I was sure that as more episodes were released, many people would cheer for Nam Sajin.

Meanwhile, an event occurred among spArk's families. I heard that Jeong Seongbin's mother guided the family members who had time to gather for a meal. I didn't call my sister, thinking it would be a burden for her to attend a gathering for her brother's newly formed group. I heard about the atmosphere from the members.

"Mr. Seongjun was the MC?"

"The kid's gotten weirder since he was discharged from the military..."

It was certain the leadership gene ran in the Jeong family. Jeong Seongbin's worries showed no sign of fading at the tales of Mr. Jeong Seongjun's exploits, who had returned as a former drill instructor.

"What's this about Mr. Soohoon and Sihoo showing up in couple T-shirts?"

"Cheonghyeon was looking at clothes during an interview, saying he'd give them to his brother. I thought they were pretty, so I bought one for Sihoo too... and they both wore them on the same day."

"They said Lee Kangmyeong saw that and spat out his juice."

Lee Cheonghyeon showed me his phone. A message from Mr. Lee Soohoon was on the screen with a picture.

Mr. Lee Soohoon [(Photo)]
[It was like this.] The impressive drama screenshot showed someone letting orange juice dribble from a cup. Below it was another photo of Mr. Heo Sihoo eating a meal. He wore a T-shirt of a flying squirrel holding a cloth with 'Freedom' written on it.

"Mr. Soohoon... wore this T-shirt too?"

"I guess he wears it if you buy it for him. Mom hated it, but for some reason, it seems he didn't throw it away."

Lee Cheonghyeon laughed, finding it unbelievable. He said that although his mother hadn't attended, Lee Kangmyeong often followed Mr. Lee Soohoon since the concert to keep up with his brother's activities. He also said Lee Kangmyeong no longer made comments that ignored Lee Cheonghyeon.

I told him that of course, no friend in their right mind would dare to ignore him, and the kid smiled proudly.

Even if they couldn't forget the past and become friendly brothers, they could at least have a relationship where they no longer hurt each other. That was enough, as long as Lee Cheonghyeon wouldn't have a hard time anymore.

"I heard the female siblings already made a group chat?"

"Yeah. The guys' side probably won't work because all the Lee men are socially dead."

Lee Cheonghyeon shook his head at Kang Kiyeon's words, his expression sincere. While the sisters planned to see Ms. Choi Miho's match on a set date, the male siblings were a different story. Mr. Heo Sihoo was a considerable slow starter and an outsider pro-gamer. Just as Lee Cheonghyeon said, a group chat for the male siblings seemed a distant prospect.

The adults' behind-the-scenes stories were also fun. The episode where Jeong Seongbin's father and Lee Cheonghyeon's father decided to become friends, being the same age, was particularly shocking.

If Lee Cheonghyeon's father hadn't changed his stance, I would have told Jeong Seongbin's father, 'That man used to hound your precious son like a rat!'

It was a relief that both the adults and the kids had become harmonious.

"Next time, ask your sister if she's thinking of coming."

Choi Jeho said. He then brought a bag of vegetable sticks to his mouth and shook it out completely. For someone who looked the way he did, he was a very frugal guy.

"We'll see."

I snatched the bag, which had no powder left, and flattened it neatly for recycling.

It was a New Year incomparably more peaceful than last year, when I had been suffering all by myself.


Chapter 604: Invitation Ticket (1)

The new year brought no rest for the dedicated team and spArk. February marked spArk's 5th anniversary, and with the full group's contract renewal on the horizon, celebrating their debut was the most important event.

They prepared a national tour to thank the fans, but the workload was mountainous. Despite starting preparations late last year, they were still short on time. In January, they practically lived in the practice room.

Thankfully, their extensive discography meant they weren't short on songs. Lee Cheonghyeon, who had just finished a massive arrangement for their remake album, could breathe a sigh of relief. Park Joowoo, with his steel vocal cords, was excited to sing so many songs. Choi Jeho, whose disposition was similar though his specialty was different, felt much the same.

Only Jeong Seongbin and Kang Kiyeon withered from exhaustion. To cheer them up, I did the 'back-to-basics hyung' dance for them, but Kang Kiyeon, that emotionally dry man, didn't even appreciate his hyung's kind heart.

I was about to practice again after a good laugh when Park Joowoo called to me from the sofa. He held my phone. I always keep it away during practice, and it seemed a message had arrived. The sender was Jukyung.

Min Jukyung (UtopiA-spArk Dedicated Team) [Iwol! Don't you need concert invitation tickets?]
[Just say the word! I'll get you as many as you haven't used so far!]

She had contacted me before surveying the other spArk members. Unlike their agreement to receive only two invitation tickets each to save seats for fans, there was no limit for me.

Noona... would she come if I invited her?

A weekend is precious to a working person. For someone as sociable as my sister, her weekend schedule for next month might have already been completely booked.

Should I just get one for now?

I sent a reply thanking her for her consideration and requesting just one ticket. The response arrived faster than the speed of light.

Min Jukyung (UtopiA-spArk Dedicated Team) [What fun is it to come alone?]
[I'll set aside two for you!]

And so, for the first time, I got my hands on two invitation tickets. No... to be precise, I thought I had. That was before I ended up with twelve.

The tour was scheduled to kick off in Seoul. The performances were on Friday, Saturday, and Sunday. Saturday coincidentally happened to be my birthday, and the tickets Jukyung secured for me were for that day.

I had received the tickets where all the spArk members were present. This meant everyone had seen me receive them.

Just as I was putting the envelope away and about to close my bag, a new envelope was thrust in front of me. Kang Kiyeon stood right next to me.

"What's wrong? Is there a problem with the tickets?"

"They're for you to use, Hyung. Including Lee Cheonghyeon's, it's four tickets in total."

"Huh? I got some too!"

"You said you got two. I heard from Jukyung. Wouldn't it be better to invite all of your family?"

"I haven't even mentioned it to my noona yet. Who knows what might come up that day."

"Just take them anyway."

The man forcibly pressed the envelope into my hand and stormed off. I didn't even have a chance to stop him.

I tried to at least return Lee Cheonghyeon's share, but I failed. Even as he was turning into a glowing mold in the corner of the practice room, Lee Cheonghyeon firmly refused to take them back.

"There's no one from my family who can come anyway. Please use them comfortably."

"Not even Soohoon? He always came as long as it wasn't exam season."

"It's the second week of the month. He's probably going to tutor Lee Kangmyeong."

Soohoon tutored his younger brother, Kangmyeong, every second week of the month. It was supposedly the method their hyung had chosen, wondering how to break the ice and make time to talk with his younger brothers.

When I first heard it, I was half thinking it was a very 'them' kind of solution and half doubting it would work. However, the results appeared almost immediately.

Since his hyung only talked about studying even during breaks, it seems Lee Kangmyeong got fed up and was the first to bring up his own concerns. He studies like a madman too, but not as much as Soohoon-hyung.

I heard that after breaking the ice, they started talking quite often. I had wondered why the two of them were coming to the concert side-by-side. Seeing how Lee Kangmyeong's attitude changed for the better each time we met, I guess Lee Soohoon was a stricter hyung than I had imagined.

Having suddenly acquired six invitation tickets, I received even more from Park Joowoo at the recording studio where we went to record the AR for the concert. His envelope was stuffed too.

"Did you happen to get Seongbin's too?"

"As expected, Hyung, you noticed right away... I knew this would happen, so I told Seongbin we should use a different envelope, but he said it would be fine since there wasn't much of a difference. Even though the texture is this different..."

"No, it's just because I was holding the exact same thing a moment ago."

With a sullen expression, Park Joowoo explained in great detail why he was handing over the tickets.

"Seongbin's family is planning to go to Seongjun's new writer exhibition. They've always felt bad for not being able to pay much attention to Seongjun while supporting Seongbin's activities... and my family, well, I told them they don't have to come this time since they live so far away."

I could feel their worry that I might take their gesture as pity or charity. I told him I had already received tickets from the youngest members, but it was no use.

So, with Choi Jeho, I asked him first as soon as we met.

"Do you happen to have something to give me?"

And that bastard nonchalantly handed over both of his tickets. I tried to give them back, but Choi Jeho just told me to do whatever I wanted with them. These bastards treated my words like an answering machine, letting them go in one ear and out the other. I don't know where they learned such bad habits.

Now that I was a ticket tycoon, I had a duty to fill the invited seats. I sighed, holding the twelve invitation tickets.

I want to show spArk to my noona, but I don't want her to come if it means disrupting her daily life. I don't even know if she's the type to enjoy concerts, so I feel bad just asking her to come unconditionally.

Still, I wish she would come, just once...

I could list dozens of reasons not to invite her, yet a lingering desire remained. After all, the very reason I accepted the tickets from Jukyung in the first place was because I was 'hoping for it', wasn't it?

I clutched my phone, lost in thought. After hesitating for a long time, I painstakingly sent a message.

Me [Noona. Are you free on February 14th?]
[We're having a concert in Seoul, and if you're okay with it, I'd like to invite you and your family.]
[You can come with a junior from work, too.]

Like the office worker she was, an instant reply came back.

Noona [How much do I have to pay?]

My prediction that she would reply by saying she'd check her schedule or ask her family was completely wrong. That was just like my noona.

Me [They're invitation tickets, so you don't have to pay.]

Noona [Then it's not fair to the fans who pay to go]

Me [I haven't used a single invitation ticket in five years...]

Noona [What time did you say the concert was?]

Me [I haven't said yet;;]

The grand project of 'concert invitations' was off to a smooth start. For the next invitation, I immediately visited the office.

"Manager Chanyoung!"

"Yeah. What is it?"

"Can we find someone using the company's name?"

He was the classmate who had looked through our graduation album to reveal the truth when I was being attacked from all sides. He was also an old friend, one whose identity I could guess just from the tone of the post by 'Class President Moon' and the episodes mentioned. I had to find the class president.

The class president's clarifying post helped me overcome a crisis that I thought I couldn't handle. From our high school days until now, when I've become an idol, he has been a friend for whom I have nothing but gratitude.

I was more than willing to contact him directly. If I weren't a celebrity who had to go through an agency, I would have gladly done so. There was also a high chance the other person would mistake it for a scam.

On the other hand, it was common for a company to search for a fan or the subject of a touching story. This method was also better for protecting personal information than a private individual making contact, so I had no choice but to borrow the company's official name for a moment.

UtopiA readily agreed to contact the person who had posted the clarifying message. They also promised to let me know as soon as they received a reply.

All that was left was to hope the class president would check his email before the concert.


Ever since hearing the news of the concert, Baek Haewon had been sick with worry. The more popular her small and precious spArk became, the more intense the ticketing wars grew. Baek Haewon had never once failed to secure a seat for herself, but it was difficult to get a good spot in the face of such overwhelming pressure.

≫ spArk is having another no-fun concert

Who even goes to spArk's boring concerts? If I go to the concert this time, I'm not even human.

└ Ma'am, do you really think people will be fooled by this?

└ Aaaaaaaah it's really not fun, I swear!!! Everyone says it looks lit and they look incredibly happy in the photos!!!!!!!!!! But there's no seat for me ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ

There were even some Sparklers who, half-giving up, were looking into movie theaters that would be live-streaming the event. However, Baek Haewon could not do that.

◯ Just watch compilations of funny scenes from their self-produced content in your cozy blanket, and in reality, just appreciate the previews that are to die for!!!!!!!!!! There's no seat for me ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ

This was none other than their 5th-anniversary concert. Watching it from the second floor would be a disgrace for a Sparkler.

"Sob... Hic..."

She bit her lip hard, holding back the anguish that threatened to burst out. It didn't matter if her family looked at her strangely. What is pride in the face of love?

To find information on canceled ticket sales, Baek Haewon logged into the community site for the first time in a while. She sat at her computer and was about to search for spArk when she noticed a private message.

What's this. Did I attract a troll somewhere?

For Baek Haewon, who had spent her entire life in keyboard battles, the only messages she ever received were interview-like questions such as 'Do you enjoy living like that?' and statements of fact like 'Your oppa doesn't even know your name'. Such spam dealt no damage to Baek Haewon. Baek Haewon hummed as she closed the message window.

[Hello, this is UtopiA...]

'A real troll.'

Baek Haewon clicked her tongue. Did they think she'd get all excited and read it, thinking she'd hit the jackpot, just because they sent a message with the agency's name? In an age where memes are updated daily, their trolling skills were pathetic.

Yes, I'll be sure to report you back to UtopiA as an impersonator~.

Intending to take a screenshot, Baek Haewon opened the message. A long message that filled the window greeted her. Having seen her fair share of vertical jokes, diagonal jokes, and messages that pretended to be compliments but had insults hidden inside, Baek Haewon first searched for a hidden message.

However, there was no secret code in the long message. All it contained was an introduction stating their affiliation, the main body, a word of thanks, and the same contact information listed on the UtopiA website.

Flustered by this unprecedented tactic, Baek Haewon belatedly read the main text. After reading down to the very last line, she ran all over the living room looking for her phone. While Baek Haewon sent a frantic message to her brother, the chair lay forlornly overturned on the floor.


Chapter 605: The Invitation (2)

Baek Haewon sent a message. [Iwol is looking for you!]

The moment Baek Haein saw it, he thought, Why is she causing a scene again? How can she not go a single day without some kind of commotion? Logically, why would he be looking for me?

Baek Haein replied. [Please stop wasting my family's Wi-Fi and get lost :pray:]

Baek Haewon shot back. [You can curse me out, but you can't curse out Iwol]

Her outrageous behavior worsened daily. Mother, Father. Why did you have me and then have her too? If Baek Haein said that, they would probably say that he and Baek Haewon were exactly the same.

A photo popped up next, catching Baek Haein's attention. It was a UI he knew well from a few years ago. He remembered it from after he posted to clear the controversy about his classmate's special treatment. He had received hundreds of messages asking for more verification then.

Baek Haein’s eyes widened at the message. The person from the incident wanted to meet the poster. It even offered to send a small token of gratitude to his home if a visit was difficult. Baek Haein couldn't believe what he was reading.

He typed back. [Isn't this a scam?]

Baek Haewon replied. [You think I'd send it without even checking that much?]

[How can I trust you;;;]

[Don't even think about coming home today. I'll kill you]

Using his computer, which he hoped wasn't hacked, Baek Haein searched for UtopiA's address and company number. If malicious software was on Baek Haewon's phone or the home PC, it would have sent him to a suspicious site, but just as Baek Haewon said, the contact information and the employee's name were all real.

Baek Haein couldn't focus on work all afternoon. Memories of Kim Han from high school kept surfacing. People had warned him not to even acknowledge Kim Han. Rumors claimed he was a delinquent or was being blackmailed by neighborhood thugs. His scars and minor injuries sparked baseless stories, like that he had been beaten up over relationship problems.

But the Kim Han that Baek Haein actually talked to was nothing like the rumors. He was mature but could make people laugh with his strange words. Though a bit more mature than the other kids, he was still an ordinary high school student. He was a very good kid, so Baek Haein befriended him easily.

The high school version of Baek Haein was rather immature. He would call the studious Kim Han out to play basketball or soccer. Kim Han never refused and always came to the field. He looked horrified when Baek Haein broke his leg while playing, but he always stood behind Baek Haein, holding his textbooks or bag.

Get a grip, Altari! If you live your life just giving things away, you'll be sold off to make someone else's kimchi!

Me?

Just looking at your face, it seems more like you'd be the one selling other people off.

Even with his silly jokes, Kim Han was a very funny kid. When Baek Haein bombed his mock exams, he would laugh for a long time just by looking at Kim Han. Making Kim Han laugh was easy.

But some days, even Kim Han didn't smile. On the day college entrance counseling began, Kim Han wore an unreadable expression. Weren't his grades good enough that he didn't have to worry about getting into college? Puzzled, Baek Haein realized Kim Han had never once mentioned his desired career path.

What major do you want to apply for?

Baek Haein asked without much thought. To his casual question, Kim Han gave a heavy answer.

I don't know.

...

Because there's nothing I want to do.

It was the same expressionless face Baek Haein had seen at the start of the semester. Even when hanging out with friends, Kim Han never suggested activities himself. He only did what others suggested or what they asked for help with.

There must have been many things he could have said to the Kim Han of back then, but the Baek Haein of that time was not sensitive enough to read non-verbal cues or socially skilled enough to read the room.

So what if you don't have anything you want to do? I'm sure your parents are proud just to have a son like you.

He had offered a kind of comfort that was worse than saying nothing at all.

Kim Han gave a small smile. Baek Haein hoped his friend would soon find something he wanted to do. That was why he was genuinely happy when he saw the cheerful Kim Iwol on TV. He felt relieved to see a sparkle in his friend's once-empty eyes.

Then, the reason for Kim Han's misunderstandings during his school days was revealed. A family history that Kim Han had never mentioned became the talk of the town. By the time Baek Haein realized what he had done, too much time had passed. He learned too late why Kim Han changed his name as an adult, and why such a gentle guy had so many scars.

Baek Haein couldn't forget that bitter smile. He kept thinking of Kim Han, who had shown no distress even as Baek Haein spouted such ignorant words.

Collecting sharp comments directed at Kim Han was a way to relieve his personal guilt. There was no other way to apologize, so he reported the malicious posts others poured out.

Kim Han was a friend who occupied an unusually large part of his memory. Their relationship was hardened by the guilt from his younger days.

That same Kim Han was now calling for him. Baek Haein had no choice but to go.

The next day, Baek Haein took a half-day off from work. He put on his neatest clothes and headed to UtopiA. He also brought the jjolmyeon meal kit Baek Haewon had pestered him to take. It was apparently the number one instant jjolmyeon product. The request was absurd, but Baek Haein was certain Baek Haewon knew more about 'Kim Iwol' than he did, so he obeyed.

After signing the visitor log, Baek Haein waited. A young woman walked into the lobby. She introduced herself as the person in charge of spArk's dedicated team.

“Thank you so much for before. Thanks to you, public opinion quieted down quickly.”

“It was nothing. I only wrote the post.”

As working adults, they bowed to each other in front of the elevator. The manager, Min Jukyung, said that Kim Han had insisted on meeting him.

“He's not the type of kid to ask the company for anything. He did say he'd send a gift to your home if you couldn't come, but he wanted to see you in person. He's been in the conference room for over thirty minutes already, you know?”

Min Jukyung smiled. Baek Haein remembered that Kim Han used to go to school at the crack of dawn. It seemed his habit of being early hadn't changed.

Even as Baek Haein stepped out of the elevator, the situation didn't feel real. His heart pounded when Min Jukyung knocked on the translucent conference room door. He saw a blurry figure stand up inside.

Through the open door, Baek Haein saw a face that was both familiar and unfamiliar. It felt different from meeting a classmate after a long time. He finally understood what it meant for a celebrity to have a different aura. As Baek Haein hesitated awkwardly, the idol Kim Iwol, whom he had only seen on screen, opened his arms wide.

“Class rep...!”

The smile that coolly lifted the corners of Kim Iwol's mouth melted the distance between them. It was the Kim Han that Baek Haein remembered.

“Before we have our emotional hug, can I just say one thing?” Baek Haein asked.

Kim Iwol's eyes widened with surprise.

Baek Haein spoke. “My compliment... it wasn't comforting at all, was it?”

Whatever else he might say, Baek Haein wanted to apologize first.

“I'm sorry.”

He held back tears. Kim Iwol made a hopeless expression, then strode over and hugged Baek Haein tightly.

“That's two things, class rep!”

Kim Iwol was the smartest in their class. He definitely understood what Baek Haein meant, and just like the kindest kid in class, he patted Baek Haein's back as if it were nothing. Baek Haein couldn't ignore his sincerity.

“You're so damn fussy.”

Kim Iwol laughed out loud at Baek Haein's fed-up act. Once they sat down, they asked about other classmates and shared old stories. They talked about being full-fledged members of society and teased each other about it. Baek Haein gave Kim Iwol the jjolmyeon meal kit and received a new console and a soccer game in return.

“If you play soccer with a game, you probably won't have to worry about breaking your leg, right?”

“You're as crazy as ever, Kim Iwol.”

Kim Iwol's eyes widened like a rabbit's.

“What's wrong?”

“It's just weird hearing you call me Kim Iwol.”

“Is that a bad thing?”

Baek Haein glared, and Kim Iwol laughed, waving his hands dismissively. His smile was the same, but he seemed much more carefree. Baek Haein had felt uneasy hearing about him in the news, but Kim Iwol looked happy, like someone who had found their true calling.

“Also, we're having a concert. Want to come if you have time?”

“When is it?”

“The 14th of next month.”

“That's your birthday, isn't it?”

“You remembered?”

“My mom says on that day, my sister puts your face on the monitor and prepares a birthday meal for you. She makes a huge fuss.”

“Does your sister like spArk?”

“Like? She's bet her life on you guys.”

Baek Haein looked disgusted. Kim Iwol went a step further, asking him to look upon Baek Haewon favorably. He pressed an envelope with tickets into Baek Haein's hand.

“Alright, I get it. So that somging? Can you release a different version? There are plenty of animal-shaped dolls, not just human-shaped ones.”

“You really don't know anything about the idol market, do you? You need both human-shaped and animal-shaped ones to satisfy the demand.”

“Can't you spare a thought for how I feel having to see ten cotton dolls of my old classmate?”

“Because your sister gets bonus points for being a Sparkler.”

“Must be nice being good at math. You should have gone into a science track.”

“Even if I had, my grades would have become useless anyway, right?”

“Stop making such dark jokes. You're going to give someone a heart attack.”

As they bantered, Baek Haein felt like he had returned to his high school days. The worries that had grown since he started working shrank until he could barely remember them. Instead, they could burst into laughter over unremarkable small talk. Baek Haein thought that as long as he was with the friend in front of him, any place would feel like their old classroom from their memories.


Chapter 606: Ignition (1)

Baek Haein returned from his meeting with Kim Iwol. He dropped a large game console box at the entrance and held an envelope out to Baek Haewon, who was lying on the sofa. Baek Haewon recognized the design and sat up.

"What's this?"

The envelope contained concert tickets. They were the exact same second-floor side seats with a perfect view that Baek Haewon had fought desperately to get. She hadn't even received a shipping notification for her own.

"Invitation tickets."

"What did you say?"

"He said you're a spArk fan, so you should come with me."

Baek Haewon couldn't believe it, but the clearly printed letters on the paper confirmed it was true.

Our society overuses the word 'pleasure'. The standard needs to change. You should only be able to claim you've felt pleasure when this level of endorphins is released!

A hot feeling spread through Baek Haewon's chest, like she had spilled soup on herself. She applauded the heartwarming friendship between the old classmates.


Happy birthday, Kim Iwol, and happy concert day to me.

Baek Haewon's one-million-and-twenty-first birthday had dawned. The starting points of her new life, which multiplied every time she found a new favorite or her favorites hit a new peak, had grown to this number before she realized it.

She savored her good fortune right up until the day arrived.

She also prepared thoroughly for a smooth concert experience. She lent Baek Haein the latest light stick to prevent him and spArk from getting criticized for management issues.

Sparklers roughly know the members' families. If a stranger shows up, they might think you got in through personal connections.

She told him that having basic etiquette was a virtue for an invited guest. On the way to the venue, she drilled him on concert rules.

Don't raise the light stick above your head. Watch out for prying eyes. When it's quiet, don't shout Kim Iwol's name or make personal comments. Baek Haein had no intention of disrupting his friend's performance, so he listened attentively to his sister's advice for once.

The siblings arrived early at the venue. Baek Haewon used Baek Haein to buy two of every piece of merchandise, paying him three light stick batteries for his labor.

"There are so many people," Baek Haein remarked, awestruck.

He was completely surrounded by a massive crowd, and most of them wore outfits similar to Baek Haewon's. It was no wonder he was surprised.

"Be grateful. Other people can't come even if they have the money."

Baek Haewon again emphasized Kim Iwol's kindness. Someone like Baek Haein would never understand the significance of these invitation tickets.

Kim Iwol had never invited a guest in all the years spArk had been inviting family. The other members never invited more than three people each, no matter how large their families were. That was why spArk's guest section always had only ten seats.

It was later revealed that Kim Iwol had no parents to invite and couldn't invite his older sister. spArk were not the type to show off their families while their bandmate was in that situation. They never said it directly, but after guessing the circumstances, Sparklers avoided mentioning family on BubblePop or in live stream comments as much as possible.

Now, that same Kim Iwol had used an invitation ticket for the first time since his debut. Did his recently found biological sister refuse the invitation? Thinking about it made Baek Haewon feel not entirely happy about being in the guest section.

She wanted even less to dishonor such a precious gesture.

I should just look at the stage and not look around.

Baek Haewon resolved this firmly. After finding her seat, she kept her phone away. She hid her wild social media persona and excitement, maintaining her composure. She didn't even make a fuss when Heerang and Yeo Seongchan from the idol group Berion sat nearby.

"...Over here."

A woman's voice came from above Baek Haewon, who was holding her breath so hard she was practically steaming.

"The three of you, please sit next to each other. I'll sit over here."

The woman sat next to Baek Haewon. Only staff could guide people into the guest section. Since no non-family member had ever been invited, Baek Haewon's seatmate had to be a member's family.

Who is it? Her voice is so young. Is it Jeyoung's older sister?

She kept her head fixed forward, but her gaze crept toward the feet of the person beside her. The large bag was a product Baek Haewon had seen before. She felt a sense of déjà vu. The space, the seats, the props... it all felt familiar.

Unable to contain her curiosity, Baek Haewon cautiously turned her head. A middle-aged couple and two women who looked slightly older than her sat in the seats. The three people at the end were strangers, but the woman right next to her looked familiar.

She knew the faces of every member's parents and siblings from watching the electronic displays at every concert. She had never seen these four people on any screen.

Baek Haewon's eyes widened as she mentally scrolled through spArk's past photos. She didn't find a match. In fact, she found nothing, but...

"Excuse me, where's the switch on this?"

...a familiar voice echoed in her fervent memories.

It's Jjae-i.

Identifying one person strangely made the others' identities even more unclear. Who was in Jjae-i's party? Who would give a fansite master four tickets while Kim Iwol was watching? Did they want to start a controversy over special treatment and ruin the contract renewal celebration?

Baek Haewon's hands trembled. She was so shaken she didn't notice Yuur and Polo arrive next to Baek Haein. She looked over at the noise and saw Baek Haein stiffly greeting the famous idols like a wooden plank.

His old classmate's career is on the line, and he's just carefree. Or is he? Is he drawing attention away from the people next to us? Is this some tear-jerking sacrifice for his friend? What is this 'let's all die together' lineup?

Just as anger surged, she heard murmuring from the other side. The whispering grew louder. Even with caps and masks, the sharp noses of Gu Jahan and Woo Yunjae were unmistakable.

The two men bowed deeply to the couple and their daughter sitting beside Jjae-i and chatted with them easily. Jjae-i turned her back to Baek Haewon to face them.

Having seen tens of thousands of fans at events, Baek Haewon could read Jjae-i's feelings from her silhouette alone.

Her shoulders were stiff, her arms held at an awkward angle. Her hands trembled and sweated, a mirror image of Baek Haein's.

There was no doubt. This wasn't the posture of a pro used to celebrities. It was the silhouette of a flustered Fan #1 who didn't know what to do.

Among the spArk members, Gu Jahan and Woo Yunjae had a connection to Kim Iwol. Heerang and Yeo Seongchan had kept a casual friendship with Kim Iwol through messages since meeting at IDC. Polo and Yuur were professional idols who rarely mentioned others, but they probably brought up Kim Iwol sometimes. She and Baek Haein were also Kim Iwol's guests, and Jjae-i didn't seem like the type to become a lover after being a fan.

A single possibility flashed through Baek Haewon's mind, supported by a short BubblePop message she remembered.

Iwol Pizza [There's a fan at my sister's company who likes spArk!]
[It's like a Sparkler introduced us to my sister first.]

Kim Iwol's guest. The one who came with her junior colleague, a spArk fan. Kim Iwol's...

Before Baek Haewon could finish her thought, the venue brightened. The large screen lit up, showing six hands on a pure white sketchbook.

Baek Haewon recognized each hand just from the backs and fingers. Holding crayons, the hands began to draw small pictures.

First, a pair of drumsticks appeared. The sound of sticks clashing echoed, followed by a beat. Another hand drew an instrument's body in one stroke, added four strings, and deep bass tones joined in. Laughter erupted when a drawing that looked more like a pipa than a guitar appeared.

One hand didn't draw an instrument. It drew a yellow house with an open window, and next to it, a doodle of a singer belting out a song.

While one member did his own thing, the accompaniment finished. The others added new pictures beside their instruments, including a large angel with three pairs of wings and a magician in a fedora.

The hand that had filled the video with doodles now drew in a blank space. After finishing a microphone, it scrawled large letters across the colorful sketchbook.

『Stand by』

As the title appeared, a melody with new lyrics burst from the speakers.

『What is it we stand here to sing』

spArk appeared, led by Park Joowoo, the one who drew the microphone. Their elaborate outfits and intense makeup were a feast for the eyes.

What good are words of gratitude? You have to spend money to show you're truly grateful. Baek Haewon was reminded of the cruel reality that money was the only way to show sincerity in a capitalist society.

『If you're ready...』

The officially released track lacked this announcement, unlike the music video. This was likely done to avoid fatigue from repeat plays and to highlight the music. The concert audio matched the official track.

『Turn on the lights』

A small, square light switched on in a dark cityscape. It was angular and rigid, unlike the ornate windows with their iron terraces.

Lights turned on one after another. Packed tightly together, they created a new image. A bright red traffic light replaced the old streetlights. A dazzling night view unfolded, as if seen from a skyscraper.

『Start the engine』

The metallic click of a car key in an ignition sounded. From their year-end awards show performance, she knew this composition was a build-up for the next song.

『Let the signal that makes me run ring out!』

After finishing Stand by, spArk began to perform Sprint.


Chapter 607: Ignition (2)

Won Chaehee had never sat anywhere but the 1st-floor section. It was a matter of pride after many years in the scene. She always watched concerts from the front, whether standing or seated.

This time, Won Chaehee had again secured a prime spot in the 1st-floor seated-standing section. From there, she could see the main stage up close and watch the members pass right in front of her on the extended stage.

However, Yeo Hana broke Won Chaehee's firm principle. Her boss had received tickets and asked if she wanted to join her at the invited seats section.

The view from spArk's invitation seats was honestly not as good as Won Chaehee's spot. Most concerts used the front row of the 2nd-floor center section for invitations. An aisle there allowed for high-fives. spArk, however, usually assigned seats behind or next to the filming cameras.

A seat directly in front of the cameras would have offered a clear, head-on view, but the best seats were always released to fans. Sitting in an invitation seat meant the cameras would likely block the view of the members' feet.

She had to give up a spot where a spArk member might take her phone for a selfie. She would instead sit in the back rows of the 1st floor, off to the side and with a low incline.

Normally, this was unthinkable, but Won Chaehee did not refuse. Her favorite member was hosting the sister he had struggled so hard to find. Won Chaehee was more than willing to be her guide for the day.

While Won Chaehee sat and handed out portable fans and water bottles, Gu Jahan and Woo Yunjae appeared. The actors and the family exchanged warm greetings, mentioning they often watched dramas. The rumors about Gu Jahan reforming seemed true, as he took great care of his junior's family. He even greeted Won Chaehee, merely his junior's sister's colleague, with a celebrity smile.

The venue took some time to settle. Meanwhile, Won Chaehee took a photo to commemorate the view from the back of the 1st-floor side section. She knew she would likely experience this view for the first and last time. Since her phone was out, she also snapped a picture of the cozy moment between Yeo Hana's family of three.

Yeo Hana marveled at how Won Chaehee took such good pictures in the dark. Won Chaehee thought about her cannon camera. She had left it behind to avoid rumors about a fansite master in the invitation seats. With it, she could have taken a family photo worthy of their living room wall. Won Chaehee simply smiled and did not answer.

The concert kicked off at full throttle. The razor-sharp group dance for 『Sprint 』, the song's core, unfolded on stage. Kang Kiyeon stepped out of the formation, a motorcycle helmet tucked under his arm.

『This feeling of freedom, of euphoria, that lets me breathe』

Kang Kiyeon tossed the helmet behind him and began his solo dance. He lifted his chin, his sharp jawline filling the big screen. A rough red streak painted across his cheek drew everyone's attention. The corners of his mouth curved into a cool smile.

『The frigid wind brushing against my face』

His straight fingers swept back his purple hair. An ecstatic smile spread across his face. Screams erupted throughout the venue.

『I hear a voice calling me, I step forward into an endless Sprint』

Six right feet stomped the floor in unison. THUD! They stood at an angle, following their shifted center of gravity, but the details varied for each member. It was obvious that Kim Iwol stood the most perfectly upright.

The flashing red, blue, and purple lights changed to a soft sky blue. A large scoreboard appeared in the background. It showed a tense game in the bottom of the ninth inning, with the score tied 5:5.

『This challenge is scary, maybe because it's the first time, I keep hesitating』

The next song was 『On A High Note』. Only then did Won Chaehee realize the color palette of their white shirts, thick red face marks, and black slacks.

『Still, I can't stop, because this moment is just too much fun』

The original version of 『On A High Note』 had a strong, refreshing vibe. Performances with sporty outfits and bright expressions symbolized spArk's signature refreshing concept.

Performed after 『Sprint 』, 『On A High Note』 had a slightly different feel. With disheveled hair and hearty smiles, they looked like friends reunited after debuting in a professional league.

『Run until we can fly, until we're gasping for breath』

Jeong Seongbin's features were more mature, but his sparkling eyes remained the same as his debut days. A fanfare sounded, and the members gathered at the center. They struck their ending poses as 1 point was added above their heads. The match concluded with a score of 6:5.


"We'll give our greeting. Two, three!"

"Hello, we are spArk!"

The Sparklers responded to the first official greeting by waving their light sticks.

"We'd like to start by first thanking everyone who has been with spArk for the past five years."

As soon as Jeong Seongbin finished, they all shuffled into position, knelt, and bowed deeply.

"You all probably thought you had about two more years left."

Kang Kiyeon perfectly voiced the fans' feelings. It was an unprecedented case, enough to fluster even Won Chaehee, who was rarely surprised by idol-related issues.

"It's all thanks to our Sparklers that we were able to renew our contracts."

"Thank you for giving us the confidence to keep going."

Choi Jeho and Kim Iwol greeted the fans in turn. The atmosphere felt like a festival for the younger members and a press conference for the older ones.

"I'm so happy we can all meet with smiling faces..."

"We promised our Sparklers that we'd be grateful for your support until our contract ended and that we'd do even better going forward, so we have to work really hard. Right, Sparklers?"

The fans screamed at Lee Cheonghyeon's words.

We know you're working hard, so just keep doing what you're doing.

Won Chaehee could confidently guarantee this. She had never known fans to be the first to betray their idols.

"And to celebrate our 5th anniversary, we also have some special guests here!"

Jeong Seongbin said with a smile. A few people near the invitation seats turned their heads toward Won Chaehee's section.

"Yes, uh..."

Kim Iwol took the microphone. He looked awkward as he rubbed the back of his neck with his other hand.

"Today, very thankfully! The members gave me their share of the invitation tickets as a birthday present."

"So he became an invitation ticket tycoon."

"That's right. Thanks to them, I was able to invite my noona's family, our class president's family, and some acquaintances today. Noona, Class President! Are you watching? Are your families enjoying the show?"

Kim Iwol waved toward the invitation seats. Yeo Hana and a man sitting one seat over on the opposite side waved back.

The people next to her must have been the class president and his sibling. The cameras did not pan to Won Chaehee's side, perhaps due to a prior request. Instead, Yuur, Polo, and Berion appeared on the big screen. Won Chaehee was truly relieved that he called his guests 'family' to avoid misunderstandings, both as a regular person and a fansite master.

"I'd like to take this opportunity to thank the members for being so considerate."

Kim Iwol bowed to his groupmates on either side of him.

"I invited this many Sparklers, so what's the big deal! I can spare two seats for my hyung!"

"Maybe for my birthday wish today, I'll ask for all 20,000 of you to be my guests."

"Look how shameless this hyung is."

Lee Cheonghyeon clicked his tongue. Kim Iwol smiled with crinkled eyes and asked, "Would that be okay, Sparklers?" The outrageous fan service made Won Chaehee wonder if she was dreaming. This was so unlike the usual Kim Iwol, who was only confident in strange situations and was normally subserviently humble to fans. It was a legendary moment, worthy of a five-star review commenting, 'The owner's face is kind.' Hearing such a statement, usually only found in fandoms that strongly support the entire group, felt incredibly special.


The talk time, like the VCRs, was a segment for the artists to rest. They needed a short break to drink water, gauge the audience's reaction, and catch their breath.

Won Chaehee, however, thought the talk time was actually a break for the Sparklers. The successive unit stages had fired her up so much that she was overheating in the middle of winter. Exhausted, she finally leaned back in her seat.

Park Joowoo and Kang Kiyeon recreated a famous street dance battle from a popular dance movie. The two, who were relatively light on their feet for spArk members, perfectly pulled off the street fashion.

Their lean, muscular physiques played a big part. Park Joowoo wore a sleeveless shirt, impressive enough to challenge Kang Kiyeon, spArk's resident sleeveless expert. Conversely, Kang Kiyeon wore a loose, short-sleeved shirt like Park Joowoo usually did. During a freeze, Kang Kiyeon's shirt slid down, revealing his chiseled abs.

Kim Iwol and Jeong Seongbin's challenge of singing famous songs from different eras was also excellent. The two vocalists, dressed in retro outfits, carefully selected songs that had stormed past generations.

Every Sparkler knew Jeong Seongbin specialized in ballads. Kim Iwol the balladeer, however, was a hidden gem. The only known fact about his ballad preference was that he sang one for a monthly evaluation as a trainee.

Sparklers who heard 『What I Want To Say 』, 『Memento』, or his concert cover of Jeong Seongbin's drama OST were thirsty for ballads of Kim Iwol's own taste. Unlike idols with notoriously bad taste, Kim Iwol knew exactly which songs suited him. His list of cover songs made this evident.

The Sparklers' expectations were not disappointed. The songs Kim Iwol brought were all excellent. They were famous enough for younger fans to recognize from broadcasts, and they perfectly matched Kim Iwol's refined vocal tone and Jeong Seongbin's smooth technique.

Then, the long-awaited Choi Jeho-Lee Cheonghyeon pair appeared. The emperor-fox duo, who once shook the fandom with their supreme visuals, made a spectacular return thanks to explosive fan support. The destructive power of Choi Jeho with red hair, a surefire winning color, combined with the legendary Geum Cheonghyeon was truly immense.

This time, they performed a dance instead of a rap. The pair choreography from spArk's two tallest members was breathtakingly good. Their simple white t-shirts and black pants clearly showed their intent to win over the crowd with only their physiques and visuals. One was a hexagonal man whose only weakness was not standing out, and the other was the one and only Center Emperor. Watching them dance with such fire in their eyes left everyone speechless.

A storm of endorphins raged through Won Chaehee and then vanished. The lights went out, leaving her completely wrecked in the dark. It was VCR time.


Chapter 608: Ignition (3)

『♡ Seongbin's Heart-Pounding Text Message Test ♡』

An unusual title shone in the darkness. The intriguing phrase made the Sparklers exclaim "Oh-!" in unison.

The VCR starred Jeong Seongbin, who appeared on a self-cam styled like a freshman university student.

『Hello, Sparklers! I just... got back from school. I was supposed to have a vocal lesson, but it was suddenly canceled because something came up for my teacher.』

Jeong Seongbin had really just come from his university. A 100% authentic campus Seongbin smiled and took out his phone.

『So today, I'm going to do a surprise event to show you all how our members communicate in their daily lives! A text message test.』

『I'm going to send a personal message to the members saying I'll be leaving late because I got a lot of vocal feedback. It's not a complete lie. I got a mountain of assignments..... haha. I'm looking forward to seeing what kind of replies I'll get.』

The theme was rather simple for a surprise event. In a broadcasting world full of provocative hidden cameras, this topic would not even be considered a surprise.

Isn't this a little boring?

Just as Won Chaehee felt disappointed, Jeong Seongbin spoke.

『If I bring up a heavy topic, the members will get really worried... I don't want to make them worry, even for the sake of content, so I'll just send a normal message!』

It was a very considerate move. The phone vibrated the moment Jeong Seongbin set it down on the desk after sending the message. Jeong Seongbin's eyes widened.

『It's here already! The sender is Kiyeon!』

Jeong Seongbin unlocked his phone and held the screen up to the camera.

☆ Kiyeon [Are you going to be very late?]

Another message immediately appeared. 'Around when will you leave?' After reading the incoming messages, Jeong Seongbin showed a text from a new person.

☆ Jeho-hyung [Food]

『Jeho-hyung checked it quickly too. What's gotten into him...』

Laughter erupted at the genuinely surprised Jeong Seongbin and the short but powerful text. Among the spArk members, Choi Jeho had the slowest average response time. That such a Choi Jeho would contact him so quickly, worried his younger brother might skip a meal, was impossible not to laugh at.

☆ Cheonghyeon-ie [Why]
[Our Seongbin-hyung is totally perfect, who would say anything??]
[Kiyeon was wondering if he should practice more and leave later too, should the maknaes wait for you???]

The sly text message was well-received by the fans. When did our maknaes grow up so much to do such admirable things?

Of course, someone had not changed at all. The person famous for his consistency since debut, Kim Iwol, was that protagonist.

『Heop...』

Jeong Seongbin covered his mouth in surprise.

『A long message came...』

He politely held the phone with both hands and once again showed it to the camera. The white text box was densely packed with words.

☆ Iwol-hyung [You had both a lecture and a vocal lesson today, right? Aren't you tired?]
[Was there any feedback that's bothering you?]
[You've been busy with a lot of schedules lately, so I wonder if it's a condition issue. I think your attitude of always striving to improve is admirable, but I'm worried you might be feeling that not being able to display your full capabilities is a shortcoming. As someone who is the first to hear your songs during recording, I know very well, Seongbin, how much you practice and how much you've improved each time you come... See More]

The text was not even fully visible. What's more, a call came in before a minute had passed. Jeong Seongbin hurriedly answered the phone.

『Hyung! It's not that serious...』

『― What kind of feedback did you get? Just tell me.』

Meanwhile, the diligent Jeong Seongbin did not forget to turn on the speakerphone. Thanks to that, the cold voice was captured perfectly in the VCR. With a beet-red face, Jeong Seongbin diligently explained himself. While the video played at 3x speed, a caption sparkled in rainbow colors. '※ He explained it well over the phone afterward! ※'.

『I guess this was too much, too. I should probably avoid surprise content from now on.』

Jeong Seongbin laughed with a hollow expression.

『Kiyeon is still sending texts. I need to reply quickly...』

『Seongbin-ah...』

『Huh? Joowoo?』

The door to the call booth opened, and Park Joowoo's arm appeared in the corner of the screen. Jeong Seongbin shot to his feet.

『Who said something...? The professor...? Teacher Eun...?』

A murderous aura emanated from Park Joowoo as he tried to hunt down the culprit. The image of the menacing Park Joowoo from spArk's pizza-making live automatically came to mind. No one called that broadcast 'Study With Me' anymore. He had been wandering the living room with a rolling pin.

『You're doing so well, why would they say something...?』

But in front of his dejected friend, Park Joowoo was just a soft chick. Jeong Seongbin quickly showed the camera to the teary-eyed Park Joowoo. He diligently answered the flood of calls that came because he had only sent the message about being late and had not replied.

『spArk is this close-knit! By the way, Kiyeon keeps calling, will it be okay...?』

『Seongbin, you're going to have to beg for forgiveness later...』

The VCR ended harmoniously with a resignedly smiling Jeong Seongbin and Park Joowoo, who seemed ready to get rid of the professor but would not take the maknae's anger in his place.

The surroundings grew dark again. People scattered quickly from under the electronic display. On the previously empty stage, shapes that appeared to be musical instruments had been brought up. Engrossed in the video, she had not noticed at all.

Is it Vanpark?

If so, the only song they would perform was 『Speaker』.

Aren't people going to make a fuss again, saying they chose a song where only Park Joowoo is the vocalist...?

An unexpected intro bloomed in the worried Won Chaehee's ears.

『What color do you see?』

Lee Cheonghyeon's intro echoed to the ceiling. The song that captured the essence of 'spArk-ness' by Kim Iwol, one they had never performed as a full group, and the one Won Chaehee had desperately wanted to see all six of them sing together...

『Connect』 had made its entrance. Won Chaehee shouted the fanchant with all her surging emotions. Lee Cheonghyeon responded with a grin.

『The color of flames.』

There were other changes besides the song. A DJ booth had been set up next to the drums. Park Joowoo, wearing a headset, placed his hands on the console. As he raised the volume, the sounds gradually intensified.

『If there's a future in the world you see』

The sound of the instruments was clean. There was almost no static or mistakes. They could handle both their instrumentals and their parts simultaneously. A microphone stood in front of everyone for a reason.

『That's probably what I wished for, Knock on』

As the equipment increased, the sound became richer. As their skills improved, the variety of techniques they could use also expanded. The accompaniment was densely filled with notes.

『Tying a knot at the end of your heart』

The members also had a sense of ease. Unlike the times when they could not take their eyes off their instruments for fear of missing a note, they now looked at the fan seats and smiled. They even made eye contact with each other while playing naturally.

『I'm pulling it, strongly』

Kim Iwol's bass, a birthday present, shone under the lights. Lee Cheonghyeon's story about how Kim Iwol cherished it, saying it always looked new despite him holding it all the time, was no empty talk.

『Making you feel like it's an unavoidable destiny』

A bias is not something you can choose. It is decided like destiny. She felt that making Kim Iwol her bias was probably like that too. Just like this stage, which came true because she had wished for it.


spArk, who had performed a live band set in white shirts and leather pants, walked to the front of the stage one by one. Park Joowoo took the jacket draped over the corner of the booth and put it on. Kang Kiyeon zipped his open jacket up to his neck. Lee Cheonghyeon, finished with the keyboard, put on black leather gloves.

Jeong Seongbin's heels stomped heavily on the stage. THUMP, THUMP. The electronic display showed a close-up of Jeong Seongbin's face. A cool gaze shone from between his light pink hair, then his eyes slowly closed.

『hold on I need something to swallow』

At a concert, light sticks can be controlled remotely. The effects using this function were an event only seen at the venue.

spArk's concert was the same. As if a match had been struck, a single red line cut across the first-floor seats. Then, an orange light spread from the front rows in all directions as if catching fire. It was the 'color of flames' they had shouted about in 『Connect』.

『The heat isn't enough, so I swallow my surroundings』

Among all of spArk's songs, 『Alight』 had the tightest choreography. The members all agreed. As if pouring out all their energy, spArk jumped without rest.

『Raise the temperature』

The large electronic display was brightly colored. Everything from the ceiling lights to the light sticks in hand blazed crimson.

Her head grew hot with the escalating music. A sharp high note exploded like a firecracker.

In the heat, where a haze could have been shimmering, Won Chaehee stared at Kim Iwol. Kim Iwol, captured on the electronic display, was drenched in sweat, yet he danced as if his body would break.

He maintained a cold expression to match the concept, but a faint smile would appear when his part ended. She could not look away, wanting to see that smile that vanished like a mirage again. Won Chaehee's hands gripped her light stick tightly.

『Until I turn to ash, me』

White hair fluttered in the center. It seemed to have a grayish tint. The moment the camera zoomed in on Park Joowoo's face, Won Chaehee's eyes met his light gray ones. The light from the light stick shimmered on his hair and in his eyes before disappearing.

『Burn me up』

A languid voice whispered into the microphone. Hoo. With the sound of a candle being blown out, the sparkling light sticks disappeared into the darkness. It was a complete combustion.


Chapter 609: Ignition (4)

Cheers erupted from the darkness. I let the roar wash over me and caught my breath, drenched in sweat. Performing with a live band and executing perfectly synchronized choreography was exhausting.

But I couldn't blame the person who made the setlist. The culprit was me, and there was no excuse. Full of repentance, I diligently handed water bottles to the panting members.

While drinking water, I glanced at the guest seating area. I had been so focused on the performance that I barely looked their way, except during talk segments. It couldn't be helped since I was working, but I still felt sorry for not attending to my guests properly.

That's why I asked Gu Jahan and Woo Yoonjae the day before to check if my family was seated properly. They graciously let me know in the group chat before the concert started, and I was grateful.

Gu Jahan [You brought a professional?]
[They came better prepared than us]

Woo Yoonjae [I greeted them, though. ㅎ]

I was relieved they seemed to have come with a junior. I also invited Heerang, who used to buy tickets for our concerts himself whenever his off-season coincided with a spArk show. He once saw a show without telling me and only mentioned it later on his live stream.

So I sent Heerang two remaining tickets and told him to bring a member. I heard that the affable Yeo Seongchan was the first to apply when a post went up recruiting one person on a first-come, first-served basis.

I told Yuur and Polo that an old classmate would sit next to them. They had claimed they would just watch quietly and leave, but they sent me a photo. They even took a selfie with the class president. It was good to see the class president looking so happy.


"Are you all having fun?" Jeong Seongbin asked the audience.

The fans answered with a tremendous cheer. It was a good call to have Jeong Seongbin, in his leather pants, handle the commentary.

"Shall we talk about our VCR for a moment?" Kang Kiyeon interjected into the peaceful atmosphere.

His furious expression clearly revealed his inner thoughts.

I was seriously tricked.

Meanwhile, Lee Cheonghyeon was busy fixing his friend's hair from behind, which had gotten messy from dancing. His fingertips were very meticulous.

"It's not that I'm holding a grudge! Seongbin explained everything to me that day. It's not like he told some huge lie..."

"Then why the long face?" Choi Jeho cut in.

Kang Kiyeon's heart was too much like a young boy's for the simple-minded Choi Jeho to understand, so I quickly sent Choi Jeho a hand signal to be quiet.

Jeong Seongbin probably just wanted to show a normal spArk conversation. If he had really wanted to test our sincerity, the topic would have been more serious. There was plenty of material to trick someone with. It's just that our internal policy was to refrain from provocative content, otherwise, we could have come up with something much worse. The problem was that seeing such a hurtful message, even in a situation like this, reminded him of Jang Junhoo. That bastard who hurt our precious boss... The nightmare of Jeong Seongbin being criticized for his singing and holing himself up in the practice room because of that man would resurface.

Now, the loyal subordinates of spArk could take turns buying Jeong Seongbin ten expensive drinks at a time. However, a memory intensely seared into one's mind from a young age is not easily forgotten. We had worked so hard to erase the shadows from Jeong Seongbin's face and make him shine. There was no way we would let that memory get its foot in the door again. Our support for our leader will continue until the day Jeong Seongbin's OSTs dominate the top 10 spots on the karaoke popularity charts.

Next, the conversation turned to the album. Since the repackaged album itself was released to commemorate our 5th anniversary, it was a natural progression.

"Cheonghyeon worked really, really hard..." Park Joowoo said, massaging both of Lee Cheonghyeon's shoulders.

Even the entire concert time wouldn't be enough to explain all of Lee Cheonghyeon's hard work.

As the years went by, it was inevitable that songs from our early debut days would be pushed out of the setlist. The fans loved the unique sentiment of that era, so they greatly missed the stages that had been on a long cooldown.

The fact that we could meet the fans' needs at this concert was purely thanks to Lee Cheonghyeon. In the process of matching the overall tone of the album, he had diligently saved up performance-use sound sources and directing ideas. It's not easy to avoid giving the impression of recycling old songs, but Lee Cheonghyeon managed to do it all by himself. It was an achievement worthy of applause.

"Joowoo worked hard too! That's right, let's congratulate our Joowoo on his spectacular DJ debut!"

At Lee Cheonghyeon's words, everyone clapped. I had also found out only recently that Park Joowoo was learning to DJ. Unlike the other members who could all play at least one instrument, he said he started learning because the only thing he could do was sing.

He could have been satisfied with his solid position as not just the top-tier vocalist in spArk, but the top-tier vocalist among all male idols in history, yet Park Joowoo never grew complacent and continued to work hard. He wanted to perform with the members, so he tried various things on his own, only revealing it as a surprise when his efforts were ready to see the light. When he declared with a serious face that he would absolutely never perform at clubs, we all rolled on the floor, roaring with laughter.

"Thanks to Cheonghyeon and Iwol for making such a cool instrumental track..."

With his cheeks flushed from the heat, Park Joowoo looked quite shy. To make him stand out even more, I took a headband a fan was waving from below the stage and placed it on his head. It was adorable, and I was very pleased.

Just as I felt satisfied, a scream erupted from the front. I looked up at the big screen in surprise and saw a massive close-up of Choi Jeho sipping bottled water with a straw. The sight of him wearing a doll hat he must have picked up from somewhere while sipping JJOOP JJOOP from a straw was quite bizarre.

"Jeho. Don't you feel a little sorry for the doll?"

"......"

"The doll is crying."

Because he had put it on carelessly, the hat was crumpled. When Jeong Seongbin adjusted the fit, the facial features drawn on the hat broke into a wide smile atop Choi Jeho's head.

Still, that kid, Choi Jeho, has really changed a lot. Without being told, he would take every opportunity to make eye contact with the fans. It didn't feel like he was just fulfilling his duty as an idol. He genuinely seemed to enjoy doing it.

I don't know why, of all the professions involving dancing, Choi Jeho wanted to become an idol. Even when I asked, the only answer I ever got was that he couldn't remember. It didn't seem like he was hiding anything, so he must have genuinely forgotten. Dreams from long ago are often like that.

However, Choi Jeho always did his best in his life as an idol, a life he couldn't even remember why he wanted. In the past, even if the results were lacking, he fulfilled his contract to the very end. Even when he was injured, even when he was criticized for not being able to handle his position and parts because of it, he never stopped standing on stage.

Perhaps the phrase 'a natural-born center', being born for it, was meant for someone like him. To keep moving forward even after forgetting your motivation and hitting a wall.

"Since one person is wearing one, I feel like I have to wear one too. Can someone lend me something cute...?"

As if not to be outdone, Kang Kiyeon got himself a headband. Then, with a cynical expression, he began to boldly decorate himself. He had a look on his face that fans couldn't help but love.

Kang Kiyeon was the complete opposite of Choi Jeho. There were many walls in front of Kang Kiyeon. Nevertheless, he never backed down. It was because he knew for sure what he wanted to do. He wasn't the type to turn away with a clear goal right in front of him. By climbing slowly but surely, Kang Kiyeon learned how not to fall.

How close had Kang Kiyeon gotten to the goal he was pursuing? If the destination was near, I could praise his achievements so far, and if it was still far, I could praise his strong sense of challenge. There was nothing left to worry about when it came to Kang Kiyeon.

I'm getting all sentimental with year-end reflections, even though it's only the beginning of the year.

Normally, these thoughts hit around early December, when you're shocked and think, There's less than a month left of the year!

My heightened sensitivity didn't even last three minutes. The segment blatantly shifted to celebrating my birthday. These guys played the most touching music in the world just to celebrate someone's birthday. Then they read heartfelt, handwritten letters designed to stir up emotions.

"Happy birthday. My handwriting is weird because I couldn't find my glasses, so please understand."

"Is this really the right intro for a birthday letter?"

"For the hyung who writes a 'Read More' post even at the simple words 'I'm coming home late', I'm going to try writing this letter until my fingers break."

"I was wrong, Seongbin."

"Remember? You were playing the bass and Kiyeon was playing the guitar. I was just walking down the hall, not knowing you two were jamming, and I saw you playing a different song without me..."

"This was my fault too, Joowoo."

"Whenever I see the Undead Cool Water Gorgeous Iwol, the Elite Smart Brilliant Cheonghyeon is happy for every single day I get to spend with the Cool Water Undead Gorgeous Iwol!"

"Undead, Cool Water, and Gorgeous have been fighting for position since a moment ago. Can't you unify them?"

"The moment I saw you on 'SMG', I realized you're exactly the same as you've always been. Just like back in our trainee days when you'd tell me every night to straighten my back and look forward. I learn a lot from seeing how unchanging you are."

"Just say it was too hard back then, Kiyeon."

"Why? I felt like I was taking a trip down memory lane."

I was so grateful that my tears completely dried up. Their repertoire never changed for my birthday. It had reached the point where flustering me with their bizarre antics felt like an annual event. Once, they even made a surprise group appearance after suddenly throwing Choi Jeho into a live broadcast!

I decided to let it slide since it was a good thing the concert venue didn't become gloomy. I didn't want the place to become a sea of tears from a wave of emotion. It was a celebration before a major happy event where we were all supposed to have fun. We should be excited.

The moment I was about to cut the cake, the lights went out.

A video started playing on the big screen. It was a compilation of Kim Iwol, with only Kim Iwol appearing large on the screen. A series of scenes followed, showing him singing in a recording booth, typing on a laptop in a meeting room, and monitoring photos after a photoshoot.

The Kim Iwol who was living his daily life gradually grew closer to the stage. He was shown smiling at a behind-the-scenes camera for a music show, and even hosting as an MC by himself. A clip of him singing his part went by. The picture of him smiling at a camera during a fan signing event was so famous you could find it just by surfing the web.

It was all my face, yet it felt unfamiliar. I couldn't pinpoint the source of the déjà vu.

Then I realized. Those versions of Kim Iwol were different from the Kim Iwol who was 'doing something for others'. It wasn't the image of Kim Iwol I was used to, the one standing behind or next to someone. What was gathered here were all the personal records of Kim Iwol shining as an idol. The Kim Iwol on the screen was neither more nor less than an ordinary idol.

『We were able to come this far thanks to your kindness, hyung.』

『Your precious consideration is what made the spArk of today possible.』

『And now, it gives us the confidence that we can make it.』

『Because you are shining for us at the very front.』

The handwritten words appeared and disappeared one line at a time. Nevertheless, they remained in my eyes like afterimages.

『Hyung, you are』

A short caption flickered. When the next sentence appeared, I was speechless.

『spArk's eternal pride.』

My head slowly turned. The guys were looking at me.

Winning first place, receiving the rookie award, and winning the grand prize. Through it all, we had learned well that when you're overjoyed, tears can also fall.

With tears welling in their eyes, the guys rushed towards me, smiling. I didn't have the heart not to embrace them, so I pulled them into a tight hug.


Chapter 610: '-'_'='

An old memory suddenly surfaced, even though I was not sleeping.

It was a very cold winter. My sister and I were at a deserted playground on a night with heavy snow. We made a snowman with our bare hands, repeatedly tucking them into our armpits for warmth.

We packed the snow, not caring that our hands turned bright red. The snow-rolling ended after we made four snowballs, each the size of our bodies.

We set up two snowmen side by side next to a bench. We used fallen pine needles and pebbles for their eyes, noses, and mouths. My hands were chapped and stinging.

"Oh my, your hands are so cold. What should we do?"

My sister's hands were just as red. She grabbed mine. She blew her warm breath on them, rubbing the backs of my hands with her palms to warm them quickly.

It was a childhood memory I could have lived without. Some might have felt sorry hearing this story. My sister from back then might have dwelled on it for a long time.

However, I had liked it. I did not regret wandering in the biting wind. With my sister by my side and the snowmen we made together, I felt like a child who had the whole world.

The time I spent with spArk flowed before my eyes like a panorama. Some days were agonizing. There were times I felt hopeless. I even wanted to give up on overcoming a single wall.

Though it had been agonizing, I could no longer remember the cause of my pain. Only the best memories remained. I had not erased them because they were too hard to face.

It's better to fill the space with happy things than to leave a lot of capacity by erasing all the bad memories.

It was just as my sister's recording in the SYSTEM said. The number of things I did not want to forget had grown. I was so overwhelmed just thinking about them that I had to clear out the spaces where my scars had been. I would not even feel sad seeing my sister.

I knew I would face more crises as I lived, just as I had until then. Still, I knew that if I endured, happy moments would come. This realization would make me get up again and again.

My heart was overwhelmed. The emotion was too heavy for me to handle.


The concert was nearing its end. The heated air made it hard to believe it was February and showed how much time had passed.

We sang 『Hideout』 and 『Bright』 and left the stage. It was a theatrical ending, a formality that everyone knew was just for show. Calls for an encore echoed through the venue.

During the break, spArk busily changed clothes. We put on outfits for a refreshing final performance and picked out our items. We had to hurry back to the stage so the fans would not have to wait.

As we waited for the stage to open, the powerful intro of 『Dreamer』 began. The cheers were explosive. The light sticks glittered yellow, like the gold dust on Lee Cheonghyeon's face in the music video.

『Everyone tells lies』

『Dreamer』 resembled Lee Cheonghyeon's inner self. It captured the words that had made him wander and worry.

『They say life is similar, whoever it is, it's all the same』

These were words we had heard from Choi Jeho, Jeong Seongbin, Park Joowoo, and Kang Kiyeon.

It was the same for anyone, not just idol trainees. People judged others' decisions easily and belittled their value. Listening to those voices made me blame myself. I kept shrinking, feeling like someone who should not want anything.

『I want to live in my imagination, even if I'm not cheered on』

Still, people dream because they want something.

A wish could be achieving a far-fetched dream, cheering for an underdog, or finding someone you thought you had lost. Was there any reason for a wish to be criticized?

I remembered when I was convinced an office job was my calling. At the time, I genuinely believed it.

Now, I re-examined that belief. Had I truly thought that was my path, or had I ever looked elsewhere?

I knew I had only pretended it was not true. In reality, I was afraid to take on the challenge. I chose the stable path over an uncertain future. I could have found meaning there, but I could not. I could not live a better life. Without that magical event, I would have stayed the same.

『I will believe in you』

The original lyric was 'I will believe in myself'. It was a pledge to persevere through difficulties.

Now that spArk was solid, we no longer needed to comfort each other. It was our turn to repay the trust we had received. We already knew who we had to run to first.

I looked out at the packed audience.

I wanted to promise the Sparkler I would protect their faith forever, just as I had received their unconditional love. I planned to go as far as the Sparkler wished. I decided to become someone who would have their back when they needed courage.

『Because we all live while dreaming』

They had made our dreams come true.

A few more songs passed while I walked around with the microphone. Colorful lights dyed my white t-shirt. The rough texture of the jeans felt good.

This song was truly the end. The night was deep. Even though I knew there would be a next time, my feet would not move. A lyrical remake of an intro began to play.

『There are times when a single dream is vivid』

The lyrics of 『Flowering』 contain specific keywords.

Dream, strength, wish, driving force, cheers. These were all elements that had made me run this far.

『The strength that makes my heart pound so I can't sleep all night long』

Depending on the interpretation, this could also be the unchanging heart of children full of dreams.

I thought of the world's most inefficient affections. A fan's heart wishes for someone else's success more than their own. A family's love always wants to give one more thing.

But I could not simply accept the affection from those around me. I worried I was in a place I should not be and felt a duty to meet their expectations. Sparkler gave me a place to stay. They made me picture a future. They made me want to show a better version of myself and love the time I built with them.

'My place' was too precious to leave. The cheers quickly drowned out the scorn of others. The things that tormented me hid in the dark shadows, out of sight. It became faint whether they had ever existed. Only the cheering lights shone brightly. Now, I feared nothing and wanted to avoid nothing. I was not envious of anyone.

I wanted to show this side of me to my sister.

『Ring the alarm, let the cheers erupt』

The lights were as hot as fire. It felt like a flame was about to ignite.

Embers do not melt away. They devour each other and grow. They gather to forge a path. They soar endlessly upward. They burn until nothing is left, emitting heat.

A vermilion light covered the audience seats like a spreading wildfire.

『Until my heart boils over and overflows』

I was happy. I was happy enough to live my whole life on this memory.

This was the life I had wanted.


After the two-day concert, spArk turned off all the lights at home and slept deeply for a day. Daily life returned the next day. We checked our schedule and prepared for the upcoming concerts.

An important event was coming up. spArk's 5th anniversary was the very next day. The meeting room and practice room bustled with live preparations and content pre-checks.

"Iwol, a package has arrived for you!"

Manager Daeyeon entered the practice room holding a long package while we were gathered inside. The spArk members showed interest in its long, thin shape.

Lee Cheonghyeon squatted on the floor and asked.

"What's this?"

"A banner. Sit with your legs straight."

"What kind of banner?"

"A banner to celebrate our 5th anniversary and contract renewal. I told you to sit with your legs straight, didn't I?"

At my words, Lee Cheonghyeon grumbled and straightened his legs.

Park Joowoo went to the end of the box and tore off the tape.

Jeong Seongbin, who was reading the shipping label, asked a question.

"Why did a 5th anniversary and contract renewal banner come addressed to you?"

"Because I designed it and I ordered it."

"Why would you..."

"Because I wanted to."

I left the bewildered Jeong Seongbin and took the rolled-up banner from the box. It was a magnificent sight spread out on the floor. My personal pick, the winter spArk cool-tone sky blue background, and the carefully selected best cut of spArk created a beautiful harmony. It was a magnificent design.

"......"

A sound of admiration escaped me. It felt new and emotional.

"I can't believe I'm seeing this in person."

I fiddled with the edge of the banner. Kang Kiyeon stopped me as I was about to fold it to keep dust off.

"Let's hang it on the wall."

"......"

"We're going to do a camera test anyway, right? We're planning to do the live here too. Jeho, grab the other side."

"Are you tall enough?"

"Who said we're hanging it at the very top?"

The two of them bickered as they attached the banner to the practice room wall.

"We have to credit the source! We need to make the copyright holder clear on something like this. I'll write 'Made by Yi wol' on the back of the banner."

"Cheonghyeon, wait a minute! If you write with a permanent marker, it might show through to the front. Let's add a piece of fabric to be safe."

Jeong Seongbin and Lee Cheonghyeon then made and attached a name tag. Park Joowoo diligently cut tape to reinforce the corners so the banner would not fall. Six people were fussing over a single banner. It was so funny that I kept chuckling.

"The picture is coming out really pretty! Hey everyone, gather in the center. Let's take one shot!"

Jukyung, who had been watching the chaos, gestured towards us. My question about why she was taking a picture when it was not even hung properly was lost in the boisterous atmosphere. After being pushed around, I soon stood with the guys under the banner.

"Look at the lens! I'm taking it!"

Despite Jukyung's kind guidance, my gaze drifted slightly upward. I looked where the banner was reflected in the mirror.

The letters appeared reversed, but I had no problem reading them. I had written the sentence myself, mulling it over dozens of times.

[I will light a flame in all your winters] When the cold wind blows, we will begin to burn. We will burn so fiercely that no wind can extinguish spArk.
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